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The original idea for the Rangers to open their sea-
son in the Czech Republic was obviously built
around the presence of Jaromir Jagr, who always

seemed to be a lock to return to New York this season.
Jagr even lobbied heavily for the event on both sides of
the Atlantic.

But by the time the Rangers reached Prague in early
October, Jagr was gone, along with a few og his fellow
Czechs. That left the spotlight shining on defensemen
Michal Rozsival, even though he has always been a bit
shy of the media, and winger Petr Prucha, who had to
deal with the attention while dealing with an increasingly
nebulous role on the team.

Prucha’s situation reached the boiling point the day
before the season opener in Prague when he found him-
self skating with the presumptive scratches rather than on
the third line, where he and his linemates, rookie Lauri
Korpikoski and sophomore Ryan Callahan, had
excelled in Bern a few days earlier — Prucha and
Korpikoski scored during the 8-1 win over SC
Bern and Callahan netted the game winner with
20 seconds left in the Victoria Cup game against
Metallurg Magnitogorsk. After practice, Prucha
was seen angrily blowing off a Czech TV inter-
viewer, reportedly saying that he wasn’t playing.

But the next day, Prucha had a big smile on his
face after the game-day skate, having been told
that he was going to play after all. Everyone had
left the ice after a light 20-minute workout except
for the three forwards and two defensemen who
were not playing. Prucha was still on the ice, but
this time he was not with the other scratches —
he was having an animated discussion with assis-
tant coach Perry Pearn, who, as it turned out, was
telling him that he was back in the line-up.

“Yeah, I’m playing,” Prucha said moments
later. “I’m glad. I didn’t think I was going to. I
was on the fifth line. The coach told me he want-
ed to try a different look.”

Ranger head coach Tom Renney insisted that he
hadn’t reversed course. “I didn’t change my mind,
I made up my mind,” he told Newsday’s Steve Zipay. “It
was just one of those things — I contemplated it all day
yesterday and last night. Petr’s had a good camp. He’s
been snake-bitten, but he’s had chances as much as any-
body on our team, and we need to score to win. The fact
that he would be energized is not going to hurt us at all.
But that’s not unusual for Petr — we could be playing in
Moose Jaw and he would play the game the same way.”

That echoed what Renney had said of Prucha in Bern:
“As a team we haven’t been scoring a lot of goals at even
strength. “Petr is an important guy for us. His story sug-
gests that he can bury the puck. What I’ve got to do is
continue to provide him the opportunity to feel comfort-
able with the puck, makes plays, and contribute offen-
sively. With that said, I have other people to evaluate as
well — you’ve got to put your best team on the ice.”

That was exactly how Renney responded after the
game when asked why he had started Prucha — that he
simply wanted put his best team on the ice. But the ques-
tion was not about his decision to dress Prucha — it was
about his decision to use Prucha alongside Scott Gomez
and Chris Drury for the first shift of the game. Renney
said he wanted to have Prucha and Rozsival on the ice
for the Czech national anthem.

Renney has consistently said since the start of training
camp that all Prucha needs to relocate the scoring touch
of his 30-goal rookie season is the chance to play he got
as a rookie but has not gotten since.

“Pete needs opportunity,” he said after the first day of

camp. “He’s worked hard enough to make sure he gets
that look. Petr can score, there’s no doubt about that —
what he needs is opportunity, and he needs it on a consis-
tent basis. He’s got to work to make that happen, but I
don’t doubt that he will make that happen.”

Prucha wants to get that chance, recognizing that the
way he was used last season had a negative impact on
him. “It was difficult for my psyche,” he said. “I couldn’t
play the same way I played the other two seasons. I could
not play the power play because we had such good play-
ers — I just had no spot there. It was difficult for me. But
I don’t think my confidence is shaken. I felt relaxed after
the summer. I wasn’t thinking about last season at all. I
am just trying to stay positive and think about the future.
It’s a new season. I hope I play more and help the team.”

He told Czech reporters in Prague how he would like
to see his season go. “I would like to work my way to

one of the top three lines this season,” he said. “I’d like
to play 13-14 minutes a game. I didn’t get much power
play time last season and that’s a problem in today’s
NHL. At even strength, there aren’t that many goals
being scored — someone has to make a blatant mistake.
This year, I’ve had many chances in pre-season games,
but I can’t find the back of the net it seems.”

