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  “Does doing funky things with a minor league team guarantee its success? Absolutely not! There are plenty of teams that aren’t successful that do crazy things. What the Columbus Chill had is hard to quantify, but I think it was soul. Their antics were genuine and touched their audience far deeper than anyone could expect. Their soul’s divinity was to entertain the fans. Fun was so imbedded into their DNA that their success amazingly spawned a major league team. If I could get into a time machine I’d go back and enjoy those Columbus Chill games.”

  —Jon Spoelstra, author of Marketing Outrageously Redux and coauthor with Steve DeLay of The Ultimate Toolkit

  “Chill Factor is both an entertaining tale of an underdog sports franchise that beat the odds and a highly compelling marketing case study. At times it reads like a novel—with fun characters both on the ice and in the front office—but it really happened. It’s a terrific story, well told, and the marketing and leadership lessons will stay with you long after you put it down.”

  —Kevin Sullivan, founder, Kevin Sullivan Communications, Inc.

  “My life as a rock star began in the fall 1991 and, for me, lasted through the spring of 1993. At that time I was a player for the Chill and living in the sudden, and shocking, hockey utopia of Columbus, Ohio. An eccentric creation, the Chill was unconventional in every manner. Their whacky approach to sports marketing and in-game operations roused the people of the city, galvanized them to dream bigger, and in the process created a cult following unlike anything I’ve seen in my twenty-plus years in the sports business. Chill Factor is the intriguing story of this happening and the mastermind behind it, team President David Paitson, whose approach in life is akin to Jerry Seinfeld and his promotions like Bill Veeck on steroids.”

  —Don Granato, head coach, US National Team

  “The Columbus Chill grew the interest in hockey in Ohio, creating the opportunity for the NHL to expand there and without the hockey fanatics the Chill had created, I am not sure the NHL would be there now. Chill Factor is a great historical story of the game of hockey, from minors to majors in small town USA. David Paitson was a visionary when it came to running and marketing a minor league sports franchise. He knew how to put a great product on the ice and ran a first class program and knew how to survive as a franchise in a very volatile minor league climate. I once interviewed there for the coaching vacancy and came back to my wife and said “this program is first class and this guy is brilliant and, if I were to get into coaching, Columbus would be my first choice.”

  —Craig Laughlin, television analyst for the Washington Capitals

  “I remember finishing up many a Blue Jacket Radio Network postgame show and then standing around the main concourse of Nationwide Arena to talk hockey with the hardcore fans—many of which used to be Chill fans. Many a story was told about the Chill, from the on-ice excitement and shenanigans to the off-ice marketing and promotions, which seemed to go from the bizarre to off the charts! The on-ice success of the Chill would eventually result in a minor league record for consecutive sellouts and help set the table for the arrival of the NHL Blue Jackets in the fall of 2000. You will find Chill Factor to be a fun and informative read on the running of a successful minor league franchise in Columbus, Ohio.”

  —George Matthews, original voice of the Columbus Blue Jackets
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  To my wife, Lauren, and step daughters, Aubrey and Kristey, for all of your patience, love, and support.

  And to my father, Jim Paitson, for encouraging me to always follow my instincts.

  —DP

  * * *

  To my parents, Dave and Vicki, for instilling the work ethos that allowed me to see this project to fruition. Somehow my patience didn’t match yours as you raised four rambunctious, sports-crazed boys.

  To my brothers David, Eric and Chris, thanks for all the great memories growing up and the desire, like mine, to see the NHL someday come to Columbus. And, for those epic two-on-two floor hockey games in the basement.

  I only wish Dad and David we’re here to see this book published. I hope I made you proud.

  To Mary. When we met ten years ago you said I should someday write a book. Thanks for your patience. We did it.

  —CM


  In a city that was named after Cristobal Colon,

  There’s a hard-hitting hockey team that calls the town home. (Hi home)

  Well their sticks are stout and their blades are sharp,

  You’re gonna feel the Chill right through your heart.

  OOOOOOOOOOOO yes you will, call them the Columbus Chill.

  OOOOOOOOOOOO yes you will, you’re gonna feel the Chill.

  Gotta warn their opponents to make a Doctor’s appointment,

  ‘Cause they’re gonna need a cast and crutch and some ointment.

  Well they slice and slash and dice and trauma,

  They’re gonna send the other guys crying to their momma.

  OOOOOOOOOOOO yes you will, you’re gonna feel the Columbus, the Columbus,

  The Columbus Chill,

  OOOOOOOOOOOO call them the Columbus Chill.

  —“The Chill Fight Song” by Heywood Banks


  FOREWORD

  At the time of the Chill’s birth announcement in 1991, I must have been a bit underwhelmed. Professional teams had come and gone from Columbus like frenzied Christmas shoppers through a department store revolving door.

  Twenty-three years later, the names still roll off the tongue like a bartender’s beer menu, but affixing a league and a sport to these ghostly images is more of a challenge.

  Magic . . . All-Americans . . . Golden Seals . . . Capitals . . . Bucks . . . Cagerz . . . Xoggz . . . Checkers . . . Stars . . .

  It’s not difficult to imagine the haunting echo of a “genius” on Jeopardy! who always has the principal export of Mauritania in his back pocket:

  “I’ll take Failed Columbus Sports Franchises for $200, Alex.”

  That’s a joke, but it wasn’t that funny when the Chill arrived; Columbus was a minor league city with a major league population, one that attracted minor league franchises in just about every sport that had them and “major league” franchises that were major only in name.

  Many of those teams ended up with creditors stalking them to the ends of the earth, or at least to an abandoned office in a strip center in a deteriorating part of town. Teams arrived with a hail of superlatives, vanished amidst a storm of excuses, and ended up bouncing paychecks like basketballs all over town. With more than a million people and what seemed like a hundred teams in leagues and sports that didn’t deserve much attention, Ohio’s largest city was on its way to becoming the junk sport capital of the world.

  What’s hard to believe is that when the Chill arrived, there hadn’t been a minor league hockey team in town for fourteen years.

  The Columbus Owls were here when I came to the city to cover high school sports in 1975, and they didn’t get much respect from the Columbus Dispatch sports department. One of our copy editors covered the team’s home games, not because he was assigned to do it, but because he liked hockey and no one stopped him.

