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By Blyth e T h i m s e n
Photos C o u r t e s y o f
U.S. Figu re Sk a t i n g

W

hen the cold winds of
w i n ter are blowing in Januar y, there
w i l l be a little extra ice in Spokane,
t h a nks to the 2007 U.S . State Farm
Fi g u re Sk a t i n g C h a mpionships, which will be landi n g i n Sp o k a n e w i t h what we hope is a per fect ten.
“ Pe o p l e c a l l i t ‘t h at skating thing’,” says Barb Bed d o r, o f t h e e ve n t’s n ame which is difficult to remem b e r. Be d d o r, a l o n g with her husband Toby Ste ward
r u n St a r USA , w h i c h is responsible for bringing the
e ve n t t o Sp o k a n e .
T h e U .S. St a t e Farm Figure Skating Champion s h i p s a re m o re t h a n just an ice skating event; rather,
t h e y s e r ve a s a f i l t e r in the process of selecting skat e r s f o r t h e 2 0 0 8 Ol ympic team. As an American, in
o rd e r t o p a r t i c i p a t e in the Olympics, you have to
c o m p e t e i n t h i s e vent, explains Beddor. For those
w i t h d re a m s o f s t a nding on the podium – or even
j u s t h i t t i n g t h e i c e – their hopes and dreams are rid i n g o n t h i s e ve n t .
Be d d o r a n d St e w ard know a thing or two about
d re a m s t h e m s e l ve s ; after all, bringing the event to
Sp o k a n e h a s b e e n a dream of theirs for a long time
in the making.
St e w a rd h a d a l re a dy been an Olympic level weightl i f t e r, t h e 1 9 8 3 Weightlifting National Champion
a n d a n Ol y m p i c a lternate for the 1984 Olympics
i n L o s A n g e l e s , California, when he met Beddor
a t a c h i l i c o o k - o f f in Colorado Springs. The event
w a s h e l d a t t h e U .S . Olympic training center where
St e w a rd w o rk e d o r g anizing spor ting events. The ra d i o s t a t i o n f o r w h i ch Beddor was a manager spons o re d the e ve n t a s a fundraiser for the U. S. Olympic
C o m m i t t e e . Th e e vent had a much greater impact
o n t h e i r l i ve s t h a n just raising funds. It was the beg i n n i n g o f a g re a t par tnership both personally and
p ro f e s s i o n a l l y.
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Silver M e d a l O ly m p i c I c e D a n c e r s Ta n i t h B e l b i n & Ben Agosto

After they married in Colorado Springs,
Beddor had the opportunity to move to
Spokane to manage the now popular radio station, 92.9 (K)ZZU, so they both
prepared for life in Spokane. Steward had
been to Spokane once for a wedding that
was held in the middle of the summer
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when the sun was warm, the water on the
lake was perfect, and it seemed like an ideal
place to live. Little did he know one of the
biggest events of his career would have
nothing to do with the warm summer, but
would focus on ice.
Once in Spokane, Steward continued to

do the same work he had
done in Colorado – organizing and hosting Olympic
sporting events. In order
to do that, he met with the
national governing body
of every sport for which he
thought he could coordinate events. He brought the
first USA vs. a foreign team
event to Spokane, which was
held in Spokane on April
13, 1991. It was the USA
vs. Cuba Olympic wrestling
duel at the Coliseum – the
Barn as it was affectionately
called.
“We have very fond
memories,” says Steward of
that first event. “It was exciting. It was new to Spokane
– Spokane had never really
experienced that.”
Another memorable event
was soon to follow when on
October 27, 1991, Steward
organized a hugely successful hockey showdown between the US and Canadian
Olympic teams.
With his background in
Olympic sports as well as
sporting event organization,
Steward and Beddor decided to start Stars USA, which
focuses on organizing sporting events that can be done
in-venue. That includes any
sport that can be done indoors, such as basketball,
hockey, wrestling or skating. Since 1991, Stars USA
has hosted over 50 sporting
events from here to Tulsa,
Oklahoma.
Weaning away from her
work in radio, Beddor started working with Star USA
fulltime on May 15, 1994.
Together she and Steward
run a tight ship.
“He is Mr. Details. He
remembers dates and impossible information, keeps
an eye on the ball. I am excited, fly off the
handle,” says Beddor. “I’ve got the wild and
crazy ideas and he makes it happen.”
One wild and crazy idea Steward and
Beddor have long dreamed of making happen is bringing the figure skating championships to Spokane. On February 15,

