2009 BEACH CLUB INVITATIONAL

January 27 – February 1, 2009


The fix was in. At least that is what seemed to be the consensus.  Sure, the words started out as whispers, uttered behind deadness boards and between participants as they quietly filled up another styrofoam cup of iced tea - but the facts certainly seemed hard to dispute. Did Chuck Whitlow really win the Championship Flight Doubles? How could this possibly be? His handicap had, indeed, dropped from a 1.5 to a 1 just a few days ago, but even that caused suspicion. Could the Tournament Director, John Osborn, really afford the Jaguar he had recently been seen driving? Was Lucky Chucky throwing around both his weight and wallet by buying the entire bar a drink at Thursday’s Garden Party? And had he really made the Singles Playoffs too!? “This guy couldn’t run a wicket if it had only one stanchion,” said one player with hushed tones. “And it was Waterford Doubles,” said another, “I’m not even sure how Betty puts up with him, let alone five other people!” And as the temperatures dropped, the volume of the voices rose, everyone anxious to see what would happen at the Awards Ceremony.


We will call it the 30th Annual Beach Club Invitational. It may have been only the 29th, but the 58 players really didn’t care…they were having way too good a time. The number of participants was certainly better than expected, and thus a toast goes out to those who continue to make this event one of the most enjoyable upon the croquet calendar. Played over the span of five days, one day shorter than in the past, the event used courts at both The Beach Club and The National Croquet Center. While the Doubles was of the Waterford format, the Singles involved block play leading to single-elimination ladders. Three Flights were in action and matches were timed at one hour and twenty minutes. Double banking occurred in Singles only and six rounds were played per day.


While the temperatures did drop quite suddenly for a day or two, that alone can not explain the series of bizarre events that occurred upon the lawns, all playing beautifully at both the NCC and at The Beach Club. Bottom line: if you were favored to win a match, you might as well have stayed home. Upsets flourished, and even those games completed with predictable results were decided by no more than a point or two.  For example: the average handicap of the Championship Singles Semi-finals was 2.5, the minus players left in the dust and accepting drinks from Chuck Whitlow. In all of the Quarter Final Singles Playoffs, 75% of the matches were won by the underdog.  Six out of the seven Semi and Final matches were won by three points or less, and no Playoff game went to 26 points. As it had been all week, even the Playoffs looked, sometimes, suspicious.


Of course, results are results…In the Championship Flight Singles, all of the favorites lost in the first round of eight players. Bitting (-1) lost to Hughes (0), Ted Knopf (-1.5) was squeezed by McCoy (2.5), Mitchell (-1.5) was run over by Gillmarten (3.5) and Whitlow (1 and perhaps feeling the gossip) lost to Knoll (4). Hughes would dismiss McCoy (19-9) in one Semi and in a match of the two of the hottest shooting players of the event, Gillmarten defeated Knoll, with a close 17-14 score, in he other.


The Final, of course, had to be interesting. And it was. Charlie Gillmarten had, within the past two weeks, have his handicap drop from a 5 to a 3.5. He got the first break after a Hughes mistake and it was sexy - with pin-point positions and great control he took his black ball to rover, setting up a beautiful break for blue. Of course, sexy seldom lasts, and in this case, things got ugly. Tom got his own chance and played what didn’t look much like a break, but it worked. And then both players fell apart, trading mistakes like faded trading cards. Each player, Gillmarten in particular, had a chance to seal a victory, but it was time alone that gave Tom the 20-18 victory.


In the First Flight Singles, Rich Watson (8) was living a charmed life. Seeded toward the very bottom of the 24 players, he had made the final! And guess what, his opponent would be a 7-handicapper, the honorable Stuart Baker (7)! In a Flight with a 4.5s, a slew 5s and an abundance of 6s, these two gentlemen were more than happy to being playing late Sunday morning.  And Rich made the most of it, using a deadness advantage to gain a 15-7 lead.  While Stuart rallied with style in the last five minutes, Rich would win the Finals 15-12. “Thanks Chuck,” he yelled, we think.


In the Second Flight Singles, Marilyn Perry was looking fantastic and playing great during the block play. Her husband, Chuck Perry, who had bought no drinks, won almost no games and was not a topic of conversation by any tea-coolers. (According to those “in the know,” not all Chucks are the same.) And yet Marilyn was now faced with, according to his opponent’s wife, the “sneaking old bastard” Dolph Cramer. (The belief was that she was talking only about croquet.) And sneaky can win, as Dolph Cramer captured the division with some smart and clever play…at least enough of it to guarantee a 11-10 win!


In that the Doubles format was one of Waterford, everyone had a chance. (“I want better than a chance,” said one previously mentioned player.) And it is a format that you either love or hate. What you may find, from the results, is that the system gives everyone a fair shake at the top honors. While all of the scores have not be reported, the number of one-point games may have set a record, thus promoting the thought that this format benefits not only the social but the competitive aspect of croquet. 


