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    INTRODUCTION

    

    “Ultimately, fitness and health are related to everything we do, think, and feel.”

    —George Leonard

    Badminton. Quieter than bowling and stock-car racing, less violent than football and boxing, and almost as fast as a speeding bullet. It rewards power, reflexes, quickness, and intelligence. And it’s only as competitive as you want to make it.

    If it’s a workout you want, badminton fits the bill. It’s a faster game than tennis, allowing players with even moderate skills to maintain a heart rate sufficient for aerobic conditioning, while burning 600 to 1,000 calories per hour. Play for an hour three times a week, and you will see a marked decrease in body fat and an increase in cardiovascular fitness. Plus, you’ll have heaps of fun.

    
      Astudy was done that measured the speed and activity levels of badminton and tennis, with astonishing results. Researchers compared a men’s singles tennis match between Bjorn Borg and John McEnroe to a men’s singles badminton match between two Indonesians. The Borg-McEnroe match lasted just over five hours, but the ball was in play— and the players running—for only eighteen minutes of the match. The badminton match lasted just over two hours, but live action consumed one and a half hours of that time. Moreover, the badminton players changed directions up to twenty-nine times in a single rally, and six hundred to one thousand times in a match.

    

    The United States Badminton Association has a promotional video entitled “Badminton: Sports’ Best Kept Secret,” and ain’t that the truth? Although thirteen million Americans reportedly play badminton at least once a week, top-flight badminton gets almost no news time. No reporters cover the badminton beat. The sport did get a boost in 1988, when it became an exhibition event at the Seoul Olympics, and again at the 1992 Olympics in Barcelona, when it became a full-medal sport. It was the first sport to sell out at Seoul, yet virtually no badminton action, live or taped, was beamed back to the United States from either Olympics. Badminton has a PR problem.

    In Europe and Asia, on the other hand, badminton players get the attention and accolades accorded professional ballplayers in the United States. In Indonesia, top badminton players are financially secure for life, their pictures appear on giant billboards, and kids clamor for their autographs. Before the Barcelona Olympics, twenty-one thousand spectators attended a preliminary badminton match in Malaysia.

    
      In Malaysia, where badminton is something of a religion, irate fans have been known to throw objects on the court during matches. Extra security is sometimes required for players. And it’s not uncommon for spectators to take two shirts—light and dark—to matches. Because background is so important in badminton, with its white, darting shuttle, the fans (short for fanatics) don the dark shirts when their favorite player is facing them, and the light shirts when the opponent is facing them.

    

    As an indication of how different it is in the United States, Sports Illustrated’s Sports Almanac appears to have records and statistics from just about every sport—except badminton! Want to know the slow-pitch softball champs of 1981? How about the women’s national archery champion of 1879? (Mrs. S. Brown, in case you didn’t know.) Year-by-year champions are listed for chess, squash, lacrosse, fishing, and rodeo. You can even find curling results.

    
      “Until you see top-flight badminton, you have no idea how beautiful the game is.”

      —Leonard Hill, coach and lover of badminton

    

    My first thought was that badminton is virtually ignored because it’s a poor TV sport. With shuttle speeds up to 200 miles per hour, I reasoned, the sport must not adapt well to television.

    Not so. Poring over videotapes of several top-flight matches, I saw that the power and quickness of the sport transfers well to the 19-inch screen. Cameras placed above the action can capture much of the exhilaration and intensity of a badminton match. It succeeds at least as well as tennis, a sport that’s enjoyed huge success on television.

    I’m afraid that Andre Agassi has it right on this one: “Image is everything.” And badminton’s image for so many people—especially men—is of a dainty sport. But nothing could be further from the truth.

    RULES

    

    In the chapters that follow, you will learn about badminton strategy and technique. Before you can make sense of that, however, you have to understand the basics of play.

    The complete rules of badminton are given in chapter 8, but here are the basics of the game:

    Badminton is a racket sport for two or four players. As in tennis, two play singles, four play doubles.

