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Florida’s National Croquet Center — the largest facility of its kind in
the world — offers weekend seminars for about 60 students of all ages

to learn the game from pros,

Pack your mallet

GETTING THERE

LS. Ainways (1-B00-428-4302,

W LS EIrwEyS. o) offers daily
filghts to Palm Beach Intemational
Airport from Moritresl, Ottaws and
Toronto. Westhet [ 1-858-937-8535:
waw, westie.com] offers nor-stop
flights from Toronte and Calgary to
Forl Lauderdade, 75 kilormetras ta
the sauth, Miami Imternational Alr-
poart is 100 kilametres to the south.

WHERE TO STAY

The Breakers Hotel: 1 South County
Fd., Palm Beach; 1-8B&-2732537;
thebreakers.com. Golf is still the
main sport &t this stately periad
pigce, but croguet |s another favour-
itex, The hotel even arganizes croquet
lawn parties, which include lunch or
dinner and coms with twa croguet
refeneas dressed in regulation white.

In high seasan (throwugh mid-May),

doubles start a1 $560,

PiGEA National Resort & Spa; 400
Awenue of the Champions, Palm
Beach Gardens; 1-8004633-3150;
WWW, DE3-Tes0rts.com. Doubdes from
$£300 through December; $430 from
Jam, 1 to April 15.

THINGS TO DO

The croguese] season begins Mow 1.
The Metional Croquet Center has a
clubhowse, hosts croque lwn par-
tles, offers dining in season and
hoste competitions every Salurday
morning. Golf croquet nstruction is
free; aquipment ks provided. For
migre information, vis it wesscroguet-
national.com,

The United States Croquet Assack
ation's next weskend courses run
Dec. 2 te 4, and Jan, 5o 7, 2006,
Far more infarmation, visit wwe.cro-
quetarmesics, o,

‘Croquet is fast. It's a whole new world’

S0 much for ‘chess on grass’

EY JUDITH RITTER, FALM BEACH. FLA.

ith its wood panelling
and displey cases full of
sllver trophies, the
lounge of the National
Croquet Center in Palm Beach, Fla.,
Fewls like a time machine. The cdub-
room seems like the perfiect
place to hobnob with the high-
strung Dorothy Parker or 14930s
movie heartthrob Tyrone Power,
both die-hard Fans and catthroat
players of croguet. But that was
then. While it has a reputation as an
anachronistic pastime of the lei-
sure class, croquet k= making a
comeback, and Palm Beach ig the
epicentre for a not-so-genteal ver-
sion of the game.

AL the National Croguet Center,
visitor Cymnie Cagney argues that
the game might eclipse golf as Flor-
idas obsession. “Colf is borng,”
she says, punciuating her words
with a thwack as she hits a ball
dowmn the lavwm with a three-pusand
miallet. "Crogquet is fast. It's a whole
nesw e ld.”

Cagney is one of about 60 snsd-

ents, from teens to retirees, who
comve o the cooquet centre for
seminars with pros (yes, indeed,
there are croquel pros), And she's
joking, of course; |[gTh|;|;lnly unlikely
that croguet will ever outshine
Palm Beach's 100 golf courges.

With the croquet centre, the larg-
est croquet facility in the waorld,
and a pumber of smaller green-
swards (or croquet lawns), the gild-
ed gheiig Ipmhahl-g.r has the highest
density of crogquet greens o the
United States. And the wicket sport
has cawght the atention of hun-
dreds, if not thousands, of visitors
to Falm Beach.

The curious rebind of this game
in America has another odd pwlst:
The best players in America are Ca-
nadians. Leo McBride, a Barrie,
Ount., schoolteaches, is the Mo, 1-
ranked player in Morth America.
And when Elara, Ont., native Brian
Curnming made his last visit to
Palm Springs for the National Cro-
quet Champlonahips, he sole he
gold from his American competi-
tors

The towmament croquet that Mr.

