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CENTERPIECE

Local Businesses See Hike In Customers For CAA Tourney

By VIC BRADSHAW Daily News-Record Mar 9, 2017 Updated Mar 10, 2017

HARRISONBURG — As Bob and Mary Wherry headed toward the entrance to the Convocation

Center at 1:30 p.m. Thursday, it was impossible to not know why they were there.

The Newark, Del., retirees were decked out in University of Delaware Blue Hens’ attire. Their team

had a 2:30 p.m. date with William & Mary on the Convo Center floor in the quarterfinals of the

Colonial Athletic Association women’s basketball tournament.

Alas, Thursday wasn’t a great day for the Blue Hens, as they lost, 59-44. Delaware was knocked out

of the tournament.

Daniel Lin / DN-R

Northeastern University fans eat Thursday night at Jack Brown’s Beer & Burger Joint
in Harrisonburg before the team’s game against Drexel University. Businesses saw an
influx of customers as fans arrived for the Colonial Athletic Association women’s
basketball tournament at James Madison University.
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The Wherrys, however, said they planned to spend the weekend in the Shenandoah Valley,

regardless of whether the Hens won or lost.

After bringing daughter Stephanie to tour James Madison University years ago (she opted for

Lynchburg College, though mom preferred Harrisonburg), Mary said she’d always wanted to see the

city but never took the time. Both she and Bob had driven through Harrisonburg many times over the

years but never stopped.

“I want to see what’s here,” Mary said. “I like the local flavor.”

The Wherrys were two of thousands of women’s college basketball fans who converged on

Harrisonburg starting Wednesday for the CAA tourney. The event, at which the conference crowns a

champion that earns an automatic berth in the NCAA tournament, began Wednesday afternoon with

a pair of games and ends Saturday.

Teams and fans from the 10 conference schools will deposit thousands of dollars in the bank

accounts of area hotels, restaurants and retailers before they leave, and the Wherrys will do their

share.

When asked how much they expected to spend on their trip, Bob quickly replied, “A thousand dollars,

easy.”

JMU Drives Business

Players and pep bands and dance teams unloaded by the busload at the arena Thursday afternoon.

Though she wouldn’t divulge any information about guest affiliations for security reasons, Alexis

Mosby, general manager of the Courtyard Harrisonburg on Evelyn Byrd Avenue, estimated that

guests affiliated with the tournament would fill 75 percent of the fully booked hotel’s 125 rooms

Thursday.

“JMU brings a lot of business for a lot people traveling to the area for a lot of things,” she said

Thursday morning. “Our business is dictated more by what’s going on with things on campus

because we’re so close to campus.

“The campus doesn’t just have sports events. They have other events that bring visitors to us.”

Though some guests might leave as the tournament progresses, Mosby said the hotel was fully

booked for the next three nights.
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The situation was similar at Wood Grill Buffet. General manager Mike Jeffris said the Reservoir Street

eatery tends to draw a lot of groups when athletic events are going on.

“When there’s tournaments and everything over there, we always get an influx of fans,” he said, “and

even teams afterward make reservations and come on in.”

Local diners are the restaurant’s bread and butter, but Jeffris said it gets a 10 percent boost some

game days.

Brenda Black, Harrisonburg’s director of tourism and visitor services, said the basketball boost comes

at a time when travelers are starting to hit the road again.

Though most JMU students are away on spring break, she said the area likely is getting some

business from families with children on spring break. It’s also Restaurant Week throughout the city,

which makes getting a table a bit tougher.

Care To Stay?

While the Wherrys planned to spend $1,000 or more on their trip, Harrisonburg will miss out on a

chunk of that money.

That’s because city hotels were booked when the couple tried to get a room. Staunton, instead, will

reap their lodging dollars.

Though they’re staying to the south, Mary said their stay would focus on Harrisonburg. They’d eat in

the city and tour it and the surrounding countryside.

“I want to look at the city here,” she said, “because I’ve never been around it.”

City data show that the average visitor spends $155 a day locally, $104 without lodging. Arts and

entertainment or sports guests generally spend $20 to $75 on tickets, meals and snacks.

Harrisonburg Tourism had a table at the Convocation Center to hand out promotional items to the

fans.

“The focus,” she said, “is to make sure they go to the website, in case they want to revisit the area

they can stay tuned to what’s happening in Harrisonburg.”

It also partnered with JMU this year to send teams and parents information about the region in the

hopes of getting longer stays from teams that lose out, plying them with discount tickets to
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attractions.

Contact Vic Bradshaw at 574-6279 or vbradshaw@dnronline.com
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