ORAL HISTORY

rial to people on the beach. I did
it because I wanted it to work,
to make sure it took off.

ROLLER HOCKEY
INTERNATIONAL
AN ORAL HISTORY

JIMMY VIVONA

Defenseman, Connecticut Coasters (1993),
New York Riot (MLRH, 1998)
I’ve been playing roller hockey since I was three. I grew up
on roller skates. I played in the
best roller-hockey league in
New York, the famed Fort Hamilton Roller Hockey League in
Brooklyn. The Mullen Brothers,
Joey and Brian, played there. It
was the toughest league I had
ever played in, tougher than
RHI. In 1993, they had tryouts
for RHI, and I went there with
my quad roller skates. I’m one
of the few RHI players to play
on the quad skates as opposed
to the inline skates.

The rise and fall of professional roller hockey in the 1990s is a cautionary tale about a league
that began with great promise, but whose demise was a result of mismanagement, greed,
infighting and a heated dispute over a puck patent that generated millions BY SAL BARRY

ago,
Roller
Hockey International played
its last game
when the St. Louis Vipers defeated the Anaheim Bullfrogs
to win the 1999 RHI championship. Just like Reggie Dunlop from Slap Shot knew his
team was going to fold at the
end of the season, Christian
Skoryna figured it was the
end of the road for his Vipers.
“I had heard the rumors that
this could be our last season,”
said Skoryna, the RHI’s alltime leading scorer. “I felt in
my gut that this could be it for
the league, so that added to
the satisfaction of going out as
champions.”
Eight years prior to the Vipers’ championship, RHI was
founded by Dennis Murphy,
who knew a thing or two about
starting professional sports
leagues. Murphy was the driving force behind the American
Basketball Association, World
Team Tennis and the World
Hockey Association.
And just like the WHA before
it, RHI had its share of bold, colorful jerseys and fly-by-night
teams while also making its
mark on the NHL.
This is the story of Roller
Hockey International.
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In 1991, Murphy gets the idea
to start a new hockey league.
Wayne Gretzky’s trade to the
Kings in 1988 causes participation in hockey in the U.S. to surge.
As a result, the interest in inline
skates also booms. The time is
right to combine the two into
the newest major-league sport.
Unlike the WHA, which was a
direct competitor of the NHL in
the 1970s, Murphy’s new league
will be played in the summer on
concrete, with players wearing
inline skates instead of the traditional “quad” roller skates.
Murphy collaborates with
real-estate developer Alex Bellehumeur and lawyer Larry King,
who previously worked with
Murphy in 1973 to start World
Team Tennis. Former Montreal
Canadiens star Ralph Backstrom, who played in Murphy’s
WHA for several seasons and
was an early adopter of inline
skates for off-ice training, is
named RHI commissioner.

DENNIS MURPHY

RHI Co-Founder and League President
One day, I saw kids playing roller hockey on the street
and thought, my goodness, this
would go over pretty well.

ALEX BELLEHUMEUR

RHI Co-Founder and League Chairman
Dennis came into my office
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and said, “Let’s start a new
league in roller hockey.” I said,
“What the hell is roller hockey?”

LARRY KING

RHI Co-Founder and CEO; Owner, Sacramento
River Rats
Dennis got all enthusiastic
about the idea, and away we
went.

JEANIE BUSS

Owner, Los Angeles Blades, 1993-97
Hockey was really having
this huge movement in Southern California after Gretzky
came to Los Angeles in 1988,
and inline skating was a part of
all of that. You saw a lot of rinks
being built, ice rinks that had
an adjacent roller rink as well.

MURPHY

I blame myself for some
things, but I’ve got to take credit for this. I got a lot of people
involved in sports. Most of them
have done really well. When I
called my connections about
roller hockey, they pretty much
went along with me.
To build hype for the forthcoming league, a five-game inline
hockey exhibition tour is held in
August 1992. Team USA defeats
Team Canada four games to one.
The next summer, 12 teams take
part in RHI’s inaugural season.

Goaltender, Calgary Rad’z (1993)
I was retired from ice hockey
for about a year. I had just got
back from a vacation in Jamaica
when I heard about the tryouts.
Morris Lukowich was the coach,
and I knew him. I was the oldest
guy on the team that year at 29.
Most of the guys were in their
early 20s.

SportsChannel America televises
some RHI games in the U.S. during the 1993 season. To stock the
rosters, players are drafted or
signed as free agents. The league
also holds open tryouts in various cities – with a $50 registration fee. The tryouts are held
more to raise startup funds than
to find players.

