Pickleball is America's fastest-growing sport
— and it's found a home in this rural Free
State town
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Memel's new pickleball court (Image supplied)
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Pickleball, a paddleball sport combining elements of badminton, ping-pong, and
tennis, has been described as America's fastest-growing sport, helped along by
lockdown.

It's remained largely unheard of outside the United States, but has recently made a
splash in South Africa.

Pickleball has an especially strong following in the small town of Memel in the
north-eastern Free State.

The town, with a population of less than 8,000 people, recently got its own dedicated
pickleball court, built by the community.

Memel Primary School, with just 365 pupils, added pickleball to its 2021 sports
curriculum and has invited the USA Pickleball Association for a visit.

For more stories go to www.BusinessInsider.co.za.

Pickleball, a mix of badminton, ping-pong, and tennis, has been described as the fastest-growing
sport in America. It's also found an unlikely yet strong following in a rural part of the Free State.

The Covid-19 pandemic has changed the way people work, play, and interact. It's also revived a
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relatively obscure and unknown paddleball sport invented about 60 years ago.

Pickleball can be played between two or four players. These players use solid paddles to hit a
perforated polymer ball over a net. The rules are similar to tennis, but it's played on a much
smaller badminton court which also features a lower net.

Until the pandemic hit, pickleball, originally invented as a children's backyard game, was not
widely played, or even known about, outside North and South America. And although the sport
was steadily growing in America before the pandemic, stay-at-home orders quickly forced
families to reinvent their social routines and keep kids entertained within the confines of their
boundary walls.

The Sports and Fitness Industry Association saw pickleball's popularity grow by around 23% in
the four years preceding the Covid-19 pandemic. It then jumped 21% in a single year, with the
association estimating that 4.2 million people played pickleball in 2020.

This massive rise in popularity, coupled with the coronavirus-induced decline of more traditional
sports, has seen pickleball labelled as the fastest growing sport in America by The Economist.

It's also gaining traction in South Africa, with the country's official governing body of pickleball
being founded in 2021. The goal is to have pickleball recognised as an Olympic sport and to
have a South African team represent it at the games.

And while the rise of pickleball in South Africa has been largely confined to metros, with already
existing tennis infrastructure, a small town in the north-eastern Free State has taken a particular
liking to the game.

The small town of Memel is as obscure as the game of pickleball itself. Also known as Memel-
Zamani, to indicate the integration of the township to the west, the town has a population of less
than 8,000 according to a 2011 census.

Located along the R34, near the provincial border with KwaZulu-Natal and Mpumalanga, the
town occupies a total area of 11.8 square-kilometres, roughly double the size of Robben Island.

The town of Memel, small and rural though it may be, is undergoing a sort of metamorphosis,
led by a married couple who spent most of their lives working for the United Nations (UN) in
war zones, post-conflict areas, and refugee camps. When Steven Ablondi and his wife Cindy
Burns retired, they settled in Memel.

The Memel.Global project focuses on adequate housing, health, primary education, sports, and
the arts.

The project started by the couple has started community gardens, seed banks, and offers
permaculture training. It's also in the process of building a 15-unit co-housing community,
utilising rammed-earth, passive-solar energy, and rainwater-collecting. The retired couple is also
working with an American hearing aid manufacturer to provide hearing devices for any Memel
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and Zamani residents that need them.

Memel.Global has also brought pickleball to the small town, registering the Memel Pickleball
Association of Southern Africa in 2018.
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Condition of the abandoned tennis court (Image supplied)




Memel pickleball player on the disused tennis court (Image supplied)






Memel pickleball player on the disused tennis court (Image supplied)

Kids in the community started playing pickleball on a tennis court abandoned since the dawn of
democracy. Broken fences, which allowed cattle to roam the court, were repaired. Grass and
weeds growing up from cracks in the surface were pulled. Five-gallon drums set in concrete were
used as pole stands, with a net strung between.

But as the popularity of pickleball grew in the small town, Ablondi and Burns "dreamed of
having courts of our own."

Construction on the dedicated court, on land supplied by the Drakensberg Club (DKBC), got off
to a shaky start in 2020 due to the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic and associated lockdown
restrictions.



Painting Memel's new pickleball court (Image supplied)



Excavating for the new pickleball court (Image supplied)
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Excavating for the new pickleball court (Image supplied)

Members of the community persevered and those that worked on the new court — at a time when
regular day jobs were cut by coronavirus-induced lockdown restrictions — were paid and their
families fed.

The excavating, bricklaying, concrete setting, skim coating, and painting was all done by hand.

Completed by the end of 2021, the new court will be officially launched on 6 April 2022,
coinciding with the International Day of Sport for Development and Peace. It's Africa's first
dedicated pickleball court, according to Memel.Global.



Memel's new pickleball court (Image supplied)

In the meantime, Memel Primary School, which has around 365 pupils, introduced pickleball to
its 2021 sports curriculum. In a letter to the USA Pickleball Association, school principal Johan
du Toit, said that Memel Primary was "proud to be the first grammar school in Africa to play
pickleball and to support their first African pickleball team."

"Any support you could offer would be appreciated," Du Toit wrote to the USA Pickleball
Association in a 2020 letter.

"And, you are welcome to come and see our fledgling Picklers, and visit our beautiful village of
Memel when travel permits."