  The team drew the same 1,500 to 2,000 hockey diehards to most of its home games at the 5,700-seat Ohio State Fairgrounds Coliseum, dedicated in 1917 and not seen as a viable venue for big events since the Ohio State basketball team moved out in 1956 and into the St. John Arena.

  The Owls didn’t have much visibility beyond that. When an Owls player and his wife knocked on the door of our townhouse apartment, said they lived a few doors down, didn’t know anybody in town and desperately needed a babysitter for their infant daughter, my wife and I agreed to watch her. It wasn’t until after our border collie snapped at their pesky little girl that I learned that the girl’s father, Willie Trognitz, had piled up an incredible 305 penalty minutes as the Toledo Goaldiggers enforcer the previous season. It struck me then that if your dog is going to bite anybody’s infant daughter, it’s probably not a good idea for the mutt to attack the child of a guy who fought hockey enforcers for a living, especially one who two years later would be banned for life by the International Hockey League for whacking an opponent over the head with a hockey stick.

  But the stupidity of putting myself in the line of fire of one of hockey’s notorious villains obscures my original point: When the already-infamous Willie—a nice guy off the ice, by the way—banged on my door as a member of the Columbus Owls, it wasn’t like getting a visit from Stan Mikita or Bobby Orr. The Owls existed in their own little world that didn’t include most of us. They were the city’s third professional hockey team in less than ten years, a perfect fit in a city that would soon have professional softball (All-Americans), women’s pro basketball (Minks, twenty years ahead of their time), and indoor soccer (Capitals).

  That’s why the birth of the Chill wouldn’t have made much of an impression on me. This was a different Columbus than today’s Columbus, both in substance and in mind.

  A hipster looking for nightlife in the city landed in either German Village or near Ohio State’s campus and not in the after-five desert of empty office buildings and lonely, desolate streets in between. There was no Convention Center, no Arena District, and no row of crowded bars and restaurants on Gay Street. A big chunk of today’s Arena District was occupied by the deteriorating structures of the abandoned Ohio Penitentiary. The Brewery District could have been called “The Brewery Graveyard”; long dead breweries left old brick buildings that oozed history but inspired no thoughts of the future entertainment district. There was no City Center Mall, which opened in 1989 on the site of today’s Columbus Commons and was seen as the future; in a city that cried out for living, breathing bodies on the streets, it looked inward instead of outward and closed in 2009 after several years on its death bed.

  Going to the Short North meant going to the Short North Tavern; Mellman’s Corner, a popular stop at the southwest corner of High and Goodale Streets was replaced by the Greek Orthodox Cathedral in 1986, cutting the viable bar options in an area now teeming with bars, restaurants, and galleries in half.

  When a big-name musical act came to the city, it stopped at Veterans Memorial or at Ohio State’s St. John Arena, and events in St. John were relatively rare. The Triple-A baseball Columbus Clippers hosted an occasional concert in Cooper Stadium, located in its own little human desert on West Mound Street; the old ballpark was more memorable as a launching point for Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s 1932 presidential campaign. There was no Columbus Crew and no Crew Stadium. Going shopping usually meant going to Northland, Eastland, or Westland malls; the big regional shopping areas—Easton, Polaris, and the Mall at Tuttle Crossing were still in the future. The fact that Scioto Downs was one of the city’s top entertainment choices said a lot about the entertainment options that were available; the harness racing track ten miles south of the city often packed its grandstand and clubhouse without a racino because major league sports options were more than 100 miles away.

  This dull environment spawned a city of small thinkers, many seemingly satisfied to think of us as an overgrown college town that couldn’t measure up to other cities of our size. Mayor Buck Rinehart didn’t belong to this group. He went after a major league baseball team when it became clear the big leagues might expand (Reds owner Marge Schott said Columbus would get a team over her dead body) and went to St. Louis in 1987 to meet with Bill Bidwell, owner of that city’s football Cardinals, when the team was looking to relocate. Rinehart still insists today that Bidwell was seriously thinking about Columbus before he moved his team to Arizona. It seems odd that he would have to defend himself almost thirty years later, especially with the Columbus metro area pushing two million, but at the time he was mostly derided for his efforts.

  For some reason, we always seemed a little embarrassed by our interest in the majors, as if we were asking for the NHL or NBA to consider adding an expansion franchise in Biloxi, Mississippi, instead of to one of the largest and healthiest metro areas in North America. But Columbus always suffered from a bit of an inferiority complex when it came to stuff like this. We would look around, see the merits of other places, and tend to overlook the positives close to home. People would move here from other places and marvel at what a huge, thriving city this had become, but a lot of the folks who had lived here for years couldn’t see it. They were trapped in the place this used to be.

  When the Chill arrived, new minor league franchises weren’t big news. The new teams often had the shelf life of a gallon of milk, so there was no reason to think the city’s new East Coast Hockey League team would be different from the others and certainly no reason to believe that it would have a lasting impact on the city’s sports landscape. In 1991, it looked like just another nomadic outfit that would rest its weary haunches in the city for a few seasons and move on; one that would play some games, win some hearts, and then disappear like a puff of smoke in a strong wind.

  Except that it wasn’t. That the Chill would be different from the others should have been clear from that first Opening Night, when the AA team held a frozen chicken shoot, using giant slingshots to propel frozen chickens into the goal. If you’ll fire frozen chickens with giant slingshots, you’ll probably do just about anything . . . and the Chill did.

  An entertainment void existed in our big city, and the Chill helped fill it. Because of the team’s savvy marketing, wacky promotions, and entertaining brand of hockey, Chill games quickly became a destination for the twenty-something set and the team cultivated a large following among local fans. People flocked to the old Coliseum the way they never had for the Owls, Golden Seals, or Checkers, and Columbus began to build their resume as a hockey town.

  This wasn’t as easy as it looks from a seat in Nationwide Arena at a Blue Jackets game in 2014. The late Moe Bartoli, who might be called the godfather of professional hockey in Columbus, once told me how he had a hockey school the first couple of years that the Checkers were in town in the mid-1960s, and some of the kids showed up wearing football helmets. Bartoli, player-coach of the city’s first professional hockey team, didn’t let that nod to King Football scare him off. He said from the beginning that he recognized the city as “a real sports town” and figured that if fans would come to the Fairgrounds for hockey games, they would go anywhere.

