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Order of Play:
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COURT ONE

#3. Manek Mathur (senior; Mumbai, India)
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#2. Gustav “Goose” Detter (senior; Malmo, Sweden)
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#1. Baset Ashfaq (junior; Lahore, Pakistan)
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COURT THREE

#6. Supreet Singh (junior; Mumbai, India)
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#5. Randy Lim (sophomore; Penang, Malaysia)
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#4. Parth Sharma (sophomore; Jaipur, India)
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COURT FIVE

#9. Rushabh “Roosh” Vora (senior; Mumbai, India)
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#8. Vikram Malhotra (freshman; Mumbai, India)
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#7. Andres Vargas (sophomore; Bogotá, Colombia)
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INJURED Chris Binnie (sophomore; Kingston, Jamaica)




FOREWORD

Over and over they’ve tried it—they being entire regiments of television producers, directors, lighting technicians, fiber-optic engineers, robot software gurus, computer swamis, grips, gaffers, and construction crews—over and over they’ve tried to turn squash, the racquet sport, into TVisible entertainment. I’ve seen them. They love the idea! The possibilities—infinite! Squash is the fastest intercollegiate sport in the world, if you consider defense as well as offense. Baseball’s fastest pitcher, Nolan Ryan, could throw the ball a shade above a hundred miles an hour. Tennis fans gasped when Pete Sampras hit 130 mile-an-hour serves. But professional and Division I college squash players routinely hit a ball just 1⅝inches in diameter 160 miles an hour or more. They rocket it into ricochets off any or all of four walls plus the floor inside a two-story enclosure, creating bewildering trajectories. What with the bursts of speed, the lunges, and abrupt changes in direction required to defend against such shots, the top players wind up with thighs as massive as a speed skater’s or a racing cyclist’s. They have to have the aerobic fitness of boxers and Olympic wrestlers, since a one-on-one squash match can go on at top speed for two hours. Soccer players? Compared to squash players, soccer players spend most of their time on the field loitering . . . expertly, of course.

Sadly, I have also seen our TV troops as they straggle home after the fray . . . eyebrows lowered and wrapped around the nose . . . ditches down the middle of the forehead . . . mumbling . . . defeated by the very thing they came to capture: the speed, strength, and gymnastic bravura of the players, the velocity of that damnable little ball, the dizzying ricochets . . . these three, all at once . . . demanding purple-dimension jumps from one camera to another camera to another  camera and another camera and another—at a speed that baffles even the best TV sports directors.

The absence of the TV eye has largely spared squash from TV sports’ three STDiseased, shanks-akimbo harlots: Cheating, Gambling, and Greed. Greed? There’s no money in squash! None! Top-ten squash professionals fly to major international tournaments in herd class, at brain-grating off-peak hours, no-food flights, aboard AAAs (Almost An Airline) on the order of Aeroflot, Song Air, and Carnival.

But the TV darkness has also deprived millions of sports fans of the most astounding story they have never heard . . . the story of the hottest and statistically most successful American college coach ever—by far—Paul Assaiante, and the dynasty—the most omnipotent in the history of intercollegiate sports—he has created at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut.

As I write, he and his boys are riding the crest of twelve straight undefeated seasons and twelve straight Division I national championships. Their won-lost record over that stretch is 224-0. No other team in any college sport has ever come close. The second-longest streak is the University of Miami tennis team’s 137 straight half a century ago.

In the pages before us Paul Assaiante tells the Trinity saga himself. Before I knew it, I was devouring it in job lots. Run to the Roar is one of those rare sports books, like Michael Lewis’s Moneyball, that quite effortlessly starts you thinking about life far beyond the confines of the sport itself. Assaiante provides a lesson in twenty-first-century global psychology. He describes how he turned athletes from nineteen countries and every continent on the globe except for Antarctica, all of them ambitious and many of them hot-dogging egotists, into brotherly loving, team-spirited, one-for-all-and-all-for-one creatures within their own ranks . . . and implacable warriors on the court.

This sweet science, as it were, was the outcome of a single, simple, direct order. One day in 1996, Trinity’s then-president Evan Dobelle called Assaiante into his office—they barely knew each other—and said, with very little backstory, I want you to go forth and assemble a squash team that can compete with the Ivy Leaguers. At the time  Harvard, Yale, and Princeton—especially Harvard—dominated the sport. The meeting lasted all of two minutes.

As Assaiante was leaving the room, the president called out, “And don’t mess this one up!”

