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Some familiar faces are still around in the state capital, but it is the new faces that will have to
carry the flag for the team this season if they wish to make the playoffs. The Columbus Blue
Jackets enter the 2011-12 campaign with a lot of optimism and with good reason. Offseason
acquisitions of Jeff Carter, James Wisniewski, Vaclav Prospal, and Radek Martinek have made
this the strongest group the Blue Jackets have had in the franchise’s history. One new face
whose fate has yet to be determined is that of Ryan Johansen and he could be the key to the
season for the team.

      

The Blue Jackets won at home and lost on the road during the first preseason night against the
Winnipeg Jets. It was a split-squad game, something I have never seen before in the NHL
preseason. The most concerning development of the day was a lower body injury to new
backup goaltender Mark Dekanich. While projected AHL starter Curtis Sanford had a miniscule
1.93 goals against average with Hamilton last season, he has not been able to be a regular
NHL backup over his 11 professional seasons. Dekanich has potential at just 25 years old. A
long-term injury to Dekanich would require the Jackets to search for experienced goaltenders or
bide their time until cuts start coming from other training camps. Leg injuries can really linger for
goaltenders so this is a concern.

  

In any event, the Blue Jackets main components are set in stone, but other players will be using
training camp to try and solidify their attempts to make the team. There are important position
battles in preseason because injuries are inevitable. Here are some of the names to keep an
eye on that may fly under the radar:
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In terms of forwards, the biggest names to keep an eye on are Ryan Johansen and MaximMayorov .Johansen, the team’sfirst round pick in 2010, has a large frame and his skill set could be the key to the Blue Jacketssuccess. The reason I think Johansen is so paramount to the team’s success is because theBlue Jackets lack scoring depth. If Johansen makes the team, he either allows the team to keepJeff Carter and Rick Nash together as one dynamic scoring line or split the two up and have twogood scorers in their top two lines. Johansen is the kind of player Columbus has lackedbecause he is a big bodied center who has the talent level to play alongside Rick Nash.  Mayorov, on the other hand, is the type of player who the Blue Jackets have had trouble with.Whether it is Kristian Huselius’s injury issues or Nikita Filatov’s lack of work ethic and hockeyawareness, the Blue Jackets have been devoid of a fast, talented, top notch skater capable ofplaying a flashy, yet responsible, skill game. What Mayorov brings to the table is a player whocan create open ice for his linemates based on speed.  I was down at Blue Jackets training camp on Sunday and walked away impressed with thesetwo. Anybody who watches the Blue Jackets regularly knows how Rick Nash is able to shielddefenders from the puck by establishing body position between the defender and the puck. It isan undervalued skill in the NHL because puck possession is so crucial, yet overlooked.Johansen has this ability. The longer a player controls the puck in the offensive zone, the betterchance that his teammates can find open space. A good portion of Rick Nash’s assists comethis way.  What will determine Johansen’s fate is the ability to showcase this skill. The biggest differencebetween playing juniors and making the step to the big leagues is to adapt to the strength andskating ability of the opposition. There are kids all over the junior ranks who can flat out fly andhave supreme balance on their edges. The problem is that when they get pressured or have theopponent play physical against them, they fall like a house of cards in front of an industrial fan.Last year, Johansen was too light on his skates and not strong enough. This year, he lookedbigger and more mature physically.  On the flip side, Mayorov is an altogether different type of player. Mayorov would have toprotect the puck with speed and agility, using deception and quickness to elude defenders.Players like Mayorov need to display good hands and strong defensive positioning to survive.Mayorov has those tools.  I’ll elaborate this point based on what I saw on Sunday. Mayorov has tremendous straight linespeed. If he makes the team, he will be a top two or three skater. While standing in the highslot, the area between the faceoff circles, one of his linemates turned the puck over. A playerwith low awareness would either circle down after the puck looking to create a turnover or standstill or look for a bad pass. At the level that Mayorov is playing at, defensemen make very fewbad passes. So, instead of being reactive, Mayorov was proactive. One of the cardinal rules ofhockey in the defensive zone is to “keep your head on a swivel”. This is so you are constantlyaware of what the player you are responsible for is doing. Mayorov looked around, found hisman, and shadowed him into the neutral zone. Plays like that are the difference between beingshipped to Springfield of the AHL and finding an apartment in Columbus.  The beauty of training camp is watching players who are on the bubble give some extra effort.Some guys stood out whose tickets are already punched to Springfield or back to their juniorteams. However, they left an impression in the case of injuries. Hockey is about doing the littlethings. Giving 115% in training camp instead of 110% is one of those little things. Coachingstaffs notice.  

In terms of defensemen looking to make a mark, there are two who are on everybody’s radar – John Mooreand David Savard. Moore has had high expectations since being drafted in the first round of the 2009 draft andhas yet to live up to them. The Blue Jackets tried to expedite his development by playing him inSpringfield last year, but he struggled with the transition. In his first pro season, Moore was a-27 in Springfield. There are a vocal minority who downplay plus/minus statistics because it isnot exactly an individual assessment. More of a problem for Moore is his size. His body type,tall and a little lanky, does not seem to be one that is conducive to the rigors of being a NHLdefenseman. He has to show an ability to handle that type of game before he will wear aJackets sweater.  David Savard could be more poised to handle the physicality of the NHL game. At 6’2” 214, heis more proportional and also has the benefit over Moore of being a right handed shot. The BlueJackets have been left-handed heavy in recent times and Savard could fill a more immediateneed. He has an astonishing 64 assists in his final year of junior hockey before playing forSpringfield last year.  The ultimate purpose of training camp, besides getting in shape, is to establish depth. Havingthese four players available, even if they do not make the big club, is very beneficial. They willbe among the final cuts, though Moore and Savard are almost guaranteed to be sent toSpringfield barring injury.  One final thing that I noticed from Sunday’s Owner’s Tournament scrimmage is that the BlueJackets drafting philosophy has greatly improved over the last few seasons. Rather than takechances with skilled, relatively one-dimensional forwards and safe defensive defensemen, theteam is drafting more complete players with better size and more awareness. Winning teamsare not necessarily built on skill, but built on intelligence. Skill has to be a part of it, but if youlook at the last few Stanley Cup winners, there are a lot of intelligent role players who areintegral components of their team’s playoff run. This is not by coincidence. Skill can beneutralized. Hockey IQ and awareness cannot. Neither can size.  As I said further up, there is a lot of optimism for this season. Sunday’s scrimmages filled theIce Haus practice facility to the brim. Combine a new arena agreement with the struggles of theOhio State Buckeyes and you could have a perfect storm for the Blue Jackets organization. Theteam looks to be on the upswing. They had their most successful offseason in quite some time,with a lot of positive press, and have cemented themselves as a long-term part of the city’ssports landscape.  With the NBA in a lockout, the Buckeyes struggling, and a hockey resurgence thanks to thelockout, the momentum of the 2010 Olympics, and a very entertaining 2011 Stanley Cupplayoffs, there’s no shortage of reasons to be excited about the 2011-12 Blue Jackets season.
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