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      Growing up in North Carolina, hockey wasn’t the first sport that typically came to mind. Baseball? Sure. Football? Of course. Hockey, however, wasn’t something that I heard a lot about in my early childhood.

      I spent a lot of time at my grandparents’ house and they subscribed to several magazines (everything from Bon Appétit to National Geographic). Being the curious kid that I was, I would sift through them to see what I could learn about the world around me. This is how—at the age of 8—I first really started learning about hockey. The trigger? A cover featuring a man sitting behind an array of microphones, dabbing tears from his eyes.

      The man was Wayne Gretzky.

      I sat on the floor and read about his trade from the Edmonton Oilers to the Los Angeles Kings, a move that fundamentally altered the hockey landscape. At the time, I had no clue how significant this trade was, how it would spur the game’s growth in non-traditional markets, and how interest in the sport would explode in the United States. Within a decade of this trade, the National Hockey League—through a combination of expansion and relocation—had teams placed markets like Dallas, Anaheim, San Jose, Miami, Tampa Bay, Phoenix, and Raleigh.

      Of course, being in North Carolina when I first read the Gretzky article, I wasn’t able to watch many games. During those early years, my greatest excitement came from watching ESPN’s National Hockey Night. I waited each week for a game, eagerly anticipating the voices of Gary Thorne and Bill Clement. No, such sparse availability was not ideal, but it’s what I had and I loved it. There was something about the game that spoke to me; I can’t explain any better than that. There was just something special about it that drew me in.

      As I got older, I developed a desire to play hockey in some significant way. My childhood best friend, Bryan, would come over and we would play on the walkway in front of my mom’s house. The screen door—and a few panes of glass—suffered, but she didn’t complain, at least not much. Soon after, our street hockey endeavor migrated to the parking lot of a church down the street. I had dedicated myself to the position of goaltender and spent hours skating around the lot in full gear, despite the heat and humidity of summer.

      It was a lot of fun, though I drew some curious looks from passersby. I loved it, but I wanted to do more, so I joined the Parks and Recreation League in Raleigh. This was my first taste of organized hockey and, despite getting thrashed 8-2 in our first game, I was hooked. We played behind the Parker-Lincoln Building, in a parking lot, and I still have vivid memories of guys trudging down a small hill to retrieve roller hockey balls that sailed wide during warmups.

      Good times.

      The next chapter came one night, just before dinner. I sat in the living room reading the paper when I came across an article about roller hockey at a rink a half-hour from my house. I ate, threw my gear bag in the car, and went. Walking in, I expected to find a bunch of teenagers like myself. Instead, I found a mix of people my age and adults. There were guys from all over the US and Canada, most of whom had played at various levels throughout their lives.

      One player was the facility’s manager, meaning we could play for hours. It was challenging, and it was fun. Most of the guys bonded well and the few water breaks we took were littered with conversation and (mostly) good-natured chirping. Unfortunately, all good things must end. New management came in and, soon enough, they reduced our time. Soon after, I moved out of state. Save for the random game of floor hockey, that was it for my playing career.

      That, however, is only a fraction of my love for the game.

      Hockey—more than any other sport, I’d argue—is best viewed live; television coverage, even as much as it’s improved, cannot do the game justice. The first game I took in was in the early 90s (I still have the ticket stub somewhere), seeing the Raleigh IceCaps at Dorton Arena. I went with my grandfather and, while he wasn’t a huge hockey fan, he got into the spirit as soon as the puck dropped. It’s one of my fondest hockey memories.

      Once I got my license, I went to as many games as I could. Win or lose, I never had a bad time. Well, there was the night that my car—and several others—was broken into and vandalized, but that’s a story for another day.

      Of course, East Coast Hockey League games weren’t the pinnacle of my fandom, but I’ll save that for the book. Can’t give away everything in a prologue, right?

      The older I’ve gotten, the more interested I’ve become in the game's history. While that interest has always focused on the game as a whole, there’s a special place for its history in my home state. I also love sharing information, hence the creation of this book. Regardless of whether you’re a native North Carolinian, a transplant, or have never set foot in the state, I thank you for dedicating your time (and money) to reading this book.

