
FAMILY PONG 

 

Page 33 

Chapter 11 - Exposure 

The year 1972 was an exciting time to be a part of the ping-pong community.  During the 

previous spring, the U.S. Team had been invited to tour and play in the previously closed-to-

the-west People’s Republic of China, in the landmark event that led to a thaw in Chinese-

American relations, and to the coining of the phrase “Ping-Pong Diplomacy”.  And now, in the 

spring of 1972, the Chinese Team was set for a return tour in the U.S., and the headlines were 

everywhere.  Table Tennis was on a roll.   

Mort, in a new role as promoter, was in the thick of it, working with the press, explaining, 

cajoling, trying to whip up interest.  He, as well as other forward-thinking members of the 

association, knew that the Chinese visit was a one-time windfall that should be exploited now, 

in order to replace the game’s  basement image with a new, attractive, more marketable one.  

One idea, spearheaded by Mort and Tim Boggan, was to take the U.S. Open, annually held in 

mass-media “backwaters” such as Atlanta and Detroit, to New York for some big-city  

exposure.  The LITTA, headed by Dave Cox and his operations team, was ready to host, and 

despite the misgivings of some of the more conservative members of the Executive Committee, 

the vote was made to move the venue to Long Island, where the event drew record player 

participation, good media coverage, and a large paying audience. 

*** 

It was at this U.S. Open that I won another (sort of) National Championship, the Men’s Class 

“A” Doubles.  Errol Resek, still one of the top 10 players in the U.S., was allowed to enter as 

my partner, and we won over a large, if not exactly elite, field.  

 

Errol Resek and Jeff Zakarin win the Men's Class "A" Doubles title at the U.S. Open 
Newsday, 20 March 1972 

*** 
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Mort giving a television interview during the Chinese Team’s visit in 1972. 
Topics, January/February 1973 
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Evelyn is selected as Woman of the Month. 
Topics, September/October 1972 
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Sports columnist Doug Smith plays against Jeff in the Suffolk County Open, and then writes (and laughs) 

about it.  Article is on the following page. 
Newsday, 1 March 1972 
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Sports columnist Doug Smith plays against Jeff in the Suffolk County Open, and then writes (and laughs) 

about it. 
Newsday, 1 March 1972 
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Chuck at the 1971 Canadian Open 
Topics, November/December 1971 
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Chapter 12 - Summer of 1972 

To this day, I can’t imagine what my parents were thinking of, when they proposed to send me 

to a training camp in Sweden.  I was 14, and had never been away from home on my own 

before, no less out of the country.  Yet, the offer was there, and I excitedly accepted.  We 

immediately started making the travel arrangements. 

The big day soon arrived.  My father explained to me that the girls in Sweden behaved a bit 

differently, handed me a box of condoms, and off I went!  With my traveling partner, Carl 

Danner, I arrived in Kolboda, in the south of Sweden, a bit sleep-deprived, but excited to be 

training side-by-side for 3 weeks with other youngsters from all over Europe.   

While our technical skills were on a par with those of our European counterparts, it was imme-

diately clear that they had a big advantage over us when it came to physical conditioning, and 

it showed – not only at the table, but also on afternoon runs in the woods, and on the soccer 

field.  In time, our conditioning improved, but the gap remained.  On the last day, we went for 

another run in the woods following a rainstorm.  The rain had apparently exposed some thick 

roots at the end of the trail, and as we finished our run, Carl and I both tripped and flew face-

forward into the mud, one after the other, in front of everyone.  “Two Americans down,” an-

nounced our trainer.  Laughter all around. 

All laughter aside, my new physical prowess had a major effect on my game.  In the past, I had 

proven myself against other competitors my own age, but had never posed a real threat to adult 

players, who had a power advantage.  For the first time, I could match power with power, and 

with my improved footwork and agility, I could now hold my own against top ranking players.  

At the Canadian Open later that summer, I earned a win over the U.S.’s #1 ranked Under 15 

player.   

Also that summer, I had for the first time, the opportunity to play in front of television cameras.  

