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Dear Springfield Thunderbirds fans,
Playoff hockey has made its triumphant return to Springfield! On behalf of the entire Springfield 
Thunderbirds organization, I could not be happier to welcome you all to the Calder Cup Playoffs, as 
our T-Birds take aim at winning our great city’s eighth Calder Cup championship. 

Before the 2019-20 season came to an abrupt end in March of 2020, we were well on our way to anoth-
er record-breaking season, as we welcomed a record average of 5,262 fans into the Thunderdome for 
our games, including nine more sellout crowds of 6,793. Despite all the hurdles that faced our fran-
chise in 2021-22, we still managed to raise our average attendance to 5,375, even after going 587 days 
without hockey in downtown Springfield between March of 2020 and October of 2021. 

To put it simply, that accomplishment would not have been possible without the unwavering support of 
you, the fans. We missed seeing you all as much as you missed having AHL hockey to see 38 nights out of 
the year. That support resulted in our team posting more victories at home than any other club in the 
entire American Hockey League. The Thunderdome has become one of the opposition’s worst nightmares, 
and that energy you all have provided night-in and night-out has been impossible to ignore.

The St. Louis Blues’ commitment to winning at both the NHL and AHL levels has also been showcased at 
every step of this year’s journey. Both the Blues and Thunderbirds have reached the playoffs behind 
a balanced mix of youthful talent and veteran leadership. The 2021-22 season on the ice was a re-
cord-setter in more ways than one.

Forward Sam Anas became the first Thunderbird to capture an AHL year-end award, taking home the 
Fred T. Hunt Memorial Award for exemplary sportsmanship, determination, and dedication to hockey. On 
top of that accolade, Anas also set our team records for assists (44) and points (64) in a single season. 

The back end finished the regular season as a two-headed monster, with Joel Hofer and Charlie Lind-
gren going almost 233 straight minutes without allowing a single goal in the team’s last four games. 

We share in the Blues’ ultimate goal of bringing home a championship in Springfield just as the Blues 
have done in St. Louis. We believe this team has the ability to make this playoff run one for the history 
books, and we hope you will be there with us every step of the way as the Thunderbirds look to keep 
the Calder Cup in the league’s headquartering city. 
enjoy the Calder Cup Playoffs, and let’s go T-Birds!
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Drew Bannister was named Head Coach of the St. Louis Blues’ AHL affiliate in 2018. 
The Sudbury, Ontario native spent the previous three seasons as head coach of the Sault Ste. Marie 
Greyhounds of the OHL. In 2017-18, Bannister led the Greyhounds to franchise records in both wins 
(55-7-6) and points (116) en route to capturing the franchise’s fifth Hamilton Spectator Trophy 
as the OHL regular season champion. Bannister was a second-round draft pick of the Tampa Bay 
Lightning in 1992. He enjoyed a six-year National Hockey League (NHL) career, including stints 
with Tampa Bay, Edmonton, Anaheim and New York (Rangers). Overall, he collected 30 points in 164 
career NHL regular season games. He also spent four seasons in the American Hockey League (AHL), 
including 1999-2000, when he captured the Calder Cup Championship with the Hartford Wolf Pack.

Tkaczuk joined the St. Louis Blues organization in 2016 as an assistant coach with the club’s AHL 
affiliate, the Chicago Wolves. After spending the 2017-18 season as a Skills Coach with the Blues, 
he rejoined the AHL affiliate as an assistant coach under Drew Bannister in 2018, a role he has 
held ever since. The Toronto, Ontario native began his coaching career in the OHL as an assistant 
coach with the Owen Sound Attack from 2011-15 before spending the 2015-16 season with the 
Kitchener Rangers. Tkaczuk and Bannister were co-assistant coaches with Owen Sound from 
2012-15. Tkaczuk was the sixth overall draft pick in the 1997 NHL Draft by the Calgary Flames who 
played 12 professional seasons in both North America and Europe. As a member of the Saint John 
Flames, Tkaczuk captured a Calder Cup championship in 2000-01.  In 286 AHL games with Saint John, 
the Worcester IceCats, Bridgeport Sound Tigers, Charlotte, Syracuse, Rochester, and Hartford, 
Tkaczuk posted 59 goals and 109 assists for 168 points. He was a career point-per-game performer 
in the playoffs, scoring 14 goals and adding 17 assists in 29 career Calder Cup playoff contests.

