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	Ping Pong
July 30, 2008


There are two sports that I’m pretty good at – basketball and ping pong. I’m pretty good at bowling and pool also but I don’t consider these activities to be sports. A real sport should involve some running, doing something physical and working up a sweat. Any activity where you can drink beer while playing it is not a real sport.  If you are a serious ping pong player you know that you can get as much exercise and sweat just as much as playing a game of basketball. Really, ping pong is a great game to keep you in shape and it will also improve your reflexes and your hand/eye coordination.  The only problem with playing ping pong here in Hawaii is finding somebody good to play with and finding a place to play.  Ping pong doesn’t seem to be very popular in Hawaii and the good players all belong to some table tennis club.  Regardless, ping pong is a great sport and we are going to learn more about it in this column.

First of all we need to clarify the difference between ping pong and table tennis.  There is none.  The name “Ping Pong” is a registered trade name in England and the American rights were sold to Parker Brothers in 1901. To avoid trademark disputes, the name of the sport was officially changed to Table Tennis and the governing body of the sport to the International Table Tennis Federation (ITTF).  As it turns out, most serious players call the sport Table Tennis and most recreational players like me still call it Ping Pong. You can call it whatever you want – it is the same game.
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	The typical playing area for Ping Pong is 20 feet by 40 feet. The table is 9 feet long, 5 feet wide and 30 inches high.  The table surface can be either green or blue. The table is divided into two halves by a 6 inch high net. The game is played with a light 2.7 gram 40 mm diameter ball. The ball is made of a high bouncing gas-filled celluloid substance and can be white or orange. The paddle is normally a wooden blade covered with various types of rubber.


Ping Pong is a sport where two or four players hit a ball with paddles back and forth to each other on a table, in a manner similar to tennis. The rules are slightly different but the concept is the same. In singles play, the serve is not required to cross from the server's right-hand court to the receiver's right-hand court (or left to left) as it is in tennis. However, serving across is required in doubles play. Ball spin, speed, placement, strategy and tactics play an important part in competitive table tennis matches. The speed of the ball can vary from slow serves with much spin to smashes that travel as fast as 100 mph. Since spin plays a large role in the modern sport of table tennis, the composition of the rubber and the combination of sponge and rubber is designed to maximize the amount of spin and speed a player can impart onto the ball.
The winner is the first to score 11 points with each player alternating serves every two points. At 10-10 (or deuce) the players alternate with every serve; the winner is then the first person to gain a two points advantage over his opponent. The 11 point game is an International Table Tennis Federation (ITTF) change which occurred in 2001. Before this change, the game was played to 21 points with each player alternating serves every five points. I prefer to play ping pong the old way.
How to play Ping Pong

Starting a game - In top-flight competition, the person who serves first is decided by a coin toss. At lower levels it is common for one player to hide the ball in one or the other hand (usually hidden under the table) allowing the other player to guess which hand the ball is in. The correct or incorrect guess gives the "winner" the option to choose to serve, receive, or to choose which side of the table to use.
Service – The server must be standing so that the ball is held behind the end line of the table with the ball in the palm of the free hand - over the table's height - and the racket in the other hand, the server tosses the ball without spin, upward, at least 6 inches. He or she then must hit the ball such that it bounces once on his or her half of the table, and then bounces at least one time on the opponent's half. If the ball strikes the net but does not strike the opponent's half of the table, then a point is awarded to the opponent. However, if the ball hits the net, but goes over and bounces on the other side, it is called a let. Play stops and the ball must be served again with no penalty. A player may commit any number of lets without penalty. If the service is "good", then the opponent must make a "good" return by returning the ball before it bounces on his or her side of the table a second time. Returning the serve is one of the most difficult parts of the game because the server's first move is often the least predictable and thus most advantageous to the server.     

The Ready Position –
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	A ready stance must be kept at all available times during play to ensure maximum control, power, and consistency. The typical table tennis stance is a slight crouch forward, feet shoulder-width apart. Make sure you bend your knees and ankles. Most of the weight should be on the balls of the feet, because this makes quick sudden movements and pivots necessary for good shots much easier.


Hitting the ball - Hitting of the ball must be done in such a way that the ball passes over or around the net. If the ball is struck in such a way that it travels around the net, but still lands on the opponent's side of the table, the hit is legal and play should be continued. It is also a legal hit if the ball hits the top edge of the table. If the opponent cannot return it over (or around) the net and make it bounce on your side, then you win the point.

Scoring - Points are awarded to the opponent for any of several errors in play such as:

   - Allowing the ball to bounce twice on your side of the table. 

   - Double hitting the ball. Note that the hand above the wrist is considered part of the paddle and making a good return off one's hand or fingers on the racket-holding hand is allowed, but hitting one's hand or fingers and subsequently hitting the racket is a double strike and an error. 

   - Placing one's free hand on the playing surface or moving the table. 

