Arizona Sundogs gear up for title defense
By Andrew Draper

Lonesome Valley News

New faces and familiar friends dot the 08-09 Arizona Sundogs roster and management as the team prepares to defend its league championship for the 2008-2009 Central Hockey League season.
After a season which can only be described as stellar, the Sundogs posted a team record of 39-19-6 in regular season play and 12-5 in playoff games on the road to a sweep in the Ray Miron President’s Cup finals. 

Head Coach Marco Pietroniro said the Arizona Sundogs are welcoming back several key players from last season and adding new faces to compensate for the loss of three major contributors.
Returning for the third season are team Captain Chris Bartolone, forward Karl Sellan and defenseman John Landry. Also returning are Mark Kolanos, Jason Visser and after playing last season in Germany, original Sundog Cory Stillman.
Cory is an excellent hockey player and to have him here two years later, he will be a more mature guy,” he said. “It will be to his benefit to be back in North America and show what he can do.”
Pietroniro said the departure of league scoring champ Alex Levitt and power house Tyler Redenbach, now playing in Europe, along with Cory Urquhart to the AHL in Springfield Ill. will leave some big skates to fill for this year.
“That is a big loss, but we feel we have the guys to make up for those goals,” he said. “We have a lot of talent to work with.”
Pietroniro said his strategy for winning won’t change despite the changes on the ice and behind the bench.

“It’s certainly the same game, different season,” he said. “We have to be patient and make sure we implement discipline and hard work.”
New faces donning Sundogs colors include talented rookies and experience veterans.

We also still have find out from Phoenix who will be on loan to us. That’s kind of an unknown for now,” he said. “But the more we play and win together, the more we will be able to move forward.”
All the changes were not on the ice, but included coaching and front office moves as well.
One major change off the ice is the retirement of 16-year veteran defenseman Dan Laperriere from player to assistant coach.

Pietroniro said that was a move planned from the time “Lappy” joined the team.  
“He is going to be behind the bench with me and that’s another exciting moment for our franchise,” he said. “Eric is more animated behind the bench, where Dan is a calmer type who likes to take care of the little details. His calmness will bring confidence behind the bench.”
Also noticeably absent from the bench will be team co-owner and Assistant Coach Eric LeCriox. Eric, who assumed full-time scouting duties with the Sundogs’ affiliate Phoenix Coyotes organization, will still be a fixture as the ‘Dogs head into the season.
A second change in the front office was the arrival of new Club President Steve Cherwonak, following the departure of Brent Thiessen for a position with an NHL club.
Pietroniro said mental toughness will be one of the keys to success this season. 
“We have to maintain our composure,” he said. “It’s a long season and we want to be there at the end.”
Pietroniro said he sees the wealth of returning players as the biggest asset going into this season.
“We have a lot of returning guys and once you touch it, (the Presidents Cup) you want to do it again,” he said. “One of the strongest points is to keep the ‘thirst’. I’m very excited and can’t wait to see our fans back in the building.”
The Sundogs start training camp on Oct. 6 at Tim’s Toyota Center.
For more information call the Sundogs office at 772-5555.

