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			INTRODUCTION

			Welcome to the Pickledome

			Many people have tried to nail down what exactly pickleball is. Some say it’s tiny tennis; others say it’s oversized ping-pong. In reality, the best way to get an adequate understanding of the pickleball vibe is to picture a mixed martial arts octagon. But instead of burly fighters squaring off, imagine an intense face-off between a TikTok teenager in sneakers and a retiree donning a headband, scowl, and knee brace. One is fueled by youthful swagger, the other by decades of steely determination. And they are brawling in a sport where either one could feasibly come out utterly humiliated. This is the intensity you should be picturing when thinking of pickleball. Think passion. Think bloody rivalry. Think everyone from octogenarians to preteens with an insatiable hunger for victory.

			Pickleball is not just a sport; it’s a battlefield where friendships are forged and destroyed in the span of a single set. It’s where mild-mannered accountants transform into paddle-wielding warriors, and bunco-playing grandmothers develop an unnerving killer instinct. It’s where middle schoolers drop-shot their gym teachers into oblivion, and college athletes learn the hard way that pickleball skill is not determined by age. It’s where newbies go from skeptics to full-blown addicts before they’ve even figured out how to properly announce the score; where the already competitive become even more insufferable. And where everyone—at some point—experiences the deep, personal betrayal of watching a perforated plastic ball sail past them, perfectly placed by an opponent they foolishly underestimated.

			
				
				
					[image: Illustration of a pickleball match in a fenced court with two players on one side and one on the other. The scoreboard reads 'Pickleball Pro Series 3 v 5' with a banner below saying 'Go Grandpa!' Spectators cheer, holding paddles and signs.]
				

			

			Because pickleball is much more than just a game—it’s a cultural movement that defies age, fitness ability, and any level of common sense.

			Sure, this description might seem a bit dramatic for a sport that features a modified wiffle ball, but underestimating pickleball is a rookie mistake. This “simple” sport often starts as a casual pastime and then quickly escalates into a full-blown obsession. One minute, you’re innocently rallying with a friend, feeling smug about your hand-eye coordination; the next, you have flung yourself fully horizontal, leaping through the air, executing a dive you have no business attempting, all in the name of hitting that blasted plastic ball before it bounces on the ground. (The bloody part of pickleball can come about 3.5 seconds after gravity makes an appearance in your dive attempt.)

			Not long after “casually” taking up pickleball, you will find yourself shouting things like “LET IT BOUNCE!” with the intensity of someone trying to defuse a bomb. The stakes? Irrationally high. The reward? Not much besides bragging rights, maybe a cheap plastic medal from a local tournament, and an occasional visit to your friendly neighborhood urgent care. Yet here we are—risking our dignity, our joints, and our weekend plans, all to chase the dink dream.

			This is pickleball. And this is serious.

			Why This Book Exists (And Why You Need It)

			The Pickleball Handbook is your ultimate guide to surviving and thriving in the world’s fastest growing obsession. Whether you’re a pickleball newbie who got ambushed by an overly enthusiastic friend or a seasoned player who has more than one custom game shirt, this book is for you.
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				We’ll cover:

				
						
						The rules, which are both overly complicated and oddly arbitrary.

					

						
						The essential (and often unnecessary) gear you need to fit in.

					

						
						The many, many types of pickleball players, including Professor Paddle, the “Rusty” Ringer, and the person who is mostly here for selfies and social hour. (We will also touch on all the ways these many types of players will humble you along your pickleball journey.)

					

						
						The secret language of pickleball, from “dink” to “Nasty Nelson.”

					

						
						How to know when you’ve crossed over from casual player to full-blown addict. (Hint: If you own a custom paddle, it’s too late.)

					

				

			

			This book is here to both educate and entertain. If you’re looking for a straightforward, deeply serious manual on the perfect pickleball technique, you may be in the wrong place. But if you want to understand the glorious absurdity of a sport that has somehow become the defining activity of a generation, then grab your paddle and let’s get started. Maybe also grab a knee brace or two, just to be safe.

			
				
				
					IS PICKLEBALL RIGHT FOR YOU?

					A Very Scientific Quiz

				

				
					Answer the following questions honestly. Your pickleball future depends on it.

					
						
							[image: Orange circle with a white number '1' centered inside.] Do you enjoy activities that are technically low-impact but still somehow lead to countless new injuries?

							
									
									A) Absolutely, full range of movement is overrated.

								

									
									B) No thanks, I prefer to remain in one fully functional piece.

								

							

						

						
							[image: Orange circle with a white number '2' centered inside.] Are you prepared to take a sport played with a plastic ball way too seriously?

							
									
									A) Yes, I think I’d look fantastic in pickleball goggles.

								

									
									B) No, I’m just here for a good time and possibly snacks.

								

							

						

						
							[image: Orange circle with a white number '3' centered inside.] How many cuss words are you able to string together in a pinch?

							
									
									A) My abilities are limitless.