1990, Steward went to speak with the director of events for the U.S. Figure Skating
Association. “I went to talk to her about
the possibility. At that time, it was none,”
says Steward of a city like Spokane hosting
the event. That didn’t deter him.
“We asked what’s the biggest thing we
can do that Spokane can pull off,” says
Beddor of their interest in hosting the skating event here in Spokane. The Championships was by far the gold ring.
“It was the pie in the sky, but really unachievable,” says Steward of Spokane putting on an event of this magnitude. “From
an Olympic standpoint it is the most popular sport. If you look at hosting an event,
you always look at figure skating.” Past host
cities, which include Philadelphia, Salt
Lake City, Cleveland, Boston, Los Angeles, Dallas, Atlanta, Portland and St. Louis,
were required to have a seating capacity of
15,000, but that policy was changed, which
opened the door to Spokane’s 11,000-seat
arena being a candidate.
Skate America 2002, the skating event
that Star USA hosted here in Spokane
broke a 16-year old attendance record, and
that record has yet to be beaten. “When
we did that, we really turned heads in the
sport,” says Beddor. “They really took us
seriously. It had been a challenge to win
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the bid.” With a successful Skate America
under their belts and the reduced seating
capacity requirements, Spokane had a legitimate shot at hosting the 2007 State
Farm U.S. Figure Skating Championships.
All that had to be tackled was the long and
laborious bid process.
SPOKANE CDA LIVING / DECEMBER 2006

75

“It is a very intense process,”
says Steward. “For the US
Championships, we literally
worked eight months straight
without doing another event,
knowing that with the size of
facilities, it was a long-shot.
What we had to do — we
threw everything we could
into the bid and total package. The total package is what
won it over for us. We had the
whole city rowing. Political
support, commercial support,
we had enthusiasm. It was the
entire package. It’s not one or
two things. We felt obviously
we had a very strong bid and a
compelling reason to win the
bid based on breaking the attendance record in 2002.”
The excitement from the
city and local businesses was
essential in securing the bid.
“Our ace in the hole was that
we had the Davenport Hotel,”
says Beddor. Everyone that
was on the selection committee stayed at the Davenport
during their bid visit to Spokane. “Obviously they had
experienced it,” she says of the
hotel’s incredible service and
beauty.
When the selection committee was in town for their visit,
Beddor and Steward pulled
out all of the stops to make
their experience the best yet.
Tucked away upstairs in luxurious rooms at the Davenport
Hotel, committee members
each found an extra surprise
when they opened their door
in the morning. Instead of a
regular Spokesman-Review resting outside the door, they each
found a newspaper wrapped
with a special-edition cover
page dated January 15, 2007,
which represented the mornO ly m p i c S k a t e r J o h nny Weir
ing after the final day of the
event’s then-scheduled run.
event. It was this exuding of confidence
“Another National Skating Attendance Reand attention to detail that helped win the
cord Set!” proclaimed the headline. “Skatbid for Star USA.
ing fans number 124,830 in eight days”
Another burst of confidence was shown
read the subtitle. Beneath it was a full-page
when Steward and Beddor decided to ancolor photo of Tanith Belbin and Benjamin
nounce a presenting sponsor before they
Agosto, two Olympic skaters wowing the
knew if there would even be anything to
crowd. The four-page spread boasted arpresent. “Why not, instead of waiting,
ticles praising the U.S. Champion Skating
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let’s go ahead and get a local sponsor,” says
Steward of their decision to select Washington Trust Bank as their presenting sponsor
before being selected as the host city. They
felt this showed the committee their commitment to the event. “We knew if they
won the bid we would need a local presenting sponsor when they came to town.”

