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PREFACE

I WILL NEVER FORGET THE final few weeks of the 2003–04 season. It might have been the time when I truly understood the mental tug-of-war a National Hockey League general manager, especially the GM of a struggling, still relatively new expansion franchise, goes through. It was the fourth of my ten seasons as president and GM of the Columbus Blue Jackets.

Midway through the previous season, I was sitting in my office after a tough home loss to the Nashville Predators when the phone rang. It was my owner, Mr. John H. McConnell, telling me I had to fire my head coach, Dave King. I asked him who was going to coach. He said, “You are!” So now I am the head coach, the third title on my business card along with president and GM, and one title too many. Maybe two.

The local media was convinced I fired Dave because I wanted to coach. That wasn’t the case. Obviously, I couldn’t tell anyone the real reason, that it was my owner’s idea. At one point after I had taken over from King, we got within six points of a playoff spot. I thought, this is looking good, all things considered. Even the media was saying the old Florida Panthers coach was back. Well, it went south pretty quickly. The next season, 2003–04, during the thirty-seven games I was behind the bench, we won a grand total of nine games. On January 1, I promoted my old friend and assistant coach Gerard Gallant to take over.

During the forty-five games after Gerard took over, we won sixteen games. It was still a good move promoting him because I didn’t need to be working three jobs and the record wasn’t his fault. Gerard went on to become a very good coach. But the season was another immense struggle and disappointment.

I remember in March we lost eight straight games and it was pure torture. Seven years on the job, I was fearing I might not survive myself. On March 21, we were in Vancouver. That night our two stars, Rick Nash and Nikolai Zherdev, both put on an unbelievable show. We had an amazing game and finally won, 5–4. And I felt great. We had ended the losing streak, stopped the bleeding, and our two stars, the future of the franchise, were phenomenal. For a moment or two, the present didn’t feel so bleak because the future looked bright. Even theHockey News had written in its prospects issue that Columbus was in great shape moving forward. They devoted a cover to the “Rick and Nic Show.” According to the media experts, we were on the verge of taking big steps. We were experiencing pain, but those two draft picks—Nash and Zherdev—were going to lead us to the promised land, or so we hoped.

After that game, the team returned home to Columbus and mercifully we only had seven more games to finish the season. But the emotions truly were mixed. On one hand we wanted the season to end because of all the losing and we were out of the playoffs. On the other hand, we couldn’t wait for the next one to begin. I stayed out west to do some scouting and a few nights later at home we beat Minnesota 2–0, then Anaheim 3–1, for a modest three-game winning streak. I remember being excited about the wins. I was on the road scouting with Dale Tallon, who was an assistant GM with the Chicago Blackhawks at the time. After one of those wins, Dale asked me what I was so excited about and I said, “We finally won some effing games.” The Hawks struggled that season, too, but while we were winning, they were losing or tying games. But Dale was just as happy as me.

How does that work?

That’s when I fully understood the conundrum every GM experiences: You have to win to survive, but some seasons losing is not a bad thing; it’s actually the best thing. The key, I suppose, is finding a way to lose and survive and not be accused of tanking!

Before that game in Vancouver, we were holding the fourth overall pick of the draft (prior to the dreaded draft lottery being held, of course). That draft was a big one because it included Alexander Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin, both potential franchise players. Winning that game dropped us to fifth in the lottery ranking at the time with the Washington Capitals moving into the fourth spot. So, by winning, we were effectively losing.

When it came time for the lottery, Pittsburgh had finished last, a point behind Chicago and Washington and four points behind us. Washington won the lottery and Ovechkin and we all know how that turned out, with Ovi becoming one of the greatest scorers ever and the Caps eventually winning a Stanley Cup years later. Pittsburgh fell to second and got Malkin. They won the lottery the next year (more about that later) and got Sidney Crosby and three Stanley Cup victories. We also know how it ultimately turned out for me in Columbus!

It’s funny, but during the 2022–23 season Montreal Canadiens GM Kent Hughes was having the same feelings I had years earlier. The Habs were having growing pains and a lot of injuries. They lost a lot but also had moments when they played well and won because of their good, young talent and coach Martin St. Louis. One day Hughes was asked, with the generational player Connor Bedard in the 2023 draft, if winning too often was a bad thing.

“I said to Marty [coach Martin St. Louis], we’ve gotten to a point where the wins are good only to a certain point and the losses are bad only to a certain point,” referencing the balance between culture building, developing your young players, and improving the draft lottery odds.

After that 2004 draft lottery we stayed in the four spot, which was very frustrating. The draft that year was in Raleigh and, incredibly, it got worse for us. The feeling going in was that after the first two picks (Ovechkin and Malkin), the drop-off in talent was drastic. The next couple of prospects were defenseman Cam Barker with Medicine Hat, and winger Andrew Ladd with the Calgary Hitmen. Our scouts were not sold on Barker. We liked Ladd and watched him a lot, but my chief scout, Don Boyd, and the staff weren’t sold on him. Wayne Smith, our scout in Quebec, loved left winger Alexandre Picard, who was with Lewiston of the Quebec league, and desperately wanted him. He was being compared to Patrice Bergeron, a former second-round pick of the Boston Bruins, who turned out to be a great player. The scouts told me I could move back from number four to as deep as number eight, get a second-round pick tossed in the deal, and still get Picard.

We made a decision as a staff and decided to trade down. Jimmy Rutherford, the GM of the Carolina Hurricanes at the time, called me at the table a few minutes before the draft and asked if I would consider moving the fourth pick. The draft was in his city and he wanted to make a splash. He owned the eighth pick. Well, we had made the decision we would move, so we made the deal, flipping from four to eight and getting an additional second-round pick in the 2004 draft. Our staff was elated we made the trade, confident we would still get Picard at eight and have that extra pick.

With the third pick Chicago took Barker and Jimmy took Ladd at number four. Blake Wheeler, a big right winger, went fifth to Phoenix, goaltender Al Montoya went to the New York Rangers, and Florida took winger Rostislav Olesz seventh.