Kevin McDonald has been a member of the St. Louis Blues organization since 2001, when he joined 
the team as a professional scout. Since then, he has been influential in the success of the fran-
chise by overseeing scouting and development of the team’s AHL franchise. A native of Andover, 
Mass., McDonald began his career as a Pro Scout with the New York Rangers, staying with the 
organization for 13 years.

Kevin Mcdonald

Drew Bannister - Head Coach

Daniel Tkaczuk - Assistant coach



Stu Bickel joined the Thunderbirds as an assistant coach on August 17, 2021. Bickel, 34, joins 
Springfield after serving as the head coach and assistant general manager for the Minnesota 
Magicians in the North American Hockey League during the 2020-21 season. A native of Cha-
nhassen, Minn., Bickel also served as an assistant coach at his alma mater, the University of 
Minnesota, from 2018-2020. A hard-nosed defenseman and winger in his playing days, Bickel 
skated in 76 NHL games from 2011-2015 with the New York Rangers and Minnesota Wild, posting 
10 assists and 203 penalty minutes. On three occasions, he accumulated more than 100 
penalty minutes in a single AHL season. Over 10 AHL seasons with the Iowa Chops, San Antonio 
Rampage, Syracuse Crunch, Connecticut Whale, Hartford Wolf Pack, Iowa Wild, and San Diego 
Gulls, Bickel scored 12 goals, added 42 assists, and racked up 919 penalty minutes in 310 
games played.

Stu Bickel - Assistant coach

Jeff jordan - Video coach

Jordan joined the St. Louis Blues organization as a video coach for AHL’s San Antonio Rampage 
in 2019. Originally from Ottawa, Jordan has held multiple coaching positions throughout the 
OHL and CCHL. Starting in 2014, he held the assistant coach position for the OHL’s Ottawa 67’s, 
then moved to the CCHL’s Kanata Lasers in 2016 as head coach. In the last 2018 season, he 
was named head coach of the CCHL’s Kemptville 73’s. Jordan also coached Team Ontario in the 
Canada Winter Games in 2019.

Koryd lavimoniere- athletic trainer

The Dartmouth, MA native is in his 4th year with the Blues organization after spending 3 
seasons with the San Antonio Rampage. Prior to that, Lavimoniere was the athletic trainer 
for the ECHL’s Norfolk Admirals for 2 years, as well as the SPHL’s Lousiana IceGators. He 
graduated from Westfield State in 2012 and received his masters in 2015 from Sacred Heart 
University.

Stewart joins the Thunderbirds in his first season with the team. Previously, he was a goalten-
ding coach for the OJHL’s Coburg Cougars in 2011, where he played with the team from 1992-94. 
The Toronto native also held the same position with the OHL’s Soo Greyhounds and USports 
University of Ontario Institute of Technology from 2016 to 2020.

Dan stewart - goaltending coach 





steve passineau - Equipment manager
A native of Albany, Passineau started his professional career with the AHL’s Albany River 
Rats in 2006 as an assistant equipment manager. He spent one season with the ECHL’s Flori-
da Everblades in 2010, then moved to the AHL’s San Antonio Rampage as Equipment Manager 
until the team’s move in 2020. Passineau reached his 1,000th career game in January 2020. 

Barile joins the Thunderbirds staff in his first year. The St. Louis native spent last season 
with the ECHL’s Orlando Solar Bears as their assistant equipment manager. Barile grad-
uated from Kent State in 2017, after playing forward for three years for the Kent State 
Golden Flashes men’s ice hockey team.

The Mississauga, ON native is in his first year with the Thunderbirds. He is currently study-
ing for his Masters of Strength and Conditioning at Springfield College. 

