
Nicholas Sportsplex in Mount
Prospect, Illinois celebrates athletics,
youth hockey excellence, and most
importantly, it’s community

About a half hour drive west along Chicago’s Interstate 90 freeway
can take you to the nearby suburban village of Mount Prospect, where the
recently constructed Nicholas Sportsplex stands as one of the preeminent
and state of the art facilities of its kind in the state of Illinois, and beyond.

Starting as just a twin-rink operation, the Nicholas Sportsplex has evolved to become an entire sports campus.

“We as a family saw a need in the northwest suburbs for additional
sheets of ice,” said Nick Papanicholas Jr., whose father cared deeply about



the community, but who unfortunately passed away suddenly in December
of 2016.

“He really gave a lot to the community. And he coached baseball,
football, and basketball for 20 years in the area,” Papanicholas Jr. said of
his father, who turned his love of building into a multi-million dollar
construction company that strengthened communities throughout both
Illinois and Wisconsin.

Nick Papanicholas Sr. grew up in the Chicagoland suburb of Oak Park,
and was a graduate of Northern Illinois University

“This project, and the facility is not a financial return, it’s an
emotional return for us, and my dad would be really proud to see the
vibrancy of the programming. It’s busy, and families are enjoying the
experience, so it’s really not about the money,” added Papanicholas Jr.,
who cares deeply about giving back to the community, something his
father instilled in him from a young age.



Nick Papanicholas Jr. has been the President of Nicholas & Associates, Inc since 1993.

With what began as a smaller operation of two ice rinks back in
2016 called the Mount Prospect Ice Arena, has developed into a much
larger all-incomposing sports complex that has grown into a one-stop shop
for many elite young athletes in Chicago’s northwest suburbs.

“We look to provide excellent facilities and services to core partners
that really align with our business goals and visions. We have a very large
tier II club, the Northwest Chargers, who are continuing to grow since
partnering with us. Having these facilities is a huge draw for a club like
that.” said the Nicholas Sportsplex’s general manager, Ryan Zanon.

“In 2018, we built a gym across the street meant to accommodate
those growing aspirations of our clubs, knowing that teams wanted off-ice
amenities. That they wanted to continue to do some weight training and
conditioning for the older level players. It was a very unique space created
with that in mind. We then later built a turf field in the spring of 2020
during the COVID-19 shutdown,” Zanon added.

But the tier II Northwest Chargers are far from the only original
tenants at the Nicholas Sportsplex.



“Saint Viator High School, which is the alma mater of the ownership
group. So it’s a nice touch to have their school inside and out the
building,” said Zanon, who was a high school teacher and hockey coach at
Notre Dame College Prep prior to joining Nicholas & Associates, Inc.

“We have Notre Dame College Prep, the same school I taught at and
coached at. The PREP high school hockey club is another local high
school hockey club. It’s a combined high school team of district 214,
which for us, in the city of Mount Prospect, that’s the district. So it’s nice
that we’re accommodating the high school kids from a number of larger
sized schools in the area,” said Zanon of the arena’s original partners,
which inevitably helped to pave the way for an on property expansion.

The late Nick Papanicholas had a special relationship with the Chicago Hornets, sled hockey team for players of
all-sorts of disabilities. The Nicholas Sportsplex is always proud to have the Hornets around their ice-facilities.

“A very important club to Nick’s father who passed away in the
winter of 2016, is the Chicago Hornets sled hockey team, which allows
people of all ages with either physician or mental disabilities. These
individuals come together on Tuesday evenings, and partake in a skate.
Some of it is very introductory to those who are interested in being part of
something bigger, and something more inclusif maybe than some other
opportunities they may not be given in life. The owner was very keen on
having these special programs under our roof,” said the Sportsplex’s
general manager Ryan Zanon.



It wasn’t until September of 2020 when USA Hockey granted
former Falcons Hockey Association president Steven Dry approval for a
tier I charter. And to this, Dry founded Reapers, which has become the
fifth tier I hockey program in the state, joining the Chicago Young
Americans, Fury, Mission, and Team Illinois.

However, without a home arena that’s up to the standards of any top
level youth hockey program in North America, Steven Dry and his team
decided to help invest in a brand new third rink at the Nicholas Sportsplex,
and with the help of Nick Papanicholas Jr. and his construction team, the
third ice sheet became a reality for the Reapers in only seven months.

The Reapers ice-rink at the Nicholas Sportsplex in Mount Prospect, Illinois is already in use.

“It seemed like a natural marriage. We finally found a suitor for what
has always been in consideration, and that was a third ice-rink. So we
finally had the ability with the right partner, and the right dollars involved,
to go ahead and build that third sheet,” said Zanon of the relationship



between the Nicholas & Associates and the newly founded Reapers
Hockey Association.

“It’s awesome being a part of growing the game, especially at the
tier I level. I’m just 29 years young myself, but since I was involved in the
sport, I only remember their being the four tier 1 teams. So for this group
to kind of begin this new chapter in Illinois hockey at the tier 1level with
us, and it’s awesome that they can call this home,” added Zanon.