O.K., so what if it was a little-watched Long Island cable TV channel, it was still quite an ego-

booster.  The television people came to film the Under 17 final of a locally-sponsored tourna-

ment in Suffolk County. 

My opponent was a 15-year-old newcomer from Rockville Centre named Roger Sverdlik.  

Roger, who had started playing only a year earlier, was putting up a good fight, and we split 

the first two games.  As the deciding third was about to start, the camera man announced that 

he was out of film and would have to stop and reload.  My ego already brimming over, I  
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maintained that I wasn’t going to hold up play for any old camera man.  At which point,  

tournament director Dave Cox, in his most authoritative English-accented voice, informed me 

that I could either wait, or bloody well go home right now.  I waited, and went on to win  

21-19 in a satisfying come-from-behind victory that was even more fun to watch a week later 

on television.  

*** 

 

Evelyn is U.S. Women's #17 in the newly computerized rating list. 
Topics, March/April 1972 

 

Evelyn Wins Metropolitan Open Women's Singles title. 
Topics, January/February 1973 
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Chapter 13 - Executive Committee 

In the wake of the success of the 1972 U.S. Open, Tim Boggan ran for the presidency of the 

USTTA in a campaign against the conservative “old guard,” and was elected as the new  

president for a two-year term.  Tim then approached Mort about becoming the USTTA  

Corresponding Secretary, the non-elected position on the 9-man Executive Committee  

traditionally appointed by the president. 

Mort:  Tim and I had just left an LITTA meeting which was held at Danny Ganz’s home.  We 

always met at Danny’s home because there was always an ample supply of Scotch whiskey on 

hand.  We stopped for some pizza, and Tim asked me if I would be interested in the  

Corresponding Secretary appointment.  I said no, but after a few beers and the promise that I 

wouldn’t have too much to do, I was talked into it. 

At that time, I had no idea how the USTTA worked.  But it didn’t take long for me to realize 

that no one on the Executive Committee knew anything about running such an organization, 

including Tim.  He had no business sense.  Hell, he couldn’t even handle his own finances. 

As an E.C. member, Mort made an outstanding contribution to the success of the U.S. Team to 

the 1973 World Championships in Yugoslavia, heading up a fundraising drive, and organizing 

a series of preparatory training camps for the team before the competition.  This was a big step 

forward for our team, which in years past was sent to the World’s underfunded and unprepared.  

The USTTA had recently sponsored a series of Men’s and Women’s team trials (instead of 

relying on the not-always-impartial vote of the Selection Committee, as had been practiced in 

the past), and an exciting group of players had qualified for the team, including the still U.S. 

champion Dal-Joon Lee, and America’s new #1, the explosive 19-year-old Danny Seemiller.  

It was time to do things right. 

Mort:  I was at a meeting of the Executive Committee, and I found out that each player was 

going to have to pay his own way.  If you couldn’t afford to go, they would ask the next player 

in line.  It was mind boggling, but true.  That was the way the USTTA did things. 

At that point, I suggested that we raise money, so that we could pay the team’s expenses.  In 

this way, we would be able to send our best players.  The other members of the E.C. laughed 

off my proposal, saying it couldn’t be done.  I said “Bullshit.” 

I took it upon myself to raise money for the team.  I made a list of the people and companies 

that we should contact.  Using the phone and writing letters, Evelyn and I made the contacts, 
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and money started coming in.  My own business suffered, but the drive was successful.  No one 

would have to reach into their own pockets to make the trip. 

At the same time, I started looking for a place to train the team.  In the past, U.S. Teams would 

arrive at the World’s ill-prepared for the competition.  The players needed time to concentrate, 

to prepare themselves mentally as well as physically.  Evelyn and I wrote to all the major 

resorts in the greater New York area, and two of them responded positively – the Colonie Hill 

on Long Island, and Mount Airy Lodge in the Poconos.  Interestingly enough, I’m pretty sure 

that the Colonie Hill was run by the Mafia.  It was built with the idea that it would be turned 

into a casino when gambling became legal on Long Island (it never did). 

