
George Blake was scratching his head. No, his eyes were neither darting about nor staring at anything in particular, just simply and slowly scanning the panorama...the majestic clubhouse, the well dressed golfers practicing upon the range and the eight beautiful croquet lawns, now fully adorned and awaiting  all comers. His hand changed purpose,  weaving its way through those regal locks, his vision and attention now turning upward. Of course, and naturally, I had no choice but to ask: "George, why are you looking directly into the sun?" A moment passed, and after he redirected his efforts toward removing his sweater, he offered that very unique Blake smile. "Because it is there."  


Since the Piping Rock Invitational first eased its way onto the USCA calendar some sixteen years ago, quickly becoming one of the most respected and loved tournaments within the fifty States, some things have never changed. The staff and the Croquet Committee, blessed with one of the most beautiful venues anywhere, has subtly combined an array of social activities and familiar friends to create an environment both warm and welcoming. Waist lines increase and smile lines emerge. In fact, there has been only one item over which those behind the scenes have had little or, well, no control: the weather. This year, following a history of suspect atmospheric distress, the skies were nothing short of perfect! Blue skies, green lawns and warm temperatures made each day a treasure...and play the participants did.


 The schedule itself is a bit unique, with each day trumpeted with a round of Waterford Doubles, shortly after to be followed by, for the first two days, two Singles matches. Block winners in the Singles moved onto a second-stage block, the top four finishers of this adventure then facing off in a tension packed single-elimination Sunday. Those of the fifty-eight players who failed to stay afoot still battled it out within the Plate (better referred to as "The Party") event. Matches were timed at one hour and fifteen minutes and six time slots were used per day.


In regard to eggs, I enjoyed peeling them each morning, cutting them into fours and then adding a healthy (or not) dose of salt and pepper. I also found that a Coca-Cola on the rocks served as a good chaser. Of course, that is just me, for most players enjoyed the Danish, cereal, fruit and coffee available courtside each morning. In fact, the 'concession' stand, located way to close to the Tournament Director's table, was opened throughout the day, highlighted by the fantastic lunches - salads to snacks to sandwiches to salmon. I took the hot dogs. But I digress...


In regard to more expansive daytime activities, let's all say it together: Rocco Mango! Yes, that is his real name, and yes he did win the Second Flight Singles (13-7) over a determined Lynn Hamer. To add to the family wealth, wife Jane Mango captured the Plate (11-8) over Lynn's husband, Warren Hamer. On Jane's mallet is engraved: Mango Madness. Enough said, except for the psychic belief that the Mangos and Hamers will not be spending the upcoming holidays together.


In the First Flight, young Justin Berbig was lucky enough  in that the Piping Rock Club did not allow the use of either cell phones or fire arms. Justin was doing a wonderful job of waltzing over everyone's toes (7-0) in both the block and second-stage blocks. "Who gave him a 7-handicap? I want to meet this Justin alone in a dark alley!" said Lucie Bard. "It's Locust Valley," replied Ann Nolte, "we don't have dark alleys." And as it turned out, the tire iron Lucie needed was eventually supplied by long-shot Louis Norris, who would not only defeat Justin (16-13) in the Semis, but Scott Kennedy (10-9) in the Finals! The Plate found two Piping Rock Members battling it out...Stephen Ely defeating (14-12) Tournament Chairman (bad move) Elaine Postley. (Hope that lesson the day before the event helped Stephan! Sorry Elaine.)


In the Championship 'A' Flight, designed so that players can say that they were in 'a' Championship Flight, semi-young Micah Beck looked much the best throughout. "I have looked much the best throughout," he said before shortly passing out under a nearby oak tree. After a series of 26s, he would lose to George "It's so bright!" Blake (8-12), while Donna "Hopalong" Dixon would  dismiss (13-10) Ceci Shiftan. The Final itself, well, for now let's put that on the back burner...