CHRISTIAN SKORYNA

VICTOR GERVAIS

Forward, Anaheim Bullfrogs (1993-98)
Bullfrogs coach Chris McSorley called me and sold me on
coming to play in Anaheim. I
thought to myself, is this going
to be like roller derby? Was it
going to be a joke? I didn’t know
anything about roller hockey at
the time.

DANIEL SHANK

Forward, San Diego Barracudas (1993),
Phoenix Cobras (1994), Anaheim Bullfrogs
(1995), Orlando Jackals (1996, 1997)
I played for the San Diego
Gulls (of the IHL), which was
owned by Fred Comrie. Mr.
Comrie purchased the San Diego Barracudas franchise and
signed me. We decided to have
a mascot and promote the
team. I was the Barracuda! I put
on the costume and skated on
the boardwalk along the beach
to promote the team. I had a
few cheerleaders with me, and
we’d hand out publicity mate-
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WENTY YEARS

DOUG DADSWELL

Forward, Toronto Planets (1993), Florida
Hammerheads (1994), St. Louis Vipers (199597, 1999)
My dad saw an advertisement in the back of The Hockey
News about tryouts for the
Toronto Planets. It looked like
a decent summer job. I was
playing junior in the OHL for
the Belleville Bulls and asked
our Bauer rep to get me a pair
of rollerblades. I practised for
a month before the tryouts. It
was an open cattle call and, in
retrospect, they probably had
no intention of taking anyone
from that particular tryout.
But I was young and naive, and
thought I’d go out and give it a
whirl. There were a lot of great
players, but everyone was new
to rollerblades. I probably
stood out because of the month
of practice, and I made the
Planets as a 19-year old.

PERRY TURNBULL

Forward/Assistant Coach (1993, 1994), Coach

(1995-97, 1999), Part-Owner, St. Louis Vipers
Keith Blase was starting
a team in St. Louis and approached me about playing. I
had just retired from ice hockey
and still had a passion to play a
little bit. I was building a rollerhockey rink at the time, because
it wasn’t affordable to build an
ice rink in St. Louis. You could
say that it was self-serving, but
I thought joining the Vipers
would be a good marketing tool
for my roller rink.
RHI quickly becomes a place
for minor-leaguers to work during the summer and for some exNHL players who weren’t ready
to “hang ’em up” yet to play the
pro game again, albeit on a different surface. In addition to
Shank, Dadswell and Turnbull,
other former NHLers to play
in RHI include Bryan Trottier,
Al Secord, Rik Wilson, Corrado
Micalef, Matt DelGuidice, Walt
Poddubny, Craig Coxe and Daniel Berthiaume. Future NHLers
who play in RHI include Darren
Langdon, Manny Legace, Steve
Poapst, Mike Kennedy, Harry
York and Glen Metropolit.
The league needs a puck that
can withstand being shot at 100
miles per hour. A ball won’t cut
it because it’s too bouncy – and
because the founders want to
use a puck. But a durable puck
for inline hockey doesn’t yet exist. Just like Murphy’s ABA used
a special red, white and blue
basketball that became symbolic of the league, RHI needs
its own iconic puck, one that
can take a beating and generate
revenue for the league. Bellehumeur is tasked with designing
what will eventually be known
as the Jofa SpeedPuck, a blazeorange disk that becomes the
pre-eminent puck for roller
hockey.

JIMMY VIVONA

HANK
DANIEL S

MURPHY

The ABA didn’t patent the
red, white and blue basketball.
Wilson Sporting Goods went
ahead and sold millions of the
red, white and blue basketballs
at a good profit.

STEVE PONA

RHI Director of Supplier Pool, Licensing and
Merchandising and Director of Team Services

JEANIE BUSS
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KING

We went with a puck instead
of a ball because we wanted our
game to be more like ice hockey.

BELLEHUMEUR

We spent a great deal of time
trying to find a puck. There
was no puck that worked well
on a surface for professional
roller hockey back then. So, I
worked on developing a puck
for months and did a number of
different iterations. I had people with the fledgling league
work with me to test the puck.
The league officially launches
on July 1, 1993, with the Oakland
Skates hosting the Los Angeles
Blades. While Oakland scores
first, L.A. wins 11-9, but not
without incident.

BUSS

Somebody scored a hat trick
early on, and people threw
their hats onto the court because there were a lot of fans

that knew hockey. But the ushers started throwing people out
because they didn’t know what
a hat trick was. It was hilarious.