    The first serve of the game is from the right half court to the half diagonally opposite. If the receiving side commits a fault, the serving side gains a point and continues to serve. If the serving side commits a fault, no point is scored. In singles, the serve shifts to the opponent; in doubles, one partner serves until his side commits a fault, then his teammate serves. The exception: At the start of a doubles game, the serve shifts to the receiving team as soon as the serving side commits a fault.

    In both singles and doubles, the serve is made alternately from the right half and left half sides of the court, as in tennis. In doubles, the players on the receiving side do not shift half courts between serves.

    Opponents change court ends after each game. The winning side serves first. In doubles, either partner may serve first and either opponent may receive first. The winner is the first side to win two games. If a third game is necessary, opponents change court ends again when one score reaches 8 in a game to 15, or 6 in a game to 11.

    
      Figure 1. The server always serves diagonally to the receiver, alternating between the right and left sides of the court.
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    Games are played to 15 in men’s singles and all doubles, and to 11 in women’s singles. In a 15–point game, if the game is tied at 13–13, the side that first reached 13 has the option of extending it to 18 points. If this option is declined, the game may be set at 17 points when the score reaches 14–all. In women’s singles, the game may be extended to 12 points if the score becomes 9–all or 10–all.

    A one-game match, usually to 21, can be extended to 24 at 19–all and to 23 if tied at 20. Extending a game is a strategic decision that sometimes gives the player receiving serve a chance to come back and win.

    The main faults in badminton occur in the following ways:

    1. The server a) strikes the shuttle at a point higher than his waist, b) holds the racket head higher than his hand, or c) fails to serve the shuttle in the proper court.

    2. The shuttle a) passes through or under the net, b) lands out of bounds, c) hits the ceiling or side walls, or d) touches the clothing or body of a player.

    STROKES

    

    The basic strokes are the serve, clear, drive, drop, and smash. The clear is a shot deep into the opponent’s court. The drive is a fast shot hit with the racket about hip height. The drop is a finesse shot that causes the bird to fall near the net. The smash is a high-speed overhead shot. Clears, drives, and drops may be used on service.

    •  •  •  •  •  •

    My everlasting gratitude to the people everywhere who love this game and made this book possible. Special thanks to the accomplished players and coaches who gave generously of their time, especially Leonard Hill, Mike Walker, Sunny Kim, and Russ and Meiling Okuno.

    Thanks also to the staff at the U.S. Badminton Association. Director Jim Hadley, Kate Spence, Barbara Juba, and others always came through when I needed them.

  


  
    

    HISTORY

    

    The deep roots of badminton are poorly defined. Some historians argue that it derives from a game called battledore, which was played in ancient China with two wooden paddles and a ball.

    England’s royal court records date the game to the twelfth century. But its more direct lineage is from a game in India known as Poona (after the Indian town of origin), which British soldiers took back to England around 1873.

    When a group of such soldiers demonstrated the game to the eighth duke of Beaufort and his guests at the duke’s country estate, called Badminton, it was a real catalyst. The duke took to the game in a big way, and for a time it was called “that game at Badminton,” until it was inevitably shortened.

    Soldiers returning to England from the colonial army introduced the game to other communities, such as Bath, Folkestone, Southsea, and Southampton, and even to the suburbs of London.

    Badminton in Victorian England was quite the formal affair. Players wore Prince Albert coats, button shoes, chokers, and silk toppers. At least one club dropped a player for daring to remove his coat during a match.

    Early courts were not rectangular but waisted, or hourglass shaped. They were typically 4 feet wider at the baselines than at the net. Apparently, this was because the game was played in large Victorian drawing rooms that featured massive doors opening into midcourt.

    Shuttlecocks, all handmade, varied considerably in weight. Most rackets were made in France, where the sport had barely caught on. Singles and doubles were played, but it was also not uncommon to have three, four, or five players on a side, as in volleyball.

    Many women were enthusiastic about badminton, although Victorian propriety precluded their giving maximum effort. Men took to calling their style of play “hit and scream.”

