FITTER MEANS FASTER

SRI LANKA TRAINING – 2nd TIME AROUND

Fitness training 3 times a day.

Training and playing in high temperatures.

Appearing on Sri Lanka TV for 15 minutes. And in the press.

Welcomed like visiting film stars by our match opponents.

Confronted with screaming passion and extreme partisan fervour during matches.

Now that is character building.

Once again Northwood Junior Badminton Club was invited to send a group of its most talented juniors over to Sri Lanka to zap up their fitness levels. 

Same rules as last year – county junior level as minimum standard. BUT!  This time:

· A higher standard group, including England players.

· A larger group, because we extended the offer to elite juniors in other clubs in Middlesex, Hertfordshire and Leicestershire.

· Staying in a fab 4 star hotel, with full air-conditioning - so relatively mosquito free.

· And with excellent buffet-style food – so no food problems or upset tummies.

· Training 3 times a day instead of 2. Fitness. Fitness. Fitness.

· And visits to some wonderful sites during the travels at the end of the tour.

Despite a 15 hour delay in Abu Dabhi we were met at Colombo Airport late in the evening by Louie and Lallith from the Sri Lanka Badminton Association, and duly arrived at our hotel. We were not disappointed.

Palm Beach Hotel was super clean, smart and with huge, air-conditioned bedrooms on ground and first floors. The best bit ? All our rooms were within 30 seconds of the very attractive swimming pool surrounded by beautifully kept grounds. 

The daily schedule was as follows.

1. Wake-up call at 6.00 am. Walk to nearby training field by 6.30 am. 1 hour hard fitness training.

2. 8 minute walk back to hotel. Shower and change into clean dry kit. Breakfast. 

Walk the 8 minutes back to training hall (next to training field) for 2 hours shuttle practice (9-11 am) and games. By now the temperature would typically be in the mid 30s. Yes – it was hot.

3. Walk back to hotel. Shower and change – ready to leap straight into the pool!

Buffet lunch, as usual. Excellent food, as usual.

Attend to laundry requirements, to avoid build-up of smelly piles of kit that mosquitoes are so attracted to. 

4. 1.30 pm – board the air-conditioned coach which will take us to the Sri Lanka Badminton Association headquarters for further shuttle practice on courts, from 2 till 4 pm.

5. After practice, straight in for I hour lecture. Still wet, but in lovely air-conditioned room.

6. Back aboard coach for hotel, shower, change of clothes, relax in swimming pool, evening meal.

The lectures were excellent, delivered by badminton players from Thomas Cup standard down. They were also highly qualified doctors in most cases. One lecture was based on research on what qualities and characteristics champions – that is “Winners” – have in common. In-depth research demonstrated that perfecting technique through training only accounted for 10% of a winner’s performance make-up. The gist of the lecture concentrated on discovering what made up the other 90% - dietary discipline, mental strength, self confidence, ability to focus, analytical prowess, mind games, mastering body language signals, will-power, fighting spirit, lifestyle, meditation and relaxation. It was fascinating. Diet – what to eat, when to eat it, digestion time, effects on the body of getting it right, and of getting it wrong, was a common theme in the lectures. Another lecture that proved popular was the International Laws of Badminton, delivered by an IBF Referee. One vital presentation was on the Avoidance of Injuries. So important, but it flew over the heads of 12 to 16 year olds who have not yet suffered tennis elbow, shoulder strain, ankle sprains, Achilles spur problems, or twisted knees. It certainly made me realise the importance of coaching correct technique.

We also watched Niluka Karunaratne, Louie’s oldest son and Sri Lanka’s champion, train. Whilst we were in Sri Lanka, Niluka, just 19, won the Asian 7 Nations Championships in Korea, beating 2 Chinese and a Korean in the last 3 rounds. He would like to spend a couple of weeks training with Amir Ghaffaar In Middlesex when he can afford to visit. It would be mutually beneficial, and great to watch, as well.

One event that stands out in my memory was a match we played against a large school of 3000 pupils in Kegalle, close to where the movie “Bridge over River Kwai” was filmed in 1957. It was strange to drive through wild, mountainous terrain and stop on a steep incline in the middle of nowhere to find this huge school built in terraced ramparts, with each succeeding terrace crammed with hundreds of pupils dressed in gleaming white uniforms, rank after rank of them. They started cheering and clapping before we could even get off the coach. All they knew was that a badminton team had travelled several thousand miles all the way from England to play a match against their school. Viewed from that perspective, we were a very special event. After much handshaking and hoisting of flags, we were greeted by 30 or so young school pupils, barefoot, attired in scanty red battle dress, bearing gilded wooden swords and shields, dancing animatedly to a rhythm beaten out by similarly garbed drummers. The dance lasted over 15 minutes as they energetically skipped and hopped their way uphill to where the court was located. A row of pupils stood either side of the dancers the entire route, holding aloft badminton racquets in a wide arch. Many of the racquets were wooden shafted! Some had wooden frames with steel shafts. And many had no grip, just bare wooden handles. 

The hall had one cement-floored court. The walls were about 4 feet from the court lines. And that 4 feet was crammed with rows of pupils all the way round, their toes just an inch or so away from the line – all the way round. And when Ralph Pedersen, our first player, and his opponent went on court, the whole place erupted. This was partisan fervour gone mad. The roof nearly lifted. I think Ralph actually liked it, because I saw him smile. Then the show started. Ralph won, but it was no walk-over. These youngsters could really play. We only narrowly won the match 8 games to 6.

The last 6 days were spent touring, exploring some marvellous sights, and playing matches each evening. 

· We played matches at Ambalangoda, Galle, Beruwala, Kurunegala, Nuwara Elya and Kandy. 

· During a river trip we saw monitor lizards, up to 6 feet long, in the river and mangroves. 

· On the same trip we watched traditional handcrafts such as weaving roofing from palm leaves, cinnamon branches being stripped of bark, dried, powdered and its oil extracted.

· We climbed a very steep mountain staircase to see Asia’s longest reclining Buddha statue, over 100 feet long.

· We visited Kandy, Sri Lanka’s former capital, to hand Arjun Mehta over to his parents who had flown in to Sri Lanka a couple of days earlier.

· We all had a ride on an elephant (not recommended for comfort).

· Had a ride round Galle Bay in what I think was a customs boat.

· Climbed 2000 steps up the 200 metre high Sigiriya Palace Mountain. The Sigiriya City, Palace and Royal Gardens complex is one of Asia’s major archaeological sites. It is often referred to as the 8th Wonder of the World because it presents a unique concentration of 5th century urban planning, architecture, gardening, engineering, hydraulic technology and art.

And after coming back down the Sigiriya Rock we had a 5 hour drive straight to Colombo Airport ready for the long flight home to good old England, with another load of memories to savour for a while.

