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The captains of the North Branch Viking boys hockey team proudly hold up the team’s first-ever section championship trophy following their 3-2 win over Chisago Lakes in the Section 5A

finals at Elk River on Thursday, Feb. 28.

First-time section champions!

BY BILL STICKELS Il
EDITOR@COUNTYSTAR.COM

“Homeless” hockey team makes it
to state tournament. The story of the
North Branch boys hockey team is too
easy for most media to resist. Dutifully,
Viking head coach Matt Cottingham
answers everyone’s questions about
the team’s lack of an arena within
the borders of the school district. But
inside, the coach would much prefer to
simply talk about how far the program
has come regardless of where or when
they practice.

“We feel that Chisago Lakes arena is
our home rink,” Cottingham said. “Yes,
we practice at 5:15 in the morning, but
our kids have owned it and have em-
braced the roll.

“It feels great going to the state
tournament,” he continues. “It’s such a
surreal feeling. For the last four years,
North Branch has been breaking bar-
riers and creating a historic path. This
year has been one for the ages.”

Before that, North Branch was stuck
in a position of being at the bottom of
not just the conference and section, but
one of the lowest-ranked teams in the

PENDING IN 6 DAYS —

state. The team’s 8-19 record in 2015-
2016 was the school’s second-best season
record ever.

This year, while not quite equaling
last year’s 22-6 record, the team has
eclipsed everyone’s goals. Included in
that was the team’s first-ever win over
STMA, and of course, last Thursday’s
3-2 victory over Chisago Lakes that sent
the team to their first-ever state tourna-
ment.

CLAIMING THE SECTION TITLE
As would be expected from two
teams who split their two regular

22030 Rice Road, Hinckley
3BR/2BA Home on 20 private Acres. SS
Appliances, Hardwood floors & trim,
Fireplace. Finished Basement. 30x60 pole
building, partially insulated & heated.

134 Davis St. N., Cambridge
Charming 3BR/2BA Home. Main Floor BR,
BA & Laundry. Upper Level Suite w/BA.
Open Floor Plan, Built-Ins. Back Porch.
Fenced Backyard. Extra long Garage. Shed.

40049 Vickers St. NE, Stanchfield

space. 30x50 insulated shop w/custom
Stalls. A horse lovers paradise!

Quaint 2BR/1BA Home on 7 Acres. Updated
Kitchen. Finish the LL to double your living

31886 County Road 3, Eagle Bend
80 Acre Double Eagle reversible 9 hole Golf
Course. Fully equipped Kitchen/Bar. Full
event schedule. Large 2BR/2BA Home above
the Supper Club.

5001 331st Ave. NW, Cambridge
3BR/3BA Rambler on 7 private Acres near
Spectacle Lake. Fresh Paint, new Flooring.
Private Master Bath, Walkout Basement w/

Family Room, Wet Bar & Fireplace.

season games and who consider each
other their biggest rivals, the Section
5A finals on Thursday, Feb. 28, in Elk
River was a tight game, both on the
scoreboard and in the emotions of the
players.

“I would say our boys were nervous
in the first period, especially our goal-
ie,” Cottingham said.

After a brief feeling-out period for
both teams, Chisago Lakes jumped on
the scoreboard at the 4:40 mark to give
the Wildcats a 1-0 lead. That lead would

SEE CHAMPIONS, PAGE 8
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