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How a Bowl
Tries to Gain
A Little Bit
Of Traction

Organizers Work to Beef Up
The Substance as an Event
Tries to Find Its Style

By VIV BERNSTEIN

CHARLOTTE, N.C, Dec, 26 — College bowl
Bames used to be named after flowers or fruit or
other bounties of nature, But things have changed.
Welcome to the Continental Tire Bowl, 2003, full of
the kind of pageantry you will not find in Pasade-
na, Calif.

On Tuesday, Larry Fitzgerald, the Heisman
Trophy runner-up from Pittsburgh, ventured into
the great unknown by climbing into the passenger
seat of a stock car for a ride around Lowe’s Motor

-Speedway.

Fitzgerald is a Min-
neapolis native; Nascar is
to Minnesota what snow-
flakes are to Miami.

“1 hit that first turn
and I was like — they tell
me nobody’s ever gotten
in an accident here and I
know damn sure I don’t
want to be the first one,”
he said, still grinning af-
ter he squeezed out the k
window of the racecar and Nell Redmond
peeled off his fire suit. The pro wrestling
““That was great. It's a lot. star Ric Flair also
more exciting than scor- helped entertain
Ing touchdowns.” fans in Charlotte.

Years from now,

Some may remember that

160-mile-an-hour ride long after they forget who
won this year’s Continental Tire Bowl, an event
that ranlts well below the behemoth Bowl Champi-
onship Series in the annual glut of college football
bowl games.

There are 28 bowl games this year, with the
tradition-laden Rose Bowl sharing the stage with
the corporate-titled events like the G.M.A.C. Bowl,
the Capital One Bowl and the one here that is
named after a tire company. Continental Tire

North America, Inc,, has its headquarters in Char-
lotte and paid nearly §1 million a year not to share
billing with the city nickname — the Queen City —

which is known for dozens of miles around. The
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Continental Tire Bowl, in its second
Seasoin, matches also-rans from the
Big East and the Atlantic Coast Con-
ference. This season, Pittsburgh and
Virginia fell short of expectations on
their way to receiving bids to come
here. Pittsburgh was seeking a possi-
ble Orange Bowl invitation until los-
ing to Miami on Nov. 29 to finish 8-4.
Virginia did worse, ending up 7-5.

But so what? Players from both
teams had a chance to take a spin in
a racecar because Charlotte is a
Nascar town, first and always, and,
anyway, it is not exactly warm
enough to go swimming,

“We’re very excited just to be in a
bowl game,” Pittsburgh quarterbacle
Rod Rutherford said. “It might not
be the game that we want to be in,
but at the same time, it's a postsea-
son game that we've got a chance to
get that sour taste out of our mouth
from the Miami game.”

Virginia thought it was on the cusp
of challenging for an A.C.C. title this
season after beating West Virginia in
the inaugural Continental Tire Bowl
a year ago. But quarterback Matt

Schaub was injured in the first game

Chris Keane for The New York Times

this season and the Cavaliers had too
many close losses along the way to
be a contender. Still, they beat Vir-
ginia Tech to earn the return visit,

“It's been a long season,” Schaub
said. ““There's been a Iot of ups and
downs with the injury and coming
back. To make it to the postseason,
that’s what we’re here to do.’ k

But instead of the B.CS, the
beaches of Florida and the national
stage, they are here in Charlotte, a
banking town known by many travel-
ers as a Southeastern hub for U.S.
Airways.

The executive director of the Con-
tinental Bowl is Ken Haines, the chief
€xecutive of Raycoin Sports, and he
worlked for years to bring a bowl
game here, in part because of Char-
lotte’s loyalty to nearby A.C.C.
teams. This was a college sports
town long before it became a pro city
with the N.B.A’s Charlotte Hornets
and the N.F.L.'s Carolina Panthers,
Given the chance, the town elders
would probably have been delighted
to trade the Horpets — now in New
Orleans — to Chapel Hill if they could
have received the North Carolina
Tar Heels in return.

“When the A.C.C. had basketball
games or teams would come over

“I don’t know,” said Kwalcou Rob-
inson, a Virginia defensive end from
Brooklyn. “It seems kind of crazy to
me.”