Casey Barile - assistant Equipment manager

Andre Carere- Strength and conditioning intern

Edson is in his 4th year with the Blues organization after starting with the San Antonio 
Rampage in 2018. The Penn State alum spent some time with AHL’s Bakersfield Condors as 
well. Edson received his master’s degree from the California University of Pennsylvania in 
2019 in Exercise Science.

abe edson - strength and conditioning Coach
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Much Appreciation – Now Let’s Have Some Fun, Fans
By: Ryan Smith

Thunderbirds fans, although really, I should be addressing you all 
as “Springfield hockey fans” – I have been waiting a long time to 
write this column.
This is my seventh full season broadcasting hockey as a  
full-time job, and this will be the first time I get to utter phrases 
like “Game 1,” “playoffs,” and maybe “double 
overtime,” (or more), into my headset.
But before I dive into all of that, I want to start elsewhere – I 
never dreamt I would call my first NHL action before ever 
calling a playoff game at any level. On April 12, that became real. 
I am indebted with gratitude to our amazing affiliates, the St. 
Louis Blues, and their radio broadcast team of Chris Kerber and 
Joe Vitale, for making this “kid’s” dream a reality. As many of you recall, “Kerbs” was the voice of Springfield hockey before 
making the leap to St. Louis.
Getting pats on the back & encouragement (and yes, the occasional chirp) from figures like Blues play-by-play broadcaster 
John Kelly, analyst Darren Pang, GM Doug Armstrong, and T-Birds GM Kevin McDonald served as a kind of validation I never 
went out of my way looking for, but a kind I will appreciate for as long as I get to call this my “job.” I put air quotes on job 
because this career is anything but grunt-work. I will never take for granted that I live my dream on a daily basis.
I hear it from so many of you – how fortunate you all have been to have such legendary voices on the mic in this city. John 
Forslund, Don Orsillo, and Kerber all set the table for future orators of hockey in this no-nonsense city. I still do not know how 
to fully accept compliments that mention me in the same stratosphere as those legendary pros, but know that reading the 
laundry list of messages from all of you has meant more to me and my family than you’ll all realize.
Alright, now that I’ve reached the state of feeling uncomfortable how much I’m talking about my journey, let’s turn to a differ-
ent journey – the one our Thunderbirds are about to take.
Growing up in the Northeast as a sports fan, I fully understand and support the belief that defines this region. It’s a belief that, 
in sports, if the end goal is anything short of being a champion, 



then what was even the point of going through the highs and lows of the season? 
Does it make it “tougher” to play in a city with these kinds of demands? Perhaps, but when players and teams embrace that 
blue-collar, win-or-bust mentality and succeed, the unity between team and community is incomparable. 
What this fanbase has shown is a steadfast support and noise level that is impossible to ignore. You all tell it like it is, which 
is apropos for this city. Springfield is a proud, historic city, away from the spotlight, bells and whistles of Boston. I have spent 
less than 20% of my life in this area, but I feel your elation, frustration, and everything in between every day I come to the 
rink.
If I can feel that in my bones, I can only imagine how much it resonates with the 20 young men that lay it all on the line when 
they hit the ice. 
A 26-10-2 record in the Thunderdome has made one thing abundantly clear: you fans have made this place a living nightmare 
for Springfield’s opponents. You’re all hungry for playoff hockey’s return. Eight years is a long time to wait, and that has been 
made well known. 
So, to the crux of my column – here are five observations I have heading into the Calder Cup Playoffs. Let’s consider these five 
items as being keys to the T-Birds’ run at this city’s eighth Calder Cup championship.

#1: Goaltending Steers the Ship
Goaltending, more often than not, is at the centerpiece of championship runs in this sport. In Charlie Lindgren and Joel Hofer, 
the T-Birds have, for my money, one of the best tandems in the entire American Hockey League.
Their month of April has been nothing short of astonishing. Four shutout performances, a .940 save percentage and just 28 
goals allowed in 15 April games. Head coach Drew Bannister has a luxury that not every American League coach has at this 
time of year – he could continue rolling both goaltenders in the postseason. With few exceptions, Bannister has alternated 
goalies every-other-game so long as Hofer and Lindgren have both been with the T-Birds.
In turn, the two netminders are both fresh and both immensely prepared to handle a lengthy playoff push. Both men had 
goals-against averages below 2 in the month of April (Hofer 1.95, Lindgren 1.73) and each stopped more than 93% of shots 
they faced in the last month. You dream of having one goalie playing his best hockey as the playoffs approach; the T-Birds 
have two. 

