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Slam Dunk!Slam Dunk!
H ow  Vo l u n te e r s  m a ke
  H o o p fe s t  a  S u c c e s s .

by  B l y t h e  T h i m se n
 P h o to s  by  Ke i t h  Cu r r i e
 a n d  Ma r s h a l  Pe te r son

Head downtown after midnight the last weekend in June and you will find 
Brady Crook walking the streets, slipping in and out of the shadows cast by streetlights and 
store fronts. He will be kneeling down in the middle of the street, huddled in a group talking, or 
marking up block upon block of city streets. It is not mischief or vandalism he is up to; Crook 

is making his mark on this city by helping to pull off one of the greatest community events on the books: 
Hoopfest.
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H ow  Vo l u n te e r s  m a ke
  H o o p fe s t  a  S u c c e s s .

Crook is in his second year as executive 
director of Hoopfest, the world’s largest 
three-on-three basketball tournament, and 
for him, sleep is a long lost friend in the 
weeks leading up to the event. As he walks 
the courts and goes over last minute details 
in the early hours before the first players ar-
rive, he is confident of two things.  One, that 
this will be a great event, and two, while the 
slam-dunks, shouts of victory and cheers of 
excited fans may be the most memorable part 
of this event, it is the volunteer force behind 
Hoopfest that makes the magic happen.

While Hoopfest is a two-day event, or-
ganizing and putting it together requires 
constant work and effort throughout the 
year. “I get asked that all the time, ‘Is it a 
part time job?’” says Crook, chuckling as he 
leans back in his chair.  From the look of his 
clean office and desk with only a smattering 
of loose papers scattered across it, you might 
easily be deceived into thinking his job is 
only part time.  Don’t let the cleanliness fool 
you; rather, take it for what it is: extreme or-
ganization. That is a skill which Crook has 
to have in copious amounts in order to keep 

this organization running like a well oiled 
machine.  All of the hard work culminates 
in one amazing weekend of basketball. You 
can be sure though that none of that would 
happen without the hard work of Crook, the 
six paid staff and the 3,000-plus volunteers 
who give Spokane their all every year during 
the last weekend of June. 

During Hoopfest’s inaugural event in 
1990, there were 512 teams dribbling, pass-
ing and scoring on 32 courts.  A success in 
and of itself, this was just the tip of the ice-
berg for Hoopfest, an event that has grown 
to 400 courts, more than 24,000 players and 
145,000 fans lining the streets of Spokane to 
watch.

The success of Hoopfest belongs to many: 
the players, the fans and the city of Spokane, 
but perhaps none hold the bulk of responsi-
bility as much as the core group of volunteers 
who commit their time and skill to make this 
event a seemingly effortless success. 

For Karen Mimms, that commitment 
began the day she moved into her house 
after moving to Spokane from California. 
Her neighbor from across the street came 

over to welcome her to the neighborhood 
and said, “By the way, next year you’ll be 
working at Hoopfest.”  Mimms didn’t even 
know what Hoopfest was, but was eager  
to get involved in the community and  
meet people. Fast forward ten years and she 
has a decade of volunteering for the event 
under her belt and is now a member of the 
Hoopfest Operating Committee and is re-
sponsible for organizing volunteers for the 
event.

Thousands of volunteers are needed to 
make Hoopfest happen, and as the volun-
teer coordinator, Mimms has her hands full 
finding them and assigning them to their 
area. From coordinating beverage deliver-
ies, merchandise, working the master score-
board, helping run the Wells Fargo MVP 
Lounge, setting up the event or working as 
a court monitor, there is a place for everyone 
at Hoopfest. 

“It can’t be emphasized enough, this event 
can’t be done without volunteers,” says Hube 
Langenhorst, another volunteer and member 
of the Hoopfest Operating Committee who 
is responsible for coordinating the site set-up. 
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“To quote a board member, ‘Hoopfest itself 
is a failed business model.’  It doesn’t work 
without 3,000 volunteers that come down 
for a T-shirt.”