What can be said is that this was one of the more relaxed events in some time, with virtually no conflict and some of the best sportsmanship witnessed in many years. Even those small discussions that may occur within a game were resolved without effort, and the participants were still the best of friends once the last wicket was missed. With so many upsets, and so many close games, the sportsmanship revealed was one to take note of.


And so everyone was there at the Champagne Brunch…one of the most beautiful and classy ceremonies in croquet. And it was one of many great events…the Palm Beach Steak House Invitation on Wednesday, the Garden Party on Thursday, The Montoya exhibit Friday and The Poolside BBQ Saturday. But there was everyone on Sunday…all of the eyes locked upon Chuck Whitlow.


Of course, the final story seldom resembles that which has been made true by gossip. As the Tournament Director, I was concerned about Chuck Whitlow’s future health. “People hate you,” I said.  “Why,” he responded. “Because you tried to buy everyone a drink…at an open bar!” I responded. This did not phase him. “And later I was driving someone else’s car, as a favor, and people think it is mine…that you bought it for me!” I hollered. Whitlow, hugging his trophy, simply smiled: “You are now useless…at least now that I have officially won the Championship Flight Doubles!”


Epilogue: Let it be said that I have always rejected all of Mr. Whitlow’s many bribes. (Liz Huhn…well we’ll talk.) What I continue to applaud is the efforts of Dwight Mayer, the Croquet Committee Chairman of the Beach Club. Dwight, as well as an amazing group of volunteers, not only produces a wonderful Invitational, but has the croquet program within the club flourishing. I have taught some of the new players and some will undoubtedly teach me in the future. Jodie and Conrad Rugart, Laura Warner, Margaret Mihlon, Lou Fusz, Josephine Stetson, Colleen Rogers, the awesome ground’s crew and many other volunteers I will probably forget, such as the Tennis Pro-Shop staff…. amazing job!


This has been a wonderful event and please join us next year to make the entire celebration, if possible and with or without Chuck Whitlow, even better! 

FINAL ORDER OF FINISH

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT SINGLES

1. TOM HUGHES

2. CHARLIE GILLMARTEN

3. CASEY KNOLL

3. DAVID McCOY

5. TED KNOPF

5. CHUCK WHITLOW

5. JOHNNY MITCHELL

5. TIM BITTING

9. MISSY RAMEY

10. BARRY GIBSON

10. PATRICK FOY

10. STEVE WARNER

13. DAVID EKSTROM

13. LIZ HUHN

13. BASS WINMILL

13. BILL TAFT

FIRST FLIGHT SINGLES

1. RICH WATSON

2. STUART BAKER

3. BILL COOLEY

3. SANDY WALSH

5. JOHN JOSEPH

5. DAVID COLLIE

5. CONRAD RUGART

5. MARTIE EKSTROM

9. BETTY WHITLOW

9. JODIE RUGART

9. BETTY ANNE BRINE

9. MARGO STINSON

13. CAROLE LEMBO

13. LOU FUSZ

15. CHARLES PERRY

15. REINE BITTING

15. CHARLOTTE HAPAK

15. GERALDINE McCAULEY

15. JOE KNOLL

20. MARGARET MIHLON

20. GISA WAGNER

20. BILLIE JEAN TAFT

23. JOHN HOFFMAN

23. SALLY WINMILL

SECOND FLIGHT SINGLES

1. DOLPH CRAMER

2. GEORGE MATHYS

3. WAYNE DIMM




4. CARLA RUECK

4. MARILYN PERRY

6. JULIA WALLACE

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. CHUCK WHITLOW

2. TED KNOPF

3. PATRICK FOY

4. CHARLIE GILLMARTEN

5. CASEY KNOLL

6. DAVID McCOY

7. TOM HUGHES

8. TIM BITTING

9. BARBARA LEEMING

10. BILL TAFT

11. BASS WINMILL

12. CHARLES PERRY

13. DAVID EKSTROM

14. MISSY RAMEY

15. JOHNNY MITCHELL

16. BARRY GIBSON

FIRST FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. GERALDINE McCAULEY

2. STUART BAKER

3. CONRAD RUGART

4. JOHN JOSEPH

5. JOE KNOLL

6. BETTY ANNE BRINE

7. BILL COOLEY

8. SANDY WALSH

9. BETTY WHITLOW

10. LOU FUSZ

11. JODIE RUGART

12. LINDA PRICKETT

13. MARTIE EKSTROM

14. REINE BITTING

15. BILLIE JEAN TAFT

16. CHERYL HARDERS

17. RILICE LEFTON

18. EILEEN HOLBERG

19. JOSEPHINE STETSON

20. SHANDA STEPHENSON

21. RICH WATSON

22. DAVID COLLIE

23. ZOE deROPP

24. JOHN HOFFMAN

SECOND FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. GEORGE MATHYS

2. BEATTY CRAMER

3. DOUG McKECHNEAY

4. CHARLOTTE HAPAK

5. CAROL KNOLL

6. COLLEEN ROGERS

7. MARILYN PERRY

8. WAYNE DIMM

9. SALLY WINMILL

10. CARLA RUECK

11. JULIA WALLACE

12. GISA WAGNER