  They went to Chill games—again and again and again—mostly because of the marketing genius of team president David Paitson, one of the co-authors of this book, and his staff. The team had a string of 83 consecutive sellouts during the team’s early years, and the Wall Street Journal, Sports Illustrated, USA Today and the Hockey News, ESPN, and ABC’s World News Tonight all came calling.

  Despite all of that, the ice wasn’t always smooth. The Chill had the same problems with the old Coliseum that previous hockey teams had; building managers had standard dates booked March and April, so local hockey teams that made the playoffs ended up playing their “home” games in other places.

  I remember covering a game in Troy’s Hobart Arena, which I described at the time as “the Fairgrounds Coliseum before its last three renovations,” and wondering how in the name of Bobby Hull this could possibly happen in a huge, progressive city such as Columbus.

  The column I wrote about it had a one-word ending—“Moo”—which is ironic given that a few seasons later the Chill opened the season as the Mad Cows, a one-night identity change replete with cow-spotted uniforms, a 40-foot inflatable cow, and a dunking-for-cow-tongues contest.

  That’s a taste (sorry) of the creativity that marked the Chill’s eight years in the city and one reason why I knew that a book by the guy who came up with many of those zany ideas (Paitson) and the beat reporter who covered the team during those years for the Columbus Dispatch (Craig Merz) would be fascinating.

  There is more to the Chill than a succession of funny stories, though. The franchise almost died before the start of its second season when the fairgrounds manager booked three events in the Coliseum in February and took the Chill’s dates away. This happened after the ECHL schedule was released, and then Chill public relations director Brent Maurer said the league “tried to pull the plug” on the franchise.

  Both because of that embarrassing issue and the team’s remarkable success, Columbus mayor Greg Lashutka took notice and appointed three people to a committee to see if a study was needed for the possible construction of an arena, and from that a 10-man commission that included Paitson was eventually created that made the recommendation to put an arena issue on the ballot.

  The timing for such a ballot issue was horrible. Taxpayers around the nation were rebelling at the thought of paying for a stadium or arena that would have a privately owned professional sports franchise as its primary tenant. Ohio State broke ground on its own 19,000-seat arena in 1996, in part to head off the city’s efforts to build a venue that would offer the competition of major league sports.

  Issue 1 lost at the polls on May 6, 1997, just days before the National Hockey League was to announce its decision on expansion. But such a compelling case for an NHL franchise had been made by the city’s business titans, community leaders, and, yes, Paitson and the Chill, that the league granted Columbus and other expansion hopefuls more time to resolve their arena problems. Less than a month later, Nationwide Realty, Inc., announced it would build the arena privately and a couple of weeks after that the NHL announced that Columbus would get the major league franchise it sought, which would begin play in the fall of 2000.

  Would the NHL’s Blue Jackets be in Columbus today if the Chill hadn’t blazed the trail for them in the 1990s? It’s an intriguing question. I’m just glad it’s a risk that we didn’t have to take.

  Bob Hunter


  Introduction:

  GREETINGS FROM COLUMBUS, OHIO

  The numbers on the scoreboard were breathtaking, a sight to behold:

  Columbus 3, Chicago 0.

  We’re a mere ten minutes into the first period of our regular-season National Hockey League debut and we’re pouring it on the Blackhawks—one of the league’s Original Six franchises—blistering the nets with three goals in a span of just over two minutes. The scoring spree sends the stunned fans into pandemonium. I am exhilarated beyond belief.

  “Welcome to the NHL, Columbus!”

  That was the tag line of the ad campaign we ran in the months leading up to the Blue Jackets’ inaugural season, in 2000. Our intention was to foster a sense of local pride as our city joined the big leagues, its brand-new hockey team set to compete against teams representing major North American metropolises from New York to Chicago to Los Angeles.

  “Columbus, Ohio? Are you serious?” a Detroit Red Wings fan proclaimed in the television spot.

  “See you in New York, losers,” barked an obnoxious kid wearing his Rangers jersey.

  The ad, created by Columbus ad agency Zero Based Marketing, challenged the perception that Columbus truly could support a major-league sports franchise. It was intended to stir our fans’ passions, swell their collective pride, and help change the athletic identity of the city. Up until three years earlier, when Columbus and Nashville were surprisingly awarded NHL franchises, few outside of the area knew more about it than that it was Ohio’s state capital and home to the Ohio State University and its fabled athletic teams, known as the Buckeyes.

  Columbus residents had heard the dismissive comments before, but the truth was that their small town was quickly blossoming into a major city.1 Still, when the Blue Jackets’ name was unveiled in November 11, 1997, one famed hockey journalist’s disdain for it was so fierce that he was rumored to have said, “What’s [NHL Commissioner Gary] Bettman trying to do, ruin the league?”

  But despite all the derision and skepticism, here we stood on opening night 2000, proudly witnessing it all as it played out on the ice like a scene from a movie.

  You’re damn right Columbus belongs!

  Getting there, however, had been a wild ride. A little less than a decade earlier, I had come looking for a place to settle a minor-league hockey franchise in the burgeoning East Coast Hockey League, two levels below the NHL. Soon, I found myself at the helm of a team that took Columbus by storm. The Columbus Chill existed for only eight seasons and never advanced beyond the second round of the playoffs, but the team forever altered people’s lives in this once-sleepy central Ohio town. It is not hyperbole to state that without the Chill there would be no Blue Jackets, nor would there be an entertainment and sports district serving as a model for reenergizing the core of a city, a plan that would be studied and revered by other municipalities across North America.

  The Chill was like a brilliant meteor flashing across the northern sky, spectacular and beautiful and then gone in an instant. But its impact will last forever.

  How did we do it?

  We set out to get the public’s attention by slapping Columbus directly across its face. We took high sticking to a new level with edgy and innovative marketing concepts created by a team of young sports marketing professionals with an attitude. We joked about your mother, your sister, and toothless goons. Those ideas captured the hearts of sports fans, advertising executives, local media, and the general public and then kept them coming back for more.