There have been trips to Jillians,
an entertainment center with video
games and pool tables, and the Con-
cord Mills outlet mall. Concord Mills
has been promoted as the second-
largest tourist attraction in North
Carolina behind the scenic Blue
Ridge Parkvay, and often slows traf-
iic on nearby Interstate 85 for miles.
The mall’s anchor store is the Bass
Pro Shops Qutdoor World, a draw for
hunters and fishermen,

The signature event of the weelc
Wwas an old-fashioned street festival
| and pep rally in uptown Charlotte on
Friday. The main artery through the
City — Tryon Street — was shut down
for four bloclts to hold the event, and
such Charlotte celebrities ag “Na-
ture Boy" Ric Flair of Dro wrestling
fame and the former N.F.L. lineman
Joe DeLamiellenre were among the
spealters,

There was also a band competition
between the colleges, although Vir-
ginia had to borrow a local high
school band from West Charlotte to
stand in for the Cavaliers, Virginia

| does not yet have a marching band
| and its unsanctioned pep band is no
| longer invited to perform at school
| evenis. At last year's Continental

Tire Bowl, the pep band put on a
halftime show that depicted West
Virginians as hillbillies, In the hulla-
baloo that followed, West Virginia
Gov. Bob Wise demanded, and re-
ceived, an apology from Virginia’s
president, John T. Casteen.

But even if the Virginia pep band
were here, it would be hard pressed
to offend a lot of Pittsburgh fans,
since not many were expected to
malee the trip to Charlotte, While
Virginia sold more than 23,000 tick-
ets for the game, Pittsburgh strug-
gled to entice fans to come here.
Around 5,000 tickets were sold, with

here for a football game, you couldn’t
get a seat,” Haines said. “It was sold
out. Our ratings on television for the
college game were astronomical out
of Charlotte.”

Still, Haines had to overcaome
Charlotte’s winter weather and Jack
of razzle-dazzle when he pitched a
bowl game to the N.C.A.A. last Yyear.

December is the time of year when
North Carolina gives in to winter and
loses its leafy charm, when clouds as
gray as Detroit routinely settle
above and a cold, steady drizzle often
dulls the holiday colors. But this is
the South, which means there is al-
ways the chance the skies will mocl
the calendar. This year, bowl organ-
izers, fans and players had Iuck on
their side. Most of the week has been
sunny, the thermometer pushing 60.

“It's warmer than Pittsburgh, so T
can’t complain,” Panthers defensive
back Shawntae Spencer said.

Meanwhile, there is the challenge
of finding entertainment options for
players and fans. The Nascar spin
courtesy of the Richard Petty Driv-
ing Experience — and a tire change
competition that drew an unfathom-
able amount of attention — was a hit
with most of the players, although
some declined the ride.

played at 11 a.m. (ESPN2) because
of the NF.L’s Saturday afternaon
schedule. The attendance will be a
significant drop-off from last year,
when the Continental Tire Bowl out-
sold all other non-B.C.S. bowls by
producing a capacity crowd of 73,535,

“I think it’s a combination of
things,” Jefs Long, the Pittsburgh
athletic director, said in a phone in-
terview. “We had a preseason rank
very high. While we had an 8-4 sea-
son we’re proud of, there's some
disappointment we haven’t achieved
a higher level.”

Charlotte’s inability to sell itself as
a vacation destination for Northern-
€rs was another factor, Long said.

Still, there was never much doubt
that Pittsburgh would accept a bid to
the game. The payout is $750,000 and
travel costs are limited — the flight
is short and the hotel rates are not
steep because there is no competi-

tion for rooms from tourists at this .

time of year., The Panthers figure
travel costs alone were as much as

$300,000 less than last season, when

they went to Phoenix for the Insight
Bowl.

And even though the Panthers are
expected to lose money on the trip,
Long said, the bowl game is ‘“‘a re-
ward for the team, first and fore-
most.”

The Continental Tire Bowl will be

a money maler for the organizers, -

who lost several hundred thousand
dollars last year., More important,
Haines hopes the bow] game will find
itself in the mix for a playoff game if
the N.C.A.A. eventually adopts such a
system. Haines is already talking to
A.C.C. officials about bringing the
conference foothall championship
game here,

Virginia Athletic Director Craig
Littlepage said travel costs were
$300,000. The university will make
money because the A.C.C. pools all
bowl income with haclrathatt —~eas




Today’s Continental Tire Bowl may not be prominent, but
game organizers and the host city of Charlotte, N.C., tried to
make it a fun week for fans and players. For fans, there were
events like yesterday’s pep rally, above and below right. For
players like Pittsburgh’s Larry Fitzgerald, there was the
chance to ride in a stock car at Lowe’s Motor Speedway.
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Pii’s Lavry Fitzgerald rode in a stock car as
part of the Continental Tire Bowl festivities.

