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To Nigel and Jamie, with thanks for all the lessons
you taught me on and off the table. And to Eric Kirsch, one of the
greatest the Manchester Jewish Table Tennis League has
ever seen.–RB



To my father and brother, for teaching me how to lose,
and my mother, for tolerating the destruction.–EH
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First place trophy for a local ping pong
tournament won by the book designer’s father.
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Diane (a lefty) and Rosalind (a righty) Rowe–twins and world doubles champions, 1951.

INTRODUCTION

Every sport claims to be the world’s game–soccer, basketball, kabbadi. But few can match the global status acquired by modest yet ubiquitous ping pong: constant but never ascendant, unconcerned with macho posturing, all the while secreting its fingerprints across popular culture. From Fidel Castro to Prince Charles, Thelonious Monk to 50 Cent, George Foreman to Arnold Schwarzenegger, Charlie Chaplin to Ellen DeGeneres–all have clutched a paddle, all have peered across the net with menacing intent. If you throw in a billion hard-core Chinese aficionados, it is no empty boast to claim that ping pong is the most popular yet misunderstood pastime in the world today–the sleeping giant of fast-paced fun.

Ping pong’s unvanquished strength lies, paradoxically, in its shabby exterior. Amid the rapid cycles of our world’s escalating media omniscience, today’s obscure Brazilian hobby becomes tomorrow’s Hollywood blockbuster overnight, leaving no time to develop the depth and richness that can be forged only through generations of basement heroics. Neglected by the corporate hunger for the New New New Thing, ping pong has been allowed to flourish in dark corners and distant alleys around the world, nurturing a wealth oflore, legends, and die-hard fans. It is the magma lurking beneath the Earth’s crust, piping hot and eternally bubbling.

Other sports may have cross-cultural appeal, but theirs is the appeal of a spreading hegemony; an NBA fan in Shanghai wears the same Melo jersey as an NBA fan in Sheboygan. The power of ping pong, however, lies in its adaptability. Its touch is ubiquitous but gentle–a caress, not a clutch. Neither jihad nor McDonald’s, ping pong does not crush local mores nor homogenize for profit, fluttering mothlike to any bright light. It thrives in suburban sheds and Bangkok backrooms, providing a stage upon which countless daily dramas are performed. A global community of a thousand different villages, each a little world in itself–New Jersey rec rooms, Beijing stadia, dwarf child champions, elderly enthusiasts, Hollywood hipsters, perky porn stars–all united by a shared humanity, all noble in their idiosyncrasies. Thomas Freidman claimed that the world is flat; nay, Thomas, we say–the world is round, plastic, and always spinning.

This game brought the two of us together as well: one a chiseler, the other a modified wiper, but joined in a common hunger. When we are not playing the game itself, we can be found immersing ourselves in the ripples left in its wake, amassing a treasury of artifacts unearthed in garages, thrift shops, and archives around the world. From our headquarters on opposite coasts, we have hunted these photos and factoids, the data and detritus, the posters, postcards, and phone cards, driven by a belief that this ever-growing collection offers a glimpse of a hidden kingdom, a realm where culture, politics, love, and war collide. For others, ping pong may amount to little more than a fancy. To us, it is an oracle, a palantir, a Magic 8-Ball that is never wrong.

And so, with the aid of our friends and fellow enthusiasts, it is our honor to present this tale–a story of a thousand smaller stories, a story in which we are all vital characters, a billion tiny balls bouncing back and forth upon an endless globe. Welcome to this world–our world, your world, the world behind the world. A world in which everything you know is pong.
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1 THE LONG GREEN BATTLEFIELD

GEOPOLITICS AND THE SPORT OF KINGS

Ask any junior faculty or armchair historian about ping pong’s intersection with the geopolitical trends of the twentieth century, and you’re certain to receive a straightened posture, a twitch of bushy eyebrows, and a long ode to Mao, Nixon, Kissinger, and the beloved legend of Ping Pong Diplomacy–the long-overdue thawing of diplomatic relations between the two superpowers, under the safe cover of a harmless sports exchange, innocent athletes in tight shorts providing a lingua sino to transcend cultural barriers. It’s a long, colorful story, full of handsome young Americans thrown into a spicy cauldron of international gamesmanship.

