
































Feature

League Players:
Backbone Of the Sport

by Alison Davis

They troop around their athletic and
racquetball clubs in packs of eight or
10—all of them proudly wearing bright-
ly colored matching T-shirts. They
organize club functions and chair club
committees. They show up often in the
pro shops, flustered and anxious
because they must have their racquets
repaired or they’ll simply have to buy
new ones

They have “racquetball” scribbled on
their calendars four or five times per
week. They’re not good enough to join
the pro circuit, but they could get
around a racquetball court in their
sleep.

They're the league players, the middle-
men and women, and they’re probably

the single most important contingent of

racQuetball players in the country.

League players vary widely in age, pro-
fession and skill level, but do have a
common commitment. They invest
valuable time, energy and money into

Bob Wilson, Portland,
OR: “The reason most
people participate in the
league is to meet new
people.”

their “league habit,” even though they
usually don’t receive any monetary
rewards or public acclaim in return.
They’ll drop other responsibilities, rear-
range their schedules—whatever it
takes to get to that club at that certain
time each week. Governments may top-
ple and major snow storms hit, but
come league time, you know where
they’ll be.

Take Bob Wilson, 39, of Portland OR.
He’s been playing racquetball for three
years, and participating in leagues at
Portland’s Lloyd Center Courts for most
of that time. A Datsun dealership ser-
vice manager, Wilson reguiarly plays
five or six times per week. He esti-
mated that he goes through two rac-
quets and three pairs of shoes in a
year.

When asked how much money he an-
nually puts into racquetball, he replied,
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“$700, not including the beer.” Wilson
competes in the club’s ladder, and its
in-house and travel leagues. If ever
there’s a lull in league action, you can
expect Wilson to up and organize a
league himself.

Leagues fall into two catergories—
in-house and travel. In-house league
players compete against fellow club
members in a round-robin format, often
for a nominal entry fee. Prizes awarded
and means of determining winners dif-
fer from club to club.

Travel leagues offer inter-club competi-
tion. On an informal level, one club’s
travel team challenges another club’s
representative team for one or more
series of matches. Sometimes an
energetic club manager or member
gets together a more structured, on
going round robin involving several dif-
ferent club teams.

By far the country’s largest and most
elaborate travel league is the Metro-
politan Chicago League, in which some
120 fali and 90 spring teams (with 10 or
12 players each) participate.

The entry fee per team is $180, $60 of
which is returned if the team never
forfeits. Teams travel to each others’
clubs to compete. Members of A, B, C,
or D division teams from one club play
against other club teams in their same
division and geographical zone. If there
is an A division women’s team winner,
for example, in more than one zone, the
zone division champions compete for
the city division championship.

In-house leagues attract more begin-
ning and intermediate level players
because of their generally less com-
petitive nature. Travel leagues, on the
other hand, while not considered
“feeders” for the pro circuit, do appeal
particularly to the more advanced
players.

“When you’'re one of the top three or
four players in your club, you can get
bored or stagnated,” said Art Michaely,
coordinator of the Chicago League.
(For a profile of Michaely, see the
January issue.) Travel leagues remedy
this by exposing players to different
styles and strategies, according to
Michaely, executive director of the Park
Ridge, IL YMCA.

Michaely said that his league suits all
levels of players. Points earned by
beginning players count just as much
toward the overall team scored as
those of the “high mucky mucky. A
league of this sort,” explained Michae-
ly, “can funnel all kinds of players into
a competitive league situation. It’s a
full-service bank.

“The league is a learning process,” he
continued. “The whole premise of our
league is that the players get -
something back from it.” Players get
different things back from their league
participation.

“The reason that most people | know
participate in the league is to meet new
people,” explained Wilson, rated a B
player in-house. “The problem with rac-
quetball,” he said, “is that it’s not a
very social game. It's an individual
game.”

Not only does Wilson socialize more
now with people he’s met through the

Bruce Gibson, Miramar,
FL: “Pm twice as good
now as | was before |
started playing in
leagues. The name of
the game is
competition.”

league, but he’s established a base of
20 to 30 suitable opponents whom he
can contact to set up matches. “And
by playing against more people with
different types of games, I've gained

. more court sense,” he added.

Bruce Gibson, 34, who plays at the
Sportrooms of North Miami, FL, said,
“I'm twice as good now as | was before
| started playing in the league. The
name of the game is competition,” add-
ed the August Brothers Bakery
distributor. “The only way you’re going
to get better at it is if you play a wider
variety of players with different skills.”

Vicki Sparks of Denver, CO couldn’t
agree more. The 29-year-old accounting
assistant and computer operator had








































































Fiction
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“l Think We Need

A New Ball”

by Matt McDowell

| expected it to be just a normal rac-
quetball game. Little did | know it
would be a game that would change
the shape of my entire life.

| had been playing racquetball for
about two months and | figured | was
pretty good. | had beaten all my friends
and was hungry for some fresh
competition.

They had these little forms at the club
that read, “/ need a game.” Sensing
that this was a way to meet new
players, | filled one out and put it on
the bulletin board.

About a week later | got a phone call.

“Meet me at the club, 7:30 this
Wednesday. Don’t bring any friends
and don’t tell anyone where you’re go-
ing,” said the muffled voice before it
hung up.

| figured this was just the guy’s way of
psyching me out.

| showed up at the club that Wednes-
day night about 7:45. The receptionist
looked at me with pity in her eyes and
said, “Court number three. You've kept
him waiting.”

I opened the door to court number
three and eyed my opponent viciously.

“You’re late.” he said simply. “I'll serve .

first.”

He was good, but somehow | managed
to keep even with him through the first
game. He finally won, 21-18. In the se-
cond game | decided to dig a little
deeper and win. | did, 21-19.

“Do you think | could get a drink of
water before we start the next game?” |
asked politely.

“Sure, why nbt, ” he said, “It’ll be the
last drink of water you’ll ever get.”

I laughed nervously.

In the middle of the third game | fell
apart. | just couldn’t seem to get it
together. It seemed like every ball | hit,
no matter how hard | hit it, would
always fall short.

“I think this ball is shot,” | said. “Why
don’t we go get another one?”

Hé looked over his shoulder at me,
smiled, and hit an excellent serve to my
backhand. | hit a low shot to his
forehand. He returned it softly against
the forehand wall, stepped back and
laughed.

| ran as fast as | could, up to the front
of the court. Just before | got to the
ball, | tripped and went flying into the
wall.

Much to my surprise, | bounced back
off the wall. Suddenly everything looked
bigger and | was spinning and twirling
in the air. | caught a glimpse of my op-
ponent just before he hit me as hard as
he could with his racquet.

The force of his hit shoved my knees
into my chest and | hit the wall with
almost enough force to knock me out.
The whole time he just stood there and
laughed. He hit me again and again.
My whole shrunken body felt rubbery
with pain.

| looked down at my knees and feet on-
ly to see a blue mass of skin where
they used to be. The force of the blows
had caused my extremities to somehow
mold together. The blows had also
caused huge bruises to appear on my
skin.

It was then that | realized that | was
being changed into a racquetball.

| screamed for him to stop but he only
laughed and hit me harder.

This punishment continued for about
haif an hour, until | could no longer
see. Finally he stopped. He picked me
up gently and tossed me from one
hand to another.

“No, | don’t think we need a new ball.
This one will do just fine.”

Matt McDowell is a free lance writer
and racquetball player from Gridley,
CA e





















































