
 WWW.GRANDFORKSHERALD.COM  |   FRIDAY, JANUARY 1, 2021  |   7

SPORTS

By Brad E. Schlossman
Grand Forks Herald

Omaha, Neb.  

It’s 11:40 p.m. on a Wednesday 
evening.

All is quiet in Baxter Arena.
The final hockey game of the 

night ended an hour and a half 
ago.

Players and coaches of all 
eight National Collegiate Hockey 
Conference teams are back in 
their Aksarben Village hotel 
rooms, free to relax, watch 
TV, break down game video 
or connect with their families. 
Some choose sleep.

Fans had long turned away 
from television sets and chalked 
up another successful day at the 
NCHC Pod.

Underneath the dark, empty 
Baxter Arena stands, Dan 
Johansson paces in the hallway.

UND’s equipment manager 
stacks a few hockey bags 
just outside the home locker 
room, then peers in to survey 
the progress of two masked 
maintenance workers, who walk 
stall-by-stall, spraying each 
with disinfectant.

Omaha just finished using 
the room during a 6-1 win 
over Colorado College. But 
because Baxter Arena doesn’t 
have enough locker rooms to 
accommodate all eight NCHC 
teams for the three-week Pod, 
moving in-and-out of locker 
rooms is necessary.

When part of the room is 
clean, Johansson and his two 
student workers, Nate Bordson 
and Kobie Zgonc, carry bags 
in, drop them on the vacuumed 
floor and unpack.

Once the cleaners completely 
finish, Johansson surveys the 
room, one he’s never used.

Usually, Johansson knows 
exactly where he’s going to set 
everything up in each NCHC 
arena – from the players’ sticks 
to the spread of nutritional food 
to the glove dryer to stick tape 
to coffee and even chewing gum. 
But on this trip, he’s continually 
in rooms he’s never worked.

Johansson wants everything to 
be easy to find. So, he wonders, 
if he was a player, where would 
he first look for these items?

Then, work begins on making 
the room feel like home for the 
players.

Equipment staff members 
place each individual’s name 
plate on a stall. The defensemen 
are placed on one side of the 
room, the forwards on the other. 
The goaltenders go on the ends 
of the room to give them extra 
space.

Johansson covers Omaha’s 
logo in the center of the room 
with 18 skate mats that say, 
‘North Dakota hockey.’

Bordson and Zgonc hang 
the gear in the lockers, some 
of which had been sitting in 
hockey bags since the team’s 
afternoon practice.

It’s now 1:27 a.m.
They decide to end their work 

day, which began 14 hours 
earlier for UND’s practice.

They jump in their university-
owned car, drive two blocks 
back to Aloft Hotel and go to 
their third-floor rooms.

Johansson, covered in sweat 
from the night’s work, showers 
and gets ready for bed.

It’s now 2 a.m.
Johansson’s next goal is 

getting as much sleep as 
possible, because another full 
day is ahead.

He knows his alarm will ring 
at 7:15 a.m., that he needs to 

be in the lobby eating breakfast 
when the caterers arrive at 8 
a.m. – before any of the players 
show up – and to the arena by 
8:15 a.m. in order to get the 
room ready for morning skate.

Johansson knows he has 
at least three hours of skate 
sharpening to do, because it will 
be a game day and he sharpens 
every player’s skates before a 
game.

He knows he can’t forget to 
grab takeout between 2-3 p.m., 
because that will be his last 
chance to eat before 11:30 p.m.

He knows it will be another 
late night with heavy lifting, 
because UND has to be out 
of Omaha’s locker room 
immediately after the game.

But Johansson doesn’t fret.
It’s just another day in the 

NCHC Pod for an equipment 
manager.

‘MVPs of the bubble’
The NCHC’s Pod concept 

– bringing all eight teams 
to Omaha to play 38 games 
in 21 days amid the global 
coronavirus pandemic – proved 
to be a big success.

All 38 games were played 
as scheduled. The quality of 
play was terrific. The league’s 
streaming platform, NCHC TV, 
set viewership records. The big 
gamble to attempt something 
that had never been done in 
college athletics paid off.

But it was not easy to execute.
In order to do it, it required 

grueling shifts day after day 
by the league’s equipment 
managers.

Baxter Arena is not equipped 
to handle eight teams. It only 
had six locker rooms, including 

Riders ride 
offensive 
outburst

By Tom Miller
Grand Forks Herald

Visiting fans, as well 
as more Grand Forks 
viewers, were allowed 
Thursday afternoon for 
a boys hockey match-
up between Grand 
Forks Red River and 
Grafton-Park River, 
as spectator policies 
eased with improv-
ing local coronavirus 
numbers.

