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Undefeated no more, Whitecaps still seeing success
and lots of fans in first NWHL season

 By Heather Rule (/author/heather-rule/) Dec 4, 2018

The  Minnesota Whitecaps came  into the  halfway mark  of their  first  season  in  the  National
Women’s Hockey  League  with   an undefeated record at 6-0. They ended the weekend getting
swept in two games by the Boston Pride.

At least the pressure of an undefeated season is off the table, right?

“I went 41-0 my freshman year (at the University of Minnesota), and it was the most stressful
thing ever in the playoffs,” said Whitecaps center Hannah Brandt. “I don’t think it’s the worst
thing to just get it over with. But I hate losing, so I would have never wanted it to happen.”

https://theathletic.com/author/heather-rule/
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The Whitecaps (6-2) suffered their first setbacks of the season with 5-1 and 7-2 losses to
Boston (5-2) at TRIA Rink in St. Paul. Goaltender Julie Friend called the series “a wake-up
call” and added it’s better to lose these games now rather than at the end of the season. Being
at the halfway point gives them a chance to refine their systems and see what they can do to
improve, Friend said.

Sunday’s game, in particular, was frustrating to watch because things weren’t clicking, and the
number of shots the Whitecaps took that were blocked or missed the net “was just
unbelievable,” said co-head coach Ronda Engelhardt. Couple that with the fact a bunch of
Boston’s goals came off the rush.

Still, it’s an important piece to learn from, Engelhardt said.

“And I think it’s easier to learn when you lose, right? Because when you win, you think
everything’s going great, even though we knew we had a lot of holes still to fill,” Engelhardt
said.

The Whitecaps got down 2-0 in each game but managed to get within a goal before Boston
pulled away. Defenseman Amanda Boulier got a shot through traffic for the lone goal
Saturday, her third of the season. But Boston’s Haley Skarupa scored a power play goal in the
final minute of the second period to get the two-goal lead back.

Sunday, defenseman Emma Stauber made it 2-1 on a backhanded rebound as her team
crashed the net with 46.3 seconds left in the first period for her first professional goal. The
Whitecaps didn’t have any luck with special teams this weekend either, going 0-for-7 on the
power play for the series while Boston went 1-for-3 each game.

The Whitecaps relied on goaltender Amanda Leveille for the first seven games this season.
She went 6-0 with 160 saves on 169 shots for a .947 save percentage and 1.50 goals-against
average before facing Boston. But when the Pride took a 3-1 lead with a goal just 32 seconds
into the second period Sunday, she was lifted for Minnetonka native Friend. The change
allowed Friend to get some minutes, plus Engelhardt was looking for a momentum shift as
well.
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“A lot of goals were going in, so we just wanted to change it up, hopefully spark the team,”
Engelhardt said. “And I think it did spark the team for a little bit, but that little momentum
kept dying every time (Boston) scored.”

Kate Schipper made it a 3-2 deficit early in the second, but Boston once again took a two-
goal lead into the second intermission before adding three more tallies — two just 43 seconds
apart — in the third.

The 39:28 in the cage for Friend marked her first minutes in the NWHL. She made 15 saves
on 19 shots.

A goaltender change isn’t always a positive thing — Friend even said her first game was “kind
of bittersweet” — but the situation didn’t matter to some of the excited girls in the stands. A
few cheers could be heard as Friend made her way from the bench to the crease. Friend knew

Whitecaps goalie Julie Friend turns a shot aside this past weekend against the Boston Pride.
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who showed her the love: St. Paul United girls hockey players, a program in which Friend has
worked as the goalie coach for the past three years.

“It’s just so cool seeing so many young girls in the stands,” Friend said. “We didn’t have that
when I was their age.”

This past weekend aside, the first season for the Whitecaps in the NWHL has been
successful. It started with a 4-0 shutout victory over Minnesotan Amanda Kessel and the
Metropolitan Riveters on Oct. 6. They outscored the Riveters 7-1 that weekend before
visiting them later that month in New Jersey where they swept with 5-3 and 6-2 victories.
They won a couple of tight battles at home the next weekend against the Buffalo Beauts,
featuring former Gopher Dani Cameranesi, by 3-2 and 2-1 margins.

Kendall Coyne Schofield leads the Whitecaps onto the ice.



4/11/2019 Undefeated no more, Whitecaps still seeing success and lots of fans in first NWHL season – The Athletic

https://theathletic.com/691884/2018/12/04/undefeated-no-more-whitecaps-still-seeing-success-and-lots-of-fans-in-1st-nwhl-season/ 5/15

The Whitecaps have been at the top of the five-team NWHL standings throughout the
season. Even with the losses to Boston, they’re still in first place with 12 points to Boston’s 10.

Goal production has largely come from a solid two top lines for the Whitecaps. Brandt
centers Kendall Coyne Schofield and Schipper on the top line, while Katie McGovern is in
the middle of Elk River’s Jonna Curtis and Maplewood’s Allie Thunstrom on a productive
second line.

However, along with changing goalies Sunday, Engelhardt also switched up the first two line
combinations, putting Schipper with McGovern and Thunstrom with Curtis taking
Schipper’s spot.

“We had to do something to see what would happen,” Engelhardt said.

Lee Stecklein and Boulier are the team’s top defensive pairing, with captain and original
Whitecaps member Winny Brown paired with University of Minnesota-Duluth’s Stauber.