Unfortunately, it’s also a sham. So-called Ping Pong Diplomacy had very little to do with the game we know and love, and much more to do with those true, perpetual global pastimes: greed and fear. China wanted to cement its claim to Taiwan, and the U.S. was terrified of the Soviet foothold in Asia. Ping pong was a wide-eyed innocent just happy for a moment in the spotlight. But this spotlight was in fact a radioactive beam straight to the genitals, for the true effect was not adulation but emasculation; the game we know and love was used as an ignorant sap, a patsy. The athletes were trotted out into brightly lit gymnasiums, but the real action was in the shadows and smoke of the back rooms, the dank lairs of Nixon and Kissinger and their kind. We can imagine them, corpulent and greasy, chuckling in pride at their masterstroke. “Ping pong!” they wheeze. “What could be more harmless than ping pong?” (For an alternate take on this encounter, see page 165.) Little did they know.
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Novelty bats celebrating 1971’s Ping Pong Diplomacy.

The jowly fatcats won the day, but they lost the century; Nixon’s corpse began rotting decades before his death, and Kissinger will soon face eternal justice. These men did not know their history, and they have paid the price. The real story of ping pong in the bloody dance of this century gone by cannot be found on a commemorative plate. The truth dwells in darker corners–in Auschwitz, in Guantánamo Bay, in Castro’s rebel camps. The field of geopolitics is not a chessboard but a long green table, and the ball never stops bouncing.

We can best understand ping pong as a sort of Forrest Gump of the twentieth century. While Forrest was content to frolic in a playground of baby-boomer signifiers–all the way from Woodstock to Washington, wow!–ping pong truly spans the years and the globe. Sometimes buffeted by massive forces, sometimes doing the buffeting itself, two paddles and a ball have been there every step of the way.

The story begins at the end of the previous century, in India, cradle of the purest games of modernity: dice, chess, cockfighting, kabaddi. In this case, however, the invention was not homegrown, but rather a prescient example of cultural fusion. British soldiers, after a long day of colonial exploitation, used cigar-box lids to bat wine corks across tables stacked with books. From these boozy beginnings a behemoth was born. By the turn of the century the fad was spreading across the ballrooms of Europe, Old World aristocrats eagerly co-opting this subcontinental creation. Early names included flim-flam, whiff-whaff, and gossima, until 1901 when Parker Brothers acquired the name Ping-Pong.

Already we’ve seen early hallmarks of the twentieth century: colonial decay, cultural appropriation, and competing trademarks. Next up was the rise of the immigrant underclass. World War I shattered the gossima delusions of the aristocracy, and the Great Depression humbled the rest. Ping pong provided a cheap, democratic pastime accessible to those who had been excluded from the polo fields of previous centuries. The game proved particularly popular among the Jews of Central Europe; eight of the first nine World Table Tennis Championships were won by Hungary, led by Jewish stars Viktor Barna and Lazlo Bellak. This run was broken in 1936 by Austria, who had found its own Hebrew champ in Richard Bergmann.

But trouble was brewing in Europe, and within three years Bergmann and Barna were teaming up to win the doubles title–for England, their new home. (The New Yorker reported that Bergmann “considered Fascism incompatible with the advancement of ping pong and, taking his life in his hands, fled to England, where he is now teaching the game to the British troops.”) Those 1939 championships in Cairo were the last until 1947, as the Nazis spread their reign of anti-ping pong hate across Europe. Many of the Jewish stars followed Bergmann and Barna to safer countries, but some were not so lucky–such as Alojzy Ehrlich.

Ehrlich was a Polish Jew and a top player, a three-time runner-up at the World Championships. His legend was secured at the 1936 Swaythling Cup in Prague, when he met Romanian Paneth Farcas in an early round. Both were cautious, defensive players, and it was sure to be a grueling match. Two hours and twelve minutes later, they were finally finished … with the first point. During those twelve thousand volleys across the net, the umpire had to be replaced due to a sore neck, Ehrlich began playing left-handed to preserve energy, and an emergency meeting of the International Table Tennis Federation was held–with Ehrlich serving as the Polish representative, mid-rally. Farcas forfeited twenty minutes into the second point, and Ehrlich was on his way to the finals. (For a more in-depth account of this match, please see Dick Miles’s riveting article in the November 15, 1965, issue of Sports Illustrated.)
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The kings of prewar Europe: Bellak

[image: ]

Barna
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Bergmann

This perseverance was tested six years later, when Ehrlich was captured by the Germans and sent to Auschwitz and later Dachau. His six-foot-four frame, ideal for corralling distant slams, now carried only eighty pounds. He was eventually sent to the gas chamber–but then was spared when a guard recognized him from tournament heroics. Ehrlich managed to outlast the war and even returned to the World Championships in 1957, now representing France.