With the eighth selection Columbus selected Picard. I remember after we made the pick Tim Murray, who was scouting with Anaheim at the time, walked by our table on his way to making the ninth overall pick and said, “Man, you got a player. What a great selection. We wanted him.” We left Raleigh after the draft on a high. Were we ever wrong.

Ovechkin and Malkin became superstars, as expected. Barker had an average career, with injuries and contract hassles getting in the way. Ladd played 1001 NHL games and was pretty darn good. Picard played 67 games. I wish Timmy and the Ducks had gotten Picard. He had trouble keeping up with the pace of the game and just wasn’t good enough.

And it was a disastrous draft overall for us. It got worse as both our second-round picks—right winger Adam Pieneault from Boston College at forty-six overall and defenseman Kyle Wharton from Ottawa at fifty-nine—played a total of three NHL games. We drafted a goalie, Dan LaCosta from Owen Sound, who played four NHL games. Then our next five picks never played in the NHL. Our final pick, in the ninth round, defenseman Grant Clitsome out of Nepean, played 205 games. Go figure. That’s the draft.

With respect to scout Wayne Smith, he was offered a promotion and a job with the Bruins after the draft and went on to help them win a Stanley Cup. He was a good scout, and we had lots of good scouts, but that’s the imperfect science of the draft.

I still haven’t gotten over the excitement we felt watching Nash and Zherdev perform their magic in that Vancouver win, and then the sick feeling in my stomach seeing the Capitals get a generational player in Ovechkin. The lottery has not been a friend to the Blue Jackets. The wins down the stretch that year felt great, but they ultimately didn’t do us any favors. And then we didn’t do ourselves any favors with our selections.

As my good friend Brian Burke said to me when I got the job in Columbus: “It’s simple, Doug; just make sure you finish last every year until you get stars.” We never quite figured that out. We were bad enough, finished low enough, but never had any lottery luck. In 2001, our second draft, we were picking eighth. What were we doing picking eighth? We had seventy-one points and our owner was unbelievably excited. But eighth! That was the year Ilya Kovalchuk went first to Atlanta and Jason Spezza went second to Ottawa. We got goaltender Pascal Leclaire at eight, a decent pick, but he only played 173 NHL games. And he certainly wasn’t a Kovalchuk or Spezza.

Aside from finishing last every year and hoping you have lottery luck, winning at the draft means having the right pieces in the front office. Ken Holland has been a great friend for many years. He spent thirty-six years in the Detroit Red Wings organization—two as a goalie, the rest in management. He started his management career as an amateur scout in Western Canada, hired by GM Jim Devellano. We were in the organization together for four years. Ken worked his way up, eventually becoming chief scout, goaltending coach, and then assistant GM in 1994, replacing me when I was let go and eventually landed in Florida. We spent a lot of time together either scouting in Western Canada or across Europe.

Two years after Ken replaced me, teams were calling the Red Wings asking for permission to talk to him about becoming their GM. Detroit realized they had a gem, and after the Wings won the Stanley Cup in 1997 they made Kenny the GM. For the next twenty-two years he remained GM and executive vice president. During that time, he won the Stanley Cup another three times—in 1998, 2002, and 2008—with just five players a part of all four championships. He won the President’s Trophy four times, the Central Division ten times, and the Red Wings won five regular-season conference titles. They also had a streak of twenty-five consecutive playoff appearances, the last nineteen with Holland as GM.

In fall 2021, he was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame as a builder. A pretty impressive résumé, to say the least. When Ken talks, hockey people listen. And not just because he is a great guy. It was during his induction speech that Ken summed up what makes teams winners and champions: “Scouting is the lifeblood of a successful team!”

He then went on to thank some of the best scouts in the business, who worked with him in Detroit, the likes of Mark Howe, Joe McDonnell, Hakan Andersson, Archie Henderson, Glenn Merkosky, Jiri Fischer, and the late Dan Belisle. Some of these scouts helped build the Red Wings into a championship organization. Some were pro scouts, some amateur. It takes a team to win on the ice and it takes a team to win off the ice.

By the way, of those five players who won all four Stanley Cups, three were drafted by the Red Wings—Nicklas Lidstrom, a Hall of Famer, in the third round, 53rd overall; Darren McCarty in the second round, 46th overall; Tomas Holmstrom in the tenth round, 257th overall. Scouting is the lifeblood of a successful team!

Holland was a five-foot-eight goaltender, who was selected 188th overall by the Toronto Maple Leafs in 1975. He played nine professional seasons with the Red Wings and Hartford Whalers organizations, playing just four NHL games (three with Detroit, one with Hartford) before he was let go by the Wings but soon offered that scouting job by Devellano. So, not all picks work out, at least on the ice!

And since May 7, 2019, he has been the president of hockey operations and GM of the Edmonton Oilers, an organization that prior to his arrival had seen both sides of the draft—a lot of years with high picks and no results, not even playoff appearances. For three straight years they drafted first overall: 2010 Taylor Hall, 2011 Ryan Nugent-Hopkins, 2012 Nail Yakupov. Still nothing. In 2013, they drafted defenseman Darnell Nurse seventh overall. The next year, center Leon Draisaitl third overall. And then they had the really big draft lottery win and things started to look up. In 2015, they got generational player Connor McDavid first overall. Even so, there have been struggles, although the last few seasons the Oilers have taken major steps forward. It’s just another example of how fickle and how important the draft is.

In the eighties, when the Oilers were a dynasty, winning the Stanley Cup four times in five years, they were draft wizards under GM Glen Sather and chief scout Barry Fraser, who passed in 2022. They drafted the likes of Mark Messier, Kevin Lowe, Grant Fuhr, Paul Coffey, Jari Kurri, and Glenn Anderson, all future Hall of Famers. And, of course, they were gifted the undrafted Wayne Gretzky (more about that later). But it shows how unpredictable the draft can be, from feast in the eighties to not exactly famine but not being able to make it work for a lot of years afterward.