  Thriving on creativity, we embraced the philosophy that the only way to know where the line is, is to step over it once in a while. This is how we ended up at No. 7 on the list of best pick-up lines by Chill players: “You know, French isn’t all I learned in Quebec,” and, in a nod to the Ohio State-Michigan rivalry, hosting a Leak on the Blue contest, in which participants used water guns filled with yellow-dyed water to simulate peeing on the Michigan colors.

  The Chill’s irreverent game presentation was a three-ring circus drawing inspiration from popular culture of the day. We worshipped at the altar of David Letterman, and our high priests were Beavis and Butthead. Figure skaters Nancy Kerrigan and Tonya Harding’s highly publicized feud and the O. J. Simpson murder trial were tabloid folly begging for mockery. There were on-ice marriages and divorces and contests poking fun at city figures and fading movie and TV stars.

  Our un-PC methods helped us achieve what many thought was impossible: we’d broken Ohio State’s stranglehold in the market and proved that there was room for professional sports in central Ohio, for a team people with no allegiance to OSU could call their own.

  We struggled early on to gain acceptance, which is why we had to be innovative. A Chill game was once described by a local magazine as “the world’s largest dorm party” and “Mardi Gras meets high sticking.” At its height, the Chill surpassed the Buckeyes as the “best sporting event,” according to a survey of Columbus Monthly Magazine’s readers.

  P. T. Barnum would have been proud.

  The national media soon came calling as well. A Wall Street Journal article entitled “Hockey’s Chill, Lukewarm on Ice, Scores with Puckish Promotions” ran just two months after our first home game, calling it “hockey for the hip.” Three weeks later ABC World News Sunday did an extended feature of its own.

  This is the story of a minor-league franchise that was trying to turn a college football town into a major-league city simply by giving the people something they didn’t know they wanted.

  In the fall of 1991, as was the case for most of the century, Ohio State athletics reigned supreme in Columbus. All pro franchises that landed in its wake were subservient. Heck, OSU’s marching band had more sway in Columbus than any of the pro teams. Couples planned their weddings to avoid Ohio State home games because they knew some of their closest “friends” had something else to do that day and would not betray their beloved Buckeyes. Even funerals were carefully arranged around home football dates.

  It was in that climate that the Chill entered into some fortunate timing. Minor league hockey was experiencing a national growth, and Ohio State football was meandering under head coach John Cooper, who was about to enter his fourth season leading the Buckeyes in the fall of 1991. During his short time in Columbus, he had already drawn considerable flak from the fandom and scrutiny by the media for his 19–14–2 record, which included losses in the past two bowl games and, to the disdain of the legions, three consecutive losses to their bitter rival, the University of Michigan.

  This gave us the sliver of an opening we needed to body check our way into the consciousness of area news outlets and the paying public. The Chill took advantage of the situation and the fact that Columbus had grown into a metropolitan area of 1.3 million people, many of whom fell in the coveted 18–34 demographic (memo: sell them cheap beer) and had lots of disposable income.

  Facing long odds, the Chill resorted to off-the-wall marketing in its attempt to avoid becoming yet another member of the Columbus graveyard for franchises, which included three previous stabs at hockey. The tombstones ranged from A (All-Americans) to almost Z (Xoggz—pronounced zogs, and don’t bother asking what it means). They failed by land (Minks), sea (Seals) and air (Red Birds). Columbus was used to having well-intentioned but ultimately cash-strapped owners promise the Stars (hockey) but end up chasing Comets (basketball) in Jets (baseball).

  The Buckeye hockey team had a modest fan base and there were a fair number of out-of-market hockey fans living in Columbus at the time; yet the result of our effort was that the whole city—not just hockey fans—gravitated to our then-75-year-old arena to watch unknown players compete.

  By the end of the first season the Chill began a sellout streak that would eventually set a minor-league hockey standard that stood for more than a decade. Games were played in the cramped 5,700-seat barn but the Chill’s home rink became known for its fresh, alternative music; wickedly derisive sound bites directed toward opposing teams, and in-game promotions such as “Headlocks and Wedlocks.”

  From that, the Chill built a formidable base that at its apex boasted 6,400 full and partial season ticket-holders—a figure that was more than double the average “announced” attendance during the best years of the prior Columbus-based hockey franchises. That achievement captured the imagination of the city and it wasn’t long before the clamor for bigger and better grew louder, though many thought—and hoped (some publicly)—the fervor would die. It didn’t.

  Instead, the Chill organization, backed by its growing and impassioned fan base, forced city and county leaders to explore new alternatives toward funding an arena that could attract a major league franchise. The Chill led grassroots efforts to get a tax initiative approved and even pledged to be the main tenant of the new facility until the potential arrival of an NHL franchise, all the while knowing its existence would no longer be required once the dream was realized. It was an altruistic approach but in keeping with the franchise’s desire to be more than just a hockey team for six months out of a year.

  The Chill also had a long-range plan to make hockey successful in Columbus by building and operating the Chiller ice rinks to attract a new generation of hockey fans. In the ensuing years, the Chillers produced Division I collegiate hockey players, NHL draftees, and figure skating champions.

  Yet despite all the success, the Chill was still David skating against Goliath. That’s the way it was in Columbus for decades. Despite occasional gestures from ambitious community leaders to acquire a team in the big four of major league sports (baseball, basketball, football, and hockey) those forays were always met with skepticism within and outside the city: Who needs big-time pro sports when we have our Buckeyes?

  But the city’s old ways couldn’t stop us.

  Chill Factor is the story of how to succeed when nobody wants or expects you to. And have a laugh while doing it.

  

  1 As of 2013, Columbus was the 15th largest city in the United States.


  Chapter One

  DARK SHADOWS OF SCARLET AND GRAY

  “Sure, you may think hockey is a violent, perverted example of male machismo. But for only $5, what’s your point?”

  “Assault somebody, in life you get five years, in hockey you get five minutes. Is this a great game or what?”

  “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. And if that means busting some chops once in a while, so be it.”

  —Headlines appearing in print ads from the Chill’s first season.

  Mark LeClerc, the creative director at Indianapolis-based ad agency Concepts Marketing Group, was reading a series of potentially aggressive headlines for a print campaign we were considering as part of our inaugural season.