Building 400 basketball courts where only 
hours earlier a steady stream of traffic flowed 
is on the top of Langenhorst’s to do list the 
night before Hoopfest. “It is a large site,” he 
says. “We have 400 courts spread across the 
city. The beautiful part about the site team, 
the large majority have been doing this since 
day one.  They pretty much have it all fig-
ured out.”  

One valuable group of volunteers that has 
helped make setting up the site a success over 
the past several years are men from Geiger 

Correctional Facility. Working in teams of 
six and accompanied by a guard, they take 
care of all the pre set up work, including 
washing the backboards and replacing old 
rims with new ones. “This is a perk for those 
guys,” says Langenhorst of the inmates who 
help each year. “Most of them are on the end 
of their terms there and they are here because 
of good behavior. They are hardworking 
guys.  We treat them right and we appreciate 
them. Every year we run scared something 
will happen at Geiger that will prohibit them 
from coming. If they have a lockdown, we 
loose 30 volunteers.” 

Hoopfest volunteers help make it a fast 
process to transform the streets from busy 

roadways to a sea of basketball courts. As 
the first roads shut down around 7 pm, the 
site crew digs in.  The layout of the courts 
has long been planned, with maps detail-
ing where each court is located based on the 
sponsors.  That means site crews have to me-
ticulously plan, check and double-check that 
each backboard and hoop - referred to as 
structures - are set up in the exact spot where 
they are marked on the maps given to players 
and fans. Structures are left in the location 
where they will be set up, along with tables, 
chairs, trash containers and other equip-
ment. “That gives tape crews time to get the 
tape down,” says Langenhorst.  

While some curbs are already marked for 
the taping weeks ahead of time, it is up 
to volunteers to make sure that each 
court is precisely taped and marked.  
Additionally, volunteers have to adjust 
each backboard, rim and base to the cor-
rect height, based on which age group 
will be playing on those courts, and ev-
ery structure has to be balanced.  Once 
volunteer crews get done with setting 
up the courts, they meet at Riverfront 
Park.  “We get together, order pizza and 
regroup,” says Langenhorst.  This gives 
them a break before they head back out 
to do quality control checks, walking 
through each site, checking the courts 
are in the correct spots, everything is 
balanced and there are no last minute 
changes that need to be made. 

Most of the volunteers leave around 
12:30 am, although the key members 
are still on duty until 2 am, at which 
time they stumble into bed to catch a 
few hours of sleep before getting back 
out on the streets by 6 am. “You’d be 
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surprised how much stuff gets up and moves 
by itself,” says Langenhorst, referring to 
things that disappear or change in the night. 
The two hours between when the volunteers 
arrive and when the event starts are reserved 
for double checking, taking care of any 
maintenance problems and then watching 
the fun begin. 

Tuckered out by a long night of work, 
volunteers say they start to feel re-energized 
as the players begin showing up and see the 
fruits of their labor. “One of the highs of the 
event for me is when all the little kids in their 
matching uniforms start going through their 
drills and bouncing the balls. Every year, as 
the sun comes up we see that and the event 
comes to life,” says Langenhorst. 

By the time the late-June sun has started 
to spread its warm rays and heat up the day, 
the event is underway with teams checked 
in, at their assigned court and ready to play.  
Along with the six players on each court is 
a volunteer court monitor, one of the most 
critical volunteering positions at the event. 

At the 2006 Hoopfest there were over 
24,000 players on 6,200 teams playing on 
395 courts in four zones – and all of the ac-
tion was happening at once. There to watch 
it all were over 500 volunteer court monitors 
including 40 backup monitors who step in 
if someone wasn’t feeling well or needed a 
break. 

Each volunteer court monitor is assigned 
a court at which they stay throughout the 
weekend.  For every six to eight courts there 
is an assigned court marshal. These are the 
red shirt-wearing volunteers who quickly 
step in to help court monitors with any 
problems or questions that may arise during 
a game.  The monitors are the first adminis-
trative level, marshals are the second level, 
and area administrators, one for each of the 
four zones the event site is broken into, are 
the third level. 

“If it is a gray call, marshals are there to 
support the monitors,” says Scott Jones, a 
15 year veteran volunteer and the Hoopfest 
Operating Committee member in charge 
of recruiting and coordinating all of the 
court monitors and marshals. Jones played 
in two of the earliest Hoopfest events before 
he transitioned to volunteering behind the 
scenes. “Volunteering is better on my knees 
than playing,” he jokes.

