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If you really want to go back to the beginning of time, 1959 seems to be as good a time as any. At least in regard to the USCA. The setting was Westhampton Beach, Long Island, where a group of young men and women (mostly men) met on a regular basis to drink a little too much, wear clothing that today would be cause for concern and to play croquet upon a lawn that really would be best described as a backyard. Actually, this practice had been going on for some time, but it was not until 1959 that this merry gang drew up papers and then referred to themselves as The Westhampton Mallet Club. Rumor has it that my birth, in July of that year, was delayed due to a triple overtime doubles match that involved much yelling, the introduction of the shot-clock and required the need for police intervention. Yes, it was certainly the wild Westhampton back then.

The game, at that point in time, involved nine wickets. Of course, while the drinking continued, aspects of the actual croquet changed through time. Three lawns were manufactured and the grass was cut lower. The English came, embarrassed the Westhampton zip code and nine wickets turned to six. The concept of ‘ball-in-hand’ and that of a ‘break’ were introduced. While Ted Prentis tended bar and I was paid a dollar a day to pick up cigarette butts, neither of us were allowed to play until dusk. Bell-bottoms became the rage but, more importantly, the Club grew, gatherings became more frequent and arguments louder than ever.

There were five Clubs in existence when the USCA was formed in 1977…Spring Lake, Bermuda, Palm Beach, New York and, of course, Westhampton. Generally speaking, the tournament schedule was simple: five Clubs with each hosting their own event each year. And why was the USCA created? Well, to stop the arguments (not the drinking) more than anything else. More importantly, and to do so, to codify the rules and to encourage more clubs to emerge and join the above-mentioned merry band. And how things have changed! 

Today, fifty years later, The Westhampton Mallet Club is proud to look back upon the role it has played in the evolution of the game in the United States. Still situated within the beautiful Cox Estate, the three courts remain an oasis and are always happy to welcome anyone interested in giving croquet a try. While the overall history is too extensive to mention, and while adjacent courts (Dix and Clayton) have faded away, the court of Charles and Joan Lazarus, as well as that of Ruth Summers, have allowed the Club’s annual Invitational to continue to grow.

Finally, to put the history of Westhampton into perspective, there is no other Club that has propelled so many Members into the USCA Hall of Fame. Ted Prentis hit his first ball in Westhampton. So did Kiley Jones. So did Bob Clayton, and Don Degnan, and a slew of others whose names may, unfortunately, be unfamiliar. And so did I, against a very clever grandmother. Most importantly, it is where Jack Osborn, my father, fell in love with the game for which he would eventually, so to speak, give up everything in an effort to take croquet National. Even before my mother became ill and passed away, she showed some interest in getting back into the croquet, and oh how I encouraged it! She had been the WMC Ladies Champion over and over again, but now living twelve months in NYC, she stated quite clearly: “It won’t be the same – Westhampton was magical.” And yes it was. And yes, it continues to be so.  

*****

It’s a shame that the 50th Anniversary Party could not be held in conjunction with the Invitational, but there is only so much a Club can do. Held a few days (Saturday) before at, for the most part, the Town Hall/Church, the WMC Members welcomed everyone to attend an open party. Zoe deRopp, who would house eight players during the Invitational, brought enough tea sandwiches to feed a small army. Others brought more and, needless to say, between the wine and food, a party certainly did erupt! Yes, the grass was a bit long, but the enthusiasm of the WMC Members made all of those interested feel more than welcomed. Future Hall-of-Famer Ruth Summers set things in motion and, with Ted Prentis giving instruction and the entire WMC offering guidance, the event gained great exposure and a few new members! Wine and wickets in Long Island…have to love tradition!

*****

It was now Wednesday evening and the opening party of the Invitational, graciously hosted by Jerry and Lone Schweitzer, was turning out to be a blast. I had already reset wickets at the three venues, adjusted clocks, printed charts, answered a ton of phone calls and was ready for the many questions that might emerge. “Can I really die from a tic bite?” “What should I do about that deer I just hit?” “Does 8:30 AM really mean that, or can I show up a little later?” Announcements were made (with perhaps too much time spent harping upon the WMC Clubhouse plumbing system) and everyone seemed both ready and excited, rain or shine, to play. 

No, it was not raining on Thursday, the first day of play, when the clips were first placed upon the wickets. And the future offered a relatively easy day…doubles only with no double banking involved. In fact, there would be no double banking at all except for the Championship and First Flight Singles, the Second Flight having an easier go. The format was quite normal…. Block play leading to single elimination ladders, the only variant being the Second Flight Doubles, that involving Waterford Doubles. Games were timed at one hour and fifteen minutes and while things started smoothly, by the end of the first round rain would rear its ugly head. In fact, it kept raining. And kept raining. And kept raining more. And even more! (Get the point?) Since yes, even Tiger Woods was sent home and the first round of the US Open was canceled, I give great credit to all of the WMC Invitational players (competing but a few miles away from the Open) for rowing their way through the day’s games.

