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A league of their own
CPIHL celebrates 15th year of high school ice hockey A league of their own
BY KEVIN FREEMAN, Assistant Sports Editor
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When Rich Gibble played hockey for a Lancaster Firebirds travel team, he used to hear his coach, Ray Ferry, talk about his youth hockey experience in Rhode Island.

For Ferry, landing a spot on his high school hockey team was a big deal. Travel hockey, if it existed at all, was secondary. Playing on one's high school team was like making the schools' football or basketball team.

Gibble, who attended McCaskey, relayed those stories to his dad, Jacques.

That prompted a conversation between Jacques Gibble and Chuck Deardorff, whose son was a teammate of Rich Gibble's.

What about high school hockey in Lancaster, they thought.

Soon, a team comprised of McCaskey and Lancaster Catholic players were playing teams from around the Philadelphia area as members of the Inter-County League.

A year later, the Central Pennsylvania Interscholastic Hockey League was born.

That was 15 years ago. The league has grown from eight teams to 30 pure teams and eight teams with players from two or more different schools. Geographically, the league spans Lancaster, Dauphin, Lebanon, York and Berks Counties. The league also has 12 junior varsity teams and 31 junior-high teams.

"It's grown well beyond what we ever anticipated,'' Gibble said.

The current 2008-09 season is well underway. The two Lancaster teams in Tier I, Hempfield and Warwick, have struggled in the early going. In Tier II, Lancaster teams hold down the top five spots in the Lancaster-Lebanon-Berks Division and in Tier III, the combined Garden Spot/Ephrata team is 7-0.

The aforementioned McCaskey/Lancaster Catholic team was joined by Hempfield and Manheim Township in the CPIHL's inaugural season. Quickly, the league grew to include many of the county's high schools.

"The first year, we were pleased with eight teams and we didn't think we would have that many,'' said Gibble, who served as league president for two years and secretary for one. "When we got to 12, we thought it was as big as it's going to be but it just grew.''

Up until the league was formed, hockey players played for travel or in-house teams. The CPIHL enabled them to play for their schools.

"We didn't know how many would play both travel and high school and as it turned out, just about all of them wanted to,'' Gibble said.

Most teams get little or no monetary support from their schools. They raise money for league fees (ice time is the greatest expense) or the players pay to play.

"When we started, people in this area didn't think we'd be able to support ice hockey,'' Gibble said. "We had some discussions with the PIAA and they didn't want anything to do with ice hockey.''

And it still doesn't.

"Not in our lifetimes,'' said Rex Rothrock, the CPIHL's current president, talking about high school hockey and the PIAA. "It's the cost to run it compared to the revenues. Philadelphia and Pittsburgh have had high school hockey for 30 years and haven't convinced the PIAA to oversee it.''

So, it's USA Hockey that governs the support and provides insurance for players.

In the league's early years, the goal was to let hockey players play. If their school didn't have enough players to field a team, they could find another that didn't have enough and form a team.

As years passed, the league put more of an emphasis on having all pure teams. The thinking was that to compete at the same level as the teams from the Philadelphia and Pittsburgh areas, CPIHL teams had to be more like them.

More recently, however, dwindling rosters have forced some teams to go the impure route. The goal, however, is always to get them back to the pure level. It happened to Warwick last season but the Warriors are back to pure. Ephrata and Garden Spot, two of the top teams in the Lancaster-Lebanon-Berks Division, were forced to combine for this season.

Those combined teams are in the league's Tier III.

"My first order of business was to find a place for these teams to play, with some structure and guidelines,'' Rothrock said. "We don't want people to think this is a place to stay forever. You have to work and try to build a program.''

Tier III gives players, who ordinarily wouldn't have a place to play, a team. The caveat for Tier III, though, is there are no playoffs, which makes each regular-season game more important.

For instance, Garden Spot/Ephrata played Susquehanna Township/Crusaders in a battle of unbeatens last Friday. It had all the earmarks of a playoff game. The teams meet again Friday.

"That's a team we have to beat if we want to win a title,'' said GS/Ephrata coach Kevin Davis.

Building teams to make them pure is always the goal and the CPIHL partnered with local rinks during the past year to try and grow the sport. The Elementary (K-5) School Development Hockey Program, a once-a-week, four-week program was held to introduce the game to youngsters with the hope that they might play high school hockey one day.

"One of the goals is to put together in-house leagues that could be school-based,'' said Paul Pettay, vice president of hockey for the Lancaster County Youth Amateur Hockey League. "With this program, we'd like to get kids to the Learn to Skate and Learn to Play Hockey programs and then to our in-house teams, which we could arrange by school.''

That notion may be for down the road but it would bolster the ranks of the league, which donated money for equipment used by some of the young students. The CPIHL has grown quickly in 15 years. In the past few seasons, several CPIHL teams have won Flyers Cup games, defeating Philly-area teams.

So, the league's accomplished two things: fielding competitive teams and giving all players a place to play.

"We were pretty sure that if we got the league started with a handful of teams, it would grow quickly and that's exactly what happened,'' Gibble said.

Sure did.
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