A Bowl Game
Tries to Gain
Some Traction

Mewer Event Sets Its Style
And Seels More Substance

By VIV BERNSTEIN

CHARLOTTE, N.C., Dec. 26 — College bowl
games nsed to be named afier flowers or fruit or
other bounties of nature. But things have
changed. Welcome to the Continental Tire Bowl,
2003, full of the kind of pageantry you will not
find in Pasadena, Calif.

On Tuesday, Larry Fitzgerald, the Heisman
Trophy rumner-up from Pittsburgh, ventured
into the greai unlmown by climbing into the
passenger seat of a siock car for a ride around
Lowe's Motor Speedway.

Fitzgerald is a Minneapolis native; Nascar
is 1o Minnesota what snowilakes are to Miami.

T hit that first turn and I was like — they
tell ma nobody’s ever goiten in an accident here
and [ know damn sure I don’t want to be the first
¢i3,” he said, still grinning after he squeezed out
ihie window of the racecar and peeled off his fire
swit, “That was great. Ii’s a lot more exciiing
than scoring touchdowns.”

Years from now, some may remeraber thal
160-mllz-an-hour ride long after they forget wha
won this year's Continental Tire Bowl, an event
that vanls vrell below the behemoth Bowl Cham-
pionship Series in the annual glut of college
tootball bowl games.

There are 28 bow] games this year, with the
wadition-laden Roge Bowl sharing the stage with
the corporate-titled events like the GMA.C.
Bawl, the Capital One Bowl and the ons here that
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Newer Bowl Game in Charlotte Sets Its Style and Is Seeking More Substance

Coniinued From First Sports Page

is named after a tire company.

Continental Tire Norih America,
Inc., has its headguarters in Char-
leite and paid nearly §1 million a
year ot to share billing with the city
nickname — the Queen City — which
is mown for dozens of rniles around.
The Continental Tire Bowl, in its
second season, matches alsc-rans
from the Big East and the Atlantic
Coast Conference. This season, Pitis-
burgh and Virginia fell short of ex-
peciations on their way to receiving
bids to come here. Pittsburgh was
seelting a possible Orange Bowl invi-
ation watil losing to Miami on Nov,
79 to finish 8-4. Virginia did worse,
ending up 7-5.

But so what? Players from both
tzams had a chance to tale a spin in
2 racecar becanse Charlotte is 2
Mascar town, first and always, and,
snyway, it is not egactly warm
einough to go swimming.

“V/e’re very excited just to bein a
bowl game,” Pitishurgh quarterback
Rod Rutherford said. “It might not
be the game that we want to be in,
but at the same time, 1t’s 2 postsea-
son game that we’ve got a chance to
get that sour taste out of our mouth
irorn the Miami game.”

Virginia thought it was on the cusp
of challenging for an A.C.C. title this
s2ason after beating West Virginia in
the inaugeral Continenial Tire Bowl
a year ago. But quarterback Matt
Schaub was injured in the first game
this season and the Cavaliexs had too
mnany close losses along the way to
2 2 contender. Still, they beat Vir-
ginia Tech to earn the retwrn visit.

“It’s been a long season,” Schaub
s2id “There’s been a lot of ups and
downs with the injury and coming
b « male it to the postseason,
s1at we're here to do.”
stead of the B.C.S, the
of Florida and the national
y are here in Charlotie, a
owin kknown by many travel-
Southeastern hub for U.S.

Wy
xecutive direcior of the Con-
Tire Bowl is Ken Haines, the
executive of Raycom Sports,
an¢ he worked for years to bring a
towl game heve, in pait because of
Charlotte’s loyaliy to nearby A.C.C.
teams,

“Vhen the A.C.C. had basketball
games or teams wounld come over

here for a football game, you conldn’t
get a s2at,” Haines said. It was sold
out. Our ratings on television for the
college game were astronomical out
of Charlotte.”

Giill, Haines had (o overcome
Charlotie’s winter weather and lack
of razzle-dazzle when he piiched 2
bowl game o the N.C.A.A

Deceraber is the tire of year when
North Carolina gives in to winter and
loses its leafy charm, whei clouds as
gray as Detroit routinely setile
above and a cold, st2ady drizzle often
dulis the holiday colors. But this is
the South, which means there is al-
ways the chance the skies will moclk
the calendar. This year, bowl organ-
izers, fans and players had luck on
their side. Most of the week has bzen
sunny, the therimomater pushing 60.