The next night, Arrowhead
Pond in Anaheim (now the Honda Center) hosts its first sporting
event, as 13,141 fans witness the
Anaheim Bullfrogs defeat the
Utah Rollerbees 12-4. However,
a day later, the Rollerbees play
a home game in front of a scant
1,917 fans, foreshadowing the
attendance problems that would
plague many teams.
Matches consist of four
12-minue quarters and feature
a wide-open brand of hockey.
Games use four skaters per side,
and the bluelines, neutral zone
and two-line pass are eliminated. The result is a faster game
with more shots on net and
more goals.

BERNIE FEDERKO

Coach (1993-94), President/GM (1993-97, 1999),
Part-Owner, St. Louis Vipers
The first year was kind of just
learning how the game was going to be played, it was played
a lot differently than ice hockey.

ROY SOMMER

Coach, San Jose Rhinos (1993-96)
I didn’t have a clue how to
coach roller hockey going in.
It was a lot of puck possession
and flowy kind of stuff. It felt
like European hockey. Every-

thing was a drop pass and attacking with speed.

AL MACISAAC

Coach/GM, Philadelphia Bulldogs (1996-97)
Four-on-four was really exciting. It opened the game up. It
made for crisper plays, because
there was more floor space.
The puck moved quickly. Power
plays were exciting because
there was a lot of room to make
things happen.

YVAN COURNOYER

Coach, Montreal Roadrunners (1994-95)
Four-on-four is a very different game. In 5-on-5 games, you
can make a mistake and give the
puck away, but with 4-on-4, you
have to be in possession of the
puck most of the time. The only
way you should lose the puck is
when you shoot it on net. If you
make a few errors at the start
of the game, you can fall behind
very quickly. But you’re going
to have more chances to score,
that’s for sure.

MACISAAC

A lot of people thought roller
hockey wasn’t physical. Roller
hockey was extremely physical.
Ninety-nine percent of the guys
playing were ice-hockey players. It was a rough league.

VIVONA

Some of the ice-hockey guys
would try to be intimidating.

But playing (roller hockey) at
Fort Hamilton, I had people
literally threatening to kill me
after games. I remember one
RHI player grabbed my stick
and started to talk trash, and I
said “Guy, they used to tell me
they were going to shoot me
back where I played. You’re not
going to scare me.” He actually
started laughing.

game to more like hopping instead of sliding.

MARK BERNARD

Goaltender, Philadelphia Bulldogs (1994-95),
Buffalo Wings (1997)
When you’re on the ice,
you’re able to glide back and
go left to right, where in roller
hockey, you do little ‘C’ cuts and
have to keep your legs moving.
If a guy moves to the side, you
have to step, but be quick to
close up those holes. In a shootout, a player would come in really slow, to try and get you to
almost stop, and you can’t move
left or right without opening up.

Unlike Vivona, who has ample
roller-hockey experience, most
RHI players have ice-hockey
backgrounds and have to adapt
to inline skates and a variety
of playing surfaces – from concrete to wooden gymnasium
floors to polymer Sport Court,
depending on where teams play
and practise.

GUSTAFSON

ERIN WHITTEN HAML
EN

SOMMER

I took the players to San
Francisco, and we skated up
and down the hills. That was
our introduction to inline
skates. Three-quarters of them
had never been on inline skates
before. Rob MacInnis, Al MacInnis’ brother, went flying down a
hill and made a turn onto a oneway street and I said, “I hope he
doesn’t get killed.” Because we
couldn’t stop.

Bullfrogs (1997, 1999), Virginia Vultures
(MLRH, 1998)
It’s harder to stop on rollerblades, and it takes a little more
time. Crossovers are more difficult, too, because your blades
are longer than on-ice skates.

JON GUSTAFSON

Goaltender (1994-95), President/GM (1996-97,
1999), San Jose Rhinos
We had a blast and nobody
died. It was a lot of fun.

GERVAIS

Concrete floors were slippery, so before games, they’d
put a light base of Coca-Cola
on the floor to help our wheels
grip. Sometimes, we’d play on
gymnasium floors. Every rink
was different. You always had to
change your wheels depending
on the floor type. Some games,
you’d use hard wheels and some
games you’d use soft wheels.