      There will be things many of you may already know, as well as tidbits you likely had no clue about. Bear with me, I’m writing this with everyone in mind. If you come across something you’re already familiar with, enjoy reliving it.

      Also, the end of this book includes season-by-season stats for each team, however, record keeping wasn’t always detailed, so there are a few gaps. That said, I have done the best to gather as much information as possible.

      With all of that out of the way, it’s time to drop the puck!
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      CHARLOTTE REBELS (EHL; 1955-56)

      After a turbulent two-decade run, the Eastern Amateur Hockey League (EAHL) ceased operations prior to the 1953-54 season. After trimming their ranks from 28 teams to 22, the federation returned as the newly christened Eastern Hockey League (EHL) for the 1954-55 campaign. Following a four-year absence, the Baltimore Clippers returned to league play and, while their first season saw them tread water, there were a few bright spots for the Clippers.

      Diminutive center Herve Lalonde racked up 22 goals and 50 assists in just 41 games. Winger Ralph DeLeo added 26 goals in 47 games while Al O’Hearn—better known as “Bibber”—picked up 41 points in only 25 games. There was youth and talent on the roster, leading to a need for patience. With the reborn franchise set to embark on their second season, there was reason for hope. Unfortunately, things would go sideways for the team.

      Lalonde—the team’s reining scoring champ—spent the 1955-56 season with Chicoutimi of the Quebec Hockey League (QHL). Their uneven play seemed to permeate their home rink as, on January 23, 1956, Carlin’s Iceland caught fire and burned to the ground. With twelve home games remaining on the schedule, owner Charlie Rock faced a conundrum. Salvation appeared as a three-man faction spearheaded by Bill Shields.

      Under the group’s proposal, they would give the Clippers use of the newly opened Charlotte Coliseum. Able to accommodate 13,500 spectators for hockey, the Coliseum served as a desirable venue. Ultimately, the Clippers—under the Charlotte Rebels moniker—played six of their final twelve home dates in the Queen City. Playing their first game in the new venue on January 30, 1956, they dropped a 6-2 decision to the New Haven Blades. While the outcome was less than ideal, the Rebels drew a crowd of 10, 363 fans while approximately 3,000 had to be turned away.

      That’s a fairly impressive number for a new market with a vagabond team. Despite their continued subpar play, the Rebels drew an average of over 6,500 fans in each of the six games played there. Seeing the results at the turnstiles, Rock backpedaled on his earlier intent to return the team to Baltimore⁠1, instead opting to make the move to Charlotte permanent. Considering that their average attendance in their new home was triple that of their draw in Baltimore, it made sense from a business standpoint. The question became how it would pay off on the hockey side.

      CHARLOTTE CLIPPERS (EHL; 1956-60)

      Taking the ice as the Charlotte Clippers, the team came out hot to start the 1956-57 season. Over the course of 64 games, the Clippers lost just 13. Their offense proved too much for most opponents, led by 100 point performances from O’Hearn (117 points), Doug Adam (114 points), Chuck Stuart (108 points), and Stan Werecki (103 points). Lalonde—back from his season in the QHL—added 97 points as Charlotte finished the season with a league-best 364 goals scored. The Clippers were the best regular season team—putting up a 21 game winning streak—before storming through the playoffs and capturing the Walker Cup as league champions.

      Just like that, North Carolina had its first professional hockey title.

      And it might not have happened. In November 1956, the Washington Lions made a hard pitch for Warecki. Rock stepped in and put an end to the attempt, but it stands to reason that—had they lost the skilled winger—their season may not have been as successful.

      With Warecki safely in tow, the Clippers faced off against the Philadelphia Ramblers in a late-November contest. Tensions were high throughout the game, culminating in a scrum between Warecki and Philadelphia defenseman Al Fontana. Ken Murphy stepped in to defend Warecki, receiving a slash to the forehead for his trouble. As tempers reached a boiling point, Charlotte’s John Brophy threw his stick into the stands following a scrap with Ed Bartoli.

      With the game spiraling out of control, several Clippers accosted referee George McNeil to voice their displeasure. Coach Andy Brown eventually struck McNeil, resulting in police intervention. Through distraction or sheer anger, Charlotte lost focus and dropped the game by a score of 5-1. Thankfully, none of their players suffered any serious injuries.