#2: The Captain’s Missing Piece
Tommy Cross’ professional career, particularly at the AHL level, has been exemplary. In every single season he’s played where 
the Calder Cup has been awarded, Cross has played in the postseason. He won the National Championship at Boston College 
twice in his collegiate playing days. He even got into a Stanley Cup Playoff game in his days with the Bruins.
But one thing is missing – a professional championship. Even at age 32, the captain has proven that he is still so much more 
than a verbal leader. Of his eight goals this season, four of them went down as game-winners, and three of those came in 
overtime. He seems to save his biggest moments for the biggest stages of games. His leadership and hunger will continue to 
serve this group well as they embark on a title quest.

#3: Quinnipiac Connection Has Its Own Unfinished Business
Two of Springfield’s most important players have their own inner motivation heading into the 2022 Calder Cup 
Playoffs.  It was a career year for Matthew Peca, as the 29-year-old center set AHL career-bests in just about every category, 
including goals (23), assists (37), and points (60). He was a catalyst all season for the T-Birds attack, and coupled with his 
college teammate Sam Anas, the pair was menacing to all opponents this season.
Anas wound up edging out Peca for the team lead in points. Anas’ 64-point campaign (20g, 44a) set the T-Birds’ single-season 
team record in scoring. The 44 assists also set a T-Birds’ single-season record.
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There is one shared trait though from their days as Bobcats that still lingers with Peca and Anas, though. They each have 
come within a whisker of a championship before having to taste the bitter feeling of runner-up. Peca has experienced it 
twice: in 2013 with Quinnipiac, when the Bobcats fell to  Yale in the National Championship game; and in 2017 with the Syra-
cuse Crunch, who fell to Grand Rapids in the Calder Cup Finals in six games.
Anas earned nationwide acclaim when he battled through an upper-body injury to lead Quinnipiac all the way to the National 
Championship game in 2016 before the Bobcats were bested by a North Dakota team anchored by current Vancouver Canucks 
star Brock Boeser. 
Their careers may have turned into tremendous success stories since these heartbreak defeats, but you cannot convince this 
author that there are not some unfinished matters for Peca and Anas. 

#4 – Unsung Hero Watch
If goaltending and veteran leaders are the first two ingredients to a deep title run, the third and maybe most important is the 
emergence of an unsung hero. The list of Stanley Cup and Calder Cup champions who got unforeseen heroics from unheralded 
players is voluminous. 
In recent years, you can look to the exploits of the Yanni Gourdes, Blake Colemans, and Barclay Goodrows at the NHL level 
during Tampa Bay’s titles. At the American League level, the Checkers’ 2019 Calder Cup run featured an offensive tear by the 
normally defensive-minded Nic Roy, who parlayed that success into a regular NHL roster spot in Vegas. 
You just never know who is going to be the unexpected hero, and it’s what makes playoff hockey so special. This T-Birds team 
has plenty of players who provide so much more than a stat sheet indicates. 
I will not claim to have abilities to see into the future, but Nikita Alexandrov’s closing weeks to the season has me thinking he 
could be one of these types of heroes for Springfield this spring. The former second-round pick has been playing with oozing 
confidence lately, as evidenced by tying for the team lead in April scoring with 11 points in his final 15 games. 
Furthermore, Alexandrov has rounded into a reliable two-way player, posting a +8 rating in those 15 games while earning 
penalty killing responsibility and developing into one of the most fearless shot-blockers in the locker room. 