HUGO BELANGER

FOUNDING FATHERS

It was all smiles early on for RHI
commissioner Backstrom, president
Murphy and chairman Bellehumeur.
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RICHARD GRAHAM

Forward, Long Island Jawz (1996), Anaheim

HAMLEN: BRUCE BENNETT STUDIOS VIA GETTY IMAGES STUDIOS/GETTY IMAGES; BERNARD: JIM LEARY/GETTY IMAGES

(1992-95), Director of Communications, Anaheim Bullfrogs (1995)
The revenue from the red,
white and blue basketball
could have saved the ABA. The
RHI founders took that lesson
and created their own puck for
RHI. But who would have predicted that patenting the puck
would have been the ultimate
downfall of the league?

ORAL HISTORY

HARRY YORK

Forward, Chicago Cheetahs (1995)
We had this trunk full of
wheels galore and different
bearings. There was a little bit
of thinking and getting comfortable with certain things.
I always used really sticky
wheels on the Sport Court. I
had my skates rockered, so the
front and back wheels were up.
And then there were fast bearings and slow bearings. You had
all these funky setups that you
could do with your wheels. And
if you blew a wheel or a bearing
in a game, you’d have to change
it on the bench.

GUSTAFSON

I’ll never forget one game in
Vancouver that was televised.
Their game-night operations
people had this wonderful idea
to use a smoke machine before
the Vancouver Voodoo came
out. Well, the problem was, the
smoke had an oil base to it. The
building was dark, with spotlights, and when their cheer-

leaders, the Voodoo Dolls, came
out, they all slipped and fell in a
big pile. Then the Voodoo players come flying out, and they
can’t see because of the smoke,
and they run into all these girls
lying on the floor. It’s this big
dog pile. They had to delay the
game for an hour to get the slippery residue off the floor so we
could play.
Goalies have their own challenges to deal with.

MATT DELGUIDICE

Goaltender, San Diego Barracudas (1994),
Ottawa Loggers (1995), New Jersey Rockin’
Rollers (1995-96)
I sucked my first year. I had
trouble adapting to the game
itself. As a goalie, roller hockey
is a completely different animal
than ice hockey. It’s a wideopen game. It’s high-scoring.
You can’t slide, like goalies can
slide on the ice. Once you go
down, you stop right there. So,
it’s all about positioning and
anticipating. It took me one full
year to figure it out.

After a while, we learned how
to cheat the system a little bit.
Having smaller wheels on your
skates made you lower to the
ground. You couldn’t skate very
fast, but at least you were a little closer to the floor. We’d put
plastic packing tape on the sides
of our pads so they’d slide. You’d
have a bunch of sets of equipment, because you’d sweat so
much you’d have to change gear
in between periods.

WHITTEN HAMLEN

You had to adjust to the puck.
The shot would sometimes
curve or dip. It wasn’t as predictable as an ice-hockey puck.
And it bounced a little more, so
the rebounds were a little more
of a challenge as well.

RHI uses a two-game format for the playoffs, with each
team hosting one game. If the
series is tied 1-1, a 12-minute
mini-game is played immediately after the second game. It’s
not necessary for the Anaheim
Bullfrogs, who easily win the
first Murphy Cup championship
(named after Dennis Murphy)
in 1993 and go on to be RHI’s
most successful franchise. The
Bullfrogs are also the first team
to win a championship at The
Pond, a good 14 years before
the NHL’s Anaheim Ducks win
the Stanley Cup in 2007.
During the 1993 off-season,
the Utah Rollerbees relocate
to become the Las Vegas Flash,
while the Connecticut Coasters
and Toronto Planets fold. But
the league also adds 14 new
teams, including the Montreal
Roadrunners, New Jersey Rockin’ Rollers, Sacramento River
Rats and Buffalo Stampede, who
go on to win the 1994 Murphy
Cup. The league doubles its size
to raise its capital but also to
block the World Roller Hockey
League, a rival circuit, from
growing.

COURNOYER

I was asked to be an owner
of a team, but I found that they
wanted to grow the league too
big. I said no. There were too
many teams and a lot of travelling. So, they asked me to be the
coach, and I said OK.

ERIN WHITTEN HAMLEN

Goaltender, Pittsburgh Phantoms (1994),
Oakland Skates (1995)
The movements were probably the hardest part. It was a
real challenge to adapt your

MARK BE
RNARD
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KING

You can never have too many
teams. A league is more likely to
disappear from a lack of teams
than an abundance of teams.

PONA

point, I didn’t have the power
to prevent it because I was outvoted. I just didn’t want to get
into that kind of battle. So I sold
my interest, and the prediction
came to pass.

