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Rocky Top Open: 
Background

• 14 Years of FUN!

• Great Smoky Mountains Curling Club 
formed in 2004

• First Rocky Top Bonspiel in 2005 

• How did we recruit teams???? 
• Challenge: Club members had not gone to 

bonspiels – most were new curlers
• Solutions: 

• Club members reached out to friends from US & 
Canada

• RTO Committee reached out to Curling 
Organizations – USCA and GLCA

• 22 teams showed up!!

• The USCA team won RTO #1!

• Key factor leading into RTO #2: Dave Ellis 
made sure we had REAL ICEMAKERS and a 
REAL SCRAPER



1st Event 
Winners!

Rocky Top Open – Year #1 Roster



Rocky Top Open – Year #2
• Year #2.... word of mouth spread thru 

US and Canada...

• Selling points from RTO #1 - the teams 
fell in love with us!
• Banquet was awesome – good band, good 

venue

• Club members hosted teams in their homes

• Additions:
• Ice making equipment

• Semi-structured off-ice activities (e.g. Sue’s 
swim party!)

• Sponsorships increased from local companies

• Added to the Southern flavor: Bluegrass Band 
at the Banquet ("Wild Blue Yonder")

• Managed our schedule well – all activities on 
time



• Recognized what was working

• Changes based on end-of-spiel survey 
feedback

• Early invitations were sent to those who 
embodied the spirit of the bonspiel

• Continued to add to our Southern theme:
• Tailgating BBQ Friday evening
• Old time washboard band Friday evening: 

“Backporch Pickers”
• Bagpiper for final game, with a Southern 

twist: piped the UT "Rocky Top" Fight song 
and “dueling banjos” between bagpiper 
and banjo!

Rocky Top Open – Years #3+



• Continually created new features... with 
no budget impact
• Mr Pumpkinhead fundraiser
• Handmade moonshine jugs as event 

trophies 
• Added Thursday and Sunday activities for 

those who arrive early and leave late

• Organizing Committee
• Consistent team thru most/all years!

Rocky Top Open – Years #3+



RTO Participants

Travel is facilitated by:
▪ Regional airport

▪ Direct flights to 
Chicago, DC, Atlanta, 
Detroit & Minneapolis

▪ Proximity to US Interstate 
Highways 
▪ 1/3rd of the US is 

within a 1-day drive!

675 curlers have participated
80 of them >= 5years
19 of them >= 10 years
3 have played in all 14 spiels!

Players have come from:
27 US States
6 Canadian provinces (235 
Canadian participants)
Scotland



Things we’ve learned:
Our 10 tips for throwin’ a bonspiel 
people are fixin’ to come back to!



1. Know your goal

• WHY are you putting on a 
bonspiel?
• e.g. competitive, 

fundraising or social (i.e. a 
party with some curling 
thrown in)? 

• Defining a goal will steer 
your planning and budget

• Be realistic in setting the 
goal
• Consider volunteer power, 

facilities, local support etc.



2. Focus on what is unique 
about your area or club
• Local flavor is a big draw. Leverage 

your contacts and get creative!



3. Make it a destination
• Make the long trip worth it!

• Communication is key: 
• A pre-bonspiel information package with 

travel information
• Have a point person for communications

• Consider planning unofficial meetups 
before and after the bonspiel
• E.g. Thursday kick-off  and Sunday wrap-

up party



4. Actively plan off-ice 
socializing

• Try to keep curlers engaged 
off-ice so they stick around
• Free/cheap drinks
• A place to hang out e.g. tent
• Games, music, entertainment

• Make the banquet a real 
event
• Set the schedule so everyone 

can change and get there on 
time

• Make it special (not just 
grabbing a sandwich after 
your last draw!)
• Off site location
• Live music



• Use member resources – local 
companies, expertise etc. – get 
creative!

• Engage club members to help
• Use a volunteer coordinator to 

organize help
• Home stays for visiting teams

• Engage participants to help!
• e.g. Donations from their home 

clubs, special talents

5. Engage your volunteers



6. Know your VIPs
• Identify those teams that just make 

the whole weekend better, and 
make sure they come back! (But 
don’t forget to also bring in fresh 
faces each year!)



7. Look for a legacy or teaser for next year
• Something to entice folks 

back

• Capitalize on things 
people are already 
excited about

• e.g.: Mr. PUMPKINHEAD!



8. Don’t neglect the fundamentals

• A great party is no good if the ice or draw 
schedule is bad, or tournament rules not 
enforced

• Identify areas you may not have expertise in 
and ASK FOR HELP



9. Get feedback and take it seriously
• Take time to assess and get feedback, and use that to adjust for 

next time

• Self-assessment: 
• Did you meet your goals? (Remember tip #1!)

✓ Both curlers AND volunteers had fun
✓ Ice was good
✓ Schedule was on time
✓ Stayed within budget
✓ Raised money for club (if intended)

• What worked?  What didn’t work? Lessons learned?

• Participant feedback: What did others think?
• Instruments: Formal end-of-spiel surveys, informal conversations during 

the spiel
• E.g. Our survey questions: 

• Which hotel did you stay at? Were the accommodations / pricing acceptable? Any other comments?
• Draws & ice – do you have any suggestions for the draw and/or ice?
• Food / hospitality – any comments and/or suggestions on the food and hospitality?
• What do you like best about the spiel?
• What do you like least about the spiel?
• Any suggestions regarding the raffle / fundraising?
• Other comments…





10. Stick with what works, but also 
be willing to try something new!

"LOSER Award" for 1st 
team out of the spiel



Questions?

Good curlin’, y’all!


