Seattle Breakers and Thunderbirds History


When group of Seattle businessmen were awarded a National Hockey League expansion franchise on June 12, 1974, the future of hockey in Seattle appeared secure.  However, less than a year later it all fell apart.  A lack of funds doomed the new NHL team before it even got started, and to make matters worse the Seattle Totems of the Western Hockey League folded after years of flagging attendance.  Seattle was left without hockey for the first time since the 1954-55 season.


It didn’t take long for someone to step in to fill the void left by the failure of the Totems, as Ephraim Steinke acquired the Kamloops Chiefs of the junior Western Canada Hockey League and relocated them to Seattle for the 1977-78 season to play in the cozy confines of the 4,000+ seat Mercer Arena.  Steinke dubbed the new team the Breakers, and they quickly carved out a niche in the Seattle sports scene behind the play of forward Ryan Walter, who was good enough to be selected second overall in the 1978 NHL Entry Draft.  


The Breakers followed their successful first season with a pair of losing campaigns before new head coach Jack Sangster helped make them the terror of the league.  Known as “Sangster’s Gangsters”, the Breakers posted a winning record in 1982-83 despite having 13 players who posted more than 100 penalty minutes, led by Mitch Wilson’s 436.  The team even earned it’s first every playoff series win over Victoria before falling to Portland in the division finals.  Sangster’s magic wore off the following season as the Breakers finished 23 games under .500, and the team struggled so much financially that they engineered one of the strangest trades in hockey history by sending the rights of University of Denver standout Tom Martin to the Victoria Cougars in exchange for a used bus.


The club ran its string of losing seasons to four by the 1984-85 season, but little did anyone know that the player who would lead the franchise out of the cellar and make it one of the most sought after tickets in Seattle sports was making his first appearance with the club.  Glen Goodall was only 14-years-old, but was good enough (and the Breakers bad enough) to play 59 games that year, though his 26 points were no indicator of the amazing numbers he would post as his career progressed.


The club unveiled its new Native American themed logo to open the 1985-86 season, changing the team name from Breakers to Thunderbirds.  Unfortunately those changes were not enough to get the team back above the .500 mark, and four more consecutive losing seasons followed.  The Thunderbirds were slowly improving, however, as Goodall came into his own, posting three straight 50+ goal seasons.  After years of struggle, they finally caught lightning in a bottle during the 1989-90 season.  Led by Goodall and boasting a number of future NHLers, the pivotal event for the franchise was the defection of Czechoslovakian junior player Petr Nedved, who requested and was granted asylum while in the United States for a hockey tournament.  Nedved scored 65 goals and 145 points as a rookie with Seattle and as a result was selected second overall in the 1990 NHL Entry Draft by the Vancouver Canucks.  Amazingly, those stats were only the third best on the team, which was led by Goodall (76-87-163) and Victor Gervais (64-96-160).  The team posted an impressive 52-17-3 record, including an almost perfect 33-2-1 at home, as the Thunderbirds became the hottest ticket in town, even selling out games in the 12,700-seat Coliseum.  Despite their deep roster, the club only managed to win their first round series before falling in the division finals to Kamloops.


Though the Thunderbirds lost all three of their top scorers following that season, they had a solid young nucleus and a reputation for selling tickets.  As a result Seattle was selected to host the 1992 Memorial Cup.  The club got off to a slow start to the 1991-92 season, and there were rumors that the tournament might be pulled from the city if things didn’t improve on the ice.  Fortunately a series of good trades brought some talented veterans to Seattle, including future NHL star goaltender Chris Osgood, and the tournament went on as planned.  The Thunderbirds made it through the round robin to the semi-finals before falling once again to their nemeses, the Kamloops Blazers.


In the mid 1990s the Thunderbirds put some competitive teams on the ice, but none that were able to win their division.  It was another youngster took the team to great heights, when future NHL star Patrick Marleau joined the team as a 16-year-old in 1995-96 and quickly made his presence felt by leading the club with 74 points.  He came into his own the following season playing alongside Kris Cantu, a transfer from the Ontario Hockey League, posting 51 goals and 125 points and leading the Thunderbirds to the WHL Finals, where they were swept by the Lethbridge Hurricanes.  Marleau was selected second overall in the 1997 NHL Entry Draft by the San Jose Sharks, though everyone expected him to return to Seattle for at least one more season.  However, it wasn’t meant to be as he made the Sharks’ opening night roster for the 1997-98 season and never looked back.


By the late 1990s the Thunderbirds permanently relocated to the newly refurbished Key Arena (formerly the Coliseum), and while they continued to draw well against their traditional rivals it wasn’t uncommon to see crowds that would have failed to fill even the smaller Mercer Arena.  The club’s owner was looking for greener pastures, and found them with the expansion Everett Silvertips who were to play in a brand new arena built just up the highway from Seattle.  The future was tenuous for the franchise before a group of local businesspeople purchased the team in 2002.  Recognizing that the Key Arena was not an ideal venue for hockey due to both its size and poor configuration for hockey, they struck a deal with the city of Kent and relocated the franchise to a brand new facility of their own in January, 2009, the ShoWare Center.  The arena helped usher in a new era for Thunderbirds hockey.  Though no longer technically in Seattle, the franchise has a state-of-the-art home and a loyal fan base that will ensure the team’s success for years to come. The T-Birds, led by center Mathew Barzal, won the US Division Championship and the Western Conference Championship in the 2015-16 season. Barzal was a first round pick, 15th overall, by the New York Islanders in the 2015 NHL Draft.  
Jeff Obermeyer is a long-time Seattle hockey fan and author of the book “Hockey in Seattle”.  You can learn more about Seattle hockey at his website, www.seattlehockey.net.