#5 – Stay Tuned…
The Thunderbirds will have a very confident group when they begin their Division Semifinal series sometime in the next week 
or so. One of the other benefits to the Calder Cup Playoffs is the ability for a team to bolster its depth as the run goes into the 
later rounds. 
Two of the Blues’ top prospects, forward Jake Neighbours (1st round pick in 2020) and forward Zach Bolduc (1st round pick in 
2021) are each currently skating in their junior teams’ playoff tournaments. While both players are expected to go on lengthy 
playoff runs of their own, it bears noting that when their teams’ seasons come to a close, they would then be eligible to join 
the T-Birds’ AHL roster. 
It is not a certainty that Neighbours and/or Bolduc would be assigned to Springfield before the Calder Cup is awarded. That 
decision rests in the hands of Blues GM Doug Armstrong and Thunderbirds GM Kevin McDonald, but an already-dangerous 
offensive team getting two talented young stars (who have combined to score 144 points in 95 junior contests) would be one 
scary proposition to the opponent.
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Thunderbirds head coach Drew Bannister may be going to the Calder Cup playoffs for the first time as a bench boss when 
Springfield kicks off its Division Semifinal series in early May, but it is far from the first kick at a championship for the 
48-year-old Bannister. As a player, the right-shot defenseman accumulated quite the trophy case. Before he even turned 
pro, Bannister had collected a World Junior Championship gold medal with his native Canada in 1994 to go along with two 
OHL championships and a Memorial Cup title with the Soo Greyhounds in 1993. However, it is Bannister’s experience with the 
1999-2000 Hartford Wolf Pack that still resonates clearly in his mind. Led by AHL Hall of Fame coach John Paddock, the Wolf 
Pack captured the Macgregor Kilpatrick Trophy with a league-high 107 points during the regular season (49-22-7-2). 
“It was a different era; that team was built to win the Calder Cup,” Bannister recalls. “(John) and the coaching staff knew 
what our team was about. We had great leadership from Ken Gernander on down, and we weren’t old nor young. We had 
depth on that team.”
That depth carried the Pack to the club’s first and only Calder Cup title, defeating Springfield, Worcester, and Providence 
before dispatching the Rochester Americans in six games in the Finals. Both Springfield and Providence pushed Hartford to 
deciding games, but Hartford proved its regular season exploits true. 
Looking back through the lens as a head coach, Bannister took a very important lesson from the pinnacle of his playing 
career.
“The thing I learned from that (Calder Cup run) was that the regular season is when you’re digging in and laying your team’s 
foundation for when you get to the playoffs. I don’t think a lot changes for the coaches other than letting the players play.”
Elaborating further, Bannister recalls the collective fire the 2000 Wolf Pack had as a unit.
“(In the playoffs), the preparation doesn’t really need to be dialed in too much. There are lots of ups and downs in momen-
tum during the playoffs, but there is never a time in the playoffs where the energy is just drained right out of you until the 
very last game,” Bannister articulates. 
“This time of year, it’s why you play the game – to have the opportunity to continue on in the playoffs and do something 
special as a team together, whether you do it for the player next to you, do it for an opportunity with the NHL club, a new 
contract you’re playing for, or simply for winning a Calder Cup and not wanting to let your teammates down. I think that’s 
what really brings the emotion to the playoffs.”
“The guys that have a purpose on a day-to-day basis, whether it’s stepping on the ice, going into the gym, playing a game – 
they’re the ones who have more success.”
The day-to-day grind of an AHL season is just that – a grind. In a season coming out of a global pandemic and the most 
unpredictable of circumstances, Bannister’s Thunderbirds endured as much turbulence as any club in the league.
76 games later, Springfield earned the second seed and a “bye” in the Atlantic Division, just miniscule decimal points behind 
Charlotte for a division title. Making the feat even more impressive was the fact that the T-Birds had seen 53 skaters get 
game action. That marked the most skaters any Atlantic Division team used in 2021-22. 
While the season was not without its road blocks, Bannister’s Thunderbirds never saw their points percentage dip below 

A Champion as a player, 

Bannister eyes 
crown as coach

By: Ryan Smith



.581 at any point, even when the Blues and T-Birds were impacted by a high rate of COVID-19 protocols in the month of 
December. 
“There were nights where we had upwards of 10-12 (professional tryout players) in our lineup. We continued with our 
identity as a team that we had through the beginning of the year and were able to maintain our overall record through that 
stretch of 6-8 weeks.”
A core group of veteran leaders, anchored by team captain Tommy Cross, was instrumental in keeping things positive 
through the uncertainty that sporadically appeared. That positivity emanated inside the Thunderdome, where Springfield 
won a league-best 26 home games at the MassMutual Center.
“Our leadership has done an outstanding job keeping the kids on the straight and narrow and picking them up when things 
aren’t going well. We relied a lot on those young players through the COVID stretch and even right now, with the players 
we’ve lost to St. Louis, we’ve had to lean on younger players to continue being able to keep pace with the standings.”

