THE 41st ANNUAL PALM BEACH CROQUET CLUB INVITATIONAL

January 11-17, 2009
While it may not be the National Championships, the Palm Beach Croquet Club Invitational certainly does bare such a comparison. Steeped with history, this annual event emerged 41 years ago, a full decade before the first roquet was ever missed at the Nationals. Endurance, today, remains a trademark for both. Though the Palm Beach Invitational has removed one day of play, the six remaining days of competitive action can be, like the seven days the Nationals offer, grueling. More importantly, Palm Beach is perhaps the only competition, other than the Nationals, which offers a double elimination Playoff ladder in Singles. Such a format, one in which the single bad roll of a ball does not cause instant extinction, always attracts a field of strength, the cream of it’s crop usually prevailing.

With the Club’s home court, located at the Breaker’s Hotel, still below par for championship level play, all matches this year were conducted at the National Croquet Center. The lawns themselves, in preparation for the upcoming World Championships, were in phenomenal shape. Six, in number, were in use and three Flights of both singles and doubles were competed. Matches were timed at one hour and fifteen minutes throughout block play and increased by five minutes for the Playoff action Friday and Saturday. Double banking took place in both the Championship and First Flight singles, and aside from a couple days of cooler than normal temperatures, the weather was well received by the 51 players in competition.


In the Championship Flight Singles, Doug Grimsley (-3) continued his solid play by capturing the esteemed Tankoos Trophy. Grimsley, a legend within the tuna fishing industry, topped his 5-1 block record by then going undefeated throughout the ladder Playoffs, dismissing the improved and surprising Ben Morehead (.5) in the semis. While Ted Knopf (-1.5), always comfortable within the Final Four of this tournament, defeated John Osborn (-2) in the other semi, he only too soon became bait for Captain Grimsley’s aggressive and consistent play. 

In the Championship Flight Doubles (The Supper Cup), the experienced duo of Bill Berne & David McCoy snuck past the hot-shooting team of David Bent and Michael Carmichael. Carmichael, in particular, played beautiful croquet throughout the tournament, gained four million tracking points and was quickly dropped from a 2-handicap to scratch. Tim Bitting/Steve (good to see you again!) Johnston shared third place honors with Dick Bracket/Ben Morehead.

The First Flight Singles (The President’s Trophy), not surprisingly went to upstart Charlie Gillmarten. Having moved down to West Palm Beach but a few months ago and now working at the National Croquet Center, Gillmarten’s time on the croquet lawns has paid off. In the Loser’s Bracket semis, Gillmarten first had to get past the stubborn Bill Taft (4). Starting from the back of the Loser’s Brackett, Taft won four straight games simply to reach the semis and his Third Place finish was well deserved. Betty Whitlow (5), on the other hand, went 5-1 in block play, had reached the Final’s with an earlier victory over Gillmarten and was playing with both style and grace. While Gillmarten displayed just a little less style and grace, he did prove to be more consistent and, after the Final’s victory, found a 5 to 3.5 drop fall upon his handicap.

The First Flight Doubles (the Lawford Trophy) was stocked with close matches throughout, capped by a equally intriguing Final. Future Singles winner Gillmarten was teamed with the feisty Jodie Rugart, while hubby Conrad Rugart partnered with the ‘out-of-practice’ John Pitera. In a 13-12 nail-biter, Conrad and John prevailed, made even more interesting in that they had reached the Final by beating David Collie (playing solo when his partner, Geoffrey Mattison, had to withdraw) by one point as well. Stephanie Paduano/Geraldine McCauley shared Third Place honors.

The Second Flight looked much like the John Blamire (10) showcase.  Blamire, who can be found almost daily upon the NCC lawns, went 4-1 in block play and captured the Finals (The Clayton Trophy) with his stylish victory over Guy Brown (10). Blamire then teamed with Victoria Albrecht and thus added the Double’s Harold Brown Trophy to his collection…his handicap dropping by two due to his fine performance.

While winning is often in itself a worthwhile reward, the trophies presented at the Palm Beach Croquet Club Invitational remain famous. Imported from South Africa by Digby Bridges, architect of the NCC and a PBCC member, the hand-carved Verdite statues, replicas of a wide range of wild animals, continue to stand alone in their unique and impressive nature. As does the Ruthie Award, a superb statuette made by Marsha Mayer and given to the player(s) who, throughout the six-day event, exhibit the highest level of courtesy and sportsmanship. This year’s recipients were Bill and Billie Jean Taft.

As is always the case, Archie Peck (PBCC President) and Ruth Summers (with job responsibilities too many to name) were there to make certain that everything ran smoothly. And they did. And with expanded plans for next year’s Invitational already underway, the Palm Beach Croquet Club hopes that even more of its many friends have the chance to join in what is always an amazing celebration.

-John C. Osborn (TD)

FINAL ORDER OF FINISH

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT SINGLES

1. Doug Grimsley

2. Ted Knopf

3. Ben Morehead

3. John Osborn

5. Johnny Mitchell

5. Michael Carmichael

7. Ed O’Laughlin

7. Ted Quimby

9. Dick Brackett

9. Bill Berne

9. Tim Bitting

9. John Curington

13. David McCoy

13. John Hunter

13. Chuck Whitlow

13. Bob Chilton

17. Bill Martin

17. Steve Johnston

19. Billie Jean Berne

20. Missy Ramey

FIRST FLIGHT SINGLES

1. Charlie Gilmarten

2. Betty Whitlow

3. Bill Taft

4. Geoffrey Mattison

5. Conrad Rugart

5. Stephanie Paduano

7. David Collie

7. Sandy Walsh

9. John Pitera

9. Jodie Rugart

9. Reine Bitting

9. Margaret Mihlon

13. Geraldine McCauley

13. Pamela Johnson

15. Bill Cooley

16. Lou Fusz

SECOND FLIGHT SINGLES

1. John Blamire

2. Guy Brown

3. Billie Jean Taft

3. Betty Crisler

5. Victoria Albrecht

6. George Mathys

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. Bill Berne-David McCoy

2. David Bent-Michael Carmichael

3. Tim Bitting-Steve Johnston

3. Dick Brackett-Ben Morehead

5. Doug Grimsley-Bill Taft

5. Ted Quimby-Missy Ramey

5. Ted Knopf-Ed O’Laughlin

5. Bill Martin-Bob Chilton

9. Archie Peck-John Hunter

9. Johnny Mitchell-Chuck Whitlow

FIRST FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. John Pitera-Conrad Rugart

2. Charlie Gilmarten-Jodie Rugart

3. Stephanie Paduano-Geraldine McCauley

3. Geoffrey Mattison-David Collie

5. Barbara Leeming-June Jackson

5. Lucille Maresca-Barney King

5. Lou Fusz-Reine Bitting

5. Sandra Walsh-Pamela Johnston

9. Betty Whitlow-Billie Jean Taft

SECOND FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. Victoria Albrecht

1. John Blamire

2. Guy Brown

2. George Mathys

5. Betty Crisler

6. Isabel Jordan

7. Dolph Cramer

8. Mary Anne Mathys

RUTHIE AWARD (Sportsmanship)

Bill and Billie Jean Taft