								

									
									B) I’m too classy for such things.

								

							

						

						
							[image: Orange circle with a white number '4' centered inside.] Are you comfortable with the possibility of being utterly humbled on the court by absolutely every demographic? We are talking all ages, body types, and skill levels. You are safe from no one.

							
									
									A) Yes, and I will embrace my role as the athletic inferior to all other humans in existence.

								

									
									B) No, I have too much pride to lose to everyone.

								

							

						

						
							[image: Orange circle with a white number '5' centered inside.] I hate to harp on this, but do you have health insurance?

							
									
									A) Yes, and I’m fully prepared for whatever pickleball throws at me (including the ground).

								

									
									B) No, and I prefer to live on the edge—both physically and financially.

								

							

						

					

				

				
					Mostly A’s: Welcome to your new addiction. Pickleball isn’t just a hobby for you—it’s a lifestyle. Your weekends, your wardrobe, and possibly your retirement plans are now fully dedicated to the sport.

					Mostly B’s: You may not be convinced now, but pickleball has a way of sneaking into your life. One casual game turns into two, and before you can say “skinny singles,” you find yourself stuck in an endless rabbit hole of YouTube pickleball tutorials at two a.m. It’s only a matter of time—resistance is futile. But seriously: Make sure you have health insurance.
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					How We Got Here and Where We Are

				

			

		

		
			
			Pickleball, like so many confusingly popular things (goat yoga, mullets, The Masked Singer), was never really meant to get this big.

			It was born in 1965, when some dads in Washington state (Joel Pritchard, Bill Bell, and Barney McCallum) tried to come up with a way to occupy their bored kids during summer break. They grabbed a wiffle ball, headed to the badminton court, and threw some old ping-pong paddles at the children. Their intention was to distract their offspring with physical activity for a few minutes, but instead they ended up creating a cultural phenomenon. (I personally have high hopes that “couch cushion fort building” will also become a professional sport soon, because I really dominated that skill during my own childhood summers.)

			The origin of the name Pickleball is part of the sport’s lore. Some say the game was named after the Pritchards’ family dog, Pickles. But Joan Pritchard, Joel’s wife, has said that she came up with the name because it reminded her of a pickle boat in crew races. That boat is made up of leftover or less experienced rowers who are seen as a group of misfits. This felt like a natural name to Joan, because pickleball seemed to be compiled from spare parts of so many other sports.

			Misfits or not, what started as a way to kill a summer afternoon slowly mutated into a nationwide obsession—like sourdough bread, but with hamstring injuries. The sport gained traction in the Pacific Northwest, starting with friends and neighbors of Joel, Bill, and Barney. It turns out that a game meant to amuse children also did the trick for easily entertained adults.

			By 1972, the game became legit, with the formation of Pickleball, Inc. (because nothing screams “chill backyard pastime” like legal paperwork). The corporation was created with the intent of protecting the sport and also, of course, monetizing it. Pickleball, Inc., began producing paddles, balls, and net systems, which helped the game grow beyond the Pacific Northwest. By 1984, the first official rulebook was published, and the USA Pickleball Association (USAPA) was founded soon after to promote the sport nationally.

			From there, things escalated. By 1990, pickleball was being played in all fifty states, with courts popping up in schools, parks, and retirement communities. Retirees were early fans of the sport because it was easy to learn, low-impact, and just competitive enough to raise the heart rate above that found in a canasta tournament.

			Then came the 2010s, and with them, younger players, legit tournaments, paddle tech innovation, and, most important, media coverage. Just when the sport seemed it might level out, COVID hit. Pandemic times required safe, social, outdoor activities, and pickleball was ready to meet the moment.

			By 2023, the sport wasn’t just a thing retirees did between water aerobics and bingo. It was everywhere: TikTok, the local news, and Sheila from accounting were all talking about this new craze. No one was safe from the spread of the Next Great Obsession.

			And now here you are, reading a book that lovingly makes fun of pickleball, which is how you know the sport has officially reached the zeitgeist. Mockery, after all, is the highest form of flattery, especially when the one mocking is also one of the sport’s biggest fans.

			Before we get into the layout of the sacred pickleball court, let’s talk about what you are actually supposed to do on one.

			How to Pickle: 
The Short Version

			The goal of this game is to hit the ball over the net and onto your opponent’s side without breaking any rules, face-planting, or crying. (Aiming for two out of three is a good beginner goal.) You can play singles (one vs. one) or doubles (two vs. two), though doubles is more common, because everyone likes having someone else to blame if they lose. Pickleball is played using paddles that look like something between a racquetball racquet and a charcuterie board, and a modified wiffle ball that seems harmless, but is here to destroy everyone in its path.

			Only the serving team can score; games are played to eleven points and must be won by two. Serves must be underhand, hit below the waist, and land diagonally into the opponent’s service box. If the serve lands out of bounds or in the no-volley zone (more on that later), it’s a fault (no good), but if it clips the net and still lands in the right spot, it’s fair game (go team). (For more on the rules, see this page.)