Assaiante had never heard of the game of squash until he was twenty-seven and found himself forced to coach the army squash team at West Point, like it or not. He had graduated from that well-known training ground for coaches Springfield College, barely thirty miles north of Hartford, in Massachusetts. Now he was offered the job of tennis coach at West Point. Seven highly regarded coaches had turned it down. Assaiante soon found out why. The contract came with two riders, or jokers, depending on how you looked at it: the tennis coach had to lead his boys on a cross-country run every morning at reveille—and coach the squash team, too. Assaiante took a deep breath and signed anyhow. He didn’t want to be anybody’s assistant coach any longer.

By that day in 1996 in Evan Dobelle’s office, Assaiante had coached squash at West Point, Williams, and Trinity for eleven years in all. While he was at it, he had learned to play the game himself and won two New York State regional championships. But his most important asset was what he had learned, en passant, coaching the U.S. national team in international competition in Europe. In Europe one day, a lightbulb went on over his head. Wherever the British had stayed long enough to build squash courts—Australia, India, Pakistan, Egypt, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, South Africa, Canada, Malaysia, even Bermuda, not to mention England and Scotland themselves—the players were superior to ours. The British had left here too soon. He didn’t have to look far to find the most promising young international junior players. Their competitions took place in Europe at the same time. They were all conveniently on view in one place.

Assaiante became a great recruiter . . . out on the Old Colonial trail. He was charming and good-looking. He always had the sunniest disposition, broadest smile, and readiest laugh in town, whatever town, whatever continent. He knew each prospective recruit’s own history backward and forward. He knew squash technique forward and backward and had proved it as a player. He was  well-spoken . . . and not too glib . . . yet definitely glib enough. In fact, he struck the cynically inclined as too good to be true, like Meredith Willson’s Music Man or Huckleberry Finn’s Duke and Dauphin. But he proved to be the real thing. He was straightforward to a fault. He developed a genuine personal interest in every recruit and maintained it as long as the young man was at Trinity—and often long after. You will get to know many of their stories in these pages.

Assaiante’s decoding of squash’s British Colonial secret paid off in 1999, the first year of the streak. Seven of Assaiante’s international players, along with two talented Americans, routed Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Penn, Dartmouth, Brown, and Cornell. The Ivy League’s hold on squash was broken—just like that.

Right away the Ivies made known their resentment of Assaiante’s international players, even though they themselves had been recruiting abroad for a century. In 1980 Cornell’s entire ice hockey team was made up of Canadians. In 2004, after Trinity’s sixth straight undefeated season, the Harvard Crimson created a big stir with an editorial calling Assaiante’s monarchy “The Evil Empire.” On February 27, 2005, Trinity clenched its seventh straight championship by defeating Harvard at Harvard’s own Murr Center courts. The moment the match ended, Assaiante’s assistant coach, James Montano, handed out navy T-shirts to the Trinity team. On the front, in bold gold letters, each T-shirt read, THE EVIL EMPIRE; on the back, WELCOME TO THE DARK SIDE. The Dark Side! By now the two coaches couldn’t help but get a laugh out of this Evil Empire business. Well before that moment in 2005, the Ivies no longer thought their own joke was funny. They were out combing every former British colony on the globe for squash players themselves. By 2006 they had loaded up . . . Oh, yeah.

But I especially remember that night at Harvard in 2005. Lest you think I have any bias in Trinity’s and Paul Assaiante’s favor, let me make one thing absolutely clear. I was with my son, Tommy, the moment James Montano handed him his EVIL EMPIRE T-shirt and congratulated him on the match he had just won.

—Tom Wolfe




Prologue

Over the millennia on the African savanna, lions have developed a hunting technique. The oldest lion in the pride is often infirm. She is a great-grandmother. She has lame legs, rotten teeth, a scabby coat. She cannot hunt. But she still has lungs and can still give a deepthroated, primeval roar.

When the pride spots a herd of antelope, she heads into the tall grass while the rest of the pride spreads out in the bush in the opposite direction. The old lion roars. The antelope instinctively gallop away from the roar and slam right into the string of younger lions.

The antelope should run toward the roar. To survive this kind of attack, they would have to confront the instinct to flee from their worst enemy. They would have to confront their fears head-on.

This is the core message I bring as a coach. The normal reaction of people on and off the athletic field is to fear matches, contests, performances. Practices are easy. It is the public recital that is unpleasant. They turn from the challenge and thereby run into the proverbial young lions of mediocrity, underachievement, and, ultimately, failure. My biggest challenge as an educator is helping my athletes conquer their fears, their anxieties, and their worst nightmares. In moments of tension and crisis—when the lion roars—I teach them to understand that safety is actually found in moving forward. There is just an old lion lying in the grass, familiar, toothless, and unthreatening.

