The Cerebral Set
Picks Up a Paddle

I From I*m:l Arls Page
i Horowitz, an editor at Me-
neyv's, i5 an exhaustive doc-
ﬁnenmlmn of Ping-Pong’s status
28 a common denominator in re-
€Bnt history: a pastime that unit-
the Eastern and Western
mispheres and that also links
Forrest Gump, Fidel Castro, Sa-
sha and Malia Obama, and Henry
@Ih_r. (Inea 1867 interview, Mill-
en, the “Tropic of Cancer™ author,
id the secret. (o his ongevity
8 “the purity of my soul, play-
E Fing-Pong and, above all,
el™)

1l that's not a sufficiently per-
syasive endorsement, “Every-
thing You Know 15 Pong” also in-
cludes Ping-Pong-centric essays
and musings from writers like
Mr. Foer, Nick Hornby, Harry Ev-
ans and Howard Jacobson, the
newly minted winner of the pres-
tigious Man Booker Prize in Brit-
mn.

What the book and its promo-
tional tournament also illustrate
is a special affinity that men and
waomen of letters have for Ping-
Pong. If writers do not spend
mare time than the general pop-
ulatton  playing it, they have
spent & lot of time reflecting on it
and are highly entértaining ot ar-
ticulating their feelings about it.

Mr. Jacobson, whose novel
“The Mighty Walzer,” & comic
coming-of-age story about an ad-
olescent  Ping-Pong champion,
will be published in the United

For some writers,
Ping-Pong is the
perfect obsession.

States next year, said that the
sport was well suited to writers
because it was “perfect mock-
heroic, absurdity in grandeéur and
grandeur in absurdity.”

“It's a game without giamour,”
Mr. Jacobson said in & telephone
imterview, adding, “You fesl
vou're doing something worthy
and intelligent, but you know it's
funmy at the same time "

zLons before his novelwTiong
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can't get hurt™ playving JT MNever
mind_that his [erl competitive
match ended with his opponent
slamming his knee ito the table

_and being taken away in an am-
Bindance. =

boys

Mr. Jacobson also sugpested
that Ping-Pong can bé an ileal
medium for propagating literary
rivalries, a fundamental part of
intellectual life. He recalled how,
at a table-tennis salon in the
home of theart collector Charles
Saatchi, he challenged Salman
Rushdie to a match, but Mr
Rushdie declined, either out of
personal animus or intimidation,

“Salman and 1 have never got
on very well” Mr. Jacobson said,
#g0.he wouldn't play with me. He
knew he would have gotten beat-
en.”

Via e-mall, Mr. Rushdie re-
sponded: “It's true that 1 refused
to play table tennis against How-
ard Jacobson, but not beécause
- he's a much better player than |

am, which T readily concede —
he's aterrific player”

Susan Sarandon, the Academy
Award-wirming actress and a co-
founder of the Manhattan talle-
tennis club SPIN New York, said
in a telephone interview  that
writers were attracted to the
sport because it is a contest that
comes down to the individual and
his or her paddle. Like Ping-
Pong, Ms. Sarandon said, “writ-
ing is a very lonely discipline,
and it demands 5o much of the or-
ganization of your mind.”

“You alone are responsible for
the good and the bad," she con-
tinued.

Then again, Ms, Sarandon add-
ed, "We have booze at our place,
which I think is probably a main-
stay of most writers,”

[n between matches on
Wednesday night, Mr. Foer spec-
ulated that sedentary literary
types appreciated the game be-
cause it didn't require them to
wear revealing outfits, amd be-
cause of {5 apparent simplicity.

Despite the Ping-Pong profi-
ciency he picked up, he assumed,
during his “high school, hot beer
in the basement™ days, Mr. Foer
learned the true extent of his
skills in & scrimmage with the
Austrign table-tennis champion
Werner Schlager, whom he wrote
about in & magazine profile.

Of the many furious serves
that Mr. Schlager sent his way,
Mr. Foer was able to return anly
ane, “1L hit the side of my racket,”
he said, *1t was a fluke. My glass-
es came off after the third serve,
literally.”

The Linceln Center Ping-Pong
tournament continued (o serve
up unlikely face-offs and unex-
pected victories. Sloane Crosley,
author of the essay collections 1
Was Told There'd Be Cake" and
“How Did You Get This Number,”
prevailed against the Found mag-
azing editor Davy Rothbart, And
A. L. Jacobs, the comic memoirist
of “The Know-1t-All" and “The
Year of Living Biblically," scored
il surprise win over Peter F. Val-
lone Jr., the City Council member,
who had been a champion college
plaver at Fordbam University,

{("He’s getting his car towed
right now,” Mr. Vallone said. *He
dipespt konoww it yer ™)

Mr Bennet and Mr. Horowirz,
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Bui one by one, the literati fell
in guarter-and semi-final rounds, |
until Judah Friedlander, the bur-
ly, hearded “30 Rock™ actor and
comedian, defeated Will Shortz,
the crossword ]:lu.r.di: editor of
The New York Times, in a cham-
pinnship match. (“Hot chicks,
stalk me afterwards,” Mr. Fried-
lander declared in his victory
apeech.)

Maost competitors  seemed
pleased to have helped raise
Ping-Pong's visibility for a night,
but MNancy Franklin, the televi-
slon critic of The New Yorker,
seemed inconsolable aboul losing
in her first round of play.

Told' that her quick exit from
the tournament meant nothing,
Ms. Franklin clutched her hard-
bat paddle, made for her by the
toble-tennis  champion  Marty
Reisman and engraved with her
initinls, and replied, “Ping-Pong
is evervthing.” : |
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Jonathan Safran Foer playing a game on Wednesday night.
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