NORTHWOOD JUNIORS TRAIN IN SRI LANKA 
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How do you make tough Junior badminton training EXCITING and FUN? 

ANSWER: You organise a training tour in one of the world’s most exotic island locations – sun-drenched SRI LANKA. 

IT STARTED WHEN NIGEL MET LOUIE

Nigel Ball, who chairs Northwood Badminton Club (NBC), met Louie Karunaratne, who is badminton Numero Uno in Sri Lanka, during a club night last December. When Nigel visited Sri Lanka in February this year Louie invited him to the Sri Lanka Badminton Association (SLBA) headquarters. He noticed how impressed I was with their coaching techniques, and Louie made the invitation for our elite juniors to train for 2 weeks in Sri Lanka, with the SLBA providing accommodation, meals, travel, and training costs.

BACK IN THE UK 

What an offer! The possibility was explored with some of the elite juniors and their parents. Questions. More questions. Doubts. Worries. Problems. But, once the group had become accustomed to the idea, it became a “Go For It” plan, and an initial training itinerary was drawn up.

WHO GOES?

The minimum criterion was county junior status. We combined with 2 juniors from Chequers BC and the group became fixed.  
WHEN DO WE FLY?

The date parameters changed daily during the search for a flight for 11 juniors and 3 adults. Prices changed (upwards) with the same aggravating frequency. Luckily all stayed firm, and we flew out 27 July.

NORTHWOOD and CHEQUERS JUNIORS HIT SRI LANKA

We arrived 5.40 am local time. Even at that early hour it was beautifully warm. Louie met us personally. We boarded a large air-conditioned bus and enjoyed our first taste of Sri Lanka, stopping en route to our hotel for a fresh coconut drink – straight from the husk. 

The beachside hotel was basic, but we did not expect 5 star. We shared rooms, 3 to a room. Actually, 3 to a double bed. After unpacking, we changed into our kit and were driven to the Football Centre where we were to have our meals. 

SRI LANKA BADMINTON ASSOCIATION CENTRE

A 5 minute walk away was the Badminton Centre. Prime location, but no prestige building. Inside were 3 good courts. 2 floors above provided accommodation for players. We walked in and watched the senior squad players finishing their training. And met Pradeep, the head trainer. 

A DEFINITE “WOW” FACTOR

 We watched Louie’s eldest son, Niluka (Sri Lanka champion at only 18) playing against 2 other powerhouse players into a singles court. The speed and power of their strokes was mesmerising. On the near court 2 ladies were playing 2 men. And on the far court was Pradeep and his 3 victims, one striking, one collecting shuttles and one placing shuttles in the trainer’s hand so he didn’t need to take his eyes off the player being coached.

Each sweat-drenched player was introduced to us as they finished their training. Chandrika, lady’s champion. Niluka, their men’s champion who wants to be in the world  top 10 within 2 years. Diluka, Louie’s 2nd son, no. 3 in Sri Lanka at only 16. And so many others. It was exciting to be with these players. They exuded an aura of dedication and commitment to excellence that we hoped would rub off. We played a few games despite not having slept, received our training schedule, and were driven back to the hotel, sardine fashion, in an air-con people carrier. Driving in Sri Lanka is a story in itself – we called our driver Homicide Hari. We’ll not forget the time the wheel came off down the high street.

FITNESS TRAINING 

Fitness is God to badminton players here. 7.30 am - training with Pradeep. After 1.5 hours of a thorough stretch and fast-foot exercise routine, running, jumping, back-kicking, side-stepping, diagonal jumps, long-jumping, sprint repeats and lunging, in several variations, we returned a tad wearily to the badminton centre. 

BADMINTON LECTURES

Badminton specific, and tailored to high performance. The lecturers, mainly doctors, were badminton players, from Thomas Cup down. Subjects included “The Sri Lanka Perspective”, “Avoidance of Injuries”, “Nutrition and Diet”, “International Badminton Laws”, “Sports Motivation”, and “How to improve Performance”. 

SHUTTLE PRACTICE

Either early afternoon or early evening, every day. 2 -3 hours footwork and practice routines. 2 against 1 games, and competitive games with their top juniors. Dripping wet. Highly enjoyable.

MATCHES

Travelling between match venues was exciting. A bigger, better, air con coach. With a “proper” driver -  reassuring when negotiating 400 hairpin bends with precipitous drops on one side or the other. Spectacular scenery everywhere. After a boat trip down a mangroved crocodile river we had our first match in Galle. Then matches in Ambalangoda, the rain forest town of Nuwara Eliya, a tea plantation area called Kurunegela, then to Sigiriya, and finally back to Colombo itself.

WHAT A WELCOME!

We were treated like stars wherever we went. Matches began with long-winded opening ceremonies, with reporters and photographers in most locations. Our visit was reported in “ISLAND”, the national paper. We were greeted by a Director General of Police in one venue, and a Mayoral dignitary in another. Our players were photographed lighting oil wicks on a 6 foot high, ceremonial brass standard. Songs. Handshakes. Introductions by name. Then the serious stuff began. Their teams beat us in singles. And we beat them in doubles. 

FOOD!

Tasty, but it frequently exited faster than it entered!

BENEFITS

Exposure to such high level play and 8 days of fitness training and footwork practice paid dividends. By the end all juniors showed marked improvement through faster and lighter footwork and enhanced motivation.

WHAT NEXT?

Well, we’ve been invited back. Watch this space.

OBSERVATIONS

· Badminton: 2nd most popular sport in Sri Lanka, after cricket. Taught in most Primary schools.

· Badminton coaches are well paid.

· Coaches are former champions or national players. And Louie’s protegees. 

· Wrist flexing is major part of stretch routine. Sri Lankans have longer bones in their hands and wrists, increasing flexibility and power.

· On court training emphasises wrist flick power rather than movement from elbow or shoulder.

· Dedication to training is demanded and given. Dietary regime is followed religiously. No alcohol, Coca Cola or fizzy drink, hamburgers or fatty food. 

· School children chosen for national junior pool do 1 hour’s Fitness training at nearest badminton centre before school, and shuttle practice immediately after school. 

· It’s a singles dominated training regime.
TRAINING SCHEDULE and ITINERARY





29 July – 3 August


6.30		Breakfast


Fitness Training


Lecture


12.30-1.30	Lunch


Footwork/ Shuttle Practice


7.00 pm	Dinner





August – 10 August: 6 Venue Match Tour