All of those picks were made before Ken arrived, but even though it took time, those picks became the lifeblood of a successful team.

Being an NHL GM is an incredible experience on so many levels and the draft week is truly a highlight because, as Ken said, you know what it means in achieving success. It’s a week leading up to two days of great anticipation and excitement and pressure. It’s a week during which you can make things happen for your franchise. Or not.

It’s absolutely true that those days might be the most important for an NHL team and the GM. Yes, you can bolster your team through trades and free-agent signings, but draft day is critical. For the young players it’s when dreams begin, and for the clubs it’s when foundations are laid. Good and bad. It can be a franchise-changing day (which is what GMs dream about). And it’s not just the first round that can alter the fortunes. Think about the Boston Bruins—they got Patrice Bergeron in the second round, forty-fifth overall in 2003; Brad Marchand in the third round, seventy-first overall in 2006; David Pastrnak in the first round, twenty-fifth overall in 2014. Greatness can be found anywhere.

Not that it’s so easy. In 2015, the Bruins had three consecutive picks in the first round: numbers thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen. It was supposed to be the draft, under GM Don Sweeney, that would set up the Bruins for the future. First, they selected defenseman Jakub Zboril from Saint John. He has been okay. Then they took winger Jake DeBrusk from Swift Current, whom I like a lot. Finally, they took winger Zachary Senyshyn from Sault Ste. Marie. He played fourteen games for the Bruins. The next three picks were center Mathew Barzal, winger Kyle Connor, and defenseman Thomas Chabot, who was playing with Zboril in Saint John. Swap in those three and it would have been the draft for the ages for the Bruins. But that’s the way it goes.

Some of the brightest minds in the game don’t always get it right. Even can’t-miss prospects sometimes do miss. Remember, you’re trying to predict what an eighteen-year-old kid is going to be like at the next level, maybe a year away, or several years away. And there is so much to consider, from skills to attitude, hockey sense to common sense.

And with the arrival of the salary cap for the 2005–06 season, in many ways the draft became even more important, because of the need for good, young, cheap talent to stock and build the roster.

The world of the NHL is ever changing. Consider the 2016 draft in which a Ping-Pong ball helped change the fortunes of the Toronto Maple Leafs. But that draft is further evidence of changing times, how the salary cap and the latest collective bargaining agreement offer new challenges to teams. Look at the top picks in that draft. Auston Matthews is still with the Leafs. Patrik Laine went second to Winnipeg but eventually was traded to Columbus for number three overall, Pierre-Luc Dubois. Number four, Jesse Puljujärvi, was traded to Carolina. Number five, Olli Juolevi, was traded by Vancouver and was with Florida, Detroit, then Anaheim. Number six, Matthew Tkachuk, was traded by Calgary because he wanted out. Number eight, Alexander Nylander, was traded by Buffalo. Number nine, Mikhail Sergachev, was a bad trade by Montreal. Number ten, Tyson Jost, also was traded, as was number eleven, Logan Brown. Of the top eleven picks, only Matthews and number seven, Clayton Keller (Arizona), stuck with their draft teams. It was a combination of contract disputes, players wanting out, bad trades, and some ordinary picks that created all the movement. It’s very unusual that you have a draft like that, especially when it was considered a top draft going in.

As you will see in the pages ahead, a lot of work goes into a draft, from the GM to the scouts, and a lot of factors go into how it all plays out, from smarts and good sense to good luck and fate determined by a bloody lottery Ping-Pong ball. I will share insights of what happens behind the scenes leading up to the draft, from assembling a scouting staff to preparing a draft list. We’ll look at the best and worst drafts, some historically amazing drafts, involving some of the shrewdest GMs and scouts, the likes of Sam Pollock and Bill Torrey, and one draft that might have cost me $30 million personally!

You will learn there is no shortcut to a good draft, no secret recipe, that it’s an imperfect science. It’s all about putting together a good team off the ice, using all the resources available, from eyeballs to analytics. It’s an art, and a hard one to master. And it’s about lessons that can help you in life, whether you work in sports or not. Draft day: when lives are changed, futures are decided, and champions are born.






INTRODUCTION THE 2022 DRAFT


MONTREAL IS ONE OF MY favorite cities. But when it comes to hockey it’s truly a special place. Back in the day, a game at the old Montreal Forum, at the corner of Atwater Avenue and Rue Ste-Catherine, was an unbelievable experience, win or lose. It was the home of the storied Montreal Canadiens. There was so much history, the Stanley Cup championships and superstars of the game. And, according to lore, even ghosts.

I was lucky enough to play two seasons myself at the Forum with the Montreal Junior Canadiens back in the early seventies. Our dressing room was next to the Canadiens room. We played our home games on Sunday, so we were given passes to watch the big team play on Saturday nights. Often the ushers would get us lower bowl seats that weren’t being used. What an amazing experience. And it was just as thrilling going back as a rival coach and GM.

In the first seventeen years the NHL had the annual entry draft, starting in 1963, it was held either in Montreal hotels, most often the Queen Elizabeth, or at the league offices—and it was always private. The first time it was opened to the public and the prospects was in 1980 at the Forum. That was a special event, with the Canadiens owning the first overall pick. When they chose a big center named Doug Wickenheiser, and not local Montreal junior star Denis Savard, well, cue the controversy.

In 2022, there was another historic draft in Montreal, this time at the Bell Centre, the Canadiens’ new home after the old Forum shuttered in 1996. This draft was special in so many ways, too. Because of Covid, it was the first time in three years that the NHL was able to gather again, after two virtual drafts. Montreal is always a special destination, and the new building has a great vibe to it. But because of everything that had happened in the world, it truly felt like a celebration to have everyone together again. There was a palpable excitement and anticipation, more so than in previous years. And once again the Canadiens had the first overall pick. The Bell Centre was packed and noisy for the occasion. It promised to be an exciting show.