The Championship Flight held drama within its hand throughout. As an example, Fred Jones missed the Playoffs by one net point. Tim Bitting, the Southeast Regional Champion, was lucky to win one match. Overall, with only four preliminary matches, each wicket was a battle, and while perhaps not a true test, did set standards for concentration. And while in the Finals, Rich "Speedo" Curtis did show more intent, it was Chris Patmore who showed both style and consistency. Patmore, who went undefeated throughout the Singles event, took the quick lead, and despite a late (very weak) challenge by Curtis, coasted to victory (16-7). "He's English," muttered Hank Bard, "does it really count?" Yes Hank, it does. And so Does Tim Rapuano's Plate victory (16-12) over local star Jane Simonds.


Of course, Waterford Doubles ran throughout the four days and kept the Concession Stand busy.  It is like a mixer of sorts, players showing up, teaming up and then arguing about what the next best play would be. Yes, we have all, though perhaps many years ago, had dates like that. And OK, perhaps arguing was not the norm, but mix-and-match doubles does require the ability to adjust one's both style and strategy.  As a good example...


Neil Houghton won the Championship Flight Doubles. How? Nobody knows. I have looked at the charts...it is a complete mystery, but there he was, having his picture taken in a hurry, as though someone would suddenly  reevaluate the numbers. Blaine Davis finished Second and, in a group of four players divided only by four net points, Rich Curtis took Third. Scott Kennedy, previously mentioned, took his First Flight trophy back to Mississippi with pride.  Christopher Fey was Second and Jodie Rugart took third. Kathleen Dainton, in the Second Flight, was, perhaps, the high point of my adventure.  Each day she would ask me to print out the data so that she could prove to her friends that she was, indeed,  the leader. And....after four matches...she slowly became the Champion. Equally interesting, Melissa Hernan, another youngster and competing in her first USCA event, showed composure in gathering up the Second Place trophy. Joe Quintilian, always a force, took third.


And so at 3:00 PM Sunday I was reflecting upon the long weekend. The Reception was wonderful. The Player's Dinner Thursday, held at the Piping Rock Club, was awesome. The Lobster Dinner Saturday is one of my favorite events of the entire year! Between Elaine Postley, Jane Simonds, Bob Merrill, Ann Nolte and the entire Piping Rock Croquet Committee, and between Andy, Bernadette and a slew of others (hard working management and staff), The Piping Rock Croquet Invitational does become the dream event. If only, at 3:00 PM, I did not have to look at the glazed eyes of George Blake.


He had it! Yes, all of it...at least the Championship 'A' Trophy! The Championship match had just been completed, and all eyes now naturally turned to the remaining battle.  All George Blake had to do was to make wicket #6 (last ball in rotation) for the victory. From a foot (exaggerating here for effect). And misses! 


Bear with me here....Donna Dixon hits from two feet. Takes position. MISSES! George hits her,  but in doing so puts her through. He is down one. Reverse take-off. Scores the wicket! Tied. Has a ball at one-back, maneuvers his way to it, shoots the wicket for a win and MISSES! Donna hits it, and from a foot away and for the same wicket, MISSES! And now things get interesting. George shoots at the ball in the jaws....hits the wicket hard and though missing the ball, puts it through!  Donna now up one and retires with the other ball. Of course, since George forced Donna through one-back, he still has time to clear deadness, with an object ball three inches away! Does he remember? Of course not, but shoots at a boundary ball miles away. End of Story...and a somewhat sad one knowing that George put his opponent through the last two wickets...one without even touching it! Donna wins the First Flight and Bill Hamilton overtakes Bill Whitman (16-10) for the Plate.


You know, this was an amazing event, one evaluated as such due to the due diligence of so many. It was an honor to have been there, and I think that the Club's ability to treat all of its honored guests with such  esteem sets a tone seldom seen elsewhere. For those who came...thanks...your spirit allowed all of us to enjoy the journey with more enthusiasm. 


George Blake is probably still looking into the sun. And asking himself questions. And smiling. 