      The team also featured a young, standout defenseman by the name of John Muckler. The 22-year-old put up 52 points and 126 penalty minutes, acquitting himself as the Clippers’ top defender. Muckler, however, is best remembered by hockey fans for the time he spent as a coach and general manager in the NHL. His greatest successes came with the Edmonton Oilers, where he won two Stanley Cups (1984, 1985) as an assistant coach, two more (1987, 1988) as the assistant head coach, and one (1990) as the team’s head coach. He then had head coaching stints with the Buffalo Sabres and New York Rangers before spending six years as the general manager of the Ottawa Senators.

      In net, responsibility fell to 22-year-old Les Binkley. The Owen Sound, Ontario native earned a spot on the EHL second All-Star team for his efforts in helping Charlotte to the top of the standings. Binkley is also a notable name as, during the NHL’s first expansion, he signed with the Pittsburgh Penguins. He would play five seasons in the Steel City and return later as a scout. Binkley was serving in this capacity when the Penguins won back-to-back Stanley Cups in 1991 and 1992.

      A newspaper article from December 1956 gave a detailed breakdown of the cost of Binkley’s goaltending equipment:

      
        
          	
        Belly pad: $20
      

      	
        Shoulder pads: $10
      

      	
        Sweater: $5
      

      	
        Blocker: $20
      

      	
        Catching glove: $20
      

      	
        Pants: $25
      

      	
        Skates: $65
      

      	
        Goal stick: $5
      

      	
        Socks: $5
      

      	
        Goalie pads: $60
      

      

      

      That’s a grand total of $235 to outfit a goalie; not too bad. Of course, adjusted for today’s dollar, that would be somewhere around $2400. Still, not awful (and my sympathies to those out there buying goaltending equipment for themselves or their kids).

      For a relocated team in a new market, this was just about as good of a first season as anyone could hope for. While their second season saw the offense decline by 89 goals, the Clippers once again sat atop the league in 1957-58 and returned to the playoffs. Unfortunately, a distraction popped up when—during the postseason—word leaked that an ownership change was underway. Charlie Rock, who had moved the team to Charlotte, reached a handshake agreement⁠2 to sell his sixty percent interest in the team to Bill Allen and Jim Whittington. Completion of the deal would give the Charlotte duo full ownership of the team.

      Despite this superficial accord, Rock didn’t appear ready to part with the team. Over time, the deal morphed until they reached a final agreement, one that flipped the script of the original proposal. In the end, Rock purchased the shares of Allen and Whittington for a reported $20,000.⁠3

      This revelation sent shock waves through the team’s roster. At a time when minor-league contracts held little guarantee, players were worried about their futures. Would there be salary cuts? Would the team release them outright? It was certainly an unwelcome set of concerns, especially for a team trying to repeat as league champions. The uncertainty led to seven players—with team captain O’Hearn serving as spokesman—to request their release from the team. While they deescalated the situation, there is no doubt that this had a negative effect on the team’s focus.

      The Clippers also had to overcome an injury to their starting goaltender when Binkley suffered a broken nose during their first-round series against the New Haven Blades. Ivan Walmsley—loaned to the team by the Philadelphia Ramblers—filled in admirably and led the team to a comeback victory in the series. Binkley returned for the championship round, though his level of play appeared to suffer when compared to his pre-injury performance.

      
        
        “Let’s face it, Les was never quite the same goalie. He wasn’t as sharp and his reactions weren’t as good. I don’t think Washington would have scored the goals they did had Les been the same tender he was the last week of the regular season.”

        -Charlotte Clippers coach Andy Brown⁠4

      

      

      The final, and perhaps most insulting, intrusion came via winger Doug Adam, the team’s leading scorer during the regular season. His coach noticed something distracted Adam as the playoffs got underway. Once the season was over, the answer became official: Adam defected, accepting a player-coach position with the Philadelphia Ramblers. They announced the move at a press conference featuring Adam and Ramblers’ team president George Davis. Coach Brown didn’t mince words when the topic of Adam’s departure came up:

      
        
        “I don’t appreciate George Davis of Philadelphia talking with him during the key moments of the season. Dougie was on the phone constantly. I wish Dougie well in his new job, but the offer came at the wrong time from a psychological standpoint.”