  This was a new venture for me. Named President and General Manager at just thirty-one, it was my first opportunity to lead a professional sports team. Back in the 1980s I had spent six years working in public relations and marketing for the NBA’s Indiana Pacers. Later I rejoined my friend and Pacers mentor Ray Compton, a former newspaperman turned legendary sports promoter, and helped re-launch minor league hockey in Indianapolis. This time, however, I was no longer part of the supporting cast. This was my chance and I didn’t want to blow it. Ray’s no-holds-barred marketing style influenced me greatly. I realized that we had to be bold.

  It was late August 1991, barely a month after we announced the formation of the Columbus Chill and about two months from our first home game. From the outset we planned on being forceful with our marketing, but after some recently negative publicity of the OSU football team, I asked Mark to up the ante a bit.

  He didn’t disappoint, pitching a list of in-your-face headlines a few days later. Some of the lines made me cringe, but I loved it. If Columbus was going to notice us we’d have to slap the city across the face to get the public’s attention. This was scarlet-and-gray Buckeye country and the shadow Ohio State athletics cast was long. We were cognizant of their market dominance and respected what they were doing but couldn’t afford to be in awe of the university. In the past, minor league hockey and various professional sports teams had tried and failed more than twenty times, and all were swallowed up by the great Buckeye beast. If we were going to have any chance to break the trend we had to get the media and public to take notice of us any way we could.

  Audacity isn’t part of my personality, but we intended to define our team’s image with a bit of a rebel attitude. To get there, I drew inspiration from Bill Veeck—the legendary maverick baseball owner and promoter best known for flamboyant publicity stunts—and his classic book, Veeck—as in Wreck. Veeck was a public relations and marketing pioneer who, as the owner of the St. Louis Browns, Cleveland Indians, and Chicago White Sox, operated with the aim of delighting the paying customer, a mantra we’d attempt to duplicate. One of the game’s great innovators, Veeck grew up around baseball. As a kid he worked the grounds crew that planted the ivy at Wrigley Field. Later, as an owner, he built and installed baseball’s first exploding scoreboard, put in an outdoor shower in the centerfield bleachers at Comiskey Park, and began the tradition of having White Sox radio announcer Harry Caray sing “Take Me Out to the Ballgame” to the fans during the seventh-inning stretch, a tradition Caray famously carried over to his days with the Chicago Cubs.

  Never afraid to push the envelope with the baseball establishment, Veeck is best remembered for sending 3-foot-7 Eddie Gaedel to the plate for the St. Louis Browns in 1951. When crouching in his baseball stance, Gaedel presented the pitcher with a two-inch strike zone, drawing both a walk and the immediate ire of baseball’s commissioner Happy Chandler.

  Veeck’s most infamous promotion was 1979’s “Disco Demolition Night,” when an estimated 90,000 fans turned up in and around the 52,000-seat Comiskey Park to witness disco records being blown up by real sticks of dynamite. Though many fans were turned away at the gate, those that made it inside saw an event they would never forget. Known as “the night disco died,” the promotion backfired and cost the White Sox a forfeit in the second game of the day’s scheduled doubleheader after fans stormed the field and scattered debris everywhere, leaving it unplayable.

  However, my personal Veeck favorite was “Grandstand Managers’ Day,” when he ceded control of the Brown’s game strategy to the fans. Just five days after the Eddie Gaedel stunt, Veeck distributed large placards marked “YES” on one side and “NO” on the other, which the fans then used to make decisions in specific game situations, like whether or not to hit and run. The Browns won the game, 5–3, ending a four-game losing streak.

  My friend and Terre Haute Schulte High School classmate Steve Schrohe suggested I read Veeck—As in Wreck when I was sixteen. Reading that book played a major role in setting me on my career path, as just a few years later I was off to study sports administration at Biscayne College (now St. Thomas University) in Miami, Florida.

  What I learned in Miami was great, but my true influence was Veeck. With the Chill, we sought to emulate his risk-taking methods and fan-friendly style. Our approach was intended to stimulate specific audiences. To do so, we had to risk offending a few folks, which was a ballsy proposition in a city where professional hockey had tried and failed three times before. We sensed we had to go for broke to ensure our message would resonate with the younger crowd we wanted to attract.

  Growing up in Indiana, I was a lifelong fan of Purdue University’s sports teams. As Ohio State was (and still is) a fellow Big Ten school, I was aware of its popularity but less familiar with Columbus. It didn’t take me long to feel the magnitude of the stranglehold that Buckeye fever had on the region, and it made me nervous that we would become yet another casualty unless we forced people to take notice of us.

  That summer the Columbus Dispatch published a series of articles about OSU’s men’s basketball team’s tour of Europe. The Buckeyes had a very good squad at the time, and even though the stories were mostly fluff and gossipy, they fed the insatiable appetite of Buckeye Nation at our expense. We just couldn’t break through the endless cycle of hype for Jimmy Jackson, Chris Jent, and company.

  Alan Karpick joined us from Purdue’s athletic department and became my right-hand man. Larry Lane, an ex-Butler University basketball player who had been part of our front office team with the Indianapolis Ice, also joined our mini-staff, and together the three of us attended various events around Columbus to get a feel for the city.

  On one such occasion we were at a major Buckeye dinner in which the featured speaker was a well-known, local Woody Hayes impersonator. Hayes, of course, was the legendary OSU football coach who died in 1987.

  When the impersonator got up to speak he captivated the room. I scanned the faces in the audience and turned to Alan and said, “Oh my God, these people really think this guy is Woody.” They hung on every word as he outlined his expectations for the upcoming season. It was spooky and somewhat pitiful that Ohio State fans were craving the good old days of Woody Hayes.

  In the eyes of the OSU faithful, the Tennessee-born and Iowa State-bred John Cooper might as well have been the anti-Christ, as he was not a “true Buckeye” and had the audacity to do radio and TV commercials (one infamous one was for a hot tub company and ran ad nauseam the summer before his first season), things they felt Woody would never have done. In a way I felt bad for Cooper, as I had gotten to briefly know him some ten years earlier when I interned in the athletics department at the University of Tulsa, where he was then serving as athletic director and head football coach.