It was the sixth time the Canadiens drafted first overall (all of them taking place in Montreal), the most of any franchise, but also the first time they had drafted first on merit, because they had finished dead last. Two first overall picks, Guy Lafleur and the late Wickenheiser, were acquired by trades. Two others (Michel Plasse and Réjean Houle) involved territorial rights. And then there was Garry Monahan, the first pick in 1963, the first-ever draft, when teams were allowed to select players who weren’t on the six teams’ sponsored lists or signed to C forms. The talent pool wasn’t deep.

The lottery for the 2022 draft, which gave Montreal the first pick, occurred on May 10, the same day the late Lafleur scored his famous playoff goal in 1979 to beat Don Cherry and the Boston Bruins. Luck? Karma? Ghosts of the old Forum?

“You hope as an organization that you don’t pick number one overall too often,” said Canadiens GM Kent Hughes, at the time only months on the job. “But when you’re in that situation, it’s pretty special.”

The draft, after all, is key to every team’s future and what transpired on this night was going to have a profound impact on the franchise.

It was also the first time that the team with the first overall pick was drafting in its home city since the Maple Leafs drafted Wendel Clark first overall in 1985 in Toronto. And like that draft, there was considerable debate right up to selection time as to who would go first.

For most of the year leading up to 2022, Kingston Frontenacs center Shane Wright was considered the consensus first overall. He was ranked number one by Central Scouting, but his stock seemingly dropped over time. I think it was a case of Wright, who had gained exceptional status as a fifteen-year-old to play in the Ontario Hockey League (OHL), might have been under the microscope for too long. Scouts were searching for flaws, and other players stepped up their game. Hard to say.

Wright had thirty-two goals and ninety-four points in sixty-three games, which is not bad. I have to believe that the pandemic, which disrupted two seasons, may have affected his development. “This year was nowhere near my best,” said Wright. “Not even close.” Still, his development could change dramatically.

Even Dan Marr, the director of Central Scouting, acknowledged it was going to be an unpredictable draft. And it was. “The first three teams that pick in the draft could get the number one player in the draft,” said Marr. “It’s that tight and close.” He probably would have extended that to the top four teams had he known how truly unpredictable it would become.

The draft week started on a high note with Colorado Avalanche GM Joe Sakic being named winner of the Jim Gregory General Manager of the Year Award, just a few weeks after he became only the third person in NHL history (after Milt Schmidt with Boston and Serge Savard with Montreal) to win a Stanley Cup as a player and GM with the same team. And it was the thirty-fifth anniversary of when Quebec selected Joe fifteenth overall.

Sadly, the hockey world was stunned and saddened on the morning of the 2022 draft, waking up to the news of the sudden passing of popular San Jose Sharks scout and seventeen-year NHL veteran Bryan Marchment at the age of fifty-three. Marchment was taken one spot behind Sakic by Winnipeg in the 1987 draft. A very sad moment and a reminder of how small and close the hockey world is and how precious life is.

The arena was electric that night and almost full, which doesn’t happen in every city. But it always does in Montreal. The night started with a video montage of the top prospects, and when Wright hit the screen the crowd roared. It continued, of course, with the tradition of the fans booing commissioner Gary Bettman, although there was respectful quiet when he introduced Guy Lafleur’s son Martin and Mike Bossy’s daughter Tanya. Lafleur and Bossy had passed away a week apart a few months prior. Both were heroes in Quebec, of course, and superstars in the NHL, and both had their drafts in Montreal. It was a wonderful, emotional tribute, with the crowd chanting, “Guy, Guy, Guy.”

As Bettman noted, so many “careers began on nights like this at the NHL draft in Montreal.”

Another nice touch by the Canadiens was having coach Martin St. Louis address the crowd to the familiar strains of “Olé, Olé, Olé.” St. Louis had the great line that after forty-seven years he was finally attending his first draft. He was, of course, undrafted and yet still is a Hall of Famer. The stuff of dreams and a reminder of how unpredictable the draft process can be, that some years future stars slip through the cracks.

When Kent Hughes and his entourage went to the podium there was a different stir in the arena. The crowd seemed primed and ready for Wright to be announced. They were chanting his name and there were several fans wearing Habs sweaters with Wright’s name on the back. Some held signs: “Make the Wright choice.”

Then Hughes announced the first overall pick: big winger Juraj Slafkovsky. It was the highest a Slovak had ever been drafted, beating Marian Gaborik, who went third in 2000. The interest in Slafkovsky grew in the months leading up to the draft, his best season ever. He played with TPS Turku, in Finland’s top pro league. He had a great Olympics, where he was named MVP, and a terrific World Championship.

“I don’t think I even heard my name called,” said Slafkovsky. “I just heard ‘Slovakia’ and then I was like shocked and then I didn’t even listen anymore. I was like shaking and I had goose bumps.”

The reaction in the building, well, that was a new one for me. There was a mix of cheers, some groans, and a few boos. Time will tell if the Habs made the right choice, but that’s the draft.

After that first pick, the buzz picked up again when New Jersey Devils selected Slovakian defenseman Simon Nemec, at number two overall. They needed a d-man more than a center. That was just the second time two players from the same European country were drafted one-two. (The others? Russians Alex Ovechkin and Evgeni Malkin, first and second in 2004.) In fact, a record three Slovakia-born players went in the first round, with the Habs later taking winger Filip Mesar at twenty-six.

The Arizona Coyotes had the third pick and selected center Logan Cooley from the USA Hockey National Development Team program. Cooley grew up in Pittsburgh and played in the Little Penguins program, which was spearheaded by Sidney Crosby three years after his draft.

Wright was still available. There were whispers that he could potentially fall as deep as number seven. Wow. What a night for Wright, from first to who knows when. But he didn’t have to wait much longer—he was selected fourth overall by the Seattle Kraken. While he was no doubt disappointed about not being taken first overall, and humbled to fall to four, there was a sentiment among some hockey folks that Seattle might ultimately be a better fit for him. A smart, polite kid, Wright said all the right things afterward, even when he was accused of casting a glare at the Canadiens draft table on his way to the podium. He insisted he didn’t.

