The Ice Bears Cometh

Mark Spurlock

When sports fans hear “Knoxville,” they think of orange—and football, or, perhaps because of Pat Summitt's success, the Lady Vols.  Since 2002, however, another winning team in black, purple, and orange has kept the fall and winter ice smoking hot at the Civic Coliseum's under-sized rink: the Southern Professional Hockey League's (SPHL) Ice Bears. With a vulcanized rubber puck smacked at speeds clocking 100 miles per hour, the threat of heavily padded skaters doffing their gloves to settle a score bare-knuckled, and antics like a “Wiener Dog Race” animating the between-period intervals, the Ice Bears deliver athletic competition and riveting entertainment to more than 100,000 Knoxville fans each season.

Autumn's arrival wasn't always so sanguine, recalls President and General Manager Mike Murray. In 2002 when the erstwhile Knoxville Speed crumbled, five area business partners wanted to keep hockey in the city: former Bike CEO John Axford, then University of Tennessee supply-chain management professor John Langley, PYA business consulting principal Doug Yoakley, and Robert and Kendra Dyer, co-owners of Bahia Tans.

All were both business savvy and committed to maintaining a vibrant local economy. Moreover, at least three of the owners—Axford, Yoakley, and Langley—had an extra incentive to make their new venture work: “If those three could trade all their successes in business to be professional hockey players,” says Murray, “I'm sure they would do it in a second. That's just a testament to how passionate they are about the sport.”

Ice Bears Assistant General Manager Dave Feather adds that the new owners brought to the Ice Bears an understanding of what was needed to make the sport viable in the South. “Not only did the ownership take a franchise,” he says, “but they also established a brand new league and a brand new hockey business model. Never before had there been a Single-A model.”

 The now defunct Speed had been for three years part of the mid-level United Hockey League, a Double-A league that lost four other teams in 2002. To be financially competitive, the new Single-A model would have a salary structure less than half that of Double-A. “Our owners had the foresight to know that for hockey to prosper in the South, we had to make it economically feasible and get more entry-level talent,” says Feather. “It has worked for the past 11 years—and other owners have started to take note.”

Even so, Murray says the startup's owners “took it on the chin the first couple of years.” The newly formed league was called the Atlantic Coast Hockey League before splitting after one season into the South East Hockey League (SEHL) and the World Hockey Association. The SEHL, which included Knoxville, also played only one year before the Ice Bears helped form the SPHL in 2004. Today, the SPHL is still going strong with nine franchises.

Murray—a 17-season veteran of the minor leagues who also played one game with the National Hockey League's Philadelphia Flyers—was brought aboard seven years ago for both his business background as general manager of River Islands Golf Course and experience as a professional. “I've been skating pretty much since I was three years old,” he says. “I grew up in Canada and was very fortunate to get to the highest level of hockey.”

A year after his one-night shot in the NHL, Murray was skating in Germany when his agent called with a suggestion he head to Knoxville. Murray's response: “Where the hell is Knoxville, Tennessee?” Since discovering East Tennessee, however, he's raised a family here. “I came here for 20 games and stayed for more than 20 years.” He credits the stay to meeting his wife, Yvonne, a “lovely woman of the South,” who didn't know a slap shot from a power play when they met: “That was one of the things I loved about her.” 

All of the Ice Bears players are similar transplants. “A lot of our guys are from Canadian junior teams, university division three—places like that,” says Murray. “About half of them are looking to move up to the next level. We had about seven call-ups last year. The other half are happy to play at this level until they settle back into their other career or finish their degree.”

Feather explains that the Ice Bears recruit their players, rather than conducting tryouts or having walk-ons, even though they would love to have a local hero: “We're still looking for the Knoxville born and bred player to make our roster. We're looking for that in the near future.”

Despite the imported players, the Ice Bears have a substantial impact on Knoxville's economy. As part of the annual negotiations for their lease with the Coliseum, the Ice Bears must provide the city's mayor with an economic impact assessment to measure their value to the city. Last year's report concluded that the team generated $2.5 million in business for Knoxville.

According to Feather: “We base that on gross receipts, revenue from the Coliseum. It generates half a million in concessions alone. We have eight full-time employees, twenty seasonal employees—including the players—and fifteen game-day employees.”

Murray points out that the Ice Bears do not receive any part of concession sales. “We only survive by the local corporate sponsorship dollars and ticket sales we create ourselves. We pump about 105,000 people through these gates every season.”  

 Part of pulling in attendance is winning, and the Ice Bears have done that: the team has captured the SPHL's regular season title four times and the President's Cup for winning the SPHL's playoffs three times. They have been especially potent at the Coliseum, with the third-highest victory percentage of any team at any venue in North America.