  In the late days of summer in 1991, things got worse for Cooper, and his misfortune indirectly impacted our team’s ability to get noticed. It gave us a first-hand introduction to the intense bond that exists between the city and the Buckeye football program. We learned that this bond ran far deeper than we had imagined, and I worried that any attention our team launch might garner that fall would get swallowed up by coverage of events beyond our control.

  On August 19, 1991, members of the Soviet Union’s government attempted to wrest control of the country from Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev in a coup d’état (known as the “August Coup”). The leaders of the coup were Communist Party hard-liners who were opposed to Gorbachev’s reform program. Boris Yeltsin, who had been appointed the first president of the Russian Federation only one month earlier, won international acclaim for casting himself as a democrat by defying the coup and dissolving the Communist Party. As the fate of the Big Red Nemesis teetered, the whole world waited in anticipation of its outcome. Well, the whole world except for the citizens of Columbus, Ohio, who had a more pertinent matter on their minds.

  On August 23, less than seventy days from the Chill’s season opener, star Buckeye running back Robert Smith (later a two-time NFL Pro Bowl selection with the Minnesota Vikings before becoming an analyst for ESPN) walked off the team and placed the blame squarely on Cooper and his staff, specifically, offensive coordinator Elliot Uzelac. Smith claimed that the coaches were less concerned with their athletes’ educations than with keeping them eligible to play. Further, he charged that practices were interfering with his classes. Smith was a serious student-athlete who had his sights on medical school, and he felt football should take a back seat to his studies. While the story made headlines nationally, locally, Smith’s comments set off a media firestorm and public fury unlike any sports story I had experienced to that point in my career.

  In Columbus, the Smith story was front-page material and led the television news for nearly two weeks.

  Cooper’s popularity was as low as a thermometer reading during a Canadian winter and the Dispatch’s letters-to-the-editor page provided the platform for seemingly every Cooper basher to vent their frustrations. Their writings were passionate, if not idiotic and unfair. The anti-Cooper forces saw the Smith incident as an opportunity to run the coach out of town on a rail. It provided an opening for his detractors to gather their pitchforks and galvanize the angry mob. The media joined in taking every opportunity to sensationalize the story.

  Cooper was in a pinch and everyone knew it. Unfortunately for us, the story was the sole focus of the city’s attention that late summer and fall, which made the mountain we had to climb that much higher. We had to be patient at a time when we wanted to charge full speed ahead. Weaned on college humor in films like Animal House and Caddyshack, we knew the value of a quick laugh and of making an immediate impact; yet this was a time when our maturity as a young staff would be tested, our perseverance challenged.

  Smith didn’t play football that fall but the discussion about whether or not he would return (he did for the 1992 season) remained a major story for months. Heading into our season opener, we were a complete non-factor as far as the mainstream media was concerned.

  My anxiety level was rising. I was beginning to feel like the captain of a sinking ship. If we didn’t do something dramatic, we’d continue to take on water until we joined Columbus’ minor league sports graveyard. The team’s launch, alone, was cause for angst because we were working on an extremely short timetable. I knew that if we didn’t come out of the blocks quickly it might be over before we even got started; so I decided to call Mark LeClerc to discuss formulating a strategy for grabbing the public’s and media’s attentions.

  I knew Concepts Marketing Group was the right place to start. They had been our advertising agency during my time with the Indianapolis Ice, the IHL affiliate of the NHL’s Chicago Blackhawks, and I had developed strong relationships both with Mark and company president Larry Aull.

  Mark and I worked together for years and were on the same wavelength. He was as creative as anyone I’ve ever been around, and the Chill was the perfect outlet for his wit. Mark is the kind of guy you’d picture writing jokes for Jon Stewart or Stephen Colbert on a nightly basis. When I told him we had to take it up a notch because of what was happening in Columbus, he not only understood the challenge, but it made him giddy. Rarely, if ever, is an ad agency told to really push the envelope for a client, so for him, this was like Christmas.

  Mark called back a few days later and started reading off some of the dramatic, in-your-face headlines he’d written:

  I’ll admit that I was a bit leery at first, but the Veeck in me said to go for it. I knew it was a calculated risk we had to take if we wanted to enter the public’s consciousness. The headlines were meant to grab your attention, and they did. They were bold, dramatic and edgy. We were looking to get people talking and felt that this would ensure it. But we weren’t looking to be like the World Wrestling Federation. We weren’t cowboys or rebels; we just wanted to employ a brash delivery system to accomplish one goal: attract eyeballs to our product.

  I told Mark that we needed to be prepared to counter critics of the ads. His copywriting skills were brilliant, and he found a way to walk the fine line in the subtext. As you read through the subsequent ad copy, it really softened (and explained) the headlines. The copy was creative, funny and served to remind everyone that the entire campaign was in good fun.

  We were poking fun at people’s perceived stereotypes about hockey. Columbus was not an established or sophisticated hockey market. By being different and entertaining, we had a chance to erode people’s preconceptions about our sport and, we hoped, generate enough curiosity and intrigue to draw people to our games.

  We believed that once we snared them, they’d come back over and over again.
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  Some just read the headlines and liked them but didn’t dig deeper, and that was fine. We had at least made an impact. We knew that what we were doing wasn’t right for everybody. Columbus is a midwestern, family-values type of city, but the strong influence of the collegiate and arts communities make it progressive in many ways. In our estimation, it hadn’t had the proper venue in which to cut loose.
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  We had to be strategic about how to roll out our ad campaign. There were three primary targets: the 50,000 students enrolled at Ohio State, general sports fans, and the “night out” crowd, looking for entertainment.

  The market wasn’t totally void of hockey fans, we learned. There were still holdovers from the previous hockey failures (Checkers, Seals, and Owls) from the late 1960s and 1970s. There were also a fair amount of NHL fans—some from Detroit (three hours to the north), and many from Pittsburgh (three hours east), where the Penguins were in the midst of a Mario Lemieux-led renaissance at the time (their games could be seen on pay per view in Columbus in the 1990s). These were people who had moved to Columbus but found that their lone alternative for a hockey fix was visiting the antiquated OSU Ice Rink (1,600 capacity) to see the Buckeyes play. The Ohio State program reached its zenith in the 1983–84 season, when the Buckeyes opened with 13 straight wins to earn the school’s first No. 1 ranking, but had five straight losing seasons by the time the Chill entered the market and interest in the program, in the community and on campus, was at an all-time low.