Following the U.S. Open in Detroit, the team trained for a week at the Colonie Hill, played in 

the Eastern Open on Long Island, and moved to Mount Airy Lodge for another week of training.  

I had a nice working relationship with the owner, Emil Wagner, who paid all the expenses, and 

with the Manager, Ron Logan, who set up a press conference, which was a nice sendoff for the 

team. 

At another E.C. meeting shortly before the World’s, it was being decided which officials would 

also have their travel expenses to Yugoslavia paid.  It turned out that I wasn’t on the list!  I 

began cursing, knocked over a chair, and started to walk out.  It was then that they reluctantly 

agreed to pay my expenses.  I had been quite pleased with my contribution, but the incident left 

a bad taste in my mouth. 

 

Mort is appointed to the USTTA Executive Committee by new President Tim Boggan. 

Topics, May/June 1972 
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Mort arranges a training camp for the U.S. Team at Mount Airy Lodge. 

Tim Boggan, Topics, November/December 1972 

 

 

Tim Boggan credits Mort with the organization of the  
U.S. Team training camps and fund-raising effort. 

Topics, January/February 1973 
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Mort updates the USTTA membership on the state of the U.S. Team fund-raising drive. 
Topics, January/February 1973 

 

 

The U.S. Team at Mount Airy Lodge training camp. 
Topics, May/June 1973 
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Chapter 14 - World’s, Part I 

 

Evelyn and Mort were part of the entourage that left for the World Championships in Sarajevo, 

Yugoslavia, in April 1973.  While the players were busy preparing themselves for the big event, 

the others took the opportunity to see some of the beautifully rugged Balkans, and the historic 

sites that 20 years later, would be the scenes of the bloody civil war that marked the breakup 

of the Yugoslav republic. 

Mort:  It seems that Yugoslavia was built on a 45-degree angle.  Ev and I visited Zagreb, and 

then took a bus to Dubrovnik.  During the trip, we hit a snowstorm.  The bus was riding on the 

outer lane on a road that had no guard rails.  One bad turn would have sent us hurtling down 

a ravine to certain death.  Ev was truly frightened and decided to close her eyes.  I was  

obviously too dumb to be scared – until I realized that the driver himself had slowed the bus 

down to a crawl.  We all arrived safe and sound, though. 

Evelyn:  Walking around Sarajevo was even more dangerous than that!  It seems that the local 

drivers enjoyed scaring pedestrians as they crossed the street.  Instead of slowing down, they 

would actually accelerate as they approached the crosswalk.  Naturally, we would have to run 

for it.  If we had tripped and fallen in the street, there was no way that they could have stopped 

in time. 

As the championships started, Evelyn and Mort, having no official function to perform, filled 

in as cheerleaders.  Our men’s team, for years mired in the Second Division (for the teams 

ranked 17-32), was playing extremely well, and appeared to be a candidate for promotion to 

the elite First Division for the next championships, to be held two years later.  This would not 

only be a great honor for the USTTA, but it would enable the U.S. team to compete against the 

world’s best – the Chinese, Swedes, Japanese, Hungarians, etc.  The enthusiastic U.S. bench 

was generating a lot of noise, as later reported in the Yugoslav press, “Americans Fight  

Hardest!” 
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The climax came during the match against Hong Kong.  Losing four matches to two in the 

best-of-9 series, our champion, Dal-Joon Lee, found himself match point down, trailing 20-15 

in the deciding 3rd game to his Hong Kong counterpart.  But in an amazing display of nerve, 

and urged on by the nearly-hysterical Americans, Lee and the U.S. Team came back to pull out 

a miraculous 5-4 victory. 

It wasn’t enough, however.  The team lost its last two matches to Denmark and Romania,  

falling short of promotion.  It was a disheartening setback, yet everyone was proud with the 

team’s unprecedented performance, and optimistic about the future of U.S. Table Tennis. 