BUSS

My feeling was, if this league
can last 10 years, then those
12-year-olds who are playing
inline hockey now would become the ticket buyers because
it was the sport they grew up
with. I wanted the league to
grow slowly, so that we could
sustain ourselves until the participants became the customer.

casts (1994-96), Assistant Coach, Los Angeles
Blades (1997)
ESPN2 was the perfect format for RHI. It was a bit younger, a little bit edgier. It wasn’t
necessarily concerned with the
old way things were done. RHI
was not a well-known league,
it was just a startup league, so
they were trying new and different things.

TURNBULL

ESPN had unique camera
angles. They had Jimmy Fox
on the bench, interviewing the
coach. They did a pretty good
production.

In our first season, it was
$50,000 to purchase an RHI
franchise. By the time we expanded in 1994, I recall it being
$250,000. And by the time we
were having more serious talks
with the NHL about purchasing
RHI, the asking price was $1
million per team.

BELLEHUMEUR

Dennis is a wonderful guy.
But Larry convinced Dennis to
sell him his interest. I argued
against that, because Larry
would not follow the business
plan, and that would destroy
the league. Dennis was beaten
down and allowed this purchase to take place. At that
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When we expanded
to 24 teams in one year,
the league lost control.

Getting paid to play hockey
in the summer is a dream come
true for many minor-league
players who don’t want to work
“real” jobs once their ice-hockey
seasons end. Teams provide
players with apartments and
transportation, usually a van
shared by several players, to
get to and from home games
and practices. Road games are
travelled to by plane, which is a
new experience for many players who are used to 12-hour bus
rides. And players are paid per
game, earning more money for
a win than for a loss, motivating
them to win.

JIM FOX
was “Rotten Hotel International,” because the home team had
to supply a hotel to the visitors.
The quality of the hotel would
vary from city to city. Most were
pretty good, but a few would
bring the standard down.

DELGUIDICE

Most of us guys were ECHL
guys or lower AHL guys, and
we’re not making a lot of money during the season anyway.
This was a way to not to have
to get a job during the summer, and you can stay in shape.
You’re playing golf or going to
the beach every day and having
a good time.

If you won a game, you got
paid more. You would think
that every sport would do that,
right? The playoff prize pool
went up substantially the further your team made it.

GLEN METROPOLIT

THE JOFA SPEEDPUC
K

PONA

BELLEHUMEUR

BELLEHUMEUR

If you got into a fight, you got
suspended. And you’d only get
paid for the games you played.
I remember playing a televised
game against the Buffalo Stampede. One of their players, Mark
Major, wanted to fight me. And I
told him, “I can’t fight you, I’ve
got to get paid.”

GUSTAFSON

Our business plan worked
extremely well until we moved
away from it. That was the beginning of the end. The league
was supposed to grow very deliberately and methodically, so
as to remain in control of our
welfare. Then a couple of board
members decided we needed
to expand dramatically, for fear
the WRHL would take arenas
that we would otherwise want
to play in. I argued against it.
We had to put down a footprint, essentially to block the
WRHL from growing from a
beach hockey league to an
arena-based hockey league.
The RHI doubling in size was a
chess move to promote a merger with WRHL.

YORK

RHI and WRHL merge, giving RHI the TV contract that
WRHL has with ESPN. From
1994 to 1996, RHI enjoys its
golden age, with a televised
game of the week called “RHI
Hell on Wheels,” as well as the
30-minute recap show “RHI Rewind.” The games are mainly
broadcast on ESPN2, but certain
matches, including the final, appear on ESPN, putting RHI into
millions of living rooms across
the U.S.

JIM FOX

Color Commentator, ESPN/ESPN2 RHI broad-
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FOX

I think that RHI was the
first league to do interviews
from the bench. We see bench
interviews all the time now. I
was on the bench during the
second and fourth quarter of
RHI games. When the players
would come back to the bench
after scoring a goal, they would
do replays with me. I think
that turned a lot of people off
in hockey departments. They
thought that it was too gimmicky. I got a lot of pushback
from coaches when I went
down there.

SOMMER

Forward, Long Island Jawz (1996), New
Jersey Rockin’ Rollers (1997), Anaheim
Bullfrogs (1997)
I was just a starving professional hockey player, trying to
make it. After my first year in
the ECHL, I went back to Toronto and had a job as a gardener,
laying sod and cutting bushes. I
was living with my uncle, sleeping in a closet by a water heater.
I thought, “Man, I’ve got to get
out of here.” Then I got an opportunity to play roller hockey
with the Jawz. It was a great
summer job.