 

I started the 2008-09 season like every season, talking about running to the roar. It was the last day of October. League rules prohibited me from officially coaching until the first of November. That meant a party. One of the keys to my success was making Trinity squash seem like a big-time college program. I got new uniforms each year. I had a  highway sign erected to proclaim our championships. (It was updated each year, except when a Dartmouth fraternity came down and stole it.) We get invited annually for recognition to Fenway Park and the Connecticut governor’s office. I try to make them feel a part of something majestic and eternal.

As if we were Duke basketball, I hosted a Midnight Madness party the night before practice was allowed to begin. Because it was Halloween, it transmogrified into a costume bash. About a third of the students on campus came—more than eight hundred bedecked and bedazzled kids. As one of the few national championship teams in town, Trinity squash was huge: dozens of students came to some of our practices, players received standing ovations in the cafeteria, a crowd of two hundred would gather in the parking lot to greet the team coming home from the nationals at two in the morning, eighty kids would sign up for the campus championships (open to all students who weren’t on the team) even though they had to pay an eight-dollar entry fee. The Halloween party was the classic event of the fall at Trinity.

Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face” blasted from the stereo at the top of the bleachers—“bluffin’ with my muffin”—and kids danced on every one of our courts. Mary Poppins was flirting with Thomas the Tank Engine, who was laughing with Buzz Lightyear, who was gossiping with Tinkerbell. Kids had painted their faces and glittered their bodies. Masks flew in the warm air. Everyone was young and happy and hopeful.

At the stroke of midnight, the team entered court 1. I introduced all twenty-two players: Spider-Man, a springbok, Dr. Seuss’s Thing One and Thing Two, a cricketer in white flannels, the Hamburgler. A glorious mob surrounded the court, cheering and clapping. I awarded a new racquet to the person with the best costume—this year it was someone who looked like Dick Cheney, or rather someone who said he looked like Dick Cheney if Dick Cheney were twenty-two years old and a hundred pounds lighter and had been born in India.

I sent the team out to play mixed doubles. The small, white clock  above the championship banners said it was nearly three in the morning when the last kid left the courts and I turned out the lights.

Fourteen hours later we started. All Souls’ Day—the first practice.

The kids straggled in, the sugar high of Halloween gone. Some came a few minutes early, dressed to play; others stumbled in barely awake. With the autumnal wind blowing away the last gasp of Indian summer, some were bundled up in sweatshirts, but most came wearing the usual collegiate garb of flip-flops and T-shirts. They planted their bags on the gray-carpeted bleachers outside my office and slumped to a seat.

It was a motley crew, the sons of sailors and engineers and ball-bearing-factory owners and architects and diamond miners. I looked at them for a minute, waiting for them to become silent. Their faces were every shade of white, brown, black, but their eyes were all startlingly similar: expectant, searching, unblinking, open. I didn’t say anything at the Halloween party the night before. That was the message: that at the core we were here to have fun. We started with fun. Plus, as a fifty-five-year-old, it would’ve been hard for me to keep a straight face lecturing the Hamburgler.

“We are a family,” I said. “We are the biggest mishmash of people, but we still care about each other. Win, lose, or draw, we walk away from this season as a family.”

I then paused and looked at each kid, one by one, before going on in a lower voice. “Most coaches at the first practice of the season ask you what your goals are. I don’t do that. Goals are easy. You can write them down in a flash. And you’re all good enough, talented enough, dedicated enough, that you’ll reach most of those goals, whatever they are.

“I don’t care about your goals. I care about you. I want to know what you are afraid of. What is holding you back from excellence, from achieving and fulfilling your potential? What is the worst thing that can happen? What do you fear?”

The upperclassmen shifted on the bleachers, wry smiles blossoming on their faces. They had heard it before. They knew what was coming  next. I told my annual story about the old lion on the savanna. I asked, “What are your fears? What are your anxieties, your doubts? What will hold you back? What will hold us back? What sunk the Titanic was not the tip of the iceberg that you could see. It was what was underneath, out of sight. We’ve got to get the source of your issues. What seems unsolvable? Let’s confront your fears. Let’s run to the roar.”

No one was moving now. Their eyes were focused on me. “Life is not just about peaks and valleys, about wins and losses. Life is about the journey. You hear that all the time. You’ve got to absorb that. You’ve got to know that. The journey has to become the destination, because there is no true destination. There is no end point. There is no goal. All rivers run to the sea and yet the sea is not full. Life goes on; accept what life gives you. The sun rises the morning after you win the championship or lose in the first round. A billion people in China are getting up right now, and they couldn’t care less about a bunch of kids in Hartford, Connecticut, bashing a ball around a box.”

And then we spent the rest of the practice talking. The captains spoke first, then the other upperclassmen, then the freshmen. We followed that hierarchy because we had to throw some cold water on the freshmen’s egos. They were national champions in their own countries, and the only way to get them to buy into the team, rather than playing for themselves, was to create a subtle pecking order. But at the same time, we wanted everyone to talk. No one ridiculed, no one teased. It was real sharing.