One of the ultimate juggling acts of any AHL head coach is maintaining a balance between developing players to make the 
jump to the NHL while also keeping a winning product on the ice in the AHL. 12 different players in the organization skated 
in games for both St. Louis and Springfield this season. Of the 12, six of them (Logan Brown, Nathan Walker, Alexei Torop-
chenko, Scott Perunovich, Calle Rosen, and MacKenzie MacEachern) were on the St. Louis roster as of the final week of the 
regular season.
“It’s a tribute to the individual players and to the group in (St. Louis). I have to give credit to my staff for making sure the 
players are doing the proper things on a day-to-day basis to have success and having a plan when they come to the rink.”
“In the development aspect, (General Manager) Kevin McDonald does such an outstanding job getting the right players in 
here to fit into what we want to do down here. The communication aspect from the staff to the players, from St. Louis to 
Springfield, makes it a lot easier in the transition.”
While Bannister readily admitted it can be challenging to lose key contributors to the NHL club, he takes a different perspec-
tive on those players’ journeys.
“No question, they were all important players for us, but that’s why we’re in a development league, and that’s what happens 
when you’re doing your job properly.”
“For us as a staff, we feel ecstatic for those players. We’re here to develop these players properly so that whenever they’re 
ready to (make the jump to St. Louis), they’ll have success.”