We played an exhibition
game in El Paso, Texas. Right
across the border was Juarez,
Mexico. We walked across the
border for a night, and it was
just a gong show. Guys got in
trouble for drinking and other
stuff that you can’t put in the
paper. It turned out to be a big
nightmare.

GERVAIS

You play in all these rinks
your heroes played in, right? It
was like playing in the NHL because we flew to every game. It
was amazing.

BERNARD

Our nickname for the league

PUCK: BRIAN BRAZDA; BOTTOM: RICHARD GRAHAM

We made a mistake by going
to 24 teams in the second year.
We should have kept it smaller
and then expanded. But we did
it for the money. I had a lot of
contacts through my other
leagues. Everybody wanted to
get in because of our success in
the other leagues. So, they put
pressure on me, and I fell for it.
I should not have done it.

LA KINGS

MURPHY

ORAL HISTORY

coach. That was the last championship won at the Montreal
Forum.

The 1995 Murphy Cup
final is considered one
of RHI’s finest moments,
with the San Jose Rhinos
and Montreal Roadrunners playing in front of
sellout crowds and a
television audience on
ESPN in the U.S. The Rhinos win Game 1 in San
Jose, while the Roadrunners win Game 2 in Montreal. A 12-minute minigame is needed to crown
a champion.

But all is not well. The Jofa
SpeedPuck becomes the biggest
cause of conflict between the
league’s founders. Bellehumeur
claims that the league will not
pay for the patent or tooling
necessary to make the puck, and
so he does it at his own expense.
Bellehumeur patents the puck
and subsequently earns about
20 percent of the proceeds.
King, on the other hand, claims
that the league would have paid
for all expenses for the patent
and development of the Jofa
SpeedPuck.

GUSTAFSON

KING

We hadn’t played Montreal
before, since we only played
Western Conference teams, so
we didn’t know what to expect.
In Game 2, they had 15,000
fans, lines out the door. It was
pretty awesome.

SOMMER

We were winning the minigame, but Montreal tied it up,
and it went into overtime. Ken
Blum got the game-winner for
us. It was intense. That was
as high as you could go in the
sport, playing in Montreal,
Yvan Cournoyer was their

Alex didn’t invent the puck.
He just put the patent in his
name. Alex was out for himself,
whereas Dennis and I tried to
make the whole thing work.

PONA

A lot of people invested in
that puck. I spent a lot of time
testing and improving that
puck. Many other people did,
too. We weren’t invested personally. We weren’t doing it as a
favor to Alex. We were invested
because we were in the league.
Alex is the only one who personalized that investment, and

ultimately, that is what fractured and broke the league.

BELLEHUMEUR

The league shared in over
$2 million of gross income that
came from the puck. I got my
share along with everyone else.
But that has been so misinterpreted. Proceeds from the sale
of the puck went into a general
league fund. It didn’t get split
among the teams.

PONA

There wasn’t just infighting. There was real stress and
real problems because of this
disagreement. When partners
can’t trust each other, and when
team owners know there is a
fracture at the league office, the
team owners can exploit it in
their own operations.

BUSS

You’re never going to get the
same story from everybody,
everyone has their own view
of it. What I can tell you is that
this opportunity was unique to
RHI. We were the only league
that had something like that to

TV TIMEOUT

RHI’s early success was boosted by
ESPN televising games. When the
broadcaster left, the league wilted.

Lack of stability also turns
out to be a nightmare for RHI.
Before the start of the 1995 season, three teams change cities,
while five teams fold, reducing
the league to 19 teams.

PONA

We always had a solid core
of teams, the cornerstone
markets like Anaheim and St.
Louis. It was the fill-in teams
that came and went that were
problematic.
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SHANK

When we won the Murphy
Cup, Mr. Herrick bought us really nice championship rings.
People cannot believe I got this
ring from playing roller hockey.

It wasn’t the beginning of the
end for RHI in 1997 – it was the
end in practically all respects.
The league withers from 18
teams to 10. Even worse, ESPN
does not exercise its option year
with the league, leaving RHI
without national TV exposure in
the U.S. for the first time. It becomes obvious things are going
in the wrong direction.