This was the most important practice of the year and we didn’t hit a ball. Most coaches opened the first practice with a lecture about goals, maybe a pep talk, and then scattered everyone to go through drills. That was not my approach. The biggest challenge I faced was helping these boys conquer their fears so that when the lion roared—when the match got close—they would not sprint away; they would confidently hold their ground and then go toward the pressure. They would want the ball. They would not be scared. They would face the old lion.

We sat on the bleachers. Manek talked about how over the summer his grandfather had been killed by a swerving truck while walking on a sidewalk in Hong Kong. Goose talked about wanting a 4.0 grade-point average and the subtle pressure he felt not from his parents, he said, but from himself. Parth talked about coming to America, how he had to do right for the family name. Burchy talked about his triskaidekaphobia, how his fear of the number thirteen meant he had to play 12 on the ladder. Burchy laughed so hard he could barely spit out the word and everyone cracked up. It got serious again. Many of the boys talked about the anxiety they felt about squash, about pouring so much into their game for so long. An hour went by, then another. Finally, we stopped.

Now, four months later, I see the effects of that first practice. A string was plucked and all season it vibrated. Today, the guys are not scared of the challenge. They do not dwell on the score or the scorching shouts of the crowd or the pressing doom of what it might mean if they lose. They are free from fear. They are running to the roar.

 

I am the winningest coach in collegiate sports history—for 224 consecutive matches over the past twelve years, my Trinity men’s squash team has gone unbeaten.

No other team has achieved the same sustained level of greatness.1  Streaks are hard. Reaching 224 is very hard. There are sixty other colleges trying to knock us off each winter, sixty other athletic directors   allocating resources, sixty other coaches recruiting around the world, plucking the best players from the fifteen million who play squash.

There should be no streak. When I first became a squash coach, at Army in 1977, I had never heard of the game; the job came with Army’s tennis coaching position. I literally knew nothing about squash. Not only have I led my teams in creating the longest winning streak in college sports history, but I have done so while learning the game myself.

The story that follows here begins and ends with a dual match against Princeton in the finals of the nationals as we go for win number 202. If we win, it will be our eleventh straight national championship. It is a dramatic contest. The dual match consists of nine individual matches, and each match is extremely revealing. My Trinity men play in a crucible of pressure that burns away all the clichés of what it means to be a good leader and exposes my strengths and weaknesses as a coach. They reveal essential life lessons.

This is not a book about squash. It is about leadership. It is about pride, about instinct, control, about anger management, about talent, about mentoring. These are universal issues that every parent and every coach faces. This is not easy. At times it is tragic, disappointing, painful. I have made horrible mistakes. I have suffered and I have made others suffer. And those moments have taught me more than the victories.

It ends up being not at all about numbers and streaks and wins and losses but about how you feel about it. If you feel fear, you will live with regret. You will fail. You will not learn. You have to feel brave and calm. You have to run to the roar.

People always asked me, “How do you do it? How do you win? How do you survive the anguish in your life?” This is the answer.

 

It is Sunday, February 22, 2009, in Princeton, New Jersey. It is the day of the finals of the national intercollegiate team tournament. In our four-month regular season, we have played sixteen colleges. We had faced Princeton in Princeton on Valentine’s Day and won the dual  match five matches to four, the sixth time in our eleven-year unbeaten streak that we escaped with a 5-4 dual-match win.

We do not want another nail-biter. But just eight days later, we are back at Princeton, which is hosting sixty colleges in this year’s national team tournament. After easy 9-0 wins over Dartmouth in the quarters and Harvard in the semis, we are now 18-0. At this moment our unbeaten streak stands at 201 consecutive wins. We have not lost since February 1998. In the finals we are once again playing Princeton.

In the past few seasons, Princeton has been our number one challenger. They have three great seniors and a couple of remarkable underclassmen. This is their chance to dethrone the champions. Once again we are playing them on their home courts. It’s as if we’re Ohio State and we have to play USC in the Rose Bowl and then eight days later return to Pasadena and play them again in the BCS Championship.

The morning starts at our hotel. We wake the boys around nine—these kids could sleep until the middle of the afternoon if I let them—and we trundle off to the Princetonian Diner, on Route 1 just south of town. I like to give them plenty of time at the pregame meal. They get out into the world, see the passing parade, talk to waitresses who have never heard of squash. It is humbling and helpful—they realize that life will go on regardless of today’s results.