The Reapers are less than a year into their lifespan,
and they’ve found a comfortable home at 1501 Feehanville Drive.

“When you have a facility that has three hockey sheets, pro turf
fields, and a phenomenal workout facility, you can start hosting
tournaments. And that brings business to the community as well,” said
Reapers president Steven Dry.



The Reapers also have eight private team locker rooms, a players lounge, a classroom for video,
a coach’s office and a coach’s locker room.

“The Papanicholas family has been phenomenal for that community
in redeveloping their uptown area,” said Dry, whose desire to invest in the
growth of the game runs parallel with what the Papanicholas family is
promoting at their Sports complex.

But in addition to investing in such an avant-garde home for the
newest tier I hockey program in Illinois, president Dry also made sure to
hand pick his coaches. In particular, he was looking for personnel with
professional pedigrees, but also individuals who understand how to
connect well with kids.

“Just because someone played in any professional sport, it doesn’t
necessarily mean they’re going to be good with kids and willing to give
back to the game. We’re very fortunate to have Brett Lebda, Tommy
Wingels and Niko Dimitrakos. Not only are they former NHLers and
played at the highest levels throughout their careers, but they want to give
back to the game and they are fantastic when dealing with the young
athletes,” said Dry of his team members, who all contribute immensely to
this organization’s success.



Buffalo Grove native Brett Lebda won the Stanley Cup
as a member of the Detroit Red Wings in 2008.

“We’ve been lucky to jump on board with them, and they’ve
provided us with a facility that’s first class, and probably one of the best in
the country,” said Lebda, who is the Reapers Hockey director, but also the
head coach of U15 and U16 boys.

Having played four seasons at Notre-Dame from 2000-2004 before
enjoying a nine year professional career, Lebda is in a good position to
advise high school student athletes who may have college aspirations in
the future.

“That’s why I wanted this age group, because I wanted to have an
impact on these kids, in terms of moving them forward to the next stages
in their hockey careers. I think I can provide some valuable information
because I’ve been through this before. The kids ask me a lot of questions,
and I can kind of guide them in the right direction, and to make sure
they’re put in a situation that helps their process moving forward in their
development,” Lebda said of his role as a coach for boys of this age group.



When Lebda was playing, he was able to learn from many of his
coaches and teammates, and now he’s trying to give back now to the game
that’s given him so much.

“When I was younger, I had a coach by the name of Sylvain Turcotte
in Glenview, Illinois. He was my first coach, and probably coached me for
around eight years. After that, I played for some top coaches like Dave
Poulin at Notre Dame, and got to play with some very knowledgeable guys
in the NHL. So I feel lucky, and you kind of take bits and pieces from
everyone to put into your coaching style, but you want to have your own
identity as well,” said Lebda.

Like Lebda, former NHL forward Niko Dimitrakos is on board with
the Reapers as their director of player development, as well as a head
coach for the U13 and U14 boys. And even he admits they didn’t have
facilities like the Nicholas Sportsplex back when he was that young.

“The arena’s unbelievable. For kids, or even if it were a practice
facility for the pros, it’s first class and we’re really appreciative of having
it. They built us a beautiful locker room for the kids and a video room.
They have an academic lounge built-in for the players, if they want to do
their homework. It’s beautiful, and it’s wonderful to be able to call it our
home rink. Without Steve Dry and Mr. Papanicholas Jr., none of this
would be possible,” said Dimitrakos, who had a professional playing
career of 12 years from 2002-2014, during which time he competed in
seven of the world’s top leagues.



Dimitrakos played in 158 NHL games split between
the San Jose Sharks and Philadelphia Flyers

Dimitrakos, who was a standout for the University of Maine at
division I collegiate ranks from 1998-2002, admits he began to think about
coaching towards the end of his playing career.

“I started to think about it more at the end. I don’t really know what
life would look like without hockey. It’s definitely one of my first loves, so
it’s something that I know and comes easy to me. I’ve been around so
many different teams, coaches and locker rooms. Some of the mistakes
that I made coming up, I can kind of give back to the kids and help them to
not make the same mistakes from being in certain situations. I’m glad to
still be involved in the game, passing down the knowledge that I gained,”
shared the 42 year-old native of Boston.



While hockey is a vital part of the operation at the Nicholas Sportsplex, it is definitely an all-sports campus.

“It’s really become a sports campus with a collegiate-type
experience that offers community programming. Yes, we have three sheets
of ice, but we also have a multi-use synthetic turf field. And we partnered
with Illinois Bone and Joint on the sports development center, where all
the dryland and strength and conditioning for the athletes takes place,”
said Nick Papanicholas Jr., whose father is looking down and beaming
with pride.

“When parents bring their kids, you drop them off at one location
and they can check a lot of boxes. Separate from that, we also have a
Bricks Wood Fired Pizza in there so the kids can get sandwiches and
salads and healthier snacks. Not fried food. Life is busy, so we’re just
trying to make the experience as quality as it can be,” said Papanicholas
Jr., who continues to follow in his late father’s footsteps as a builder but
more importantly as a community leader.


