






























































JOE SOBEK —
THE FATHER OF RACQUETBALL

Unlike golf or tennis, racquetball can
trace its history accurately. Instead of a
beginning on another continent, racquet-
ball has North American roots. It is also
such a young sport that its founder, Joe
Sobek, can tell the story of the beginning
himself.

It all began in the winter of 1950, with
25 racquets and a few lucky connections
in the rubber business. Back then, Joe
Sobek was atennis and squash pro simply
looking for something to do.

Despite the lack of fanfare and prom:
ise when racquetball -
started, today Joe So-
bek (now 70) could
travel through any one
of dozens of countries
and find players on court
with the sport he cre-
ated at a Greenwich,
Connecticut, YMCA.

There bhave been
many conflicting stories
of racquetball’s begin-
ning. The mostcommon
misrepresentation has
been the “sawed-off”
tennis racquet theory.

Joe Sobek knows
better. The level of his
own squash game was
too good for himto find -
suitable competition;
tennis could not be
played in the winter. He
wanted a way to play hard and enjoy a
good workout.

“At that time, there were only the
YMCA's for indoor sports during the win-
ter. Team sports were fine, except it took
too many players to get a game organ-
ized. We liked paddieball, but because it
usedwooden paddles, itwas alittle slow.”

Instead of resorting to sawed-off ten-
nis racquets, however, Joe found a
company willing to make 25 metal rac-
quets to his specifications. His invest-
ment was $150.00, which was sizeablein
pre-inflation days.

“I remember the first day on the court
very well, partly because of the money |
had spent and | didn't know if the idea
would work. We went on the court and
tried the game and we were amazed at
the speed — the ball was going like a
bullet.”

His small group of players at the
Greenwich YMCA loved the game, but it
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took Sobek’s hard work, a lucky connec-
tion with arubber company — Seamco—
and the national YMCA “grapevine” for
racquetball to become a sport involving
millions of players.

“Word got around through YMCA di-
rectors. They would call me up and ask
about this game “paddle rackets”, which
is what | first named it. YMCA directors
were always looking for good ways to run
sports programs and this was perfect for
them. So | would send them a few rac-
quets and balls and a set of rules. Things

Joe and Nancy Sobek

took off from there.”

It wasn't that easy, though. The first
problem was paddle racket balls, or lack
of them.

“Weused something called ‘playballs’.
They were perfect for the game. Basically
they had been made for children and we
bought them at department stores.

“Unfortunately, the balls were nolonger
being manufactured. After a while, we
exhausted the local supplies. Each ball
became precious, and when we broke
one, it felt like atragedy. We had to rely on
business trips for new supplies. If some-
one found some balls in another city, he
would buy as many as he could and bring
them back.”

The solution? Joe had a friend in the
rubber business who had the patience to
keep experimenting with formulas. He
eventually came up with a ball that worked
as well as the playballs. The main prob-
lem that had to be overcome before a bali

could be manufactured was finding a
formula to produce a ball that wasn’t too
lively. The old playballs, some of which
had been on department store shelves
for years, had aged enough to bounce at
perfect speed.

When Sobek finally had a reliable
source of new balls, the only thing left for
him to do was work hard. Along with his
wife Nancy, he spent hours a day sending
out racquets and rules to those who
requested them.

The racquets were made through the
Magnan RacquetManu-
facturing Company of
Attleboro, MA. Until
1963, when Bancroft
purchased that com-
pany, Sobek was re-
sponsible for most rac-
E quet sales.

“We would wrap the
racquets in our attic,
often staying up until
one, two, three in the
. morning. Forthefirstfew
years, we only charged
cost— $6.00 a racquet.
| decided after a couple
/ ofyears that it was cost-
¢ ing me a lot of money
. sending them, so | in-
* creased it to $9.00.”

When Bancroft took
over, Joe Sobek was
glad to be finished with
the work that was taking so much of his
spare time. He did receive a small royalty
per racquet sold over the next few years.

Ironically, the man who invented rac-
quetball did not become rich as a result.
Hundreds of court facilities have been
constructed, millions of racquets have
been manufactured, and tens of millions
ofracquetballs have been sold since that
beginning in Greenwich. Sobek only
received that small royalty from Bancroft.

It was worth it for him however. As he
says, “The sport has given Nancy and me
so much. We've travelled, we've made
great friendships and we've enjoyed
everything we've done connected to
racquetball.”