I also want to whisk them out of the hotel before they turn on the television. The media blitz has been especially intense this year. In the past, the Hartford Courant had covered us each week, and occasionally we’d pop up in the national media; for instance, in 2008 Sports Illustrated  published a piece on us. But this year has been unusual—NPR, ESPN Radio, CNN, and the New York Times did stories on us—and today of all days, ESPN is airing a new five-minute segment on our team. As most college athletes would be, our players are thrilled to make it onto ESPN. But I’m not: the last thing I want is for the boys to see themselves on national television just hours before they get on court.

I wake up early and watch the segment, which airs hourly on  SportsCenter, with the other coaches. It opens with ESPN declaring that this is “the greatest streak of them all.” The first image is of my hands, with the camera slowly panning over the ten championship rings on my ten fingers. I think, Oh, God, they can’t see this.

We hustle them out of the hotel and drive down the road to the diner. Disaster: there is a line out the door—a couple of other visiting collegiate teams have arrived just before us. When we finally sit down, everyone asks for the same meal they ordered eight days ago—most of the Indian kids do their usual pancakes-and-ice-cream combos—but the food doesn’t arrive for another ten minutes. We are still on schedule, just not ahead of it, but the kids don’t see it that way, and they start to fidget and complain.

After we escape the diner, we drive over to Jadwin, Princeton’s gym. We enter by the basketball court and take the elevator down to the basement. We put our gear in the Zanfrini fencing room near the courts, and immediately dozens of friends flood in—classmates, fraternity brothers, parents, cousins, girlfriends, and alumni. The well-wishers and glad-handlers are wonderful to see, but with every hello, with every Trinity squash hat with a number on it, the pressure mounts. In almost every other collegiate sport, there are physical barriers between the players and the crowd before and during the contest. In squash, we have no way of separating ourselves. The locker room is too small. The courts are right next to the bleachers, and if you want to watch, you’ve got to mingle.

I shoo the crowd out. Suddenly, it’s quiet—a little too quiet. The usual collegiate banter—the casual profanity, the verbal preening, the jokes—is missing, and it worries me. Some players have put on their iPods, white snakes dangling from their ears. A few guys are sitting on couches winding blue tape on their grips with a crisp steadiness—preparing their weapons as they have done a thousand times before—or carefully wrapping bandannas around their heads. Others stretch on the floor, legs splayed, feet in the air. No one is talking. I fear that the guys have disconnected from the mother ship of reality and drifted into a black hole of pressure. I want a little bit of tension—if there is no  anxiety, then you don’t care—but I don’t want too much. Bill Russell threw up before every game—that’s over the top. I want them to run to the roar, but would rather not have them vomit on the way.

I walk around and mix up the room. I get Dick Druckman, the team’s photographer, to shoot a picture of Roosh stretching like Plastic Man. I kid Goose about the Scandinavian rock on his iPod and commiserate with Supreet about the dry omelet he had at breakfast and ask Charlie whether his mother has arrived yet and quote a line from the film 300 to get Manek to smile. I briefly review game plans but mostly try to emanate calm. James Montano, our assistant coach, is a whirlwind of movement. He lugs in bottled water and athletic tape and hands out new wristbands that look like oversized white Chiclets. I like for James to talk to the first three guys on the court and pump them up with little motivational quips.

My speech is short. Anything more than a minute and it becomes forgettable. I want it seared into their minds so that six hours later they can still hear it. Last week I had told them to forget about the streak and show Princeton what is feels like to play champions.

“This is the hardest thing to do, but we have forged a team,” I say in almost a whisper. “No one has held back. There is no fear. We have instilled in each other a responsibility for the guy on the court next door. There’s a spider web of commitment. You are never going to give up because the guy next door is never going to give up.

“Princeton’s had a good season. They are good. They almost beat us here last week. On the surface they believe they can now beat us. But they still have doubt. They can’t beat us. They will have made adjustments. It will be a closer match than last week. Don’t panic when it is closer. Don’t get spooked. Adjust to their adjustments. Don’t worry about the crowd. You have Princeton’s undivided attention. This is the ultimate sign of respect.

“We must send a message early in the match that it is futile, that they cannot win. You must punch them in the nose early and make them think, Oh, no, it will be too hard, too much work, to win. Remember, they can’t throw anything at you that is harder than a  challenge match. I want you to smile out there, but don’t show me the smile. I want to see the back of your heads—don’t look out at the crowd. Stay in the moment; don’t give in to the moment. Stay in it. And remember, when it is close, you’d better be giving it your all, because your teammate on the court next door is diving, bleeding, giving it his all.

“We will always be brothers. Bring it.”

The team leaves the room and heads in to court 1 for introductions with the Princeton team. When we walk onto the court, the murmuring crowd bursts into a deafening, teeth-rattling roar. It is a bestial din. It’s a tidal wave that has toppled over onto us. We are drowning in whistles, shouts, chanting, applauding. More than a thousand people are roaring only feet away from my players, and many more are watching this on the Internet or following minute-by-minute reports on Facebook. We are in the sunless bowels of a gymnasium three stories below the frozen ground.