BUSS

I didn’t mind shrinking the
league if that meant we had 10
strong teams. It was a relief in a
lot of ways, because there’d be
more of a chance that we’d actually make it through a season
without an owner abandoning
their team halfway through a
road trip, leaving us to figure
out how to get funding so the
team could finish its schedule. This is the kind of s--- that
owners do to each other, just

FEDERKO

The league was cutting deals
so they could put money in
their pockets. And the teams,
we were all trying to survive.
We were trying to do things
to make the league better. We
treated our players here unreal.
We made sure things were up
to standards. We were able to
make some deals with hotels
and travel to save us money.
All the teams were under control of the league. The league
owned itself, but didn’t own the
teams, so there was obviously
competition. That created some
problems.

GUSTAFSON

When you lose a big sponsor
like Pepsi, that hurt the league’s
credibility. It hurt that the
league office didn’t have their
stuff together.
RHI switches to a best-of-three
format for the 1996 Murphy Cup
final. But home-court advantage
doesn’t go to the team with the
best record. Rather, it automatically goes to the Eastern
Conference champion, while the
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like the Pepsi-Coke example.
That’s the kind of s--- that kills
a league and kills a partnership.
Even though you compete with
them on the court, the teams in
your league are your partners.
You have to be good partners
and respect the rules and live
up to your obligations.

a very short window of
time to succeed. We had
to do it quickly or fail.
We were bound to fail
anyway when ice hockey
could be played all over
the U.S. They didn’t need
roller hockey. Ice hockey
is the original, roller
hockey was a spinoff.

PONA

PONA

ESPN left RHI for a combination of reasons. Everything
from the puck conflict to the
other conflicts between the
league founders. The conflicts
between the league office and
the teams. The turnover of
teams. We also had a change
of direction in management. If
I was in ESPN’s shoes, I would
have left, too.

Prior to the start of the 1997
playoffs, the Anaheim Bullfrogs
sign Belanger and Metropolit
after the IIHF Inline World
Championships, which were
held at The Pond. The Bullfrogs
power their way to a second
Murphy Cup championship in a
two-game sweep of Metropolit’s
former team, the New Jersey
Rockin’ Rollers.

SKORYNA

GERVAIS

BUSS

KING
The Vipers felt like a family environment, and a big part
of that satisfaction was being
able to win for that ownership
group, and for Bernie and Perry.

I found out, probably halfway
through the year, that the league
would fold after the season. I
think that’s why the Bullfrogs’
ownership went and signed Belanger and Metropolit, so that
we could win in the last year
and go out with a bang.

ANAHEIM BULLFROGS, 1993 CHAMPIONS

WE SHOWED THE NHL THE BEAUTY
AND GRACE AND EXCITEMENT OF WHAT
HOCKEY CAN BE AGAIN. THE NHL HAD
LOST SIGHT OF THAT – Steve Pona
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Murphy cannot secure funding in time to keep RHI afloat for
the 1998 season, so the league
goes on hiatus for a year. The
Anaheim Bullfrogs and Buffalo
Wings join a competing circuit
called Major League Roller
Hockey that started the prior
year. Anaheim wins the MLRH
championship, giving the team
its third major professional roller-hockey title in six seasons.
RHI limps back for one final
season in 1999. Gone are cornerstone teams like the L.A. Blades
and New Jersey Rockin’ Rollers
in what will be RHI’s last gasp.
The St. Louis Vipers, one of RHI’s
founding members, win the final
Murphy Cup.

It was greed over the
royalties of the SpeedPuck that fractured and
broke RHI. The league
wasn’t collecting royalties from the puck, which
would have given it the
financial stability to not
accept expansion fees
from team owners that
shouldn’t have been allowed in.

YNA
CHRISTIAN SKOR

SKORYNA: MIKE BURNLEY ; BELANGER: HUGO BELANGER

In 1996, the league shrinks
slightly from 19 to 18 teams but
is nonetheless unstable. Four
teams fold, one team relocates,
one team changes its name, one
former team rejoins the league,
and two new teams join. Even
worse, RHI is dealt a major blow
when it loses its sponsorship
deal with Pepsi, which brings in
about $1 million in annual revenue. The problem starts when
a team owner decides to put
ads for PowerAde – a competing product made by Coca-Cola
– on the court, so the team could
earn an extra $10,000 over its
normal share of the leaguewide sponsorship deals. Other
team owners also make side
agreements with local sponsors,
which undermines the national
TV sponsorship deals that ESPN
set up for RHI.

Western Conference’s Anaheim
Bullfrogs gets to host the All-Star
Game. Underscoring how disorganized the league has become,
RHI first reverses that decision
near the start of the season, but
then backpedals when Orlando
Jackals owner Norton Herrick
protests, pressuring the league
to stick to the initial plan. Coincidentally, the Jackals end up as
Eastern Conference champs and
get home-court advantage in the
final against the Bullfrogs, who
have the best overall record. The
Bullfrogs win their home game,
but then the Jackals win the next
two games in Orlando to capture
the Murphy Cup.

