Compare and Contrast
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Washington, DC – I have been spending a lot of time lately here at the Verizon Center in the Chinatown area of DC.  The Metro (Washington’s subway system) has a station directly underneath, so it is very convenient for me to get here from our home in suburban Virginia.
Most of my visits to the Verizon Center are to watch Washington Wizards basketball games against National Basketball Association (NBA) opponents.  We have season tickets and have been attending all the games in this season’s 33 game home schedule. The Wizards are a rather hapless group this year – a deadly combination of young and untalented.  They have won only 5 of 27 games to date, and currently sport the third worst record of the 30 teams in the NBA.  Even though the Wizards are terrible in terms of winning, we always have an enjoyable time at the games due to the total entertainment package – the pre-game and half-time shows and the overall camaraderie of the crowd.  The basketball – at least that played by the Wizards -  is almost secondary.
Recently I had an opportunity to watch a game at the Verizon Center involving the other professional sports team which plays here, the Washington Capitals hockey team.  They were playing a divisional rival in the National Hockey League, the Florida Panthers. First place in the division was at stake, and the arena was sold out.  This was a distinct departure on several levels from our Wizard games – none are sold out, and they are never playing a meaningful game for standings in the league, much less first place.  Also, our seats for the Capitals game were in the absolute top row of the arena, far from the action;  we have great seats in the lower arena for the Wizards and are very close to the game being played.  However, in hockey, proximity is not nearly as important as in basketball.  Although we were far from the ice, we were able to have an overview of the play which moves rapidly from end to end.

What I found interesting was the dynamic of the crowd at the two games.  The most striking difference is in makeup of the fans present.  The basketball crowd is at least 50% African-American and has many older fans of all colors.  Most are very knowledgeable about basketball, and are appreciative of the play of members of both teams.  Many seem to have grown up playing basketball, perhaps not on formal teams, but certainly “street ball.”  There are often almost as many fans supporting the visiting team as the Wizards.  Men outnumber women by about 2 to 1.
In contrast, the hockey crowd is much younger and has far more women in the stands.  Almost all in attendance for the Capitals game were wearing red Capital jerseys – I saw no fans openly cheering for, or supporting, the visiting team.  There was nothing but venom for the visitors.  Of the announced sell-out crowd of 20,000, I saw only two black faces.  It was essentially an all-white group.  Of course, the vast majority of professional hockey players are also white, so perhaps the racial composition of those in attendance simply mirrors the players.
The other very obvious difference between the two sports is the far greater consumption of alcohol, mostly beer, by fans at the hockey game.  Both men and women were drinking.  Because hockey games have two full 20-minute intermissions, the fans use these breaks to vacate their seats, grab a beer (or two) and socialize in the hallways of the arena.  I have seen nothing like this at the basketball games.  Perhaps it is because there is only one 15-minute intermission in professional basketball games?   There is drinking in the stands, of course, at both venues, but what takes place at the basketball games is not even close to the hockey events.

The other obvious difference in the two events is that the Capitals won 3-0.  I did not know what to do.
I thought you might like to know.
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