“Obviously you want to go first,” he told reporters. “That’s definitely something that every guy wants. You picture your name being called first and walking on that stage and putting on that jersey, especially with the draft being in Montreal. It’s definitely going to put a chip on my shoulder for sure and give me a little more motivation.

“I think teams take the best guy they feel is a fit. They take the best player that they think is going to fit their franchise. So, at the end of the day, it’s not my decision. You want to be picked as high as possible, but it’s not my choice.

“I got drafted into the NHL. I achieved the lifelong dream of being drafted to an amazing team in Seattle with a great future ahead. I wouldn’t say it’s relief; I would say more excitement. I’m more proud and just honored to be drafted.”

Devils GM Tom Fitzgerald admitted it was a good draft but also a tough one to rank.

“I called this draft unique because of the unpredictability of it and where kids would go,” he said. “For us, it was really hard putting that list together and trying to figure out which kid has the highest upside from the viewings that we had from different leagues, different international events. This may have been one of the hardest drafts to predict when it comes to which player you felt had the highest upside.”

It’s interesting, but not too long after the draft a video was released of Wright and his father, Simon, sitting in the stands, waiting as Shane was passed over three times. Simon turned to Shane and said, “I know it’s easy to say, it’s not when you go, it’s what you do. It’s never been about when. Where and what you do.”

When Wright’s name was finally announced by Kraken GM Ron Francis—himself a fourth overall pick—father and son hugged and Simon repeated: “It’s not when; it’s where and what you do.”

Truer words. Obviously, it’s an honor to go first, but going fourth is pretty darn good, too. From that moment on, it is what Simon said, it’s what you do.

On Twitter, Leafs star Mitch Marner, the fourth pick in the 2015 draft, put out: “I think everyone could see a little bit of frustration from him [Wright]. Just wanted to text him saying fourth is a nice pick. Nothing wrong going fourth.”

Nice message, Mitch!

The Habs no doubt selected Slafkovsky, a six-foot-four, 225-pound winger, because they loved his skill and talent, but they also believed he had the mental resilience to play in the Montreal market. He had excelled at all levels, from the Olympics to the World Championships at a young age, under big-time pressure.

But he was also selected, in part, because he was a winger and the Habs ended up trading, which the public didn’t know when the pick was made, for center Kirby Dach from Chicago earlier that day. They traded defenseman Alexander Romanov and a fourth-rounder to the Islanders for the thirteenth overall pick, then traded number thirteen with sixty-six to Chicago for the six-foot-four Dach, who was the third overall pick in 2019 but was a bit of a disappointment with the Blackhawks, with just nineteen goals in 152 games. The Habs rolled the dice that Dach would work out better for them at center and they could bring Slafkovsky along with the rest of their young talent, filling a need on the wing.

That’s the fun part of being a GM on draft day, wheeling and dealing. I know how Kent Hughes felt, this one being his first draft. He got the job in mid-January after years of being a successful player agent. When I went into my first draft as GM, I had been an assistant coach, a head coach, an assistant GM. With Columbus, I had the entry draft and the expansion draft on back-to-back days. The tension and the stress were unbelievable, everything coming at you from every which way. And because we lost the coin toss for the draft order, we were picking fourth. Kent was picking first and the pressure would have been ten times greater being GM of the Canadiens with the draft in Montreal. He looked pretty calm and he made what many believe was a very bold move by not taking Wright.

Ottawa GM Pierre Dorion had an interesting day, also dealing with the Hawks. He acquired twenty-four-year-old forward Alex DeBrincat, a forty-one-goal scorer, for the seventh overall pick, number thirty-nine, and a third in 2024. Nice work by Dorion, although DeBrincat was going into the final year of his deal and required a very healthy $9 million qualifying offer or they’d lose him and get nothing.

No one could quite understand what was happening in Chicago. As they had dealt DeBrincat, the twenty-one-year-old Dach, and earlier in the season twenty-three-year-old winger Brandon Hagel, it was obvious a rebuild was happening. But it was puzzling to a degree that they were dealing young talent. Perhaps the Hawks were thinking ahead to the 2023 draft and the guy many believed would go number one, Connor Bedard (or perhaps Adam Fantilli, Leo Carlsson, Will Smith, or Matvei Michkov). As much as I hoped Columbus would finally win the lottery, it was the Blackhawks who jumped from three to one. Anaheim landed in the second spot and Columbus, damned again, fell from two to three after one of their worst seasons ever. It marked the tenth time they had a chance to win the first pick, but they’ve never won it. The Hawks, by the way, started that 2022 draft day without a first-round pick but ended the night with three. Rebuild in motion. And the first day after the 2023 lottery they sold $5.2 million in ticket packages in just twelve hours. Needless to say, Columbus was crushed.

“It was a pretty monumental day and huge land shift for our organization,” said Chicago GM Kyle Davidson. “But it’s almost the unofficial start of where we’re headed and our ascension there.”

There were a few other interesting story lines on the first night of the draft. The Vancouver Canucks, who selected center Elias Pettersson fifth overall in 2017, took defenseman Elias Pettersson in the third round. They are not related, but the younger Pettersson acknowledged that the older Pettersson is his favorite player.

There were other familiar names in the draft. Kent Hughes’ son, Jack, was selected in the second round by the Los Angeles Kings. There were twenty-eight prospects related to former NHL players or executives taken, with the GMs and scouts no doubt betting on bloodlines.