According to Feather, “You have to win on the ice, but you also have to win at the box office. That's more or less our mission statement.”

The Ice Bears' management feel as though their fans and the city support them, although they would like to have a better facility. “One unique thing about this building,” says Feather, “as intimate as it is, our ice surface is a little bit shorter than most arenas.” Perhaps the idiosyncrasies of their home ice contribute to the Ice Bears' winning an average of 75 percent of their home games.

Murray jokes, “I don't play the lottery unless it gets over $200,000. Then I do, and I tell the players, 'This is for the arena.'” He regrets the Ice Bears were not considered for the Convention Center: “We would have been able to give them thirty dates a year. Obviously we know we're not in a young building here.”

Like any sport, the Ice Bears have their downtime, but when the weather gets cold, that's when they are at their most fevered. “From the time our guys leave in April,” says Feather, “until the season starts in October, we're all busy beating the streets, trying to get corporate sponsors. That's how we thrive, but it's hard to talk about hockey when it's 105 degrees. When the season's about to start, that's when everyone calls you back—right when we have so many things we're trying to accommodate.”

Nevertheless, both Feather and Murray are eager to talk about all the partnerships they have with area businesses, as well as area non-profits: “We're a very community-driven business, and we try to give as much back to the community as we can, during the season and the off-season as well.”

One example is the Ice Bears “Pink in the Rink” promotion with the Susan G. Komen Foundation. “We partnered with Komen to do two things that we do with every nonprofit,” says Feather. “We want to generate  revenue and also raise  awareness. Our guys wear pink jerseys with some type of Susan G. Komen Knoxville logo on them. Besides selling pink souvenirs and pucks, we auction off those jerseys and a portion of the proceeds go to Komen. Meanwhile, we're also educating our fan base about the danger of breast cancer.”

Three other Ice Bears promotions and special events are:

· The Chilly's Cub Club—in partnership with Cool Sports and area Chili's provides special benefits for fans ages 5 to 14, including on-ice access during the Ice Bears' “Chuck-a-Puck” contest 

· Shoney's Kid's Fun Zone—offers a special entertainment area at every home game behind the VIP seating section

·  Ice Bears Charity Classic Golf Tournament—held annually at Three Ridges Golf Course and sponsored by AquaChem.

Although the Ice Bears are a sports team, Murray sees them as much more than that. “We're in the entertainment business, too,” he says. “And we position ourselves as we're in the connecting people business. People pass out our doors year after year into the community and then say, 'We're supporting your business because of the Ice Bears. We're here because of the Ice Bears.' That's how corporate partnerships work.”

Long loyal partners with the Ice Bears include AquaChem, UT Medical, and Pilot Oil. Feather is enthusiastic about  a new partnership with Comcast that is having an immediate impact in Knoxville and could eventually have national importance. “We signed Comcast to a three-year deal,” he says. “What they're doing for us is broadcasting all our games because they like to be 'all things local' in their markets. Last year the games were on demand, but this year we're in the final stages of going live with all our home games. Comcast is very excited about it, and if it's successful, they may be able to replicate it all across the nation. I don't think we've really scratched the surface with what we've done with them right now.”

Murray adds, “We look at all our partners as true partners, and we will do whatever we can to help their businesses thrive through our fans.” Thinking of what that effort sometimes means, he shakes his head: “Some of the promotions we do, back in Canada they'd laugh us out of the building. But hockey live is better than any other hockey. Just to see it live.”

 The leave-it-all-on-the-ice antics seem to be working: the Ice Bears led the league in attendance for the first time last year, and Murray's competitiveness flares at the idea of relinquishing that hard-won achievement this season. “My feet hit the floor every day with the weight of the world of keeping hockey here in Knoxville,” he says.

Feather's dedication to the sport and the local team is also evident: “I've always loved the game, and I tell Mike this pretty much on a monthly basis. You know every day I get to get up and design programs. I get to sell hockey. I get to produce pictures and write press releases. I get to do everything about the sport I love. And regardless of the number of hours I put in, it doesn't feel like work.”

Their biggest thrill is that so many Knoxvillians have never seen hockey before. “The best reward,” Feather says, “is seeing people leave the building after their first time and say, 'That was a lot of fun....I want to come back.'”

Murray says workplace outings are a major reason for increased attendance, along with the Ice Bears' group discounts: groups of 10 or more can buy tickets for only $10 a piece, making it one of the most economical live-entertainment choices available in the area.

“Hey, Knoxville Ice Bears,” Feather says, then follows with the time-honored question posed by a player when challenging another to a brawl: “Wanna go?”

