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For my mother.

I’ll miss you every day.

I’m sorry you never got a chance

to read my finished book.

For my father.

Your love of sports stuck to me

from an early age. While I’m

sorry I never became a professional

athlete, I know you’re proud of what I’ve

become instead.

For my children: Braylon, Kassie, 
Hannah, and Zoey.

You are the four greatest bozos I could

have ever hoped to bring into this

world. I love you each so very, very much.

Finally, for my wife, Amanda.

You’ve sacrificed so much to allow me

to follow my dreams. I’ll never be

able to thank you enough. Thank you

for your never-ending support and love.
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Introduction

I can’t count the number of Nashville Predators games I’ve watched at Bridgestone Arena. Or the Sommet Center. Or Gaylord Entertainment Center. Or Nashville Arena. Whatever the name of the building is, I’ve seen hundreds of games. Numerous wins and losses from the stands and press row. Few, however, really stick out in my memory as games that I’ll never forget.

Sure, games three and four from the first round of the 2004 playoffs will be there—match-ups against the rival Detroit Red Wings always provided plenty of memories, some of which will be highlighted in this book. A smattering of late comebacks during regular season games, including a mid-December night in 2010 against San Jose where Colin Wilson scored the game winner with less than three minutes remaining in regulation, also find space.

But one playoff game I doubt any Predators fan, or the players on the ice that night, will ever forget took place back on May 5, 2016. As Nashville battled travel fatigue and a 2–1 series deficit to the Sharks, it would take more than the normal 60 minutes to decide whether the Predators could even things up or not.

Three times previously had Nashville experienced an overtime game at home during the playoffs: game one of the Western Conference quarterfinals against the same Sharks in 2007, game three of the Western Conference semifinals against the Vancouver Canucks in 2011, and game one of the Western Conference quarterfinals against the Chicago Blackhawks in 2015—all three losses, two coming via double overtime.

Twenty minutes passed, then another 20. The Predators would find themselves in unfamiliar territory entering. Since 1980, this would be the 31st playoff game throughout the league to stretch into triple overtime or longer, but Nashville’s first foray into anything past double overtime.

Passing the 110-minute mark, the halfway point into triple overtime, Nashville began to set things up in the offensive zone which led to the game-winning goal from Mike Fisher.

The longtime voice of the Predators, Pete Weber, with former assistant coach Brent Peterson beside him, had the call, followed by an elated directive for the fans:

“Go ape, everybody! Go ape! At 11:12 of the third overtime! The Predators have tied the series! It’s a 4–3 win! HOLY COW!”

As the play unfolded, I was seated near the top of the press area above section 312. I had looked down for a moment to tweet something and looked back to the play right as the puck left Mattias Ekholm’s stick, just prior to Fisher’s rebound finding its way into the net.

When Fisher put the puck past Jones, I nearly broke the cardinal rule of “No Cheering in the Press Box.” For one, it was the first time I had ever witnessed a home playoff win in overtime and, for the record, those are a thing of beauty to see up close. Nevertheless, it was nearing 2:00 a.m. Friday morning and I knew I’d now, at least, be able to sleep for a couple of hours.

Most Predators fans know what happened after that. Viktor Arvidsson would score an overtime winner just four nights later in game six to force Nashville’s second-ever game seven, in back-to-back series, but nothing beats a triple-overtime winner unless it was to decide the Stanley Cup.

There are so many key moments surrounding this team that it was hard to nail down the best moments to fit into one book, but the organization continues to grow and define itself as Nashville approaches its 20th season. Tales from the Nashville Predators Locker Room shines a brighter light on some of the greatest moments, on and off the ice, in franchise history.

Have you ever wondered how David Poile works his trade magic? Or the conversation that started the trade between P.K. Subban and Shea Weber? What if a coach were to tell you that if you were scared, go get a dog? How would you respond? Were you inside the arena for the final TV timeout on April 3, 2008?