There were teams that used their first pick to fix some mistakes and money problems, such as the Leafs, who moved their twenty-fifth overall pick to Chicago for the thirty-eighth overall pick but in the process were able to unload goaltender Petr Mrazek and the remaining two years of his deal at $3.8 million per. Some applauded the move, while others said the Leafs were without a true first-rounder again because they were once again fixing mistakes. In 2019, they used their first pick to acquire defenseman Jake Muzzin, a good addition. A year later, they traded their first to unload the final year of Patrick Marleau’s contract. In 2021, they moved their first at the trade deadline to pick up forward Nick Foligno, which didn’t work out because of injuries. In 2023, they traded their first as part of a package to acquire centers Ryan O’Reilly (who broke a finger shortly after arriving) and Noel Acciari. They also traded their first in 2025 to Chicago for a couple of pieces. They did get a 2023 first (which had belonged to Boston) back in a deal with Washington but also gave up twenty-two-year-old Rasmus Sandin, their first (twenty-ninth overall) in 2018. All of that impacts the prospect pool in the organization and time will tell how it all works out.

“I just felt our team earned it,” said Kyle Dubas of the 2023 trades that involved some later-round picks as well. “I’d rather deal picks than our prospects pool.” He referred to picks being a “mystery box” compared to prospects whom you know. Truth is, the Leafs had to make moves to try to win in the playoffs and perhaps save a front-office job or two. But it was Dubas who ended up leaving Toronto.

“With regard to the futures we don’t want to deplete ourselves too much down the road,” added Dubas, “but if we can add guys with term, which we did [in the Chicago deal], we can find ways to replace [the picks] as we move along, and we have a lot of confidence in our prospects.”

Under a salary cap, teams need young players, with low entry-level salaries, to play and play well. The draft is really the only way to build a legitimate contender. Unlike the old days, teams simply can’t spend whatever they can afford, so getting it right at the draft is more important than ever. Too many misses can be catastrophic to a franchise.

In many ways, that Montreal draft had a taste of everything magical about the draft, from a somewhat unexpected first overall pick, to trading top picks for roster fixes, to all the attendant uncertainties. Every GM and scouting staff member who left the Bell Centre after two days of drafting felt good about their picks and future, believing they hit home runs with every selection. But know this: There are no guarantees. The draft is a crap shoot. It’s all about trusting eyeballs, experience, tips, analytics, hard work, and luck. There isn’t one answer.

And it’s worth noting that, going all the way back to that first draft in 1963, just eleven of the first overall picks went on to win the Stanley Cup with the team that drafted them! You never know what will happen down the road, even with your top picks.

The draft is the lifeblood for an NHL team and it can affect the future for years. It can be your salvation, or ruination. You can make trades to help your team, you can sign free agents, but the draft is still the most important element in building a winner.

Only time will tell how the 2022 draft class stacks up. Those top picks all had growing pains. Slafkovsky had many struggles in his first season and there were calls to send him to the Habs minor-league team in Laval before he suffered a knee injury in mid-January that ended his season. Wright only played eight games with the Kraken, averaging just over eight minutes of ice time. He was eventually sent to their American Hockey League (AHL) farm team for a two-week conditioning stint, during which he scored four goals. He returned to the Kraken for a game and scored his first NHL goal—against Montreal! He was then sent to play with Canada at the World Junior Championship. He captained the gold-medal-winning team, scoring four goals and seven points in seven games. After the tournament he was returned to Kingston, who traded him to Windsor for a potential run at a Memorial Cup a few days after he turned nineteen. But the top-seeded Spitfires were upset and swept by number eight Kitchener in the first round of the playoffs.

Nemec played with the Devils’ farm team in Utica, while Cooley played for the University of Minnesota, as planned. He also played in the World Junior with seven goals and fourteen points in seven games, helping the Americans win bronze. David Jiricek, a Czech defenseman taken sixth by Columbus, played a handful of games in the NHL, but that was it for the first-rounders.

All of which proves that not everyone steps in right away and makes a big impact. Development is just as important as good selection. Unfortunately for the Canadian kids under the age of twenty, they have to go back to junior if they don’t make it with the big club, while the Europeans can be sent to the AHL. It’s one of the inequities of the collective bargaining agreement. You can be sure the Kraken would have preferred to send Wright to Coachella Valley of the AHL rather than Windsor of the OHL—and that’s no disrespect to the Spitfires.

After the draft (and a few beers), the pressure goes back to the everyday operation of a team. There were five rookie GMs at the Montreal draft, overseeing their first selections: Hughes, Patrik Allvin (Vancouver), Davidson (Chicago), Mike Grier (San Jose), and Pat Verbeek (Anaheim). Trust me, they started feeling the pressure shortly thereafter. Being a GM in the NHL is the greatest job in the world, no question. In the 105-year history of the NHL, there have only been 207 of them, as of the start of the 2022 season. I was honored to be one of them.

Every aspect of the draft is significant. The 225th and final pick of the 2022 draft was nineteen-year-old goaltender Ivan Zhigalov, taken by the Avalanche. The kid was still sitting in the seats with his junior billets when his name was called. While Joe Sakic was talking with reporters, he made his way to the Avalanche table, the start of his career, both player and team full of hopes and dreams.

In the seven rounds, Colorado only had two picks; the other was defenseman Chris Romaine from Milton Academy in the sixth round, 193rd overall. The previous season, GM of the year Joe Sakic had rolled the dice and traded away all his other picks to add pieces to his roster—and he won the Stanley Cup. But he still had a core group of draft picks on that championship roster, a key to winning the big prize.

“Draft, schmaft,” as the great Cliff Fletcher once said when it came to trading picks and trying to win. That’s what GMs have to decide with the precious currency that is a draft pick. Sometimes it works; sometimes it doesn’t. But at some point, you have to draft well to be a winner.






CHAPTER ONE THE HOCKEY LIFE


LET ME REINTRODUCE MYSELF. AFTER six decades in hockey, I’ve been out of the spotlight for a few years but enjoying life nonetheless. There is life after hockey, but hockey will always be a part of my life. I have experienced the fantastic game as a player, assistant coach, head coach, assistant GM, GM, team president, and broadcaster. And as a proud parent.