The Thunderbirds enter the postseason riding two of the hottest AHL goalies in Joel Hofer and Charlie Lindgren. The pair 
have combined for four shutouts and a save percentage north of .940 in the month of April alone. 
The pair has combined to play 232 consecutive minutes without allowing a single goal over the season’s final four games. 
Naturally, Bannister knows that streak will be hard to duplicate come playoff time. 
So, what will it take for the Thunderbirds to give Springfield its eighth Calder Cup title?
“Realistically, there are too many things that happen in the game, and a lot of things are out of your control. There are 
some things you can control as a coach and as a player. It’s about minimizing the negative aspects in the game that we can 
control, while not getting caught up in the things that we can’t control.”
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SPRINGFIELD - Five years ago, just when Springfield looked like it would go without a hockey team, the city’s long-standing passion 
for the sport led a group of local investors to create the Thunderbirds. Just a few years later, that same hockey history encouraged a 
strong NHL partner to look to Western Mass.
After an initial four-year relationship with the Florida Panthers, the Thunderbirds signed an agreement with the St. Louis Blues in 2020, 
just days before the COVID-19 pandemic. That relationship has since led to increased optimism as the players have found success on 
both the NHL and AHL levels, and the Thunderbirds as a whole have progressed on the ice.
This week, the Thunderbirds will check a long-term goal off their list and participate in the AHL postseason for the first time, despite 
missing last season due to the pandemic.
For Thunderbirds managing partner Paul Picknelly, the Blues’ AHL strategy for development is a crucial part of this season’s success.
“The relationship we have with the St. Louis Blues is excellent,” Picknelly said. “One of the reasons we’re in the playoffs is their c
ommitment to developing professional hockey players into NHL stars. That commitment has certainly helped.”
During its tenure with Florida, the Thunderbirds finished with a combined record of 128-126-0-26-9. While the team’s record was rough-
ly .500, optimism still ran through the MassMutual Center as the team developed its relationship within the community and registered 
nine sellouts during their inaugural season.
“The Panthers were a great first partner of mine as team president,” Thunderbirds president Nate Costa said. “They helped us get off 
the ground as the Thunderbirds while also doing a lot in the community.
“We went to many events together since they were committed to this market.”
After the fourth and final year of its agreement, Florida and Springfield parted ways, as the Panthers eventually signed a multi-year 
contract with the Charlotte Checkers. At the same time, the Blues were looking for their next top-level affiliate.
“We were looking for a new place because (former affiliate) San Antonio was in the process of being sold,” Thunderbirds general man-
ager Kevin McDonald said. “Overall, though, the most important thing was a long-standing history of hockey the city holds. They also 
have a very rabid fanbase that loved having a team.
“To make things better, it was back to a more traditional way of hockey, which meant us traveling by bus instead of air.”
On March 6, 2020, the Thunderbirds and the 2019 Stanley Cup Champion Blues announced their affiliation — a deal that runs through the 
2024-25 season and includes a mutual option for a fifth year.
“From our perspective,” Costa said, “we wanted to work with a partner that (believes) winning at this level also helps develop and 
provide an experience for their players to win and get to the next level.
“They wanted something long-term, so we agreed to a five-year deal. St. Louis consists of first-class and top-of-the-line people that 
made life easier.”
The new agreement also led to a new home for Drew Bannister, former coach of San Antonio, who was also on the market upon learning 
the Vegas Golden Knights were purchasing the team after the 2019-20 season. Bannister, who has resided in the Blues’ organization 
through the past decade, was later announced as Springfield’s newest coach, replacing Geordie Kinnear. For Springfield captain Tommy 
Cross, who has played for the Thunderbirds under both affiliations, the learning experience has been different and beneficial under 
both coaches. Kinnear and Bannister “are two of the best coaches I’ve ever played for,” Cross said. “Playing for Geordie was an excel-
lent experience as we were playing well before COVID-19 shut us down. But playing for Drew has been awesome because he’s a knowl-
edgeable coach and putting us in good spots to succeed.
“He demands a lot from us, but I think a sign of a good coach is someone that pushes you to be your best.”
Through 76 games this season, Springfield has posted a franchise-leading 43 wins under Bannister, claiming the city’s first postseason 
berth since the Springfield Falcons in 2014. But what’s more impressive is the Thunderbirds’ ability to succeed with different faces on 
the ice throughout the season. St. Louis has relied heavily on the Thunderbirds for support due to injuries. As a result, they’ve made 
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nearly 50 different transactions between the teams, calling up players and returning them to Springfield. As a result, names like Alexei 
Toropchenko, Nathan Walker, Logan Brown, Dakota Joshua, Calle Rosen, and Scott Perunovich have maintained presences at both the 
NHL and AHL levels. With their help, the Blues rank among the league’s best in the Western Conference, heading into the final week 
before this year’s Stanley Cup Playoffs.
“These are elite athletes in the top percentage,” said McDonald regarding his team’s roster moves. “Following opening night in Spring-
field last year, almost six guys are now at the NHL. And that attributes to players realizing if they’re playing well here, they’ll get a 
chance if there’s an opening in St. Louis.”
Springfield’s lineup has often changed this season, however, that hasn’t stopped veterans Sam Anas, Matthew Peca, James Neal, and 
Cross from doing their job successfully. The Thunderbirds also share one of the league’s top-goaltending tandems in Charlie Lindgren 
(2.21 GAA) and Joel Hofer (2.96 GAA). If the Thunderbirds hope to make a deep postseason run, they’ll need such members to dig deep 
and come together once again. For now, though, time is on Springfield’s side after earning the No. 2 seed in the Atlantic Division and 
a first-round bye, automatically punching its ticket into the best-of-five division semifinals. No matter the case, just as Bannister has 
preached all season, the Thunderbirds are focusing on one day at a time. Due to a new format, this year’s postseason is compromised 
of 23 teams competing for the Calder Cup. All but two teams in each of the AHL’s four divisions will qualify. This ultimately creates a 
playoff field of six or fewer teams in each of the four divisions. Teams will also be ranked by their points percentage from the regu-
lar-season standings, and that statistic will determine who earns home-ice advantage through each of the five rounds.
“Every team has the same goal each season … you want to make playoffs and strive for home ice,” McDonald said. “The critical thing to 
remember, though, is the process of doing things the right way as much as we can within our group.
“I think we’re excited as anyone leading up to this weekend because we want to finish on the highest note to keep the building full and 
keeping fans happy.”
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A Springfield Fan: Managing Partner Paul Picknelly A Springfield Fan: Managing Partner Paul Picknelly 
proud of Thunderbirds’ rise on and off the ice proud of Thunderbirds’ rise on and off the ice 

 By:Matt Vautour
As he walks around the MassMutual Center amidst the swelling crowds watching the best hockey team Springfield has seen in a 
long time, Thunderbirds managing partner Paul Picknelly isn’t witnessing the culmination of some grand plan hatched when he 
bought the team in 2016.
That’s because at that point, there was no real plan other than to save hockey in Springfield. Chasing the Calder Cup? That wasn’t on 
the radar yet.But now as the team is thriving on and off the ice, Picknelly has let himself dream a little as the Thunderbirds get set 
for the postseason.