-JCO (TD)
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FINAL ORDER OF FINISH

CHAMPIONSHIP SINGLES

1. Chris Patmore

2. Rich Curtis

3. Ben Morehead

4. Blaine Davis

5. John Hunter

5. Norris Settlemyre

5. Dick Sullivan

8. Jackie Jones

9. Tim Rapuano

10. Jane Simonds

11. Fred Jones

11. Neil Houghton

13. Rufus Bayard

13. Bob Bake

15. Tim Bitting

CHAMPIONSHIP 'A' SINGLES

1. Donna Dixon

2. George Blake

3. Micah Beck

4. Ceci Shiftan

5. Ron Shiftan

5. Jodie Rugart

5. Janet Hamilton

8. Reine Bitting

9. Bill Hamilton

10. Bill Whitman

11. Sheila Davis

11. Gerry Dolezar

13. Cynnie Cagney

FIRST FLIGHT SINGLES

1. Louis Norris

2. Scott Kennedy

3. Justin Berbig

4. Jim Wyer

5. John Postley

5. Michael Seele

5. Ann Nolte

8. Jake Johnson

9. Stephen Ely

10. Elaine Postley

11. Christopher Fey

11. David Cohen

13. Jim McLaughlin

13. Lucie Bard

13. R.D. Frank

13. John Dainton

17. Kathleen Dainton

17. Jennifer Ely

SECOND FLIGHT SINGLES 

1. Rocco Mango

2. Lynn Hamer

3. Lucinda Sullivan

4. Carla Rueck

4. Helga Seele

6. Joe Quintilian

7. Jane Mango

8. Warren Hamer

9. Melissa Hernan

9. Franklin Perrell

CHAMPIONSHIP DOUBLES (Waterford) 

1. Neil Houghton

2. Blaine Davis

3. Rich Curtis

4. Tim Rapuano

5. Dick Sullivan

6. Tim Bitting

7. Ron Shiftan

8. Chris Patmore

9. Bob Bake

10. Donna Dixon

11. Ben Morehead

12. John Hunter

13. Ceci Shiftan

14. Jackie Jones

15. George Blake

16. Bill Hamilton

17. Fred Jones

18. Micah Beck

19. Rufus Bayard

20. Norris Settlemyre

FIRST FLIGHT DOUBLES (Waterford) 

1. Scott Kennedy

2. Christopher Fey

3. Jodie Rugart

4. Carl Myer

5. Reine Bitting

6. Justin Berbig

7. Stephan Ely

8. Jim Wyer

9. Gerry Dolezar

10. John Postley

11. Cynnie Cagney

12. Ann Nolte

13. Lucie Bard

14. Louis Norris

15. Michael Seele

16. Jake Johnson

17. Bill Whitman

18. Sheila Davis

19. Jim McLaughlin

20. Elaine Postley

SECOND FLIGHT DOUBLES (Waterford)

1. Kathleen Dainton

2. Melissa Hernan

3. Joe Quintilian

4. Jennifer Ely

5. Lynn Hamer

6. Dave Cohen

7. Rocco Mango

8. Warren Hamer

9. Lucinda Sullivan

10. Carla Rueck

11. Mary Louise Whitmarsh

12. Helga Seele

13. Franklin Perrell

14. R.D. Franks

15. John Dainton

16. Jane Mango

CHAMPIONSHIP SINGLES PLATE

1. Tim Rapuano

2. Jane Simonds

3. Fred Jones

3. Neil Houghton

5. Rufus Bayard

5. Bob Bake

CHAMPIONSHIP ‘A’ SINGLES PLATE

1. Bill Hamilton

2. Bill Whitman

3. Sheila Davis

3. Gerry Dolezar

5. Cynnie Cagney

FIRST FLIGHT SINGLES PLATE

1. Stephen Ely

2. Elaine Postley

3. Christopher Fey

3. David Cohen

5. Jim McLaughlin

5. Lucie Bard

5. R.D. Frank

5. John Dainton

9. Kathleen Dainton

9. Jennifer Ely

SECOND FLIGHT SINGLES PLATE

1. Jane Mango

2. Warren Hamer

3. Melissa Hernan

4. Franklin Perrell

-JCO