“It’s warmer than Pittsburgh, so 1
can’t coraplain,” Panthers defensive
back Shawntae Spancer said.

Meanwhile, theve is the chall

players and {ans. The Nascar spin
couriesy of the Richard Petty Driv-
ing Experience — and a tire change
corapetition that drew an unfathom-
able arnount of attention — was a hit
with most of the players, 2lthough
some declined the ride,

“f don’t know,” said Kwalton Rob-
inson, 2 Virginia defensive end from
Brooklyn, “It seems kind of crazy to
me.”

There have heen trips to Jillians,
an entertainment center with video
games and pool tables, and the Con-
cord Mills ontlet mall. Concord Mills
has been promoted as the second-
largesh tourist attraction in Morth
Carolina behind the scemic Blue
Ridge Parkway, and often slows traf-
fic oa nearby Interstate 85 for miles,
The raall's anchor store is the Bass
Pro Shops Ountdoor Woild, a draw for
hunters and fishermen.

The signature event of the week
was an old-fashioned street festival

of finding entertainment options for

and pep rally in uptown Charlotie ornt

Friday. The main artery threugh the
ciiy — Tryon Streei — was shut down
for four blocks to hold the eveni, and
such Charlotte celebrities as “Na-
ture Boy” Ric Flair of pro wrestling
fame and the forraer IM.F.L. linernan
Joe DeLamiellenre weve among the
speakers.

There was also a band competition
between the colleges, although Vir-
ginia had to borrew a local high
school band from West Charletie o
stand in for the Cavaliers, Virginia
daoes not have a marching band and
its unsanctioned pep band is no long-
er invited to perforrn at college
events, At last year’'s Continental
Tire Bewl, the pep band put on 2
helftime show that depicted Wesi
Virginians as hillbillies. In the hulla-
baloc that followad, Wesi Virginia
Gov. Bob Wise demended, and re-
ceived, 2n. apology from Virginia’s
president, John T Casteen.

But even if the Virginia pep band
wera here, it would be hard pressed

o offend a lot of Pitishurgh fans,
since not many were expecied to
malee the irip to Charloite. While
Virginia sold more than 23,000 tick-
eis for the game, Piiishuigh strug-
gled to entice fans to come here,
Around 5,000 tickeis were sold, with
another 5,000 Pittsburgh tickets dis-
iributed free to local charities and
youth groups in Charlotie.

In all, 51,000 were expecied for
Saturday’s game, which will be
played at il a.m. (ESPHN2) bacauee
of the 1.F.L’s Saturday afterncon
schedule. The atiendance will be a
significant drop-off from lasi year,
when the Continental Tire Bowl out-
sold all other non-B.C.S. bowls by
praducing a capacity crowd of 73,535.

“I think i’s a combination of
things,” Jeff Loag, the Pittsburgh
athletic director, said in a phone in-
terview. “We had 2 preseasen ranl
very high. While we had an 84 sea-
son we're proud of, there’s some
disappointraent we haven't achisved
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The Continental Tire Bowl tried
to stir interest with a rally, lefi,
and with pro wreetling’s Ric Flair,
abave left with Larry Fitzgerald.

a higher level.”

Cherlotte’s inability to sl itself as
a vacation destination for Morthern-
ers was another factor, Long said.

Still, there was never much dovbi
that Pittshurgh would accept a bid to
the game. The payout is $750,0600 and
travel cosis aye lirited — ihe flight
is short and the hotel yates ars not
stesp becsuse there is no compati-
tion for rooras {rom tovrisis at this
time of year. The Panthass fignre
travel cosis zlone were 25 much 28
$300,000 less than last season, when
they went to Pheenix for the Insight
Bowl,

And even theugh the Panihers are
expectad io lose money on the trip,
Long s2id, the bowl game is “a re-
ward for the team, first znd fore.
most.”

The Coniinental Tire Bowl will be
a money maker for the organizers,
who said they losi several hundred
thousand dollars last year. More im-
poriant, Haines hopes the bowi game
vrill find itself in the mix for a playoff
game if the WCAA. eveninzlly
adopis such a systern. Haives is al
ready talking to A.C.C. officiais about
bringing the conference foothall
championship game here.

Viggivia Athlstic Direcior Cralg
Littlepage said iravel costs were
$300,000. The uaiversity will male
money because ile A.C.C. pools all
bowl income with basketball and
football rights money 2nd dividas the
total evenly.

And, 2s Virgzua quarterback
Schaub peinted out, any how! game is
preferable tc no bowl gama