If you are surprised that there are over 500 
people in Spokane who know the ins and 
outs of basketball well enough to step onto 
the court with confidence as a monitor, well, 
you shouldn’t be. That is because not all of 
the monitors are steeped in knowledge of the 
game; for some this is the first time they have 
been within two feet of a ball or even seen a 
game in person.  Unlike referees in a high 
school, college or professional game, moni-
tors are not there to call the game (with the 
exception of the center court final games), 
but to start and stop the game, serve as a 
voice of authority, track the score and be a Hours: Weekdays 7:30AM - 5:30PM Sat. 8AM-4PM
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representative of Hoopfest.  As the official 
Hoopfest representative on the court, they 
have the authority to give a time out or 
eject players if necessary. 

“Players call the fouls, not the moni-
tors,” says Jones.  “The teams and players 
that come every year know the game. Some 
of the monitors have never played, but they 
are there to support Hoopfest.”  He points 
out that there is a range of volunteers from 
people who are experienced, such as high 
school refs, to those who have never stood 
on a basketball court before. 

So how do those who don’t know the 
game of basketball so well manage to fake 
it on the court?  They are required to attend 
at least one training session.  There are usu-
ally three session options in mid-June dur-
ing which volunteers go through a video 
training and general overview of the game.  
“We assume a lot of them have never been,” 
says Jones. 

The court monitor position is one which, 
like most of the volunteer opportunities for 
Hoopfest, brings back repeat volunteers 
each year. “Over 95 percent of our moni-
tors come back year after year,” says Jones. 
“It’s incredible. Some come from Seattle.  
They spend the weekend, their own time 

and their own money, all for Hoopfest.  It is 
really quite remarkable.” 

“We want to know they are committed 
for the weekend,” says Jones of what they 
are looking for in volunteers for the court 
monitor positions. They also need to be a 
minimum of 16 or 17 years old.  There is no 
typical profile for a court monitor because it 
runs the gamut from young to old, male and 
female, professional monitors and first time 
monitors. “We have fifty or sixty who have 

done it for a living, and lots of females.  Our 
monitor pool is a good reflection of Spokane 
as a community,” says Jones. 

All Hoopfest volunteers get a T-shirt, but 
one of the biggest perks of being a court 

monitor is the extra gear they get.  Brand 
new Nike shoes, shorts, shirt and a hat are 
all part of the package, provided for free by 
Nike, one of Hoopfest’s biggest sponsors.  
Monitors wear the gear during the event and 
then get to keep it. 

Free gear is tempting, but Jones warns 
monitors they will be working hard through-
out the event. “Marshals are down there at 7 
am, making sure streets, courts and every-
thing is set up.  Monitors are there at 7:30.  
They go pretty steady on Saturday until 5 
pm, and it’s a long day,” he says.  “You’ve got 
to be out on the court, making your presence 
felt. It’s a fun weekend, but you go home on 
Saturday and your legs are pooped.”

 “Hoopfest is usually the first hot week-
end of summer,” says Jones, who has en-
dured some blistering afternoons out on the 
courts.  The monitors are not out there on 
their own though. “We provide three meals 
on Saturday, two on Sunday and distribute 
water on Saturday and Sunday,” he says, add-
ing that they encourage monitors to bring 
their own sunscreen, hats, water and any ex-
tra snacks they may need to stay comfortable 
throughout the day. 

Because teams play on the same court 
throughout the weekend, monitors and play-
ers are able to build a rapport that adds to the 
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success of the weekend. “The fun thing is you 
get to know the teams and players on your court. 
The key for monitors is to make it the most fun 
for teams, players and fans,” says Jones. 

Most of the players and fans show respect for 
each other and the monitors, but occasionally 
there are problems which they cannot deal with 
because it is taking their attention away from the 
court. Marshals are able to step in and help out 
at this point.  Jones says most of the time people 
are responsive to Hoopfest officials. Sometimes 
it is simply their presence on a court that helps 
calm things down, while other times they pull 
players or fans aside and talk to them.  “We’ll 
say ‘hey, let’s go for a walk’,” says Jones. This 
helps people calm down and remember what the 
focus of the weekend is.