The big question, of course, was how many players would actually stay for Shanda Stephenson’s Thursday Night Insane BBQ! This event, including the 50th Anniversary cake, was to be held under the courtside tent, but with so many players now so cold and wet - at least, I thought, I would get a very nice doggie bag! And no, this was not your usual BBQ, but one involving everything but hamburgers and hotdogs…flank steak, grilled chicken, kilbassa  (sp?) and the like. Well, against all odds, almost everyone showed up! I swear there were people there that no one had ever seen before! What a great time…almost like camping out! Great food and a fantastic time!

Though the rain did continue into Friday, by now all of the players were well prepared to begin their journey into the singles competition. While Ted Prentis was holding court (“Let me explain this take-off I am about to play!”) for the Championship Flight at the Lazarus court, Lauren Hammond was making waves of her own at the Westhampton Mallet Club site: “What do you mean I don’t have to play right now? What’s wrong with you? I have suspected you were odd since we first started dating!” As it turns out, Rocco Mango (real name) was forced to drop out due to some personal (gout) issues, and while he could not be replaced for an 8:30 match, he was replaced shortly afterwards by a somewhat confused and certainly concerned Penny Ferraro. (“How do I play singles”, asked Penny.) “I want to destroy this Rocco guy!” said Lauren. Nevertheless, the weather would improve, play continued smoothly and Penny would win her two matches. Still somewhat soggy, everyone was relived to find out that Friday was an open night on the Social Schedule.

By Saturday the weather had taken a turn for the better. It was, indeed, show time, each participant having a game or two of singles and one game of doubles, all to determine who would make the Playoffs. Naturally, the day would start better for some players more than it would others. John Young III, his long hair streaming out the passenger window, had celebrated his birthday the previous day, thus perhaps explaining his late awakening and why Doug Moore, his longer hair obstructing his vision, was speeding along a twisty sixty-mile highway in order to make the first game on time. According to the Southampton Press Police Blotter:

Officer Bob: Lady, could I please see your driver’s license and registration?

Doug: Officer, I am not a…

Officer Bob: Please. Just give me the documentation. And what’s wrong with your girlfriend?


Doug: She’s asleep again…I mean, she’s not my girlfriend…I mean, she’s not a…

Officer Bob: Do you know how fast you and your (cough) ‘girlfriend’ were going? 

Doug: I am not a lesbian!

Officer Bob: Whatever…that will be $150.

Elsewhere, Saturday play was progressing on time. Championship Flight favorite, Teddy Prentis, stumbled into both the singles and doubles Playoffs, as did hard hitting Tim Rapuano, steady David McCoy and, according to Officer Bob, sexy John Young III. Carol Mayo & Zoe deRopp also made a statement by reaching the Championship Doubles Semis! In the First Flight Singles, Carol continued to look stylish in making the Playoffs and was accompanied by Sandy Walsh, Piping Rock’s Ann Nolte and hubby Tony Mayo. Rebeca Bergofsky & Guy Brown went undefeated in the First Flight Doubles and would face either long shots Colleen Rogers & Jim Tiberg or Lauren (“I can’t take the pressure much longer!”) Hammond & Michael Seele. Lauren would also make the Second Flight Singles Playoffs, joined by undefeated George Mathys, Ralph Moore and, yes, Penny (“I still have no idea what I am doing”) Ferraro! Doug Moore would be knocked out of the Championship Singles by net points, erased from the Championship Doubles by gross points and has not been seen from since.

The Playoffs now having been set, the attention of all once again turned to the festive nature of this year’s event. While drops of rain still filtered throughout the evening, Saturday’s Lobster Bake was as relaxed and enjoyable as ever! Held, for the second straight year, at the beautiful home of George and Mary Anne Mathys, the food was phenomenal, the spirits spectacular and the conversation non-stop and stimulating! Strategy, if for only a few hours, was now focused only upon the best way dismantle a lobster. The arguments were limited and no police involvement was needed. 

On Sunday, the weather iffy but cooperative, four rounds of play were scheduled for those still alive within the event, the details too extensive to cover. In a clam-shell:

*In the Championship Flight, sexy John Young III looked much the best, strolling past Ted Prentis (26-11) and then Tim Rapuano (26-7), Tim having just ousted David McCoy (20-16). In an interesting note, III had not played upon the Westhampton lawns in almost two decades. Locals fear he may now become a regular.

*In the Championship Doubles, III continued his hot play, perhaps inspired by the hot pants of partner Sandy Walsh. They defeated the arguably favorites David McCoy & Tim Rapuano with an 18-6 score. Carol Mayo & Zoe deRopp should feel proud with their Third Place Finish!   

*In the First Flight Singles, Sandy Walsh (perhaps inspired by John Young III’s flowing hair) defeated (16-11) the determined and well-playing Ann Nolte. While most spectators had foreseen a Carol Mayo-Tony Mayo Final, Ann’s 15-14 victory over Carol, combined with Sandy’s 18-8 surprise over Tony, allowed the Mayos to share the wealth of Third Place.