“It’s all good news. Hopefully, we go deep into the playoffs,” he said. “If we’re lucky maybe we’ll go all the way.”

Picknelly wasn’t really even a hockey fan back in 2016. He didn’t dislike the sport and had been to a handful of Falcons games, but 
he certainly wasn’t someone who got nostalgic at the whiff of Zamboni fumes. But Picknelly is a Springfield fan. As the president of 
Monarch Place, he’s personally and professionally invested in the city and its successes. A bustling downtown is good for his busi-
ness and the city he cares about, and a winter filled with home games at the MassMutual Center is good for a bustling downtown.
So when the Falcons announced they were leaving the MassMutual Center for Tucson, Arizona to be closer to the Arizona Coyotes, 
their parent club, Springfield’s position as a hockey town was in jeopardy. Worcester and Lowell, who’d previously had AHL teams, 
had lost their clubs and Springfield was at risk of joining them.

“When we found out that the Falcons were sold and moving out of town, it was pretty devastating news for our city,” Picknelly said. 
“We’ve been a hockey town for 80-plus years. It would be a sad day for us to relinquish hockey in Springfield.”

He met with Dave Andrews, then the president of the AHL, whose offices were conveniently a floor below Picknelly’s, and talked 
about how to prevent that from happening.

“We got into this with the mindset that it was going to be good for our community,” he said. “I wrapped myself around some very 
intelligent people in this business, who assisted me with a business plan. We put together a very unique ownership group. They’ve 
helped me every step of the way.”

“We didn’t have time to think this was the best business model. ... It was a really short period of time. Had we not done it as quickly 
as possible, I don’t think it would have happened.”
Picknelly leaned first on Andrews and longtime Springfield hockey executive Bruce Landon. The Falcons had averaged less than 
2,000 fans per night at the end of their time in Massachusetts. With the same building and the same fan base, Picknelly endeavored 
to make the team profitable, popular and successful.
Picknelly is careful not to criticize the Falcons’ ownership. But he said being from Springfield and in Springfield has helped. He 
surrounded himself with Western Massachusetts people who know what matters in 413 and why.

At Andrews’ suggestion, they hired Nate Costa, who had worked for the AHL, to be the team president. From a hockey business 
standpoint, Picknelly may own the race team but trusts Costa to drive the car.

“His skills are clearly selling hockey in a unique way. All the things we do that are fun and the crowd loves, really come from Nate 



and Team Thunderbirds,” Picknelly said. “It didn’t come from Paul Picknelly and the ownership group.”
That momentum stalled when the season ended early in 2019-20 and shut down all together in 2020-21 because of COVID-19 forcing 
layoffs while the team was shuttered. Picknelly said 90 percent of the team’s season ticket holders stayed aboard and applied their 
lost game revenue to future tickets rather than asking for a refund. He said 90 percent of the team’s sponsors did the same.

It allowed the team to bounce back healthy for the 2021-22 season, Springfield’s first after switching affiliations from the Panthers 
to the Blues.

“The relationship we have with the St. Louis Blues is excellent,” Picknelly said. “One of the reasons we’re in the playoffs is the com-
mitment they have to developing professional hockey players into NHL stars.”

Those prospects have lifted the Thunderbirds to the No. 2 seed in the Atlantic Division heading into Calder Cup playoffs. The team is 
expecting big crowds as a new wave of fan reinforcements has filled in around the lifers in Springfield this season. They’re packing 
the parking garages, nearby restaurants, MGM Springfield before and after the game.
The owner is among them. When Picknelly isn’t in the stands himself, he’s following along on AHL TV and like many hockey fans gets 
anxious when a big game is close in the third period.

“It feels great. Everything is going right for the Thunderbirds. We couldn’t be happier for what it’s done for our community and what 
it’s done for the hockey world,” Picknelly said. “We’re very proud of what we’ve accomplished over the past six years. Hockey means 
a lot to people in our neck of the woods. We’ve been a hockey town for 80 years. Hopefully 80 more.”
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