It’s midwinter and yet, in typical undergraduate nonchalance, the Princeton students are wearing nothing but T-shirts and shorts. The Trinity team lines up along one side wall, the Princeton team along the other. For a minute, I can’t hear a thing Bob Callahan, the Princeton coach, is saying to me. When I am introduced, I am lustily booed. When it quiets down, I say, “I haven’t been booed this much since I saw my ex-in-laws.” Everyone cracks up.

I feel a wave of tranquility splash over me. For the first time in weeks, I relax. The final dual match of the season has begun. It is the first time I can control my contribution to the outcome and stop worrying about the uncontrollable factors: the boys’ emotions and attitudes, their injuries, their fears.

Amid much cheering, the players are announced and walk to the middle of the court to shake hands. Afterward, we gather in a huddle by the front wall. I always let the captains do the talking. I give my pep talk before introductions; after that point, the dual match has begun, the crowd has roared, the players have seen their opponents, and everyone is too wired to absorb anything profound.

One of the captains, Goose Detter, turns to the glass back wall and gestures to the cluster of bombsquaders on the bleachers. It is a slow sweep of his arm, and it sums up the season. He is saying, Come on, you’re on this team. The bombsquaders are the junior varsity kids, the scrubs, the boys who don’t appear in the newspapers or television. They are all in street clothes and, a dozen strong, come bounding in to the court to join the huddled human amoeba. We have all twenty-two guys at the weekend. Only the top ten play (and only the top nine count), but we bring the entire team. Since we get only six hotel rooms, the bombsquaders are sleeping on the floors, four or five to a room. But they are there in the huddle. No other team has their bombsquaders.

Goose says, “We are never going to be here again. Let’s fight for our brothers. One. Two. Three.” Then a deep, bassooning roar, “SIMBA!” woofs out of the court. It echoes out of the gym and across the Princeton campus and into the New Jersey woods, and then we begin.




CHAPTER ONE

Ownership: Manek

We contest nine matches over the course of the afternoon and the first three—the number 3, number 6, and number 9 players on each team’s ladder—go out to play, number 3 on court 1; number 6 on court 3; and number 9 on court 5. As I go down the lineup, I feel that Manek Mathur, at number 3, is a wild card; the match could swing either way. The first two games show that to be true, as he and Christopher Callis from Princeton split them in about forty minutes of top-notch squash.

Callis is a shaggy-haired, burly freshman. He looks like a lacrosse player. He grew up in Philadelphia and is perhaps the top American in the college ranks. Like many of the players in the dual match today, Manek and Callis had encountered each other on the international tournament circuit. They had first played each other in the 2006 world junior championships, in New Zealand. The United States has never been a global power in squash, and Manek’s attitude that day was that of the sophisticated townsman encountering the proverbial country bumpkin. The southpaw from Mumbai told himself that he was not going to lose to an American. He went out and chopped Callis up in four games, the final one an emphatic 9-0 whitewash.

But city ways can be learned if you are hungry and determined. Callis improved. He entered Princeton, one of the top collegiate programs, and eight days ago, at our Valentine’s Day dual match, he surprised Manek with a four-game victory. Callis frittered away a 7-5 lead in the first game, losing 9-7. In the second he was down 8-5 but smacked some stunning drop shots to win 10-8. He took the third easily and held off Manek in the fourth 10-9. It was a close battle, and if you had seen nothing more than the cold agate of the score in a newspaper, you would think that Callis had done something remarkable.

Instead of being discouraged by the loss, Manek was just glad to be upright. He never attempted to diminish Callis’s victory; he never made excuses, but he did have an excuse. He had gotten the flu earlier that week: coughing, runny nose, high fever. He not only missed practices but didn’t leave his room for a couple of days. On the Saturday morning of the dual match, he had dragged himself out of bed, lightheadedly tossed some squash gear strewn around his room into a bag, and hauled himself to the courts. He hit a few balls and got on the bus, miserable and drained. He drank Pedialyte the whole way down to New Jersey, trying to get hydrated. In Princeton, he ate his first meal in a week, felt a bit better, but after the second game, he knew he had little chance against Callis. The pace was too fast. Callis made him twist and reverse directions, and Manek, running a second behind the action, couldn’t catch his breath.