“We threw everything at them except the
kitchen sink – and probably even that,” says
Steward. “We proved the case. The event is
not only going to be successful, it is going
to be very successful.”
All of Steward’s and Beddor’s hard work
came down to one decision which was
made on a winter day nearly three years
ago. On February 20, 2004, Spokane was
selected as the hosting city. “That’s a date I
remember,” says Beddor. “I’ll never forget
that date!”
Tickets for the event went on sale on
March 12, 2004. In those three weeks between Spokane being selected as the hostcity and tickets going on sale, Steward and
Beddor were busy coordinating direct mail
and television and newspaper campaigns, a
website and an 800 number. “People were
activated,” says Steward. “That is when you
have to strike.” As a result of their work,
sales took off like they never had before for
a skating event. Within four days U.S. Figure Skating sent out a press release saying
that Spokane had shattered the previous record for sales to a championship event.
Beddor recalls that one of the officials
who had been on the committee that selected Spokane, told her that he had been
questioned by many people who doubted
the wisdom in selecting a smaller city like
Spokane to host the event. He was beginning to wonder if indeed they had made
a mistake, until the tickets went on sale
and “shattered the record.” Suddenly those
same people who had questioned him were
patting him on the back and saying what a
great choice Spokane was!
Despite the huge success of the opening
sales, Steward and Beddor were not sitting
back and riding their wave of success. “In a
place like Spokane, you almost have to be
better; the same is not good enough,” says
Beddor. She and Steward knew that meeting the previous crowd number would not
set them apart; they wanted to blow the
numbers out of the water. “You put your
heart and soul into an event and you want
it to be the best,” says Steward. “For us, a
great success is if you get people there.”
“We want to set a high watermark,” says
Beddor. “We don’t want to have someone
knock us off.” With 95,000 tickets sold by
mid-September, they were well on their
way to their goal of 150,000.
“There are a lot of people that stand to
gain as a community,” says Beddor, discussing what this event can do for Spokane.
With an estimated $30 million coming
into Spokane, added to the pride felt in
hosting a national event, this will be a huge
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boost for Spokane. “We feel very fortunate
to be where we are,” says Beddor.
If you haven’t bought your tickets yet,
she says, now is the time. Beddor says this
not just as a businesswoman who is interested in promoting a profitable event, but
as a fan of the sport. “Television can’t capture the speed, the athleticism. There is a
big, big difference between watching on
television and going to a live figure skating
event. You’ll be amazed!”
“The one thing we really want is for Spokane to feel fulfilled and everyone take a
tremendous amount of pride in this,” she
says. “Everybody, in one way or another,

has helped somewhere along the way. For
Spokane, that is the key.”
The community pride that is so evident
to Beddor is something she hopes athletes,
coaches and visitors notice as well. “I want
to give them a great opinion of our community, or change the opinion they have,”
she says. “I just want all of theses people
who come in to say ‘that is a cool place’ and
want to come again.”
Not only do they want the town to be
boosted, but Steward and Beddor want the
reputation of sporting events here to be impacted as well. We want this to be the competition,” says Steward. “It is one thing to

Olympic S k a t e r s R e n a I n o u e & J o h n B a l d w i n
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be on a list of people who have hosted, it’s
another to have an asterisk by your city’s
name as an attendance record holder.
Part of our job is to create a wow factor, to create memories. We want people to
have and experience memories. Ten to fifteen years from now, we would love to talk
to people who have gone to events and say
‘Spokane was the best!’”
So, how is such a feat accomplished?
“Number one, we have to break the attendance record,” says Steward. Getting that
number of people to the event means attracting the attention of more people both
within and outside of the city “It is interesting to talk to people about their first impressions of Spokane. We want all of the
responses to be positive.”
One way they are attracting attention
is with a huge banner of skaters that is in
the window of the new convention center. “That’s the image and what we want
people’s reaction to be,” says Steward of the
joyful figure skating graphic. “We feel like
it speaks well and paints a good picture. We
are doing some things we feel are creative.”
Another tactic they have fully embraced
is to shake things up a bit. “Just because
it has been the same way, doesn’t mean
it always has to,” says Steward. Introducing new features is part of what will give
this year’s event such a fun feel. One of
the things Steward and Beddor are doing
is bringing back Fanfest, which they introduced at Skate America 2002. Fanfest will
be held in the Riverside room at the Spokane convention center and is an opportunity for fans to meet the skaters and witness
part of the excitement in person. “We try
to engage the fans,” says Steward. “Fanfest
is free. If a person can’t afford the shirt on
their back, they will still be able to come to
Fanfest and experience the event.”
Perhaps the most impressive and bold
move they made in an effort to secure success was their proposal to change the dates
of the event from the tentative dates of January 7-14, to the now-slated January 2128. Traditionally, the event is hosted one to
two weeks earlier, but Steward and Beddor
looked at events that are scheduled for the
same time world-wide, nationally, regionally and locally and determined this may
not be the best time for the event. “We
realized the ratings were going head to head
with the NFL playoffs,” says Steward. In
their bid they took the bold move of putting the event later in the month, between
the playoffs and Superbowl in order to increase television viewers. Televised live in
prime time on ABC and ESPN, the event
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is expected to generate 14 hours of national
television coverage with additional coverage from 300-plus national and international print media.
“We feel like the timing is now perfect,”
says Steward. “It is the end of January, a
month after the holidays, people are getting cabin fever, and winter is a little long.
It’s the perfect time.”
Hosting the event requires two skating
venues. The Spokane Arena will be one
venue, and for the second one, a rink will
be built in the new convention center. It
costs around $200,000 to build the temporary rink, but it will be worth every penny.
There will be skating at both the Arena and
the Convention Center throughout the
entire nine-day event. “For nine days you
have skating from six a.m. to 11 p.m. at
both [locations],” says Steward. “It is a very
arduous event.” Not only will skaters be on
the rinks, but a full time staff including
medical personnel will be on site throughout all open hours.
Also present the whole time will be the
ardent fans of figure skating, which is one
of the most popular viewing sports. Over
1,500 skaters, coaches and officials will be
swarming into Spokane for the event, in
addition to the thousands of spectators.