  We believed that the students would eat up our marketing campaign, as would most male sports fans ages 35 and under. We weren’t marketing to the old fogies. We were going after the young and hip crowd.

  The Chill spent its first summer and early fall targeting the media and distributing the ads through those that we believed would “get it.” The campaign never ran in the Dispatch. Admittedly, we didn’t have the budget to afford a large campaign in such a large medium, but we also knew it wouldn’t help us build the grassroots buzz we craved. Instead, we frequently placed ads in Ohio State’s Lantern, the student-run daily newspaper that had a circulation of thirty-five thousand at the time, and The Other Paper, a weekly periodical that was an alternative voice to the Dispatch. These publications spoke directly to our target audience.

  We also hand-delivered each new ad as they came out to selected morning and sports radio talk shows. We wanted to place the message in front of what we hoped would be a friendly audience and generate chatter. The ads struck a chord with the radio personalities and were often read verbatim and endorsed by the on-air talent. We were building momentum in key circles. Our unorthodox marketing caught the mainstream media by surprise but was a hit with those “outsiders” with whom we quickly built relationships. We received support in those early days from the Columbus Guardian—an alternative weekly; WLVQ’s “Wags & Elliott”—the popular morning show team from the classic rock & roll format and their sports reporter Dave "the Rave" Johnson; WNCI’s “Morning Zoo”—the No. 1 station in the market and the chief influencer of the “night out” crowd; and alternative radio WWCD 101.

  Had we focused on trying to sell the mainstream media on our approach, we would have likely failed. The ads were edgy but in the wrong hands they could have been misconstrued as being negative, giving us another challenge in an already tough market.


  Chapter Two

  A FIRST-RATE SECOND CHOICE

  “Fate laughs at probabilities.”

  —E. G. Bulwer-Lytton

  The funny thing was that we weren’t even supposed to be here. We landed in Columbus only after a failed attempt to place the franchise in Cleveland.

  The Chill was owned by Horn Chen, a Chicagoan who had a variety of business interests, including real estate. Horn owned an office building on Chicago’s Miracle Mile; The Pago Pago Chinese restaurants; the popular Sluggers sports bars (including the most famous, which was located directly across from Wrigley Field); and Eastern Star, the second largest importer of bamboo in the United States. As a lifelong Chicago sports fan, Horn became intrigued by sports ownership. After initially inquiring about the possibility of purchasing the Chicago Blackhawks, he soon realized that major league sports ownership was out of his financial reach. Instead, he began to explore minor league hockey and became convinced that the timing was right for a resurgence of interest in the sport.

  Horn set his sights on Indianapolis. He had traveled with his son Chris on numerous youth hockey trips to Carmel (a suburb of Indianapolis) and became familiar with the city. Less than three hours from Chicago, Indianapolis had shown promise as a major league hockey city a decade earlier. The World Hockey Association’s Indianapolis Racers had drawn significant fan interest. Unfortunately, Racers owner Nelson Skalbania mismanaged the franchise and ultimately liquidated his greatest asset, a gifted and hyped 17-year-old named Wayne Gretzky. Skalbania sold the future superstar (along with goaltender Eddie Mio and forward Peter Driscoll) to Peter Pocklington, the owner of the Edmonton Oilers, for a combined $700,000. In a classic “what if” tale, the Racers folded shortly after the sale, while a year later the Oilers were absorbed into the National Hockey League as part of 1979 NHL-WHA merger. Led by Gretzky and Mark Messier (who had also launched his professional career with the Racers), the Oilers became a dynasty, winning five Stanley Cup titles over a seven-year span.

  The Indianapolis Checkers, of the Central Hockey League and, later, the International Hockey League, had most recently filled the city’s hockey void, but folded in 1987. Horn purchased the rights to the market and he, Ray Compton, and I successfully launched the Ice in 1988–89, becoming the first hockey franchise in city history to turn a profit and winning the Turner Cup (IHL championship trophy) in only our second season. It would be the first of numerous sports ventures for Horn, which over time would include not only the Chill but the Central Hockey League, the Ottawa Roughriders of the Canadian Football League, and, ultimately, a minority interest in the NHL’s Columbus Blue Jackets.

  Although a low-profile owner, Horn stayed in regular communication with me while providing his input to the operation. Those who worked for Horn found him to be an honest and fair person, but an extremely frugal owner.

  In the spring of 1991, Horn purchased the sixteenth and (what was conveyed at the time to be the) final franchise in the East Coast Hockey League (ECHL) for $100,000. The league’s developmental status was akin to the double-A level in minor league baseball, but unlike baseball, its affiliation with the NHL clubs was far less structured. Most players were free agents and rules limited the number of veterans per team permitted to play in the league for more than three seasons.

  I’d built a marvelous trust with Horn in my three years with the Ice, and he offered me the opportunity to run the new ECHL franchise. I happily accepted. We identified Cleveland—a city with strong hockey roots that had tepidly supported an NHL team, the Barons, in the late 1970s—as our primary target (The Barons later merged with the Minnesota North Stars, now the Dallas Stars). Cleveland was a major market and had a thriving youth hockey scene. The city had no minor league team at the time, making it more attractive. Plus, Cleveland State University was building a new 10,000-plus seat arena to host its basketball team and university events. However, it became apparent in our initial meeting with CSU officials that there was no plan to include an ice surface as part of its new facility. Making matters worse, there didn’t seem to be anybody authorized at the university who could make decisions, especially in the short time-frame with which we were working.

  Rumor had it that the Gund brothers, owners of the NBA’s Cavaliers and, formerly, the Barons, had made a substantial donation to Cleveland State on the stipulation that the new arena not be equipped with ice. Supposedly, plans were already in the works for a Downtown arena, and they did not want to have any competition for ice events or hockey.

  Before long, I had to be blunt with Horn on two fronts. First, it was clear to me that hockey wasn’t happening at Cleveland State. Second, the other major facilities in the city were out of our league from a budgetary perspective. So I advised him that we should begin looking at alternatives.