    Badminton was introduced to the United States in 1878. The Badminton Club of the City of New York was formed that year, but its focus was more social than athletic. The club provided a weekend meeting for New York’s society leaders. Names such as Astor, Roosevelt, Rockefeller, and Vanderbilt regularly appeared on the membership list. For twenty-five years after its inception, the club was a leading social rendezvous spot in New York.

    One newspaper of the day described badminton in terms that would foreshadow its image today: “an easygoing game that does not require the muscular exertion demanded in bowling and is quite jolly withal.”

    Indeed, the weekend games at the New York club resembled a carnival as much as an athletic event. Different colored shuttles were used on nine courts shared by 150 members on a single afternoon. Pennants of red and gold, the club colors, decorated the poles that supported the nets. While resting between matches, players snacked on tea, cake, and sandwiches. Men wore tuxedos, Prince Albert coats, and dancing shoes. Women wore the long dresses in vogue during the Victorian era.

    The net varied in height from 5 1/2 to 6 feet (5 feet today), making smashes and drops less effective. Shuttles, usually made with chicken feathers, varied in size, depending on the wishes of the players. Rackets were heavy, wooden implements resembling the tennis rackets of that time.

    In 1887, the Bath Badminton Club of England codified the rules. Today those regulations, with modifications, continue to govern badminton all over the world.

    The early twentieth century saw an increase in athleticism, a trend that spilled over into badminton clubs. After the scandal that erupted when Lyle Mahan took off his tuxedo coat during play, dress codes were relaxed. Men took off their coats, rolled up their sleeves, and began to sweat ever so slightly.

    The standard English rules were adopted in the United States in 1905, and play improved simply because players knew what to expect: a standard shuttlecock, a rectangular court—44 by 20 feet for doubles, 44 by 17 feet for singles—and a net 5 feet high. Other rule changes encouraged a more physically demanding style of play.

    For a long time, interest in badminton lagged in the United States. After World War I, American and Canadian soldiers returning from duty in England rekindled an enthusiasm for the game back home. A team from the English Badminton Association toured Canada in 1925 and 1930, sparking a veritable badminton renaissance. The game was touted as an elixir for what ailed you. Weight loss, muscle tone, on-the-job efficiency, and lower blood pressure were only some of the alleged benefits.

    The Great Depression years of the thirties saw an increased emphasis on recreation. More leisure time meant more badminton time, and for a while it enjoyed a reputation as the fastest growing sport in America. Schools, YMCAs, and hundreds of newly formed clubs offered badminton instruction. Badminton became so popular in the thirties that a New York beauty salon installed a court atop its roof so that customers could exercise while their hair was setting.

    When the game was taken up by movie stars and professional athletes from other sports, it generated even greater interest. Some of the Hollywood personalities who played were Sonja Henie, James Cagney, Pat O’Brien, Johnny Weissmuller, Boris Karloff, Andy Devine, Dick Powell, Harold Lloyd, Ginger Rogers, Loretta Young, Claudette Colbert, and Bette Davis. Joan Crawford was said to be so addicted to badminton that she would play on rainy days in a bathing suit. Douglas Fairbanks invented slightly different equipment for windy days, calling his modified game “Doug.”

    More interest in badminton meant better players, the best of whom drew large crowds. Even the erudite Literary Digest reported on matches. In the November 21, 1936, issue, readers learned that “last week the largest gallery that has ever seen a badminton match in New York City watched two players bat a ridiculous looking object back and forth across a five foot net. Stroking the bird furiously off the forehand and backhand, dribbling delicate drop shots over the net, Purcell and Davidson had the gallery constantly agog.”

    In 1936 Jess Willard and Bill Hurley toured the country, performing a series of badminton exhibitions during intermissions at movie houses. After one Willard-Hurley match at the Paramount in Los Angeles, the manager of the theater wrote, “To think that in a 3400 seat deluxe motion picture theater, a rapidly growing sport would so hold the interest of patrons that not a single person left their seat during the Badminton Game—a period of ten to twelve minutes—at neither [sic] of the four to five shows daily.”