Considering all that, Manek was sanguine about their rematch. He trained very hard all week, got all the toxins out, and recovered his strength. Like many Indian squash players, he had a highwayman spirit. He was willing to gamble, take risks, put on a show. He thrilled at the unexpected. He had a smooth swing and great finishing ability and seemed able to switch to a new level of precise length whenever a match tightened. But his life had to be set: he needed his fitness, he needed his health, he needed his courses to be going well, and he needed everything to be solid with his latest girlfriend. If a piece of the puzzle was out of place, he would get skittish.

Before today’s match, I tell him he has to go out strong, that he has endured incredible hardship of playing so high on national championship teams. I tell him to be patient, to accumulate advantages and then shoot. I also asked him to crack his backhand crosscourt to keep Callis from slapping forehands into the front wall nick. He nods and goes out and plays adroitly but without passion. Both games go into a tiebreaker. Callis wins the first and has a game point in the second, up 8-6. Manek goes on a tremendous spurt, winning the next six points to get out of danger—and avoiding a 2-0 deficit, which would  have been hard to recover from (especially in light of how he ends up performing in the third).

But Manek is struggling. If Callis hadn’t tinned a couple of balls, the second game would have been his, too. Manek is not dictating the play, but rather responding to Callis’s brilliant strategy. He is an animal in a cage, unable to get out and run free. I have miscoached him. Callahan has gotten Callis to play at half speed, lifting balls crosscourt, lobbing—anything to get it wide and deep—and then attacking. His attack is particularly tough: he hits a straight drop to Manek’s forehand and then volleys Manek’s response (usually a crosscourt) with a crushing forehand. Callis is winning too many points with his straight drop-and-volley, one-two combination. Rather than using Manek’s strengths, I have neutralized him by asking him to do things he shouldn’t be doing. He should be shooting first. If you own a shotgun, why leave it in the closet?

After the second game, I sit down with Manek outside the court. I start to give him some Gatorade. “I can’t drink it, Coach.” He is too nervous to take a sip. I tell Manek to get out there and attack early, to speed up the pace and not be defensive.

Instead, he disintegrates. Callis wins the third game 9-0. It takes more than seven minutes, so it isn’t embarrassingly quick, and Manek wins four of the seventeen rallies. But he’s down 2-1 and lucky to still be out there.

 

Squash is not a vegetable. Boys at an English prep school called Harrow invented it in the 1850s. It arrived unceremoniously in the United States in 1884, when a master at St. Paul’s School in Concord, New Hampshire, relying on a college classmate who had played this new game at Harrow, built four open-air squash courts. The game took hold first in Philadelphia, where U.S. Squash, the governing association, was founded in 1904. Intercollegiate squash began in 1923, when Harvard played Yale. A country-club sport primarily for the nation’s elite, squash began to reach the masses in the 1970s, when commercial clubs sprang up. Today, more than a quarter of a million  Americans play squash every week. There are two dozen after-school youth enrichment squash programs, which spend a total of ten million dollars annually and reach more than five thousand underserved kids. More than sixty schools from around the country compete in the men’s collegiate nationals. Pro tournaments are staged on portable glass courts in iconic locations like Grand Central Terminal in New York and Millennium Park in Chicago.

It is a tough game. The court is cramped, slightly smaller than a racquetball court, thirty-two feet long by twenty-one feet wide. (Until the 1990s, American squash was played in a court eighteen and a half feet wide, using a bulleting fast ball; the old American game was colloquially called hardball, and the international game, which is now standard, was called softball.) Each match is best of five games, and each game goes to nine points; if you reach 8-8, then there is a tiebreaker of one or two points (the player who first reaches 8 gets to decide; the final score 10-8 or 10-9 if he chooses “set two” and 9-8 if he chooses “set one.”)

A key part of the scoring is that only the server can score points, and to get the serve you first have to win a rally. Thus, games can go on and on; players can alternate serves without scoring a point—sort of the way volleyball used to be. This kind of scoring is usually called hand-in, hand-out, or hi-ho (the person about to serve is said to be hand-in, while the receiver is hand-out), and has a built-in defensive mechanism. You can be down, say, 7-2, but stay in the match by winning the rally every time your opponent is serving. It’s a lot easier, when you are losing badly, to win half the rallies rather than all the rallies.

Otherwise, squash is simple: keep the ball from bouncing twice on the floor and keep it in the court. (Unlike tennis, if the squash ball hits a line, it is out.) The ball must hit the front wall once, and can hit the floor only once. However, it can hit any number of the other walls—but not the ceiling—before or after being struck by the racquet. On the front wall, there is a nineteen-inch-high line; all balls must hit the front wall above that line. Below the line is the tin, usually a sheet of metal that makes a distinctive sound when struck by the ball. The racquet is the same length as a tennis racquet but has a smaller head and thinner neck  and weighs about the same as a badminton racquet. The ball is made of rubber, and is squishier, smaller, and less bouncy than a tennis ball.