  Within a few days we reviewed a half dozen or so other possible locations. As we looked at and analyzed the pros and cons of each city, we kept coming back to Columbus. I had lived less than three hours away, in Indianapolis, for nine years and knew virtually nothing about the city. I perceived it to be a stepchild to Cleveland and Cincinnati and was astonished to learn the market was as big as it was. Also, Columbus’ vibe seemed younger and fresher than either of those cities due to the presence of the university.

  Columbus had a passion for the arts, undoubtedly influenced by billionaire Les Wexner, founder of The Limited, an apparel company best known for owning major brands like Victoria’s Secret, Lane Bryant, Abercrombie & Fitch, and Bath & Body Works. The city was also the home of several national corporate headquarters, including Battelle Memorial Institute, Wendy’s, Bank One (now JP Morgan Chase), and Nationwide Insurance. So why hadn’t any minor-league hockey operator gobbled up the rights to Columbus yet? The reason was quite simple: there were no quality facilities.

  If we were going to make hockey work in Columbus, we had only two venues to choose from (the convention center or the fairgrounds) because the OSU Ice Rink's capacity was impossibly small for our needs. The Columbus Convention Center had a rectangular hall that seated approximately 5,000. It hosted the occasional basketball game, concert, or trade show. While we liked its Downtown location, the facility had its drawbacks—no ice, for one—and after a couple of meetings with the general manager it became clear they had no serious interest in accommodating us. In other words, thanks, but no thanks.

  A deal to play in the Coliseum wasn’t a given by any means, either. The Coliseum was built at the end of World War I, in 1917, to be precise, making it the oldest professional hockey arena in North America. To be kind, it had seen better days and didn’t exactly evoke images of fun. It was more of a place to bring your prized cow in hopes of winning a blue ribbon at the Ohio State Fair. It was not a venue in which we could effectively market ourselves as the local representatives of a cool new sport.

  The Coliseum was a symbol of what made Columbus unremarkable in those days. For our younger audience it defined boring. Older, more affluent patrons deemed it beneath them. Still, we saw beauty in the Coliseum. Okay, it’s amazing what you will see when you have no other choice. Yes, the locker rooms and restrooms were inadequate, the hallways were way too narrow, there were no real amenities to speak of, and the parking situation was abysmal. But once you were in your seat, you were treated to perfect sightlines. With just over fifteen rows of seating, no fan was far from the action, a critical attribute for a sport that really resonates with fans the closer they get to the ice. The facility had a low, arching roof that amplified the sound. Plus there was ample space at the top of the seating sections and in the corners for standing room. Despite the many challenges the Coliseum presented, we believed that if we could pull a few thousand fans into the barn, it would feel full. And if we could pack the place, it had the potential to rock.

  A big problem, though, was that as one of the only decent-sized facilities in the market, the Coliseum was booked solid with events. With the Coliseum’s dance card full, fairgrounds officials would have to be willing to shoehorn the dates we needed to play if we wanted to have anything resembling a home schedule.

  Initially, fairgrounds officials were not only pleasant enough but were open to working out a deal. Still, it was clear that numerous steps had to be taken before we’d be able to secure a contract. First, the Coliseum had an ice system that hadn’t been used in more than a dozen years. We offered to bring in a portable one, but they were skeptical. The dasher boards and glass, while meeting minimum standards, were rickety and inadequate. Neither Horn nor the fairgrounds were willing to invest in new boards for an upstart franchise, so we’d have to live with what we had. Also, due to conflicting events, there would be no ice availability for training camp, meaning we’d have to take it to Indianapolis.

  The challenges continued from there. We’d have no home dates in October because of the nearly month-long All-American Quarter Horse Congress. We’d also play no home games in March during at least our first two seasons because of the Ohio High School Athletic Association boys basketball district and regional tournaments, and we would lose any potential April playoff dates due to the presence of the Aladdin Shrine Circus, a fixture at the Coliseum since 1950. Additionally, an existing tenant, the minor league Columbus Horizon of the Continental Basketball Association, had priority. Adding it all up, in year one we’d be forced to play four games elsewhere in the state just to be able to play our required number of 32 home games. This wasn’t going to be easy, especially considering our short timetable to both launch the franchise and make our preparations for the upcoming season.

  It was crazy to think we could pull this off but we were naïve (stupid?) enough to think that we could, and we moved to strike a deal. Alan Karpick, Larry Lane, and I set up shop in an extended-stay hotel in the northwest Columbus suburb of Dublin until we were able to secure an office. We spent May and most of June diligently doing our homework, trying to identify key media and potential sponsors. We prepared for an introductory press conference and the subsequent season ticket sales rollout.

  Reports of hockey’s return to Columbus were periodically showing up in the Dispatch. We agreed in principle to the contractual terms of the deal, but fairgrounds officials began to drag their feet, citing their continued concern over the viability of the portable ice system. Knowing we were running out of time, we took our first major calculated risk, and, without the blessing of the fairgrounds hierarchy, we called a press conference to introduce the franchise.

  The team was officially announced on July 25, 1991, a little more than two months before training camp and three months prior to our home opener. To the surprise of all the invited guests in attendance at Damon’s Clubhouse restaurant that day, the room was packed with more than 150 media, targeted sponsors, and ad agency executives. Our advance hard work had paid off in a big way, or maybe we were fortunate that it was a slow news day. The turnout surprised even us. We’d clearly created a curiosity factor and couldn’t have been more thrilled.

  There was one other group on hand—officials from the fairgrounds. We figured that if they saw all the support for and curiosity about us that they would be more inclined to close the deal.

  The press conference was a straightforward event, without the stunts for which we’d later become known. The highlight was unveiling the Chill name. The team name, suggested by Amy Karpick and Gigi Kruza—Alan’s wife and Larry’s fiancée, respectively—could have been considered soft or trendy, in the vein of the NBA’s Miami Heat and Orlando Magic, which had launched just three years prior. That was a concern, but in the end we found it to be the right choice to match the silver and black color scheme. Like Columbus, Chill started with the letter C. It easily rolled from the tongue and suggested winter sports.
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