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Kickball: A new
way to get your
Kicks
By RUTH WICKER, For The Capital
Old schoolyard gameis al
grown up
Warning: Game may be much
more intense than it appears.
On Saturday, 15 teams from
the Washington, D.C. area
gathered at Anne Arundel By Steve Johnson - For The Capital
Communiy CO”%E to play for The old schoolyard game of kickball is
the regional World Adult i Grown up nowadys wit aduls

Kickball Association (WAKA)
title. That's right, adult kickball. Right now, you may have in your
mind scenes from your elementary school days. But there are
several factors that set the co-ed WAKA experience apart from the
laid-back games once the exclusive domain of the schoolyard.

First, the rules are much more precise. Here's a quick explanation
for those poor souls deprived of kickball in their youth: Kickball is
played almost exactly like baseball, with atypical diamond,
outfielders and batters (OK, kickers), rules about the placement of
pitches, an umpire, and plenty of strikes. The differenceliesin the
equipment. A large red rub-ber ball is used, and is pitched along the
ground. (For kicking, get it now?) Make no mistake, the rules about
runs and height of pitches are just as stringent as in proper games of
baseball, and calls are contested just as hotly ... just ask the
umpires.

Secondly, with more stringent rules comes higher standards for the
athletes. Most of the participants are in their 20s, with the average
being about 28. Many are fresh out of college, only recently
separated from their respective college sports teams. These soccer
players and distance runners have brought kickball to a whole new
level. One team from the Vienna, Va. division, Gonzo, boasts a
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roster filled almost completely with former Division | athletes.

Most of the top teams have at least occasional practices, and some
even have their own fields. Gregg Seitz, the captain for Gonzo,
seems about as determined as any college coach to recruit an all-star
team, and holds regular practices so that players can hone their
skills.

"We had arecord of 9-0 last season, only one run scored against
us," he boasts. No wonder every team member - which includes
both women and men - seems to be a perfect physical specimen.
This team looks as though it could whip you in any sport, not just
kickball.

Not all of the teams that participate, however, take the competition
so seriously. Take the Footclan squad for example, composed of
disc jockeys from Buzzlife productions in D.C. and their friends.
For them, the gameis all about having fun. Five minutes before the
game, players relax on the bench and kids around with one other.
The other team diligently warms ups, kicking high ballsto each
other and stretching. It doesn't bother the Footclan.

"They'll probably beat us,” says one player, in an upbeat tone.

These players view the league as a social activity exclusively. "If
you don't want to train, this (team) isfor you," says another.

The Footclan represents the original intent of WAKA when it was
started eight years ago. Back then, (asit is still for many), WAKA
was redlly just a beer league. There's the third difference from
elementary school kickball. All members are 21 or older, and every
team is sponsored by alocal bar. If agame getsrained out, players
can always resort to some kind of barroom contest. WAKA even
provided free beer for all participants following the tournament
during a celebration held at Kelly'sIrish Timesin D.C.

The Leaders Cup, coming up in November in Florida, is a huge
socia event, complete with beer and refreshment tents. About half
of the 100 teams invited are expected to show up to compete for the
cup. With up to 24 people on ateam, that looks to be one good

party.

The fun-loving, almost fraternity-like atmosphere is reflected in
many of the cheeky names of teams, names like Menace to Sobriety,
Hanky Panky, and Friends with Benefits. (It is a co-ed game, after
al.)

The social aspect of WAKA, not the competition, is definitely the
biggest draw. Edward Chang, who plays for two teams - My L eft
Foot and Kick Asphalt - says the best part of the leagueis "meeting
all these people | wouldn't have ordinarily met." Indeed, joining a
kickball team is agreat way to network socially or get to know
people from your job. One can join ateam as an individual, comein
with afew friends, or get awhole team together. Most teams
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become good buddies regardless of how they formed, and hang out
after games and on the weekends.

Another benefit of playing in WAKA, besides the fun, isthe
workout. WAKA is quick to emphasize the health benefits of a good
game's sprinting from base to base - kind of like interval training.
On aday like Saturday, where teams play anywhere from two to
five games without much rest, kickball can be exhausting. Even the
well-conditioned teams are hurting by the end of the day from
sprinting, diving to catch fly balls, and lobbing the ungainly red ball
acrossthe field. Most of the time, though, players are having such a
good time they don't even realize how much exercise they're getting.

The word is spreading. Membership has doubled in size every year,
spreading from the big cities like D.C. and San Francisco overseas
to Tokyo and India. Camp Fallujah in Irag even boasts ateam,
started by atransfer who couldn't live without it. Phil Russel, who
works as the Web devel oper for WAKA, saysitishugein D.C.

"I run into people everywhere who play it or know of it - on the
Metro, at parties, all thetime," he said.

WAKA advocates insist their game is poised to become the new
American pastime, and they may just be right.

In the end, it's al about fun. Says Tiffany Ficklin, who does public
relations for WAKA (yes, that's her job): "It allows grown-upsto
get out and act like akid again.”
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