The essence of squash is to dominate the center of the court without impeding an opponent’s access to the ball. When a player is in the way during a rally, the opponent can ask for a “let” and they replay the point; if the opponent had an opportunity to make a winning shot but for the first player’s obstruction, then he is awarded a “stroke” rather than a let and wins the point. Skillful players strike the ball so as to keep it close to the side walls. A well-placed shot can hug the side wall or slam into the “nick,” squash lingo for the seam where the side wall meets the floor. A shot hit into the nick usually rolls out onto the floor and is unplayable. The service boxes on the floor form a T, which is the power position on the court, a kind of line of scrimmage. Players basically compete to dominate the T during a match, and the player who controls the T, who pushes his opponent to the corners, generally wins the point.

It is an incredibly aerobic, fast-paced sport. Herbert Warren Wind, the great golf writer, loved the game, having picked it up at Yale. He was particularly enamored with the legendary Khan family from Pakistan, as he wrote in the New Yorker: “Indeed, watching the two Khans go at each other in a prolonged rally for a big point in a tight match is something like watching the speeded-up film of an old Keystone Cops sequence, the two wraiths darting in and out of the corners and making a succession of acrobatic ‘gets,’ each one more fantastic than the one before, as the tempo of their movements and their strokes keeps mounting until the action becomes almost a blur. I have seen few things in sport that can compare to it for sheer velocity and excitement.”

Scoring-wise, the Trinity versus Princeton final has a historic side to it, for it will be the last time an intercollegiate dual match uses the nine-point hi-ho scoring. The collegiate coaching fraternity has voted to switch the following fall to eleven-point scoring—it is a point-a-rally, or PAR, system that the pros adopted a few years ago to make their tournaments more accessible and spectator-friendly and shorter (better for television). In an effort to make the game uniform (part of squash’s vain campaign to get into the Olympics), every level of the  game worldwide has switched to the eleven-point PAR scoring. Today we will depend on the capacity with hi-ho scoring for comebacks: our players will steady the ship, rally by rally, taking risks only when serving, and slowly grind out rallies when receiving.

 

You start a sport for no reason but happiness. The first time you do it might be by chance at a playground or a schoolyard or it might be orchestrated by a parent, but those initial moments are inevitably unscripted. You play for a couple of minutes. You hit or kick or toss a ball or wobble on your skates or jump in the air. It’s fun. There’s nothing more, no streaks, no requirements, no score.

Your parents, excited about your having an interest, latch on to this passing fancy. Happiness is a great thing; they want you to have more. They get involved. They pay for clinics, a private lesson, a first tournament. You improve. You need a more competitive pond in which to swim. You get more coaching, more tournaments, summer camps, weekend clinics. You get more gear, more posters, more books. At some point, there is a subtle change. You notice the involvement of others. You discover that the sport is important—to your parents, to your classmates, to your friends. You begin to see yourself differently. For each of my players, there was a moment when they viewed themselves not as someone who played squash but as a squash player.

Billie Jean King once spoke to me about the roots of her success. Her father, a fireman, had a second job, and her mother worked as a receptionist at a medical center and sold Avon and Tupperware products, so they could afford to pay for her early tennis lessons. From the beginning her parents showed her that they valued her tennis career and were extremely dedicated to ensuring her success. But they also had their own lives and careers, as well as a younger son, Randy (who went on to play baseball in the majors). Billie Jean had to save her own money from chores to buy her first racquet. Her tennis tournaments were not all-consuming. Her mother and father didn’t attend her practices and more often than not were absent from her matches.  Moreover, she did not have a real coach in these early years: until they linked up with Alice Marble when Billie Jean was fifteen, they made do with the instruction at the Long Beach city recreation department. The combination of guiding, not pushing, parents and not having a coach led Billie Jean to take ownership of her sport. She had to rely on herself to learn the game. She had full responsibility for her performance and behavior. She was making the ultimate decisions about what she was doing and why.

It doesn’t matter what the game is; ownership is possible. A world-famous oboe teacher I know in New York has a rule about the students he teaches: they must find their own way to the studio where he gives lessons. After the first initial visit, the parents are not allowed to drive or escort the child. The child has to come unattended. A friend of mine had to bike three miles each way to her daily field hockey practice, even in the rain or snow. When she climbed Mt. Everest years later, she finally understood what it meant to push herself rather than have someone push her.

A parent must hold on to their child with a loving, open hand, not a clenched fist. The metaphor I like is that it’s the parents’ job to put gas in the car and teach the child to drive, but then they have to let the child drive himself, alone, thinking and reacting for himself. The child can never simultaneously reach his potential and be happy if the parent is driving the car.

 

Manek is a senior, a captain of the team, tall, sinewy, and long-limbed.
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