These are those stories. As best I could tell them, with the help of the players, coaches, management, and fans who gave me their insight along the way.

I can only hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!

– Kristopher Martel


   Chapter One   

Production Value: Behind the Scenes on Game Night

Most fans are oblivious to the day-to-day operations of a professional sports team, especially that of game-night presentation. Brian Campbell, Director of Event Presentation for the Nashville Predators, has been—in one way or another—a pivotal piece of the organization since 1998 in terms of every facet of entertainment during a Predators game that doesn’t involve hockey.

Those early years saw the Preds do almost everything they could to raise interest in not only the new NHL team coming to Nashville, but hockey as a sport in general. For Campbell, landing a job with the Predators may not have been elegant, but it was a foot in the door to ultimately helping them become a household name around Tennessee.

“I started in August of 1998. [The Predators] put an ad in the paper before they came to be the ‘Street Team,’” says Campbell, who was hired alongside his college roommate at the time. “It was a way to promote the Preds before they got here. They hired us and said, ‘you’re going to go to bars and restaurants and pass out pucks and stickers,’ and we were like what a perfect way to do anything. We get to go to a bar. We both like hockey. We get paid to do it, so we started with that.

“When the team came, we were the first members of the Kroger Nabisco Pepsi Puck Patrol. We did that for the first season and we were the first Energy Team. We didn’t do it the second year; I ended up being a mascot assistant. I did help with appearances for Gnash and all that kind of stuff.”

Campbell worked his way up from the lowest rung of the ladder, though truth be told there weren’t many rungs to climb in the first years of the franchise. Whatever was asked of him, he took care of it. Sometimes that meant turning himself into the Preds’ beloved mascot for an evening.

In the twenty years the Predators have been in existence, there have been but a few that have had the pleasure of donning the blue-skinned cartoon-esque sabretooth tiger outfit of Nashville’s mascot, Gnash.

Of those few, only two have been Gnash full-time: Brett Rhinehardt, who left the team in 2001, and the current person portraying Gnash, who chooses to remain anonymous.

“I may or may not have ended up in the [Gnash] suit,” Campbell recalled. “Our first Gnash [Brett Rhinehardt] blew out his knee and that’s how I ended up in the suit. He came back for a limited time and then after that they came to me and asked me if I wanted to do it full time. I said no, and then they hired somebody else. After they hired him, I became a stage manager basically. A stage manager for the [event level], anything that went off and on the ice, that was what I was in control of.

“I did that for a number of years and just kind of worked games and events. They hired me on full-time a few years later. After the first strike, I went and worked for the [Tennessee] lottery for a year. I came back after the strike was over to a full-time position. After that, my boss Brian Schafer left and I went from being Game Operations Coordinator to Director of Event Presentation.”

From the doors of Bridgestone Arena opening around 90 minutes prior to puck drop to announcing the evening’s three stars of the game, the detail that goes into planning the entertainment for each Predators game is meticulous. While anthem singers and intermission bands are booked in advance, both practice to an empty arena in the half-hour leading up to the public being allowed into the building.

Campbell, who also oversees the live acts, spends the remaining time until puck drop running over the nightly schedule of events—down to the minute—with his game operations crew.

Most of what the operations crew addresses for each game is a manual process. The best comparison would be that of catering to a live studio audience for a hit television show. Campbell serves as the director of the show, making sure that everything runs without a hitch—to the best of his abilities.

This includes all skits involving Gnash; the videos and artwork that display on the Megatron during intermissions; and when the puck is frozen in-game, coordinating with Predators public address announcer Paul McCann to make sure the music is ready to go. In addition, Campbell personally oversees the control and operation of the goal horn button.

Yes, there’s a button for the goal horn. One might be surprised to know that there comes a hefty fine if said button is pressed when a goal isn’t scored, even if it was just an inadvertent slip of the finger. One might also be surprised to know that it bears zero resemblance to the famed “Easy” button.