RICHARD GRAHAM

generate funds. We were making money off every puck that
was sold. That should have
been enough to keep the league
going (laughs). But it wasn’t.
That’s all I can say about that.

ORAL HISTORY

If you were teaching a class
in what not to do in professional sports, you would use RHI as
your perfect example to illustrate what can go wrong and
what did go wrong. We grew
too quickly. We had underfunded owners. We didn’t have
a strong league that could keep
everybody on the same agenda.
I thought involvement by the
NHL would be the bridge that
would keep us going.

FEDERKO

The league was owned by
individuals, and we (team owners) really had no control over
what was going on at the league
ownership level. Rich Shillington, who owned the San Jose
Rhinos and I tried to get the
NHL to become involved. From
my understanding, it was Larry
King who wanted to get paid
out so he could get his investment back, and the NHL wasn’t
interested. The NHL wasn’t going to buy the league.

Dennis had high hopes because he was friends with
Howard Baldwin (who owned
the Pittsburgh Penguins and
RHI’s Pittsburgh Phantoms).
But they could never get the
NHL to buy in. That would have
saved our league, and having
that association could have
made RHI a kind of a farm system for the NHL.

PONA

RHI’s chances of being
bought by the NHL had passed
by 1995. I think at that point,
the NHL realized that they
could start their own summer
roller-hockey league instead
of making the buy. There was
also a lot of speculation that
the NHL’s hardliners were still
holding a grudge against Dennis Murphy for starting the
WHA. You’ll never get anyone
in the NHL to comment on
that. There’s probably more legitimacy to that than anything.
There’s a reason why Dennis
Murphy isn’t in the Hockey Hall
of Fame or the U.S. Hockey Hall
of Fame. He should be in both of
those places.

KING

We didn’t last because ice
rinks started popping up all
over the place. RHI only had

BUSS

I honestly had visions that
someday I would be a builder
in the Roller Hockey Hall of
Fame, that this was going to
be something that would last a
lifetime. And it broke my heart
that the league was as mismanaged as it was.
RHI cannot get funding for
the 2000 season and permanently disbands, becoming
another name on a long list of
dead sports leagues. But RHI
changed the NHL in many ways
for the better.

PONA

Think about the rule changes
that the NHL has made since
RHI. They eliminated touchup offside. The NHL now uses
shootouts. Where did shootouts come from? They came
from RHI. (Note: the International League also used shootouts from 1985 to 2001.) We
showed the NHL the beauty
and grace and excitement of
what hockey can be again. The
NHL had lost sight of that for
so long. They were mired in
that defensive trap game and
playing dump and chase. We
showed them a way out, and
they took it.

GUSTAFSON

Ice hockey adapted a lot of
the stuff roller hockey had, like
4-on-4 play (in overtime) and
eliminating the two-line pass. It
really opened up the game.
In the past two decades, no
other roller-hockey league has
come close to what RHI accomplished in its six-season history,
from its sheer size to its presence
on TV, to becoming a training
ground for future NHL players,
coaches and executives.

YORK

Playing roller hockey opened
the door for me. One of the assistant coaches on the Cheetahs
got me a tryout in the ECHL. A
year later, I was in the NHL. Not
many people have taken that
route, going from roller hockey
to the NHL.

SOMMER

I’ve been with the San Jose
Sharks (who purchased the Rhinos) for 23 years now because
of roller hockey. I wouldn’t have
this job (coach of the AHL’s Barracuda) if it wasn’t for roller
hockey. The league led to bigger
things for a lot of guys. They got
management and coaching jobs
from it.

TURNBULL

I’ve been involved in roller
hockey for 27 years now. Kids
who were only getting two
or three hours of ice time per
week (in St. Louis) would play
roller hockey, too. (Future
NHLers) Joe Vitale and Yan and
Paul Stastny played at my rink
growing up. So did Ben Bishop, who was our goalie for my
rink’s travel team. Patrick Maroon was a roller rat, not at my
rink, but at one nearby.

MACISAAC

People ask me, “You worked
in roller hockey?” And I tell
them that it was the best two
summers of my life. It had incredible potential for growth. It
happened way too fast, it grew
too quickly and self-imploded.
But it had all the potential.

> Read an extended version of this feature at TheHockeyNews.com/RHI
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