Meanwhile, back in the U.S. of A., ping pong was experiencing sunnier times as a central part of the American war effort. In previous decades, the military had taken a firm antipong stance, a product of benighted notions of traditional masculinity evidenced by Major General John F. O’Ryan, commander of the National Guard. In 1914, O’Ryan embarked upon a campaign to toughen the Guard, declaring, “Ballroom soldiers and ping pong warriors are not wanted in the National Guard. If we advertised for ping pong soldiers and offered them dances as an inducement to join, we could get more men than we wanted. We want in the National Guard strong, athletic, and intelligent men who enjoy camping and roughing it.”

[image: ]

New York Times, January 12, 1915, page 5.
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“Ping pong warriors” paused in a rare moment of rest: American soldiers during World War II.

Reaction was swift and angry. Many veterans spoke up in favor of dancing, one arguing that “on the night before the battle of Waterloo the Allies had a dance. Napoleon was overthrown the next day”; another, eighty-five-year-old Colonel John B. Silliman, said, “I dance myself when I get a chance, and it doesn’t hurt a good soldier. The more ladies around the armory, the more men.” Unfortunately, while many defended dancing, they objected only to the accusations of ping pong; in those early misguided years, the sport was seen as footloose frippery. A New York Times headline proclaimed “Ping-Pong Charge Hurts,” and soldiers scurried to prove their antipong credentials. (Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell seems almost enlightened in comparison.)

That was late 1914, as the United States closed its eyes and ears to the mounting turmoil in Europe. By 1919, however, the War to End All Wars was a fact of life, and all pretenses were stripped away; macho pongaphobia was a luxury our military could no longer afford. The Times now reported: “Ping pong is coming to be the favorite sport of the American Expeditionary Force over there.” Six weeks later the Treaty of Versailles was signed. Ping pong warriors had won in the end.

Thus, by the time World War II rolled in, ping pong was firmly established as a wholesome, manly endeavor, a favored pastime on army bases, and a reassuring reminder of normalcy while awaiting deployment to foreign shores. Ping pong was also contributing to the war effort behind closed doors. A top secret military installation known only as P.O. Box 1142 (its mailing address in northern Virginia) interrogated almost 4,000 German prisoners of war, using a variety of enlightened–and effective–techniques. In a quote that sent ripples through the modern table-tennis military-intelligence community, ninety-one-year-old Henry Kolm, a veteran of the World War II intelligence efforts, recently said, “We got more information out of a German general with a game of chess or ping pong than they do today, with their torture.”

Of course, not all cultural exchange was so well intentioned. Any weapon as powerful as a smiling pongeur runs the risk of abuse; any potent symbol can be deployed as a false signifier. And such was the case on our own shores, in the Japanese internment camps. In our government’s queasy, ambivalent reasoning, the Japanese-Americans were possible spies, but also friends and neighbors; they couldn’t just run free, but they shouldn’t suffer. How to communicate to the nation that these “war relocation camps” weren’t anything to worry about? The easy solution: elaborately staged proponganda photos. See, folks? It’s a camp–fun!