“I blow the goal horn. It’s not automatic,” says Campbell. “It’s a little red button and I have to watch [the play]. I knock on wood that I haven’t made any mistakes over the years. It is a $10,000 fine if you prematurely blow the horn, too.

“I don’t remember the exact game, but it was a Pittsburgh game because we call it ‘The Penguin Rule.’ They blew the goal horn, threw the lights and everything on a non-goal. Which some of the players stopped. During that same amount of time before they started over again, somebody actually did score. They said that goal was scored because of the distraction of everything and everything had stopped. Now for any premature goal celebration, there’s a fine.”

Unlike perhaps the NBA, where music and prerecorded chants are played while the game is underway, the NHL does not have the same leniency. Being hundreds of feet away from the play, even with monitors to watch replays, Campbell and his staff must pay close attention as to not directly cause an audio or visual distraction while the on-ice action is underway.

“Any horns, bells, or whistles that go off? That distract the players? There’s a fine for that,” Campbell says. “You have to be very, very careful. You are supposed to wait for the referee to point to the net [indicating a goal], but there are a lot of times we don’t see it or he’s behind the net so we have to be careful with that.”

Outside of the day-to-day activities, Campbell and his staff must plan and shoot the Megatron skits and videos on a yearly basis. Every fan has their own favorite skit or, in the same respect, one they aren’t necessarily fond of.

None have ever been as polarizing as the “Monster Block,” a short video of assorted Predators players, members of the dance team, and the goaltender waving his arms in the air to a repetitive tune loudly repeating its namesake. It’s as entertaining as most other skits that Campbell and his crew execute on a nightly basis, but none can divide the fanbase—and sometimes the players themselves—much like the “Monster Block.”

“We have two or three days during the preseason where we have to shoot [all skits and entertainment]. Some of the players are not as excited as others. And we pre-choose who we think would do a good job at certain things,” said Campbell. “Some of the players will say no, some will be reluctant, and others, that we may not have picked, will be upset that we didn’t pick them.”

Prior to the 2017–18 season, Campbell and his crew were finishing up a marathon recording session with Predators defenseman Yannick Weber when the Swiss blueliner abruptly brought up the skit under his own accord.

“Wait. . . what about doing the ‘Monster Block’?” said Weber, in an almost incredulous tone that he hadn’t been asked previously.

“I’m sorry, you want to do what?” Campbell replied.

“I want to do the ‘Monster Block’!”

This was a first for Campbell. No player had requested to participate in the “Monster Block” up to this point. Weber’s request would not just include a truly active participant in the skit, but it would also open the door for others to request down the road.

Campbell had to make certain what he heard was accurate, because it was a first.

“Are you sure? You want to do the ‘Monster Block’?”

With a level of euphoric excitement enveloping Weber, the defenseman confirmed his desire to Campbell and his team began to set the scene to record Weber’s takes for the “Monster Block.”

“Do you have the song?” asked Weber.

“I mean, we don’t need the song,” Campbell replied. “We just want you to wave your arms in the air.”

Even knowing that, Campbell hastily pulled his phone from his pocket and began playing “Monster Block,” with Weber immediately raising his hands and acting out the dance move.

“Yannick Weber wanted to do the ‘Monster Block’,” said Campbell. “There are others who do not. There are others that will do it and are a little more reluctant. There are others that get it and want to do it.”

The idea of “Monster Block” was spawned during the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro. Attempting to increase fan participation during volleyball events, the International Federation of Volleyball (FIVB) introduced that and a “Super Spike” segment that really resonated with the local fan base.

Those segments completely made sense in relation to Olympic volleyball, but would they transition well to ice hockey? Considering a goaltender wears a glove and blocker, often using the latter to help keep pucks away from the net, utilizing “Monster Block” makes sense. Nevertheless, having the Predators emulate its Olympic success and fashioning an in-game dance—much like the one that the St. Louis Blues incorporated for their powerplay—would prove to be a next-to-impossible task that was only met with levels of confusion instead of acceptance.