 

Mort (standing) as U.S. Team Cheerleader. 
 Topics, November/December 1973 
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Mort at center of photo with fist in the air. 
Topics, May/June 1973 

*** 

The 1973 World Championships marked the appearance of another technological innovation 

that would again change the direction of the sport, the so-called “junk rubber”.  The sponge-

sandwich racket that allowed players to generate fast, spinny drives, put the advantage squarely 

in the hands of the attacking players.  A frustrated defensive player had invented a new rubber 

surface that was not only impervious to spin, but would return the ball to the attacker in an 

unpredictable fashion.   

To add to the confusion, players started putting the regular sandwich rubber on one side of the 

racket, and a sheet of junk rubber on the other side.  Since the two sides of the racket looked 

similar, opposing players often had no idea of what was coming at them. 

These new types of rubber, trade-named “Anti-Spin” and “Phantom”, came to be known by the 

sandwich “purists” as junk rubber.  They changed the face of the game.  Table tennis had 

always been problematic as a spectator sport, because of the unseen role of spin in the game.  
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With the new rubber, it had become incomprehensible to the average fan.  Even for more  

experienced players such as ourselves, the change was revolutionary.  Whereas athletic  

prowess had been a primary requirement for success, table tennis had become a game of  

technological deception and trickiness.  For us, the junk rubber became a major source of  

frustration that would detract from our enjoyment of the sport, and would hasten our exit from 

the game. 

*** 

After a year as Corresponding Secretary, Mort protested when it was clear that Tim Boggan 

was going to support 10-time U.S. Champion Dick Miles in the upcoming Vice-Presidential 

election.  Whereas Miles was Tim’s most trusted advisor on the subject of table tennis, others, 

including Mort, believed that Miles only had self-interest at heart.  Tim, despite Mort’s protest, 

remained resolute in his support for Miles, and Mort (possibly also feeling the need to start 

earning a living again) quietly resigned and was replaced on the Executive Committee by Carl 

Danner’s father, Fred. 
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Chapter 15 - Baby Battle Royale 

The 1973-1974 season was a period of rapid improvement for Chuck.  Part of this must be 

attributed to the practice sessions that Chuck and I held in our basement during school holidays.  

We tore ourselves away from our favorite television programs, and went downstairs to play, a 

half-hour here, an hour there.  For Chuck, who never cared to practice much, the extra table 

time made an immediate difference in his level of play. 

In the Veteran’s Day Open, held in Philadelphia in November 1973, 11-year-old Chuck was 

entered in the talent-laden Boys Under 13 round-robin.  Besides Chuck, the field included Eric 

Boggan, his older brother Scott, and wunderkind Rutledge Barry.  Chuck opened with a loss to 

Eric, but displaying a level of concentration that we had never seen before, upset the favored 

Scott and Rutledge to finish in second place, an unparalleled achievement for Chuck.  

 

Chuck in top form. 
Article by Herb Vichnin, Topics, November/December 1973 
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It was during this period that Chuck enjoyed a rare win over his friend and rival, Eric. 

Chuck:  I had always lost to Eric, but at a certain point, I made a drastic improvement in my 

game and actually beat him!  He got so angry that he started stomping on his racket, and then 

ran out of the hall, and disappeared.  The police found him a few hours later, wandering along 

a major thoroughfare.  He told them that he was going home. 

 

Chuck in Eastern Open Under 11 Final after a win over Eric Boggan. 
Topics, May/June 1973 
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Chapter 16 - Junior Team 

Mort, who was no longer on the Executive Committee, began work on a new project in early 

1974. 

Mort:  A year had passed since the World’s and the preparatory training camps that I had 

arranged.  We had developed such a nice working relationship with the people at Mount Airy 

Lodge – it seemed a shame not to move that relationship forward.  I came up with the idea of 

a one-week training camp for our best juniors.  These young players were tomorrow’s  

champions, and now was the time to invest in them.  So I contacted Emil Wagner and Ron 

Logan with the proposal, and they agreed. 

Around that time, I was informed that there would be a series of Junior Championships in 

Europe following the camp.  Why not send a team?  And so it was planned that in addition to 

the training camp, there would be a qualifying competition to select the team.  I started another 

fund-raising drive to help pay the team’s expenses. 