        -Charlotte Clippers coach Andy Brown⁠5

      

      

      Ultimately, they failed to defend their title, losing to the Washington Presidents in a seven game final series. In the wake of the ownership upheaval and uncertainty around the future, O’Hearn announced his retirement; veteran winger Warecki followed suit. As training camp opened for the 1958-59 season opened in Hershey, Pennsylvania, both men reneged and joined the team. Mixed in with the familiar faces were a handful of new ones, reinforcements hoping to help return the Clippers to championship status.

      Among the fresh faces was goaltender Denis Brodeur. Now, that name—or at least surname—will be familiar to pretty much everyone and for good reason. Denis’ son is three-time Stanley Cup champion Martin Brodeur, holder of the NHL record for wins (691) and shutouts (125). While his son racked up a ton of accolades, Denis carved out a remarkable career of his own, capturing the Bronze medal with Team Canada in the 1956 Winter Olympics. After retiring as a player, he became the most iconic photographer in NHL while working as the team photographer of the Montreal Canadiens.

      Brodeur’s arrival was necessitated by the loss of Les Binkley, who departed for the Toledo Mercurys of the International Hockey League (IHL). With fresh blood between the pipes and peppered throughout the lineup, the Clippers opened the new season with high hopes. Those aspirations faded quickly as the team stumbled mightily and dropped in the standings like a stone through thin ice. By season’s end, the Clippers sat dead last in the league, 27 points short of their total from the previous year.

      Prior to the 1959-60 season, the EHL added two franchises—the New York Rovers and Greensboro Generals—bringing the league to eight teams. With new outposts in place, the league established two divisions, each comprising four teams. Clinton (NY), New Haven (CT), Philadelphia, and New York competed in the Northern Division; Johnstown (PA), Charlotte (NC), Greensboro (NC), and Washington battled in the Southern Division.

      Once again, fresh faces came to camp, hoping to secure a spot. One notable attendee was Bobby Knievel, out of Butte, Montana. Knievel impressed the Clippers enough to earn a roster spot, though he eventually declined after deciding against playing on a team with such a travel-heavy schedule.⁠6 Instead, he returned to Montana and established the Butte Bombers before venturing into motocross and stunt riding. You may be more familiar with his stage name: Evel Knievel.

      Along with the league, there were also changes for the Clippers. They let Andy Brown go, leaving a vacancy behind the bench. They filled the spot by hiring 35-year-old Pete Horeck as player-coach. The job in Charlotte was the first for Horeck, who had stints in Chicago, Detroit, and Boston over an eight year NHL career, brought a fresh perspective to the team. It worked as Charlotte finished second in their division and returned to the playoffs.

      They drew their new intrastate rivals in Greensboro for the opening round, bowing out in three straight. It wasn’t a return to dominance, but it was a step in the right direction. The next step was a change in ownership as Rock sold the team to the city with the caveat that Rock retained the rights to the name “Clippers.” Once the transaction went through, the City of Charlotte held a contest, allowing fans to write in with suggestions for a new team moniker. Upon conclusion of the contest, the team selected NHL legend Maurice “Rocket” Richard to make the final decision.

      His choice? The Charlotte Checkers.

      CHARLOTTE CHECKERS (EHL; 1960-73)

      Sadly, the new look and new name did nothing for the team’s performance. The 1960-61 season saw the rebranded team finish at the bottom of their division and miss the playoffs. Muddying the situation was the fact that the City of Charlotte was losing money on the team. Attendance was down through the season, which cast a dark pall on the team’s finances. The City was so eager to relinquish ownership that Coliseum Authority Chairman Arthur Newcombe suggested leasing the team for $1 per year.⁠7

      Local contractor Herbert Glenn attempted to purchase the Checkers, but he backed out in frustration in June 1961. A dedicated group of boosters—led by Al Manch—raised $30,000 and took over operations of the team for the 1961-62 season. While this left them with very little wiggle room, it ensured that the Checkers would stay in Charlotte for at least one more year. Unfortunately, the subsequent season saw a division-worst finish.