“I brought up the idea of ‘Monster Block’ during our annual creative session. Everyone seemed to be confused. There were like three people in the meeting that had watched women’s volleyball,” said Campbell. “In Brazil, they went nuts for [the ‘Monster Block’]. The DJ played it and everyone would dance along. I figured we could totally do this and if it doesn’t work after a game or two, or if people just hate it, we’ll stop doing it.”

Campbell sent his thoughts over to Shane Blindert, Creative Content Producer for the Predators, and had him bring his vision to life. It wasn’t until after the first time that Campbell utilized the “Monster Block” during a game would they receive any real criticism of it.

When the negativity came, it did so in the form of a simple five-word question: “What the hell was that?”

“I told them to just give it another game. If it doesn’t work, great. If it does, even better,” Campbell replied.

Over the course of twenty years, plenty of ideas will never see the light of day outside of creative meetings. However, it’s the ones that are given the extra push that tend to be more well-received in the long run.

“The next game we did it, people started talking about it on Twitter and everywhere else. It became more polarizing than politics. It was like Trump/Clinton or ‘Monster Block’ Yay/‘Monster Block’ No. The next day, one of my bosses came to me and said we’re done and we’re not going to it anymore,” Campbell recalled.

“The very next morning, that same boss came in and said, ‘I have to eat my words. I came home from the game last night and my kids were at home and all they’re doing is this “Monster Block” thing. I got to learn, and everyone else has to learn, that sometimes it’s not about how we feel about things.’ You have to take your own personal feelings out of it. There’s a lot of things that we play or that other teams do that I don’t like at all. You have to shoot for the majority instead of your own feelings.”

Not everything that goes on behind the scenes is meant to make fans laugh, though.

Nashville annually hosts Hockey Fights Cancer nights each season in support of all individuals fighting cancer. One lucky individual receives the opportunity of a lifetime: being selected to participate in the Hockey Fights Cancer salute, which usually includes pregame festivities and a ceremonial puck drop before the game—where both captains oftentimes offer their hockey sticks as a gift alongside the ceremonial puck to the individual being honored.

Ten-year-old Predators fan Chase Donnell, who frequented games and practices, had been diagnosed before the start of the 2007–08 season with Burkitt’s lymphoma, a rare and aggressive form of non-Hodgkin lymphoma. That season, he would be the one chosen for the annual Hockey Fights Cancer night.

Heartbreakingly, Donnell lost his fight with cancer before he would have a chance to enjoy the moment with his favorite team.

“It had been in the works for more than a week. We got a request from someone to have him on the bench and we had to go through different people in the [NHL], have Barry Trotz say yes and we were on the road at the time. We had to get all kinds of approvals to get him on the bench,” says Campbell. “It took a while to get it all approved, but the story itself was pretty sad so we wanted to do something for him. The day it was approved, he passed away.”

Now that everything had been approved by the coaching staff, the organization, and the league itself, Campbell and his staff were left in a bit of a bind. How could his crew continue with their plans now that the key figure involved had suddenly passed away? It was less than ideal for Campbell, who had yet to find himself in a situation like this throughout his career.

“We were asking ourselves what we were going to do,” he says. “We ended up deciding to put his name on a jersey and put it behind the bench while we recognized his parents. I was kind of shocked that his parents wanted to come, but they were great.”

Paul McCann, who has been Nashville’s public address announcer since the 2006–07 season, was slated to tell Donnell’s story as he was being honored during the pregame ceremony.

“It was honestly probably the most emotional thing I have ever been a part of,” says Campbell.

“I was told about two days before,” McCann recalled. “Those Hockey Fights Cancer reads are, quite honestly, they’re the toughest thing I do in a year. Chase was a pretty cool kid. I had met him a few times and hearing that he had passed hit me hard.”