My love of the game was born in Summerside, Prince Edward Island. I remember my mother, Fran, taking me skating when I was probably five years old. Sometimes my dad, Jim, would be there, too. I recall them joking that they would never have to worry about me being in hockey. A harsh scouting report.

But when I was growing up in PEI, hockey was a significant part of my life. My dad owned the Tartan Restaurant. We had a big backyard, and he always found time to maintain an outdoor rink. I remember when Dad would come home from the restaurant, which was also a pub, at 2:00 a.m. and I would go into their bedroom at 6:00 saying it was time for hockey practice. When I was fourteen, I walked into their room and announced it was time for practice. I guess he’d had enough, as he tossed me the car keys. From that point, I would drive a few of the guys to practice. The cops were my dad’s friends and they’d tell him, “Jim, you can’t be letting the boy drive to practice,” and my dad would say, “But he’s a good, safe driver.”

Our backyard rink was a neighborhood meeting place. When I think back, George Matthews, our radio guy years later in Columbus, was always there. We became friends in the seventh grade. So was Jim Clark, whom I met in the second grade. He lived around the corner and later became a scout and trusted part of our management team as assistant GM with the Columbus Blue Jackets and later director of pro scouting with Ottawa. Our backyard was a special place to share the game of hockey with friends.

As a teenager, I stumbled my way into the lineup of the Charlottetown Islanders, part of the Maritime Junior A Hockey League. My teammates included Al MacAdam and Kevin Devine, two pretty good players. Unfortunately, even though Charlottetown was only about forty minutes away from Summerside, I got homesick after a couple of months.

So, I left the Islanders to join my hometown Summerside Junior Crystals. I remember my dad, who lived and died hockey every day, would come to my games with my mom. Dad always had a transistor radio with him and I thought that was neat. He would stand by the boards and listen to the games. Years later, Mom told me that wasn’t a radio, it was a flask! He needed a shot or two to calm his nerves.

From my play with the Islanders and Crystals, I got noticed by the Montreal Junior Canadiens. Their GM, Phil Wimmer, and head coach, Roger Bedard, invited me the next year, 1971, to try out for their team as a seventeen-year-old, just sixteen months after Gilbert Perreault and the Junior Canadiens had won the Memorial Cup.

I remember flying from Charlottetown to Dorval Airport in Montreal, the first time I was on an airplane, thinking, Oh my God, what have I gotten myself into? But it was an amazing experience playing in Montreal and junior hockey hotbeds like Peterborough, Toronto, St. Catharines, and London. I was a center/winger and played with talents such as Ian Turnbull, Andre St. Laurent, and Mario Tremblay, who all went on to have terrific NHL careers.

Wimmer and Bedard were considered geniuses in junior hockey, but my first season the roster had changed a lot—Perreault, Rick Martin, Bobby Lalonde, Jocelyn Guevremont, and others had left for the NHL. I remember one game, Bedard was yelling at me between periods. They used to have a tray of sliced oranges on a table in the dressing room; next thing you know he’s throwing oranges at me. I managed to get out of the way, but I got the message.

I wasn’t playing much in my second year and was traded to Drummondville at Christmastime. It was very much a French-language-first community, and I didn’t want to go there because I didn’t speak French. I had a friend who played for the Brockville Braves, so I had him talk to his GM and we engineered a transaction to play there instead of Drummondville. I got a call saying that the $1,000 transaction fee check bounced, but it was eventually straightened out and I was free to join the Braves.

Brockville turned out to be a huge turning point in my life. I quit school in January and worked as a bricklayer’s assistant, helped a carpenter, did some odd jobs. I was a bit of a disaster at the time. I was living with billets, and the day after the season ended they told me over dinner that this was my last meal with them. I remember it well: cream peas on toast! I remember packing my stuff and throwing it in the car and driving down Park Street in Brockville, with no place to sleep and five dollars in my pocket, thinking, What the hell am I going to do? I pulled into the driveway of one of the owners’ homes, went to the door, and asked if I could stay overnight until I could find a place to live. I ended up staying there in part the next seven years.

I realized that I needed to finish my high-school education and over the summer I asked the principal if he would let me into school, grade twelve, on a trial basis. That’s when I met Jill, my wife. Things really turned around for me then. I worked at a hockey school that summer, where I met a local goalie playing at St. Lawrence University by the name of Jacques Martin. Tony MacDonald, who became an essential part of the Carolina Hurricanes scouting staff, and future Ottawa Senators GM Randy Sexton also worked at the school. Every summer, even when I went off to university, I’d come back to stay with Ray and Polly Levia, the co-owners who rescued me. It was scary at the time, but they took me in. They became lifelong friends—they basically saved me. I had them at every home opening game in my career in Columbus. Sadly, Polly passed away a few years ago, but I still stay in touch with Ray.

With the Braves, I was good enough to play in a couple of Central Canadian Hockey League all-star games. My coach was Bryan Murray of the Pembroke Lumber Kings. He would later play a massive role in my hockey journey, becoming a friend and mentor. I was blown away with Bryan as a coach, how he communicated, and how he taught the game. I had an excellent all-star game. But, more so, I struck a chord with Bryan. He helped me progress.

But there were still a few more years for me to compete as a player after the Brockville experience. St. Louis Blues scout Frank Mario, who played fifty-three regular-season games with the Boston Bruins in the 1940s but mostly toiled with the AHL Hershey Bears and ended his professional career with the nearby Cornwall Colts, invited me to the Blues training camp in 1975. Frank initially told me I had been drafted by the Blues, which was exciting news, but as it turned out, Frank got a bit confused and I was only being invited to camp, but the Blues wanted to get that message delivered because a few teams wanted a look.

Back then, the Blues had farm teams in Salt Lake City, Columbus, and Johnstown. The Blues sent me to Johnstown. Three of my teammates there were Jack and Steve Carlson and Dave Hanson. You may know them as the Hanson brothers.