*The First Flight Doubles, come Sunday, looked like it should have been a sure thing given the strong play by the Bergofsky-Brown duo. Well, not so much. Seele & Hammond were lucky to survive (15-14) a Semi against Rogers & Tiberg, Jim missing the tying wicket as the last ball in the last rotation. Such luck would continue, a last minute charge by Rebeca falling short as Michael & Hammond captured the Title with a 12-11 score.

*While she played well above expectation, Penny (17-handicap then!) Ferraro’s run for glory in the Second Fight Singles ended with her 12-16 loss against George Mathys. (“Did you drink seven martinis at the clam bake last night,” George asked me. “No,” I replied. “Well, that makes one of us then,” responded George.) Meanwhile, after Lauren (“How the hell did you ever get me into this?”) Hammond snuck past the steady Ralph Moore (8-7!); George looked to have the Finals in the bag. Ahead by one point, and after a great hit-in, George now only needed to roquet a ball three feet away. Apparently, that was one too many. Lauren scored two wickets in last turn to walk away with a 15-14 victory, her fourth one-point victory of the day. (“Where’s John Young?” she asked.)

*While the Second Flight was of the Waterford Doubles format, the Final was not without drama. Lynn Hamer & Helga Seele, Helga with a clutch last-turn wicket shot, held off, 11-10, the team of Warren (that’s right) Hamer & the now famous Penny Ferraro. (“I’m still so happy!” said Penny. “I’m calling a lawyer,” said Warren.) Sheila McCauley & Mary Anne Mathys were a very respectable Third.  

Needless to say, a wonderful Final’s Buffet was available courtside throughout all of Sunday’s action. In fact, between continental breakfasts and wonderful lunches, no player was left wanting throughout the event. Great effort and sacrifice, and a staff of wonderful volunteers, made all of this happen. The results are as they are, but it was the atmosphere of the entire event that brought my limited memory back almost fifty years. And things haven’t really changed that much. And, for a change, that is a good thing. 

*****

During the Awards Presentation, Ted Prentis spoke but a few words. And that, alone, speaks volumes. People were thanked, at least those who deserve attention for all of their recent work. They include, in no order, the Cox family, Shanda Stephenson, Ruth Summers, Charles & Joan Lazarus, George & Mary Anne Mathys, Colleen Rogers, Steve Warner, Zoe deRopp and a slew of others. The list continues, but it was the names not mentioned, and the memories not invoked that made his short statement worthy of note. Teddy remembers the true history of the Westhampton Mallet Club. And that’s enough.

In fifty years the Westhampton Mallet Club has much to be proud of, and much to look forward to. This has and may always be a relaxed Club. The courts are not the best in the Country, the shed we use for a Clubhouse has an occupancy limit of five people, and the games played here are still that…games. While the Club supports all croquet, in every fashion, it was born knowing that playing games is good for the soul, that a toast to the victor is one easily enjoyed until tomorrow, and that a little relaxation with good friends outbids any trophy that lingers further along the road. 

For some of us, like Teddy, that trophy still resting upon the mantle, several decades tarnished, is not simply a memory of good times. It is a reminder that, in Westhampton Beach, these current days remain to be the good times. Maybe there’ll be another trophy in the future. And maybe not - who knows? Join us. Let’s play and find out.

-JCO (TD)

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT SINGLES

1. John Young III

2. Tim Rapuano

3. David McCoy

3. Ted Prentis

5. Doug Moore

5. Ruth Summers

7. Barbara Leeming

8. Mary Daly

FIRST FLIGHT SINGLES

1. Sandy Walsh-Knuth

2. Ann Nolte

3. Tony Mayo

3. Carol Mayo

5. Guy Brown

5. Louis Norris

5. Michael Seele

8. Lucie Bard

8. Joy Bradford

8. Colleen Rogers

8. Jim Tiberg

12. Rebeca Bergofsky

SECOND FLIGHT SINGLES

1. Lauren Hammond

2. George Mathys

3. Penny Ferraro

3. Ralph Moore

5. Lynn Hamer

5. Helga Seele

7. Alwyn Jones

7. Carla Rueck

9. Warren Hammer

9. Jane Mango

CHAMPIONSHIP FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. John Young – Sandy Walsh

2. David McCoy – Tim Rapuano

3. Carol Mayo – Zoe deRopp

4. Ted Prentis – Lucie Bard

4. Doug Moore – Tony Mayo

6. Ruth Summers – Mary Daly

FIRST FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. Michael Seele – Lauren Hammond

2. Rebeca Bergofsky – Guy Brown

3. Colleen Rogers – Jim Tiberg

4. Ann Nolte – Alwyn Jones

4. Joy Bradford – Steve Irace

4. Louis Norris – Ralph Moore

SECOND FLIGHT DOUBLES

1. Lynn Hamer – Helga Seele

2. Penny Ferraro – Warren Hammer

3. Sheila McCauley – Mary Anne Mathys

4. Jane Mango – Julia Wallace

5. Carla Rueck – Missy Diack

6. George Mathys – Rocco Mango (dnf)
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