      The team made minor improvements during the 1962-63 season, earning a third place finish and a berth in the EHL playoffs. The Checkers defeated the Knoxville Knights in the opening round before being eliminated in round two, once again at the hands of the Greensboro Generals. Looking to shake up the team, management brought in future NHL Hall-of-Fame goaltender Walter “Turk” Broda. Broda, winner of 302 games over 14 seasons with the Toronto Maple Leafs, got the Checkers back into the playoffs, though they suffered a first round sweep.

      In case you were wondering who bested them, it was Greensboro. Again.

      The Checkers made the playoffs consistently through the rest of the 1960s but failed to capture another championship. The 1970-71 squad proved to be a force, scoring more goals (383) than any other team in the league while also surrendering the fewest (153). Led up front by the lethal duo of Michel Rouleau (108 points) and John Gould (100 points), the punishing combination of Hal Willis and John Van Horlick on the blueline, and the steady play of goaltender John Voss, the Checkers set the league on fire. Apparently, it was a good year to be named John in Charlotte.

      They continued their domination in the postseason, sweeping the Nashville Dixie Flyers in round one, putting up 29 goals in just four games. The second round brought another matchup against their rivals from Greensboro. This time, however, Charlotte came out on top thanks to a four-game sweep. The Checkers only managed 16 goals this series but ceded just three to the Generals. Having exorcized their demons, the hockey club from Charlotte earned a spot in the finals.

      Their opponent for the championship series was the New Haven Blades, the top team in the Northern Division. While New Haven’s run through the playoffs had been every bit as impressive as Charlotte’s, the team from Connecticut was out dueled in the end. The Checkers won the series four games to one and claimed their second championship and first since their inaugural season in the Queen City. A lot of credit goes to Fred Creighton, who had been the team’s head coach since Broda’s departure following the 1963-64 campaign. He spent years building his team, and it had finally paid off.

      The Checkers blew out of the gates in the 1971-72 season, quickly showing themselves to be the best that the EHL had to offer. They finished again with the best record in both their division and the league. Their closest divisional foe—the Generals, naturally—finished with 22 fewer points than the Checkers. The closest team to challenge for the league lead—the Syracuse Blazers—had 16 fewer points. They were the cream of the crop and carried that confidence into the playoffs.

      First up were the St. Petersburg Suns. Despite having a lackluster season, the Suns pushed the Checkers to six games before falling. For the second year in a row, Charlotte had reached the second round and, as many playoff series before, they went head-to-head with the Greensboro Generals. While they put up more of a fight than they had the year prior, Greensboro fell in five games. The Checkers were back in the finals, on the precipice of winning their second consecutive championship.

      That’s exactly what they did.

      The boys from Charlotte executed their game to perfection, outscoring the second-place Syracuse squad 16-4 en route to a series sweep. Having spent so long in a fog of uncertainty, the team had pulled through and won back the hearts and pride of their city.

      The good times, however, were short-lived.

      Following the season, Creighton—who had served as the team’s coach and general manager—resigned, moving to the same role with the Omaha Knights of the Central Hockey League (CHL). Creighton achieved a trifecta as the Knights won the CHL championship in his first season. In 1974, he became the coach of the NHL’s Atlanta Flames, reaching the playoffs in four of his five seasons there. In 1979 Creighton was hired to coach the Boston Bruins but a contentious relationship with general manager Harry Sinden led to his firing before the end of the season.

      Back in Charlotte, the Checkers hired Jack Wells to replace Creighton behind the bench for the 1972-73 season. Things got off to a rocky start as they tumbled down the standings, bumping their heads on every rung of the ladder. As the sun set on the season, the defending champs sat near the bottom of the league and out of the playoffs. The fall from grace was staggering and led to an offseason of change.

      CHARLOTTE CHECKERS (SHL; 1973-77)

      After the disastrous season, the team fired Wells and replaced him with Pat Kelly, who also took over general manager duties. The league itself underwent a major transformation prior to the 1973-74 season, effectively splitting into two separate federations. The Southern Division—home of the Checkers, Greensboro Generals, Roanoke Valley Rebels, and Suncoast Suns—became the
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