   - Failing to make a good serve or making an illegal serve.

   - Hitting the net with paddle or any body part. 

   - By hitting the ball before it bounces on your side of the table.

   - By hitting the ball and missing your opponent’s side of the table.

Series of games - After each game, players switch sides of the table and in the fifth or seventh, game "for the match", players switch sides when the first player scores 5 points (if playing to 11) or 10 points (if playing to 21), regardless of whose turn it is to serve. In competitive play, matches are usually the best of five or seven games.
	Table Tennis styles - Table tennis players grip their rackets in a variety of ways. The manner in which players grip their rackets can be classified into two major families of styles. One is described as the penhold and the other as the shakehand. The Laws of Table Tennis do not prescribe the manner in which one must grip the paddle and numerous variations on gripping styles exist. Note that one side of the paddle has red rubber and the other side has black rubber.
The penhold grip is so-named because one grips the racket similarly to the way one holds a writing instrument. Some penhold players use only one side of the racket to hit the ball during normal play. The penhold style of play is used mostly by the Chinese and Korean players.

The shakehand grip is so-named because one grips the paddle similar to the way one performs a handshake. The grip is sometimes referred to as the "Western grip" and is most popular among players originating in Western and South Asian nations.
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Offensive strokes
Speed drive - The racket is primarily perpendicular to the direction of the stroke and most of the energy applied to the ball results in speed rather than spin, creating a shot that does not arc much, but is fast enough that it can be difficult to return. A speed drive is used mostly for keeping the ball in play, applying pressure on the opponent and potentially opening up an opportunity for a more powerful attack. 

Loop drive - Essentially the reverse of the speed drive. The racket is much more parallel to the direction of the stroke ("closed") and the racket thus grazes the ball, resulting in a large amount of topspin. A good loop drive will arc quite a bit and once striking the opponent's side of the table will jump forward. Returning a loop drive may not be as difficult to return as a speed drive, however, because of its topspin, it is more likely to rebound off the opponent's racket at a very high angle, setting up an easy smash on the follow up. 
Counter drive – Normally used as a counter attack against speed and loop drives. You have to close the racket and stay close to the ball (try to predict its path). The racket is held closed and near to the ball, which is hit with a short movement "off the bounce" (before reaching the highest point) so that the ball travels faster to the other side. If performed correctly, a well-timed, accurate counter-drive can be as effective as a smash. 

Flip - When a player tries to attack a ball that has not bounced beyond the edge of the table, he or she does not have the room to wind up in a backswing. The ball may still be attacked, however, and the resulting shot is called flip because the backswing is compressed into a quick wrist action. A flip is not a single stroke and can resemble either a drive or a loop in its characteristics. What identifies this stroke is the backswing is compressed into a short wrist flick. 

Smash - The offensive trump card in table tennis. A player will typically execute a smash when his or her opponent has returned a ball that bounces too high and/or too close to the net. Smashing is essentially self-explanatory — large backswing and rapid acceleration imparting as much speed on the ball as possible. The goal of a smash is to get the ball to move so quickly that the opponent simply cannot return it. Because the ball speed is the main aim of this shot, often the spin on the ball is something other than topspin. An offensive table-tennis player will think of a rally as a build-up to a winning smash; only a calculated series of smashes can guarantee a point against a good opponent. However, most players will be able to return at most one or two smashes consistently. 
Defensive strokes

Push - The push is very simple, usually used for keeping the point alive and creating offensive opportunities. A push resembles a tennis slice: the racket cuts underneath the ball, imparting backspin and causing the ball to float slowly to the other side of the table. While not obvious, a push can be difficult to attack because the backspin on the ball causes it to drop toward the table upon striking the opponent's racket – in order to attack a push, a player must loop the ball back over the net. Often, the best option for beginners is to simply push the ball back again, which repeats and results in pushing rallies. But against good players it is the worst option because they will loop you to death and put you in a defensive position where you will most likely lose the point. Players should only push when their opponent makes easy mistakes. Offensive players should only push for variation and not for general rallies. 

Chop - A chop or cut is the defensive, backspin counterpart to the offensive loop drive. A chop is essentially a bigger, heavier slice, taken well back from the table. The racket face points primarily horizontally, perhaps a little bit upward, and the direction of the stroke is straight down. The object of a defensive chop is to match the topspin of the opponent's shot with your own racket speed. A good chop will float nearly horizontally back to the table. A chop shot can be extremely difficult to return due to the enormous amount of backspin. Sometimes a defensive player can impart right-hand or left-hand spin to the ball. This will further confuse your opponent. Chops are difficult to execute, but are devastating when completed properly because it takes a tremendous amount of topspin on a loop drive to return the ball back over the net. 