Curtis, who had a pair of assists over the weekend, is the team’s points leader with four goals
and seven assists, followed by her linemate McGovern with four goals and five assists.
Schipper also has four goals and four assists. Eleven different players have scored goals for the
Whitecaps.
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For the most part, the Whitecaps just need to stick to their game plan, tighten up a little
defensively and take advantage of the opportunities they get, Boulier said. The defenseman
played her first two seasons in the NWHL with the Connecticut Whale. She said with so
many great players, you never really know how a season will go for a team, especially one in its
first year like the Whitecaps.

“We were all kind of unsure,” Boulier said. “But at the same time, I think we were all
confident in the group that we have. I think we just jelled really well together.”

As for the weekend against Boston, frustrating games will happen, but it’s how they respond
that will help drive the Whitecaps forward, according to Leveille.

“That’s what great about hockey, is you can have a bad game or a good game, but there’s
always going to be a next one,” Leveille said. “Our goal is to make it to the Isobel Cup
championship game, and this is just going to help our team get there.”

F l d

The Whitecaps’ Emma Stauber celebrates her goal after banging home a rebound with Boston goaltender Katie Burt down in the crease.
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Fan support is solid
It’s no doubt there was much hoopla and fanfare surrounding the Whitecaps’ first official
game in the league Oct. 6 against the Riveters. But that fan enthusiasm hasn’t waned after the
excitement of the “firsts” has died down.

All six home games at TRIA Rink have been sold out (1,200). Fans pack the bleachers and
filter their way around to the standing-room-only spots along the glass at both ends of the
arena.

“It’s a great atmosphere, and the fact that we could sell out all of our games so far, hopefully
we’re doing a good job of being role models for those girls that want to play in the NWHL
someday,” Friend said.

The team involves local youth hockey programs with honorary captains announced with the
starting lineup, letting players sit on the bench during warmups and having teams play at
center ice during intermission. There are also plenty of opportunities for waiting fans to fist-

More than 1,200 fans took in each NWHL game this past weekend between the Minnesota Whitecaps and Boston Pride.
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bump the Whitecaps players as they make their way from the locker room out to the ice.

The Whitecaps also provide something special for the hockey fans who want to stick around
after games: access and autographs.

Players line up at a long folding table after each home game to sign autographs and even take
some photos with their fans — many of whom are young girls sporting their own hockey
jerseys or apparel. Whitecaps players sign team posters or even the girls’ jerseys.

Stauber has seen plenty of fans come down from Duluth to watch Whitecaps games. It’s
especially nice to have the fan interaction here in Minnesota, where so many girls play youth
hockey, she said.

“So, it’s really cool for them to see me but also the rest of the team and have idols to look up
to for their future and their careers,” Stauber said. “I’m really honored to be a part of it, and I
know the other girls are, too.”

Marvin steals the show
The weekend was a homecoming of sorts for starting Boston forward Gigi Marvin, a
Warroad native. In Saturday’s game, she got on the board in the third period when she took a
quick shot in close off a two-on-one chance for a 4-1 lead.

Marvin took full advantage of her celly, celebrating in the corner right in front of where the
Warroad High School girls team was seated. The arena filled with cheers when the goal was
announced. Marvin scored another goal in the third period, too.
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“Yeah, that was like icing on the cake,” Marvin said. “I think just for me personally, the older
I get I appreciate just being able to play the game even more.”

Marvin, 31, was the 2005 Ms. Hockey winner out of Warroad High School and went on to
play for the Gophers. She’s also a three-time Olympian, winning gold last winter in
Pyeongchang. Before moving to Boston, Marvin was a member of the Whitecaps in 2010 and
2011.

Instead of playing with Team USA teammates like Brandt and Coyne Schofield, they now
face off against each other in the NWHL. That trio also played together on the Team USA in
last month’s Four Nations Cup in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; USA defeated Canada 5-2 in the
title game.

Boston Pride’s Gigi Marvin, right, chatting with teammate Mary Parker before an Oct. 27 game against Metropolitan. Photo by Glenn
Osmundson
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“I notice more playing against her, I’m usually with her so I don’t have to play against her, but
she’s big, she’s strong,” Brandt said. “She can definitely throw some good moves on people.”

Plenty of Warroad fans and Marvin’s family and friends were in the arena to witness those
good moves, including one of the Warroad peewee teams and the high school girls team,
coached by Gigi’s uncle, David Marvin.

The Warroad Lady Warriors were in town for a couple of their own games over the weekend.
Friday night they defeated Breck 3-0 in a rematch of last year’s Class 1A state championship,
which Breck won in overtime.

It’s clear in talking with Gigi how much she’s still so connected to hockey in her hometown.
She was pretty excited about that win, too.

“We crushed Breck yesterday, which is awesome,” Gigi said. “I got to go to the game, and
they all returned the favor, they all came and watched me today.”

Yes, fresh off their big win over Breck, and then a 3-0 win at Mounds View on Saturday
afternoon, the girls team cheered on Gigi that night.

It’s probably not something the girls would get a chance to do, said Layla Marvin, Gigi’s
cousin and assistant coach of the undefeated Warroad Lady Warriors, since Warroad isn’t
exactly next door to the Twin Cities.

“It just kind of worked out, and I think a lot of the girls were really excited,” Layla said. “A lot
of them went to Gigi’s hockey camps as kids, so it’s really exciting for them to see her, and a
lot of them know her pretty closely.”

After Saturday’s game when Gigi’s teammates had already changed out of their gear and were
munching on the postgame meal, Gigi was out in the hallway mingling with family, friends
and fans. She signed autographs and took photos with young girls.

Gigi, who came into the weekend with three goals and an assist in five games this season,
headed back to Boston as the team points leader (6-3—9). She finished the series with three
goals and two assists.

“I had a blast,” Gigi said.