“The event is supposed to be fun, and 95 per-
cent of the time it is,” says Langenhorst.  The 
only time Hoopfest isn’t fun is when there is 
an emergency, whether it is a medical prob-
lem or a situation that needs law enforcement.  
Knowing how important it is to deal with these 
issues as quickly as possible, long time volunteer 
and Hoopfest Operating Committee member 
Jim Dibble helped develop the Rapid Response 
teams.  

The Rapid Response teams, which are each 
made up of two volunteers most of whom are 
either medical response or law enforcement 
professionals, serve as a back up for the court 
monitors and court marshals. Rather than call-
ing for an ambulance or the police to handle a 
situation, a Rapid Response team is dispatched 
to assess the situation and see if they can help, 
or if it requires greater attention. 

“It keeps the resources not needlessly dis-
patched,” says Dibble. “We get maximum use 
out of the medical tents.”  The use of the Rapid 
Response teams has helped reduce the number 
of emergency calls by 70 percent. “Just the pres-
ence of having them there is a calming effect.”

Most arguments can be diffused at the court, 
and the goal is to eliminate these problems all 
together. “We take the approach of no toler-
ance,” says Jones. “We are really working hard 
on reducing rough play.  It is the exception, but 
we have decided we are going to do what we are 
going to do to eliminate rough play because it 
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leads to other things we don’t want to hap-
pen. These changes have helped, I think.” One 
of the changes to which Jones refers includes 
a rule which bars players from participating 
in the event the following year if they are 
ejected. 

According to Crook, last year there were 
twelve ejections from the event, a small num-
ber considering how many players and spec-
tators spent their weekend at Hoopfest. The 
Hoopfest staff and volunteers don’t dwell on 
these few situations though; their energy is 
focused on making Hoopfest a great commu-
nity sports event. 

“Scott (Jones) has done a great job trying to 
emphasize sportsmanship,” says Langenhorst.  
Sportsmanship is something the Hoopfest or-
ganization has been focusing on more in the 
last few years. 

“Monitors and team captains are encour-
aged to talk about what we call the Spirit of 
Hoopfest,” says Jones. That spirit places em-
phasis on sportsmanship, respecting players 
and fans. “We are here to make it a fun day.  
How we respond, in a positive way, sets the 
tone for the weekend.”

Volunteers hope that people take away 
memories of a great event and have a won-
derful time while at Hoopfest. “It’s just street 
basketball, it is not the next step to the NBA,” 
says Jones. “It’s a weekend not only to play 
basketball but to have fun. It doesn’t take 
much for one player to take the fun out of it.  
That is where we as marshals are there to sup-
port monitors.  We can all go home saying we 
had fun.”

It’s not just the players, monitors and mar-
shals who are benefiting from The Spirit of 
Hoopfest being put into practice.  Fans and 
out of town guests notice the improved atti-
tude as well. 

“Hoopfest is one of the best events for 
Spokane,” says Jones. “Thousands of people 
are downtown.  What better way to be part of 
an event involving so many players and people 
from out of town? It’s fun to welcome them.  
What a great event. We encourage all of us to 
be ambassadors for Hoopfest; more important 
to be ambassadors for Spokane.”

Hoopfest 2007 will take place June 29th to 
July1st and there are still plenty of opportuni-
ties to get involved. “I encourage anybody to 
volunteer,” says Langenhorst. “There is always 
a place to help.”

Karen Mimms knows this first hand. “We 
have women in their 80s, families do it to-
gether, businessmen,” and all sorts of people 
volunteer, she says. “One of the greatest parts 
is the return of volunteers - it is a tremendous 
amount.  Volunteers are wonderful.  Truly, we 
could not put on an event without volunteers.  
It is just amazing to think 3,000 people give 
up their weekend to come down.  This is truly 
unique to Spokane.” 

If you are interested in volun-
teering, visit the Hoopfest website,  
www.spokanehoopfest.net, or call the office at 
(509) 624-2414. 
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