He smiles as he remembersthe winter
of 1950. “Did | think it would become so
big when | first stepped on the court with
oneof 25racquets? “No. But | sure wasn't
surprised, either.” O



















Ask THE PLAYING EDITORS

Bret Harnett

Toni Bevelock

Ruben Gonzalez

28 / National Racquetball | November 1988

_Ifyou have a question for the pros, direct it to one of

the playing editors listed on our masthead, and
address it to: Playing Editors, National Racquetball
Magazine, PO. Box 6126, Clearwater, FL 34618.

Bret Harmett, | am a 17-year-old junior
player, and | play open division in tourna-
ments, hoping one day to become pro-
fessional. | need help in two areas —
confidence and mental toughness, and
hitting shots on the run. | ask you be-
cause I'm a lefty and a power player and
I'm a big fan of yours. What can you
suggest?

L. Priole, Philadeiphlia, PA

It seems easy to say this, but the most
important thing to help both areas, is
practice. If you hit the same shot enough
times in practice, it will become natural,
and once that happens, you'll not worry
about hitting that shot during tournaments.

When you practice, work on a wide
variety of shots. That way, if one doesn't
seem to be working during a particular
match, you know you have others to rely
on. That knowledge in itself gives a lot of
confidence.

As for mental toughness, don't worry.
Mental toughness is something which
can be learned, but takes experience
and perseverance. In other words, don't
letyourlosses discourage you. If youlose
atoumnament match you think you should
have won, or if you lose a close match,
view it as a learning experience and
continue from there. If you want to prac-
tice playing under pressure, make small
friendly bets with your opponents. It will
get you used to playing with something
on the line.

Hitting on the runis difficult, but as you
know, it can really help your game. When
you play practice matches, play with as
much offense as possible. Instead of
hitting safe defensive shots, go ahead
and try to hit winners. Just keep practic-
ing. However, until you've mastered it,
remember not to do the same thing dur-
ing tournaments, when losing points is
much more costly.

Canyoupleasetellme, Tonl Bevelock,
how to hit my backhand shots with power
from waist level or higher? | know that
normally the safe shot is a ceiling ball, but
I have seen you consistently hit winning
aggressive shots from the waist and
shoulder high area.
J.W. Steams, Phoenix, AZ

The key to hitting shots from that
awkward area is in the racquet prepara-
tion. As you know, attempts fromthat high
must be hit with power, otherwise they
become set-ups for your opponent.

The further you bring your racquet

back, the more power you can generate.
You should take it far enough back that
the action makes your shoulders and
hips rotate backwards as well. This gen-
erates power as your body parts “torque”
forward during the stroke. if you have a
hard time visualizing this racquet and
shoulder position, think of yourself pull-
ing a frisbee back to fling it as far as
possible.

To attempt an aggressive shot from
that high in your hitting zone, you need
plenty of room. Since most of these shots
are taken from back court, check to make
sure you have enough room behind you
by reaching back with your free hand and
feel for the back wall. Whenever you're
more than arm’s length from the back
wall, you will have enough room to take a
full swing.

As you pointed out, a safer shot is a
ceiling ball. When you decide to attempt
an offensive shot instead of a ceiling ball,
go with the safer percentage shots such
as down-the-line or cross court passes.
Of those two, the safer shot is a cross
court. Missed cross court passes will set
your opponent up less often than will
missed down-the-lines or missed pinch
shots.

Ruben Gonzalez, while on defense,
should | watch my opponent as he hits
the ball or should | anticipate and watch
the front wall where | expect the shot to
go? E. Bauer, Sacramento, CA

Actually, the best way to handle your
defense is to use a combination of both.
You must definitely watch your opponent
to get an idea of his next shot attempt.
Watch especially the feet and body mo-
tion. Most players telegraph their shot
attempts by the placement of their feet.

Then continue watching until your
opponent has committed to the shot by
starting his or her stroke. If you wait that
long, the shot probably won't fool you. If
you wait longer, you risk not finding the
ball in time as it comes off the front walll;
sometimes the ball is hit at a faster pace
than you can follow with a tum of your
head.

One little known fact about anticipa-
tion, is how much your own shot will
dictate what your opponent can hit. If you
hit a perfect down-the-line, it leaves little
choice but areturn splat or another down-
the-line. This lets you cheat forward and
to the side in your coverage, giving you
an edge in anticipation. O






































































