Cumming and Mr, McBride play
has nothing te do with lazy sum-
mer days ln the backvard. 1t is mus-
cular and brainy and can be cut.
throat; players talk of “killing" their
opponents and aren't averde i run-
ning up the score against weak
competition. The students who
coune b the centre all ante up $470
or more for a weekend of lessons,
and whibe few aspine o high-stakes
tournament crooquet, all but the
rank beginners take the game se-
rioushy

For vizitors w the Palm Beach
ared, the United States Crogquet As-
sociation’s seminar weekends offer
an gy way-to get into the game.
On the centre’s wide, shady veran-
da, students in white shorts and sa-
fari hats dine on elegant hin-
cheons, imagining themselves as
Boston Brahmins or British bhae-
bloods just for a few days.

Then there are the lessons with
croequet pros like Teddy Prentis,
the Ammold Palmer of the wicket
winrld, For beginners, the guldanee
begins with stance, grip and les-
s0ns in swinging a mallet. Failed at-

— Palm Beach’s wicket scene is muscular, brainy
and occasionally cutthroat. And a pair of Canadians rule the lawns

tempis to hit the brightly coloursd
balls are met with friendly joculari-

Croquets rules are an Byzanting
[there is a 67-page boak) and in-
volve =0 much jargon that hegin-
ners may as well be studying a for-
eign language, sorting out thelr
peels frorm their pass rolls and can-
nons. OF courss, the more ad-
vanced students spend their week-
ends learning complex strategy and
tBCiics.

Some like Maine resident Marcia
Chapman, practise the sport far
from the warm winds of Palm
Hesch. “We have a tournament in
the snow,” Chapman chuckles. “Its
beautiful to  see the bright
cobour(ed] balls carve litthe tracks in
the snow.” But she confesses that
its a lot easker 1o play in shorts in
Florida than in & parka in Maine,
and theres mote oo learm here (oo
“There are s0 many varlables.” she
says, “It's a complex game of strate-
g% like chess and billiards on tuef ™

The complexity of the game and
its repuration for snootiness have
kept some people away. Bob Al-

man, who is editor of an on-line
cenquel magazine and runs the
museum at the croquet centre, is
on & misslon to change that reputa-
tion, "There's this image of croguet
as this elegant ezoteric game that
vou can loek at, but no one has any
idea what is going on” he says
“Croagquet rules are 20 complex, they
seem beyond understanding.”

In his white pith helmer and
white frousers, he seems an unlike-
Iy impresario for the sport he calls
“chess on grass” But democmatiz-
ing croguet i3 Alman's life's wor,
He concedes that traditional cro-
quet can be a tough sell, 30 he is
pitching a few other croguet-in-
spired games that he thinks have-
bmader

One of those variants is a super-
size  wversion called mallethall,

p]a:yed with hl? dh;gkflﬂﬁg
iln

Ilmpa Mo perfectly manicured
lavm 15 needed for this form of
wicket madness; any old backyard
urpﬂﬂuﬂﬂdﬂ.ﬂhmu}‘:dﬁm
wlarization of this game and a 2
yersion called Toequet are creating
new intercst in the more strategic
traditional game. Mallethall games

mphyalatlh:mﬂl&uqm

Centér, on hotél [awns and in city.©

parks around Palm Besch.

An unstoppahle aptimist, Alman
also has a plan o lure the thou-
sands of polfers mnunﬁ F&]m Beach
with a hybrid game called “golf cro-

quet.” This curouwsly named pas-
time — which has litile to do with
the area’s more popular sport — s
really a beginner's croquet that 5
easier and more social. It's already
popular enough that the Mational
Crogquet Center has o dedicated
lawm for the sport and a yearsround
schedule of mumaments and
seminars.

The continued growth in popu-
larity of golf croguet may even
serve to restore harmony in Cynnde
Eapl:fs home. Back on the ex-

ct lanm, Cagney, still
qmar:hn , yellow and bhoe balls
00 dwgms, mip]mm that her golf-
obseased hushand humoured her
recently and challenged her o a
game of croquet — which he had
never played buot was convineed
WHE 3 Snap.

According to  Cagney, hubhy'
changed his tune quickhy “0Of
course, 1 whipped him,” she says.
Mext time, shtaays.sh:‘]lamﬂ' do-
mestic warfare, opt for the golf ver-
slon of the wicket sport and level
the playing field

Wmmmmm