    One of England’s great players, Ken Davidson, came to the United States and soon became a great promoter of badminton. Until 1943 he teamed with Thelma Kingsbury and Hugh Forgie, traveling around the country staging badminton comedy shows. One reporter described the Davidson-Forgie antics thus: “You don’t believe half the things you see . . . the act is built around the terrific power hitting of Forgie and the tricky finesse of Davidson . . . both tear around the court like junior blitzkriegs. Davidson’s placements are uncanny; Forgie’s recoveries unbelievable.”

    The Davidson-Forgie act became such a draw that they played in what was then the largest theater in the world: Radio City Music Hall. In England, they treated King George and Queen Elizabeth to a command performance.

    After Davidson’s death in 1954, the American Badminton Association established an annual award in his honor to go to the U.S. player who excelled in performance, sportsmanship, and contributions to the game. Hugh Forgie went on to entertain millions all over the world with his comedy show “Badminton on Ice.”

    The tremendous growth of badminton created a demand for a governing body. The International Badminton Federation was formed in 1934, and soon thereafter national championships were held in nine countries: Australia, Denmark, India, Malaya, Mexico, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United States. By the mid-sixties, forty countries had joined the federation, and today more than fifty countries are members.

    The American Badminton Association was founded in 1936, and the first national championships were held the following year in Chicago. Five thousand socialites in evening dress showed up to see the final rounds, the largest audience ever for a badminton match on the continent.

    World War II stunted the growth of badminton. Many key players were called to war, armories closed their facilities to recreation, shuttles were hard to find, and West Coast blackouts eliminated night play.

    But the sport bounced back in the fifties, the glory years for U.S. badminton. The 1952 U.S. men’s team finished second to Malaya for the Thomas Cup, and American women were the best in the world.

    
      International teams compete every three years for both the men’s and women’s titles. The men’s trophy was donated in 1940 by George A. Thomas, president of the International Badminton Federation, but World War II and its aftermath delayed matches for the trophy until 1949. The first three Thomas Cups were won by Malaya, the next three by Indonesia. No non-Asian country has ever won the men’s competition.

      In 1956 Mrs. H. S. Uber, a British badminton star, contributed a trophy for international women’s competition. Led by Judith Devlin Hashman, the U.S. women won the first three Uber Cups, the last in 1963. A former Baltimore schoolteacher, Hashman played world-class badminton between 1954 and 1967. During those thirteen years, she won thirty-two U.S. championships—twelve in singles, twelve in doubles (ten with her sister, Sue Devlin Peard), and eight in mixed doubles—and ten All-England (unofficial world championship) titles. Since her retirement, Japan, China, and Indonesia have dominated the women’s competition.

    

    United States badminton in the 1990s flourishes in schools and colleges, where it does especially well as an intramural sport. In high schools, interschool competition is more common for girls than for boys, which tarnishes its image in the eyes of males. Inexpensive, nonviolent, and requiring a challenging mix of agility and power, badminton deserves a better fate.

    The American Badminton Association is now the United States Badminton Association, an organization that supervises local, state, and regional tournaments and conducts national and junior national championships annually.

    With the variety of big-money sports available in the United States, passion for badminton here will never reach the obsession level it has in Europe and Asia. Some European and Asian cities have special badminton halls, where matches are often played before thousands of screaming, standing-room-only spectators. Copenhagen, for example, has twenty-two badminton halls, with four to twelve courts in each. In Asia, badminton teams are heavily subsidized by the government, and players become national heroes. More than twenty-one thousand fans attended an Olympic qualifier match in Malaysia.

    In the United States, there are good players but no dominant players on the world stage. The best Americans are not in the top one hundred in the world.

    To excel in badminton, you have to love the game. There is no six-figure prize money for tournament winners, no million-dollar sneaker contracts. “Reebok offered to give me one pair of shoes to wear at the Olympics,” said Joy Kitzmiller, former U.S. badminton champion and one of three female badminton players who represented the United States at Barcelona.

    BADMINTON TIME LINE

    

    
      
        	1873
        	
Game introduced in England and called badminton.

      

      
        	1873
        	First badminton club formed in Bath, England.
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