The 26-year-old came to camp in excellent shape.
“He’s in phenonemal condition — one of our highest
scores ever,” Renney said. “In fact, as a team, this is the
highest since I’ve been here eight years, this is the best
testing I’ve seen from a Ranger team. And Pete’s at the
top of the heap, so he’s in great shape.”

“This summer, I was working out a lot, doing stuff I
got from Reggie,” Prucha said, referring to strength and
conditioning coach Reg Grant. “Hopefully it can help
me.”

Still, his light 6’0, 175-pound frame has always been
cause for concern. “That’s the way he’s built,” Renney
said. “He’s probably topped off. He’s got superior mental
toughness, which goes an awful long way with whatever
you might have in physical attributes. He’s a second- and
third-effort guy. You don’t see Pete missing too many
games with injury. He battles through everything. He
does have to continue to learn and grow so that he can
still assert himself.”

But will that happen in New York? With a glut of
wingers on the roster and a dearth of salary cap space,
Prucha’s $1.6 million salary may be the easiest to move

via trade. Rumors that he was on his way out of New
York have dogged him for quite a while already.

“I knew what was happening here, who was coming,
who was leaving,” he said. “If you read some article in
the newspaper where they say you are actually gone
already, it’s not good for your confidence. But I was try-
ing to not think about it. That’s not 100% possible, but I
hope it didn’t have an influence on my game.”

Prucha is not at all bothered by the absence of Jagr,
who took him under his wing during his successful rook-
ie season. “Actually, I don’t feel a big difference here,”
he said. “It’s still the New York Rangers. Even without
Jagr, you have lots of good players, good team leaders.
It’s just all about making the lines work on the ice — if
we’re going to make a good team, we have to start work-
ing together and make a good success.”

Czech reporters got a slightly different story. “I do feel
a bit sad about it,” he told them about Jagr’s departure.

“Every Czech who leaves is missed. We were a
Czech gang. We had a good time. But that’s hockey.
I hope it doesn’t affect me on the ice.”

He said that “time will tell” what effect Jagr’s
absence will have on the team. “It’s a big loss. You
can’t just substitute one of the best players in the
world. His presence in the locker room itself helped
immensely, not to mention his goals and perform-
ance on the ice. One certainly gets the feeling he’s
not here anymore.”

Although Prucha has made remarkable progress
learning to speak English since he first came to New
York knowing hardly a word, language remains a
barrier. “The Czech mentality is a bit different,” he
said. “It’s logical — we’d more likely laugh at a
joke in Czech rather than in English, which I don’t
understand all that well. Although we do have some
funny guys on our team, I still don’t understand
double meanings [in English].”

Prucha had a large contingent of family and
friends come out to see him in Prague. “I needed
about 150 seats, which is obviously impossible,” he
said. “So I had to refuse a lot of people and ask

them to get things together for themselves. Officially we
had two tickets per person, but I got more from guys who
did not need tickets. But even if they are not Czech or the
surrounding area in Europe, they also needed theirs, so it
was very difficult.”

He said that he did not get much of chance to get
together with family. “This is not the time to visit fami-
ly,” he said. “It will be very busy.”

Rozsival cited similar difficulties getting together with
his family. “We haven’t thought it through just yet, but I
won’t go to my hometown,” he said. “We’ll meet with
the family some place after the game. My wife is coming
from New York as well.”

He too got a multitude of ticket requests. “I don’t know
the exact number, but there were plenty needed. I obvi-
ously wanted to allow as many people as possible to see
the event so that they can enjoy an NHL game in the
Czech Republic.”

He also hoped to steer his Ranger teammates in the
right direction in Prague. “They know what to expect
from Prague,” he said. “Some of them have been already
and they were ecstatic about how beautiful a city it is. I
won’t guide them, but I’ll try to help them as much as I
can. Everyone has different interests so we’ll see what
they want to see, whether it be a monument or a dinner.
Hopefully there’s some time.”

But he too knew that they were there to play hockey,
not sightsee. “We’re not going there to see the landmarks
and monuments,” he said. “We’re playing hockey. It’s
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Rozsival and Prucha at a Prague reception
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