Mort contacted Errol Resek and Bong-Mo Lee (who was the coach of the Men’s team at the 

Sarajevo world championships) to act as coaches, and invitations were sent out to the top  

juniors, based on the latest available ratings.  Twelve boys and 4 girls.  Yes, I was on the list, 

currently rated #10.   

But, suddenly, an unexpected outcry came from the lower-rated players who had not been  

selected.  Telephone calls started arriving, from this father, from that advocate, emotional pleas 

to expand the roster.  Mort at first refused.  Mount Airy Lodge had generously allocated a fixed 

number of rooms for the coaches and players – what could he do?  Finally, Tim Boggan  

intervened, asking Mort to make room for more players.  Mort again contacted the resort man-

agement.  Yes, they could handle 6 more players.  Everyone was happy. 

Almost everyone.  Another telephone call came in from John Soderberg, a talented youngster 

from Minnesota, who, despite the expansion of the roster to 18 boys, still didn’t qualify for the 

camp.  John was an excellent but streaky player who suffered from extreme lapses of concen-

tration.  A few weeks earlier, he had lost a match to Chuck, despite the wide gap between them 

in the rating list.  This loss (and perhaps other losses) had lowered John’s rating, and when the 

time came to pick the candidates for the camp, John was out of the running. 
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Despite the fact that his rating was simply too low, John felt that he had been arbitrarily  

excluded, that his loss to Chuck had somehow influenced Mort’s opinion of John’s playing  

ability.  Mort kept trying to explain to John that the rating list was the sole consideration here.  

(“Dammit, John,” he said, “I know you’re a better player than Chuck!”)  The player selection 

was complete. 

The days at Mount Airy Lodge were divided into morning and afternoon sessions.  Mornings 

were reserved for training and instruction, while qualification matches leading to the selection 

of the Junior Team were played in the afternoon.  I came to the camp in poor physical condition 

and out of practice.  I was in the crucial 11th year in school, and with university applications 

being sent out, I was determined to improve my grades, even at the expense of playing time.  

But as the days progressed, I started feeling stronger and stronger. 

By the end of the week, it had become apparent that I had a real shot at making the team.  Sure 

enough, I was going to be one of the nine finalists who would compete on the last day for one 

of the 5 places on the team in a round-robin competition. 

Then the trouble started.  One of the boys, who had the highest ranking and was considered a 

sure thing to make the team, was rumored to have stolen some goods from the hotel store.  

Mort, publicly displaying his anger and embarrassment, held a pow-wow with the coaches, and 

decided to disqualify him from further competition and from a place on the European squad.  

Suddenly, I found myself in a very uncomfortable position.  With our #1 player out of the 

running, what would happen if I made the team by winning the last spot?  All hell would break 

loose, I was convinced, in the biggest scandal since Watergate: 

Father Eliminates Competition, Son is “Surprise” Winner 

And sure enough, my worst dream was becoming a reality.  I was playing well, amassing a  

4-3 record, and playing my last match against the tough Californian, Dean Galardi.  A win 

would assure me a place on the team.  In the deciding 3rd game, I started badly, but began 

catching up, pulling to 18-19 with Dean serving. At that moment, any feelings of guilt that may 

have quietly inhabited my subconscious came screaming to life, as I jabbed his short serve 

directly into the net.  It was over. 
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Well, I didn’t make the team, and with my 6th place finish, I was awarded the position “1st 

Alternate.”  Later, in the dining room, our waiter stopped by to console me.  “Gee, I’m really 

sorry, Jeff,” he said.  “It’s all right, John,” I assured him.  It really was all right.  I had never 

been so happy to lose. 