The larger crowd 
had plenty of offense 
to cheer for at Eagles 
Arena.

The teams combined 
for 12 goals but the 
Roughriders scored six 
of the last seven en 
route to an 8-4 win 
over the Spoilers.

The Riders improved 
to 3-1 while the Spoil-
ers dropped to 2-3.

The Riders saw seven 
different goal scorers. 
Senior forward Bren-
dan Mullen was the 
only two-goal scorer, 
with a pair of goals 39 
seconds apart in the 
second period.

“We have a lot of 
very good young guys,” 
Mullen said. “As the 
season goes on, we’re 
going to have more 
guys making big plays, 
jumping in the lineup 
and doing good things. 
So I’d say we’re very 
deep. They’re talented 
and young, so they’re 
going to have a lot of 
fun in future years, 
too.”

Red River actual-
ly trailed 2-1 after the 
first period, despite 
outshooting Graf-
ton-Park River 18-4.

Red River’s Drew 
Melland scored his first 
career goal at 6:20 of 
the first period but the 
Spoilers took the inter-
mission lead thanks to 
two goals from soph-
omore Landon Carter.

Carter, an all-state 
running back for Cava-
lier in the fall, finished 
with two goals and two 
assists. He leads the 
team with six goals on 
the year.

Carter fed Kody Kee-
ley, who scored twice, 
to give the Spoilers a 
3-2 lead at 9:48 of the 
second period.

But it was all Red 
River the rest of the 
way. Red River also
received goals from
Wyatt LeDuc, Cooper 
Freije, Mikey Coleman, 
Jake Grandstrand and 
Zach Hinschberger.

Red River outshot
Grafton-Park River
54-14.

“I think at times we 
were getting too offen-
sive-minded and not
taking care of our own 
end,” Red River coach 
Tim Skarperud said. 
“That comes back to
bite you. We have to 
take care of our own 
end, but at the same 
time, it wasn’t the 
prettiest but we found 
a way to win. They 
aren’t all gems, and
we’re proud of the win.

“Early in the year, 
you want to see all your
guys scoring because it 
builds their confidence. 
I’ve always liked our 
depth on this team,
hopefully it builds for 
a lot more to come.”

Red River’s eight-
goal output was a sea-
son-high and matches 
the highest output the 
Riders put together last 
season on their way to 
a state championship.

“I felt pretty good 
after the first two peri-
ods,” Spoilers coach
Scott Robideaux said.
“In the third period,
we ran out of gas and 
they kept coming at 
you. They’re a good 
team. They have a lot
of skill.

“The shots were 
one-sided, but I
thought we kept them 
on the perimeter the 
first two periods. In 
the third period, we 
started to become 
spectators. I think we 
proved we can skate 
with them when we’re 
going, so hopefully we 
can build off that and 
get three periods.”

Mitch Wigness / UND athletics
UND equipment manager Dan 
Johansson stacks hockey bags in 
Baxter Arena as he prepares to move 
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Equipment managers worked long 
hours as teams frequently moved to 

new locker rooms in Baxter Arena

Long days and nights 
at the NCHC Pod

By Wayne Nelson
Grand Forks Herald

UND’s Juliet Gordon was hop-
ing for a breakout 2019-20 sea-
son. Her work ethic and devel-
opment prior to last season had 
impressed the team’s coaching 
staff and a productive year from 
the 5-foot-11 forward from Aus-
tralia was expected.

What wasn’t expected was an 
injury. Gordon suffered a sea-
son-ending injury in a practice 
prior to the season. She missed 

the entire year.
But Gordon, now a redshirt 

sophomore, has returned to the 
Fighting Hawks’ lineup and 
she’s made an impact, averaging 
10.8 points and 6.0 rebounds in 
five games this season.

The setback didn’t discour-
age her. And that could serve as 
somewhat of a motivation for 
her teammates as UND is looking 
to shake off a winless noncon-
ference season and make some 
noise in the Summit League sea-

son, which opens Saturday at 
home against Kansas City.

Gordon’s perseverance is a 
reminder to UND (0-6) that the 
season is far from over despite 
the winless start. Gordon, who 
has started one game this sea-
son, said her recovery was a long 
process but one in which she 
kept her faith.

What was the key to her return?
“I would definitely say my 

After tough nonconference schedule, 
Hawks look forward to Summit play

Nick Nelson / Grand Forks Herald
Fighting Hawks women’s basketball interim head 
coach Mallory Bernhard (second from left) talks to her 
players during a timeout in the second quarter of the 
team’s homeseason-opener against the Marquette 
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Grand Forks Red River’s Cooper Freije and Drew 