The war ends. Peace, sort of, reigns. And here enters one of the most controversial, committed pongeurs of the twentieth century: Fidel Castro. In 1951 Castro was just a young lawyer running for the legislature, attempting to contribute to a new Cuba. Early in 1952, however, two events reshaped Castro’s political philosophy and forged his revolutionary destiny. The second event is widely known: Batista’s military coup on March 10, which eliminated Castro’s hopes of changing the government from the inside. Just a month before, however, came an uprising of a different sort, one that sent shock waves through ping pong circles worldwide and showed Fidel how innovation and insouciance can be used to upend even the most dominant opponent. I refer, of course, to Hiroji Satoh’s debut of the sponge-bat at the 1952 World Championships in Bombay. Satoh was an unheralded player, scrawny and nearsighted, not even top-three on his own Japanese team. But in Bombay he unveiled a thick, soft paddle, capable of absorbing even the slammiest slam and intensifying his opponent’s own spin–in effect, using the enemy’s power against him. Satoh went on to win the world title that February, upsetting the razor-sharp, needle-thin Marty Reisman in a historic match that haunts the American table-tennis community to this day. According to traditionalists, the sponge-bat ruined ping pong forever–but to Fidel Castro, it must have been a revelation, and perhaps an inspiration. Three months later Castro fled to the mountains and began planning his revolution.
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“Manzanar, California: These girls are enjoying a game of ping pong in a girls’ recreation center at this War Relocation Authority center for evacuees of Japanese ancestry.”
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The following year he launched his first attack, on the Moncada Barracks, but it failed miserably; Castro had absorbed Satoh’s revolutionary spirit but still was at a loss for specific tactics. Castro was imprisoned and then was exiled in early 1955. By 1957, however, he was back in Cuba, having relaunched the ultimately successful revolution we know and love today. What happened during that exile to transform Castro’s struggling strategy? The answer lies in midtown Manhattan.

In November of 1955 Castro traveled to New York to raise funds for his movement. He delivered a rousing speech before a crowd of 800 at the Palm Garden Hall, 306 West Fifty-second Street, and the dollars rolled in. This much is known. What is not known, but is much speculated upon, is what he did next–immediately next. Castro’s schedule for the day is lost to history, but does it not seem likely that he might have fled the gilded ballroom for more familiar surroundings? Imagine young Fidel, twenty-nine years old, stepping out on the streets of New York City. He heads one block east. Turns left on Broadway. Does Fidel wrinkle his nose at the rampant capitalism? No matter–this night is no longer about politics. He heads north, one block, two … and then sees the holy ground he has been seeking: Lawrence’s Broadway Courts, a table tennis emporium in an old Legs Diamond speakeasy (previously known as the Nutty Club). Lawrence’s was the sweaty center of American ping pong, the legendary battleground of Dick Miles, Lou Pagliaro, and Marty Reisman himself, still smarting from his loss to Satoh three years before. Here the play was furious, passionate, and utterly individual. And perhaps Reisman’s quintessentially New York game–a crafty, razor-sharp blend of spin, speed, precision, and chatter–taught Fidel what Satoh’s victory could not.
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Fidel Castro’s hypothesized pilgrimage, 1955.

Castro left the United States, rejoined Che and the guerillas, and declared his new strategy: “Like ping pong,” he said, “you hit them where they least expect it.” (This is what he said!) They headed for the Sierra Maestra mountains and began a Reisman-like campaign of unexpected strikes from the depths of the jungle. Three years later, Castro’s army was celebrating in the streets of Havana.

Castro never forgot the source of his victory. Twelve years into his regime, with the aforementioned sham of Ping Pong Diplomacy gobbling up theairwaves, he was asked, “Would you accept a ping pong game Nixon?” Fidel’s reply: “I have better competitors with whom to play ping pong.” This was a man who understood that the long green battlefield was not to be trifled with.

The midcentury arrival of Satoh’s sponge-bat signaled changes beyond the Cuban Revolution. We can see its echoes in the ensuing Cold War arms race, the equipment becoming more important than the soldier/player. There are also early glimmers of the Eastward power shift to come in the following decades. Japan and China were emerging from the ashes of war, and Satoh’s shocking upset foreshadowed the imminent Asian dominance of consumer electronics and small paddle/racket sports (with occasional competition from northern Europe in both areas). Meanwhile the U.S. descended into uncertain wars and intergenerational bickering, and our tables descended into our bomb shelters. The next fifty years were lost to consumerism and fear. And so the twentieth century came to close–in with a ping, out with a whimper.
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A bomb shelter promotional postcard, circa 1960, capturing the emasculated state of post-heyday, pre-rebirth North American table tennis.

The game’s specter, however, stretches farther than ever. Francis Fukuyama famously proclaimed “the end of history,” but the pong goes on. We see its presence in Saudi “jihad rehab” centers, which use table tennis to draw young militants away from Al Qaeda. We
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