 

Mort announces the Junior Team camp & competition, and an appeal for funds. 
Topics, January/February 1974 
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Jeff at Dell Sweeris' training camp in Michigan.  
Grand Rapids Press, 5 August 1973 
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Chapter 17 - Chuck and Eric 

The 1974 U.S. Open in Oklahoma City marked the beginning of a new era in the history of the 

U.S. Open.  The championships were now held in late May, after the end of the traditional 

playing season.  This meant that many of the world’s top players, officially on vacation, were 

free to make the trip to America.  The Open had become an international event, as teams from 

Sweden, Japan, Yugoslavia, and elsewhere came to participate. 

It was in Oklahoma that Chuck and his partner Eric Boggan were involved in an amazing series 

of matches in the Boys Under 13 Doubles, the event that Timmy House and I had won 3 years 

earlier.  Chuck, now 12, and Eric, aged 11, won their quarter-final, semi-final, and final matches 

in dramatic fashion, each decided in a 3-games-to-2 victory. 

Chuck:  Playing doubles with Eric was insane.  We’d constantly be screaming at each other, 

cursing each other.  His father would usually be next to the court, shouting encouragement:  

“Fight, Eric!  Fight, Goddammit!”  Eric would turn around and yell back, “F… you, Tim!” 

The most memorable of the encounters was their semi-final match against the Californian Joe 

Napoles, and Phil Pinnell from Texas.  As the match progressed, and the noises coming from 

the court started growing in their volume and intensity, more and more passers-by would stop 

to see what was going on.  And what they saw was a pair of bad-tempered, foul-mouthed kids 

from New York at their “best”.  So it wasn’t a surprise when the growing crowd of spectators 

started audibly rooting for their well-mannered opponents from the country.  It was classic 

Hollywood, with good guys and bad guys. 

In the meantime, Chuck and Eric had built up a seemingly insurmountable lead in the 5th game, 

but suddenly, the tables turned. 

Chuck:  We were winning 19-13, and I started missing everything.  We lost 7 points in a row, 

and suddenly, they had match point against us.  The crowd was going wild.  Eric wasn’t exactly 

being supportive, either.  He kept yelling at me, “Chuck!  You’re f…ing up!  We’re going to 

lose because of you!” 

In deuce, point after point was traded off as neither side was able to finish the other off.  Finally, 

at 25-24, Chuck’s topspin went in, and they had won! 
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We were all overjoyed (and relieved) following the boys’ victory in the semis, and then in the 

finals.  From here, however, their paths would begin to diverge.  By next year, Chuck would 

qualify for his Junior High School’s tennis team, and his interest in table tennis would begin to 

wane.  Eric, on the other hand, stayed with the sport.  He became the youngest-ever U.S. Men’s 

Singles Champion at age 15, and in 1983, at the age of 20, would be ranked #17 in the World. 

*** 

For me, personally, the story of the Open was the phenomenal accomplishment of my Long 

Island rival, Roger Sverdlik.  Roger, who had started playing seriously only 3 years earlier, had 

improved rapidly, and became known for his quick topspin and his table smarts, as well as for 

a facade of apathy and self-deprecation, with which he could anesthetize an unsuspecting  

opponent. 

In Oklahoma City, Roger’s game went “supernova”, as he defeated three of North America’s 

brightest young stars to win the Boys Under 17 Singles.  It was an undeniable tour de force – 

he had made the breakthrough that I, up to that time, was only able to dream about.  Of course, 

I was quite happy for Roger, who was a very nice guy.  I don’t, however, ever remember being 

more jealous of anyone than I was of Roger at that moment. 

My only consolation was in the hope that next year, it would be my turn to win it all. 

 

Chuck and Eric win the Boys Under 13 Doubles National Championship. 
Topics, May/June 1974 
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Left:  Chuck posting match results.  Topics, May/June 1974. 
Right:  Eric Boggan on controlling his temper, and on his doubles partner Chuck. 

Interview by Tim Boggan.  Topics, May/June 1974. 
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Mort did occasional ghost-writing for Larry Sherman of the Long Island Press. 
Here he reports on the successes of Long Island’s representatives at the 1974 U.S. Open, 

and in particular on Chuck’s and Eric’s win in the Boys Under 13 Doubles. 
Long Island Press, 9 June 1974 
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