			After the serve, both sides must let the ball bounce once (the double bounce rule; see this page) before anyone can volley (hit the ball out of the air, without it bouncing first). After that, it’s a mix of hard hits, soft dinks (light hits), and the occasional rage smash (BLAM-O).

			The game is played on what appears to be a shrunken-down tennis court (because it is often found drawn on pre-existing tennis courts) but is actually the size of a doubles badminton court. This is because badminton was the court used when the sport was being created for bored children all those years ago. It features a net that is about the same height as a tennis net, because said children had more fun hitting the ball over a net that was lower than the standard badminton height. There are some lines added to the court, and those lines are responsible for 87% of in-game arguments. There is also something called “the kitchen,” which unfortunately has nothing to do with food and everything to do with gravity’s cruel control over the human body.

			To really understand how pickleball is played, you must understand its players. For a game that was invented to distract young children, it has done quite a number on adults as well. Over the years, pickleball has evolved into a strangely addictive hybrid of sport and social experiment. The energy coming off the players can run the gamut between friendly game night and Hulk Hogan ripping his shirt off in a ring circa 1985. And sometimes that energy can run the gamut through one player, during one game. More than rules or strategy or teamwork, energy is the biggest determinant of what happens on the pickleball court.

			It all looks innocent enough…until you’re sweating, swearing, and swatting at a plastic ball with less athleticism than should legally be allowed near anything labeled a sport. And that look? It’s the unofficial look of pickleball: half desperation, half determination, and entirely more complicated than it has any right to be.

			
				
					[image: Illustration of blue eyeglasses with dark teal arms closed.]
				

			

			The Highly Official Pickleball Court Diagram

			
				
				
					
						[image: Diagram of a pickleball court labeled with key areas and dimensions. The court includes right and left service areas, a non-volley zone (kitchen), a non-volley line, a centerline measuring 15 feet, baselines measuring 20 feet, and sidelines measuring 44 feet. Illustrated pickleball equipment, including a paddle and ball, is shown in the left service area. Orange markers highlight specific points on the court.]
					

					
						For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

					
				
			

			
				[image: Orange circle with a white number '1' centered inside.] ​ Excuses Preparation Zone Where players rehearse why they missed that last shot: “The sun was in my eyes,” “Mercury is in retrograde,” etc.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '2' centered inside.] ​ Stretch It Out Spot A great place to implement a quick thirty-two-point stretching regimen, just to loosen up the joints for continued battle, before each serve.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '3' centered inside.] ​ Whisper Pep Talk Spot Where to turn your back to the game before your serve and hype yourself up like a prizefighter between rounds.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '4' centered inside.] ​ Ego Adjustment Area Where you get up close and personal with your own athletic limitations.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '5' centered inside.] ​ Foot Fault Free-For-All No one knows the rules. Everyone thinks they do.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '6' centered inside.] ​ Gravity’s Playground The area where you really want your dinks to land and really hope your face doesn’t end up. Gravity is a cruel mistress, one with her own plans about who and what will land in this zone.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '7' centered inside.] ​ Snack Zone If you are lucky, this is like a line of food trucks, some offering kale-based energy bars, some offering IPAs. Befriend accordingly.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '8' centered inside.] ​ Blame Bench “I’m not saying it was all your fault, but…I have some notes.”

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '9' centered inside.] ​ Side-Eye Section Think gymnastics judges, but with less training and way more shade.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '10' centered inside.] ​ Territory Dispute Line “Yours!” said by both partners simultaneously, as the ball whizzes by.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '11' centered inside.] ​ Cry Zone Usually occupied after a difficult loss or an unfortunate run-in with an errant paddle.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '12' centered inside.] ​ Best Group Selfie Spot Great lighting, great background—if there aren’t pictures, did it even happen?

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '13' centered inside.] ​ Insincere Paddle Tap Zone What is said: “Good game.” What is felt: “It’s taking everything in my power to refrain from storming off like an angry toddler right now.”

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '14' centered inside.] ​ Weird Flirty Energy Linger Zone Where two players who just met already have a vibe.

				[image: Orange circle with a white number '15' centered inside.] ​ Where Lost Balls Go to Die These balls flew too close to the sun. Or, rather, too far away for anyone to bother chasing them down. May their memory be eternal.

			

			Where to Pickle: 
The Court Where Sanity Goes to Die

			When one first spots a pickleball court in the distance, the scene can look simple—quaint, even. People of all ages, tapping a ball back and forth over a net in a whimsical rhythm. Even as an unsuspecting onlooker gets closer, things continue to appear innocent enough. A tidy little rectangle, some cheerful lines, a net.

			But something happens once a person steps inside those

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
			

			
				
					[image: Illustration of a purple water bottle decorated with pickleball-themed designs, including paddles, balls, and phrases like 'Live Laugh Lob,' 'Straight Outta the Kitchen,' and 'Paddle Baddie.']
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