The video of his tribute, which can be found on YouTube, lasts a little over 90 seconds. Halfway through, McCann slowly began to lose his composure, pausing for nearly 30 seconds before continuing with the end of the read.

“Chase was a pretty special kid,” he says. “You could see even since then how many lives he’s touched. He’s got a special place in my heart.”

✶ ✶ ✶ ✶

Through the highs and lows, one of Nashville’s main focal points since joining the league in 1998 has been entertainment. Being a franchise placed in a non-traditional market, the Predators ownership and front office had to find ways to not only get people in the building, but bring them back for the next game.

“Our first five years or so, we gave away a house, we gave away a Corvette, we gave away everything we could, building things on entertainment first,” Campbell says. “It was an expansion team in a non-traditional market. If you’re going to spend $100 on a ticket, you better have some sort of other entertainment, because the hockey won’t hold out. We kind of built things entertainment-first and hockey-second in hopes that eventually would equal out. It took a little longer than anyone expected, but not by too much.”

As game operations have progressed over the last few seasons, and have easily become more technologically savvy in the same time span, Campbell is quick to remind anyone who asks that his business is one of first impressions.

“There’s always somebody in the building that it’s their first time [at a Predators game],” he says. “So no matter what you do, you have to keep that in mind. Even though some people have seen it, some people have not. Some people, this is their first game. You only have one chance to make your first impression and I think we’ve done a pretty good job. Once we get you in the building, you’re hooked. It’s a lot different than watching it on live TV.

“I’ve never really talked to anybody that’s had a bad time. Win or lose, we want everyone to have a good time.”

Campbell and his crew continually pride themselves on their work and their ability to produce one of the better in-arena shows across the league. It’s one of the main reasons why ESPN listed Nashville as the number-one franchise in all of sports in October of 2017, noting that no team delivered to their fans more bang-for-the-buck than the Predators did.

While they may have to start competing with newer expansion teams like the Las Vegas Golden Knights in terms of pregame productions, especially when it comes time for the playoffs, Nashville remains the gold standard—no pun intended—across the league, and the game operations crew is a large reason why.


   Chapter Two   

George Parros or Borat?

It’s common that our brains are wired to see things that may not necessarily be there. Or, find comparisons where there isn’t a comparison to be made. Sometimes those are justified, sometimes they’re just downright wrong.

During his time with the Nashville Predators, forward Cody Hodgson often was told that he resembled noted actor Liev Schreiber—who is also known as noted hockey enforcer Ross “The Boss” Rhea in the Goon movie series. So striking was the resemblance that Hodgson would’ve likely had a role as a stunt double for Schreiber in the 2011 Goon movies, had it not been for his NHL career.

Often, these comparisons are innocuous in nature—meant as a compliment for most, or in the very least a stab at humor. Very rarely will a player have any issues with being compared to a Hollywood actor. Unless that actor happens to be Sacha Baron Cohen playing one of his many personalities.

Both teams, on any given night, tend to have at least one or two scratched players, who end up watching the game from the press box instead. Those players, for whatever reason they’re scratched, take in the game from a distance and join the team in the locker room at the conclusion.

It’s normally frowned upon for game operations staff to show scratched players sitting in the press box on the scoreboard during the game. Players can often be a healthy scratch, sometimes due to a coach’s decision, and it’s usually best practice to not make light of that situation. Predators Director of Event Presentation Brian Campbell, however, found himself making a simple mistake with what appeared to be just another fan in the stands in the midst of a game against the Anaheim Ducks during the 2006–07 season.

“Most of the scratched players tend to sit upstairs [in press row] or somewhere in that area,” said Campbell. “We know not to show scratched players, especially from the other team. There’s a lot of things that are planned on any given night, but a lot of things aren’t. A lot of things are created on the fly. There’s never a bad idea. If something is said to me, you may say it’s stupid, but it may lead me to another idea and then another idea is generated from that and so on.
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