Olympic S k a t e r K i m m ie M e i s s n e r
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Some people are such fans they travel to the
event every year, no matter where it is. For
these people especially, Beddor and Steward want to create an amazing experience
that outdoes all of the others.
Just as they were on pins and needles to
see if the Davenport Hotel would be finished in time to host the Skate America
Event in 2002, Beddor and Steward spent
many an anxious moment as they watched
the progress on the recently completed Spokane Convention Center. Although the facility was not built for the event, it plays
a pivotal role in hosting it. “We felt like
the general contractor,” says Steward, referring to the constant questions they received
almost daily from people asking both him
and Beddor if the facility was completed
or close to being done. In early July they
held their first skating related event in the
finished facility when they hosted a lunch
with Olympic skater Evan Lysacek.
The U.S. Championships will be a much
larger event than the Skate American event
which took place in 2002, which means
more lodging will be required. The Davenport is the official hotel of the event,
along with the Red Lion at the Park and
The Double Tree, which is connected to
the convention center. Additionally, the
Davenport Tower, the new
addition to the Davenport
Hotel, will house numerous
people who are here for the
event – once it is finished
that is. “We have a lot of
confidence in Walt Worthy,” says Steward. “We
have faith it will be done.”
The Davenport Hotel
with all of its grandeur will
most likely house some of
the more well-known skaters. This event includes
famed skaters like Sasha
Cohen, Evan Lysacek and
Kimmie Meisner. Overall,
11 Olympians will be part
of the event, which is sure
to draw large crowds as they
battle it out on the ice, skating, jumping, spinning and
dreaming their way to a spot
on the Olympic team.
Once the skating is done
and the crowds have dispersed, the work still goes
on for Steward and Beddor. “The event is not done
until all the clean-up work

Olympic Skater Evan Lysacek

is done,” says Steward. That means there
may be a deep sigh of relief once the last
triple-axle has been completed, the final
drag of a blade across the ice comes to the
edge and steps onto the padded score area,
and the last visitor checks out of their hotel
room, but that is far from the end of this
event. “Mentally, and physically, when the
last skater goes off the ice, the event is not
done,” says Steward. “Major events require
major clean up.” That includes mandatory
reports which have to be filed, post event
work, and staying focused on wrapping up
this event when their wheels are naturally
turning in anticipation of the next event
they can host. “When organizing an event,
you are always looking ahead,” says Steward. “There are new goals, new mountains
to climb.”
What mountain would they like to
climb next? In one word, Worlds. “Worlds
would be the cream of the crop. I think
that’s the perfect event for Spokane,” says
Steward, thinking of the World Championships with a gleam in his eye. If they do
bring it here, there is no doubt that Steward and Beddor will pull it off with great
success, landing right on their blades and
getting a perfect score from the community; after all, that is what they will do with
the U.S. Championships. It will be their
moment on the podium, watching their
dream come true.
To learn more about the 2007 State
Farm U.S. Figure Skating Championships and about tickets, visit www.spokane2007.com