Block - The block is a simple shot barely worthy of being called a "stroke" but nonetheless can be devastating against an attacking opponent. A block is executed by simply putting the racket in front of the ball — the ball rebounds back toward the opponent with nearly as much energy as it came in with. This is not as easy as it sounds, because the ball's spin, speed, and location all influence the correct angle of a block. Disregarding the difficulty of a block, it is very possible for an opponent to execute a perfect loop, drive, or smash, only to have the blocked shot come back at him just as fast. Due to the power involved in offensive strokes, often an opponent simply cannot recover quickly enough, and will be unable to return his own shot blocked back to him/her. Blocks almost always produce the same spin as was received. 

Push-Block - High level players may use what is called push block or active block, adding speed to the ball (with a small topspin movement). When playing in the Penhold Grip, many players use push blocks when being pressured on the backhand. Chinese pen-hold players refer it as push-block as they literally "push" their backhand forward, instead of simply blocking it. 

Side Drive - This spin is alternately used as a defensive and offensive maneuver. The premise of this move is to put a spin on the ball either to the right or the left of the racket. The execution of this move is similar to a slice, but to the right or left instead of down. This spin will result in the ball curving to the side but bouncing in the opposite direction when the opponent returns it. Do not attempt a right-side spin (moving your arm to the right when hitting the ball) when too close to the left side of the table and vice versa. To return this shot, simply execute the same sided spin as your opponent just gave you. 

High Balls - The defensive High Ball is possibly the most visually-impressive shot in the sport of table tennis and it is deceptive in its simplicity. To execute a High Ball, a defensive player first backs off the table 8-10 meters; then, the stroke itself consists of simply lifting the ball to an enormous height before it falls back to the opponent's side of the table. A High Ball is inherently a creative shot and can have nearly any kind of spin you can imagine. Top quality players use this fact to their advantage in order to control the spin of the ball. For instance, though the opponent may smash the ball hard and fast, a good defensive High Ball could quite possibly be even harder to return due to the unpredictability (and heavy amounts) of the spin on the ball. Thus, even though you are backed off the table by several feet and apparently running and leaping just to reach the ball, a good defensive player can still win the point using good High Balls. However, most of the time you will lose the point so using this shot is not recommended unless it is really necessary. 

Drop Shot - The drop shot is a high level stroke, used as another variation for close-to-table strokes. You have to position the bat close to the ball and just let the ball touch the racket (without any hand movement) in a way that the ball stays close to the net with almost no speed or spin and touches the other side of the table more than once if the opponent doesn't reach it. This stroke should be used when opponents are far from the table and not prepared to get close to the table. This technique is most usually done by pen-holders and players who use long or short pimple paddles. A very deceiving technique, this could result in the opponent failing to reach the ball after misjudging the distance of the ball.
The following chart provides you a summary of what you need to know in order to return an incoming ping pong ball:

	DIRECTON OF STROKE FORCE

	Type of Incoming Ball
	Stroke Direction

	Against Topspin
	Down and Forward

	Against Backspin
	Up and Forward

	Against Right Sidespin
	To Your Left and Forward

	Against Left Sidespin
	To Your Right and Forward

	Against a High Ball
	Downward

	Against a Low Ball
	Upward


When I was playing ping pong on a regular basis, I had most all of these offensive and defensive shots.  But, as I have found out since, if you don’t practice them, you will soon forget or will not be able to execute them in a game situation. It has been almost 10 years since I played ping pong regularly.  Now, I only play once in awhile and even though I can still beat the average player, I will lose to a good player every time.  
Although I played ping pong occasionally in high school and college, I didn’t start playing regularly until I was in the Navy stationed at Lakehurst, New Jersey. I had a friend from the basketball team who I played ping pong with almost every day. I continued to play when I was stationed at Kenitra, Morocco and Rota, Spain.  When I went to work at Tooele Army Depot they had two tables in the warehouse side of the building that housed the computers.  We played at lunch and after work several times a week.  My primary competition was from a guy named Jim Kennedy and as it turned out we ended up playing for the base ping pong championship one year.  I won.  After moving to Hawaii, I started playing ping pong with a co-worker named Edwin Lacaden.  There was no where to play ping pong at Fort Shafter so we would go to the recreation center at Hickam Air Base to play. I played ping pong in the Hawaii State Olympic Games for four years and won two silver medals. My job took me TDY to Korea at least twice a year (from 1975 to 1999) and I always took my ping pong paddle with me.  I had a long time running match with Howard Lee who was a friend and a person I some times worked with while TDY.  Our matches were always competitive and fun.  Now I don’t play ping pong very often but wished I did.

Currently, all of the world’s top ranked table tennis players are from China.  Here are the top three men and women. I hope they show the Beijing Olympics Table Tennis matches on TV.  
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	#1 Wang Hao
	#2 Ma Lin
	#3 Wang Liqin

	[image: image11.jpg]V= e

T




	[image: image12.jpg]



	[image: image13.jpg]




	#1 Zhang Yining
	#2 Guo Yue
	#3 Wang Nan
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