When I was running the Columbus Blue Jackets years later, Dave appeared on a local radio station. My son, Clark, and I were in the car listening to the interview. Clark couldn’t believe I played with the famed Hanson brothers from the movie Slap Shot. Dave joked, “You know your GM here once played with us in Johnstown. He could have been in the movie with us, but he wasn’t good-looking enough to make the cut.” That was my movie and playing career: not good enough to make the cut. Clark was about nine when Hanson gave that radio interview. He looked at me and said, “You could have been in Slap Shot. Are you kidding me?”

The truth was when I arrived in Johnstown, I needed to find out if it was the best place to continue my hockey journey. I didn’t know, but Bryan Murray had nominated me for a Hockey Canada university scholarship. So, I had a decision to make: chase my pro career or return home to pursue an education.

There was a veteran player at the Johnstown camp that fall named Reg Kent. He was thirty-plus and yet to get a sniff of an NHL game. After a few days there, a bunch of us assembled for dinner. I told Reg about my predicament, that St. Louis sent me down here and that I hoped it would work out, but that I also had this Canadian University scholarship offer.

I had offers from six schools, including one from the University of Prince Edward Island, less than an hour from my hometown. Reg told me, “Look, Detroit sent me here nine years ago, and I haven’t heard a word from them since. Get the hell out of here and take the scholarship.”

My next move was to discuss my situation with Johnny Mitchell, the Johnstown GM, who was a legend in the minors. He reaffirmed the advice from Kent—he said, “If you were my son, I would tell you to take the Canadian University scholarship.” That’s what he thought of my game.

I decided to attend classes at the University of Prince Edward Island. I played a few winters of varsity hockey there and worked toward a degree in education to become a teacher. I played at UPEI for two Island legends, Jack Hynes and Jack Kane, the latter the father of Canadian Golf Hall of Famer Lori Kane.

My first job teaching was at Holland College in Summerside. I coached the hockey team for a stint before taking over for the legendary Forbes Kennedy, who was an idol of mine, with the Summerside Junior Crystals at the end of the season. Forbie was a tough customer. He ended his career with the Toronto Maple Leafs and was involved in the game where Pat Quinn crushed Bobby Orr along the boards in the 1969 playoffs. Forbie fought a few times in that game, was called for a record thirty-eight penalty minutes, and punched linesman George Ashley to earn a four-game suspension.

My next teaching and coaching gig was at Three Oaks Senior High in Summerside. I later coached the Summerside Western Capitals in 1981 and won the league championship in my third season. I spent seven years in Summerside teaching high school, but I made a career decision of sorts. In my third year with the Capitals, still teaching, we lost a tough game. I was sitting in the staff room the next day and one of the teachers punched me in the shoulder. I was still pissed off we’d lost to Charlottetown the night before. I got up and put him up against the wall, cocked my arm, but didn’t hit him. His name was Jim Hodge, a great guy, who goofed around at the wrong time. At the end of the day, I went to the principal and said, “I think I’m going to get my master’s and try to get into hockey full-time.” He said, “That’s a good idea.”

The plan was I wanted to pursue my master’s in education psychology at the University of Western Ontario, in London. I also wanted to keep my hand in coaching. I wrote Don Boyd, the head coach of the London Knights, to see if he had an opening for an assistant coach.

Again, just like my time with Jacques Martin and Bryan Murray in Brockville, Don Boyd became a lifelong friend. I later hired him as my chief scout in Columbus.

After graduation in London, I was appointed head coach at the University of New Brunswick in Fredericton, thanks to a recommendation from Don. This was 1985. At the time, it was the highlight of my life. I felt I wanted to remain at UNB, coaching hockey and teaching for the rest of my life. I remember Jill and I went to dinner and I told her it was my dream job.

One of my big recruits at UNB was a player named Matt Stairs, who grew up in Fredericton and was a terrific hockey player. One day he came to me and said he was going to give baseball a shot. Good call, Matt. He went on to have a terrific major-league career, including a stint with the Blue Jays.

Besides teaching, one of the other jobs at UNB was to run a seven-week summer hockey school on campus. I called Jacques Martin to see if he was free to help out as one of the instructors. In spring 1986, Jacques coached the Guelph Platers, a team that included Gary Roberts, Steve Chiasson, and a couple of kids from out east, Jamie McKinley and Al MacIsaac, to the Memorial Cup championship. He also was an assistant coach on the Canadian under-eighteen team under head coach Dave Chambers. Still, Jacques agreed to come to Fredericton.

After the NHL draft in June, a newspaper report said Jacques was one of the finalists to become head coach of the St. Louis Blues. He called me shortly after, and I said, “You’re calling to bail on me, aren’t you?” That part was genuine, but there was another reason. Jacques asked me to meet him in St. Louis—he offered me a job as an assistant coach. I was making $40,000 a year at UNB and signed a two-year deal with the Blues at $35,000 and $40,000. I think I’m the only guy who ever had to take a pay cut to coach in the NHL, but it was worth it.

After exits in the first and second rounds in the first two years in St. Louis, the Blues replaced Jacques and me with Brian Sutter and Bob Berry. Thankfully, I wasn’t out of work long. My old buddy from the Brockville days Bryan Murray called me the very next day asking if I would interview for an assistant coach position with the Washington Capitals. He hired me. It’s so weird—I met a guy in 1974 and the next thing you know in 1988 I’m thirty-four years old and working for him. It was a dream job. He was a top coach in the NHL and Washington had a good team. Going from St. Louis to there was another big step for me.

One of my first “coaching life” lessons arrived one night when we were playing in Montreal. A few buddies from PEI flew up and we headed out to Crescent Street the night before the game. We’re in a bar and it’s about a quarter to two in the morning. I look around and through a cloud of cigarette smoke I see our captain, Rod Langway, shuffling on the dance floor. Well, he sees me, I nod to him, and I immediately head out. The next morning, at the skate, he comes up to me and says, “Coach, I won’t say anything if you don’t say anything.” Deal!
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