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power. But all badminton racquets are 
feather-light by the standards of other 
racquet sports. They range in weight from 
as little as 67 to 95 grams or so (2.4 to 3.4 
ounces). Tennis sticks range from 269 to 
354 grams, or 9.5 to 12.5 ounces, strung—
about four times the heft. 

Badminton rules specify that the birds 
will fly with 16 feathers affixed to the cork 
base. Those feathers can wear out quickly, 
especially in high-level play: at the Olym-
pics, a new bird may last only five minutes. 
A can of 12 feathered Yonex shuttlecocks 
sells for $19.95 at the Tennis & Squash 
shop in Harvard Square; a dozen tourna-
ment-grade birds runs $10 more. Racquets 
for badminton are roughly comparable 
to tennis racquets in price, ranging from  
around $50 to nearly $300.

The hBc has about 100 members, more 
than half of whom are undergraduates, 
although graduate students and faculty 
and staff members are welcomed; there’s 
even instruction available for beginners. 
Saturdays and Sundays, there are practice 
sessions on two courts at the Malkin Ath-
letic Center (MAC) from 10 a.m. until 2 
p.m; a couple dozen players show up, and 

those not on court may hit the bird with-
out a net.

The club’s website traces the history of 
the current HBC to 1987. At that time, as 
few as three players were showing up for 
games at the MAC, where the shuttlecock 
enthusiasts sometimes skirmished with 
basketball players over court time and 
space. In recent years, under the leadership 
of Cathy Cheng ’07, the club competed in 
the Northeast Intercollegiate Badminton 
League (NIBL), which included MIT, Bos-
ton University, Boston College, Tufts, Bab-
son, and Brandeis. Harvard went 2-6 in its 
first NIBL year (2004-05), but the follow-
ing season posted an 8-0 record to win the 
championship. 

“There’s no longer a formal league,” says 
Lin, though the national Intercollegiate 
Badminton Association is working to set 
up conferences and tournaments. Mean-
while, the HBC arranges friendly matches 
with neighboring colleges. This year, for 
the first time, the club is organizing an 
intramural tournament that will score 
points in the annual Straus Cup competi-
tion among the Houses; 150 to 200 under-
graduates have expressed interest in com-
ing out to bat the birdie.

In international badminton, China is 
the dominant nation: at the 2008 Beijing 
Olympics, Chinese athletes won gold med-
als in all badminton events except men’s 
and mixed doubles, where teams from 
Indonesia and South Korea, respectively, 
triumphed. Denmark has long been the 
European badminton power. The Har-
vard community mirrors the world in that 
“the likelihood of a badminton player be-
ing Asian is very high,” says Lin, smiling, 
though he notes that this year, a far more 
diverse group of players, perhaps only half 
from Asian backgrounds, have been com-
ing out.

The sport’s origins, in fact, span Occi-
dent and Orient. Derived from the an-
cient game of battledore and shuttlecock, 
it was popularized by British army of-
ficers in mid-nineteenth-century India, 
and called Poonai for a time, after the 
garrison town of Poona. In 1873, the sport 
had its definitive launch at Badminton 
House in Glouces tershire, seat of the 
duke of Beaufort; the modern game takes 
its name from that venue. Today, the HBC 
is part of a global community of players. 
It may be no picnic, but they seem to be 
having a lot of fun. vcraig lamBert

Bolstered by war veterans enrolling under the GI Bill, Har-
vard’s 1946 football squad was hailed as the best in decades. Yet 
the next four seasons brought a mounting series of defeats, at-
tributable in part to bad scheduling, bad coach-
ing, bad breaks, and in one instance—a 44-0 
loss at Stanford Stadium—bad footwear. Those 
Crimson teams did not lack fighting spirit, but 
the seasons of 1949 (1-8) and 1950 (1-7) were 
the worst in Harvard annals. Administrators 
weighed giving up football, but opted instead 
to help form an Ivy League athletic confer-
ence as a corrective to the excesses of big-
time college football. Those arduous years are 
recaptured in “The Old Timers”: Harvard Foot-
ball, 1946-1950, a video documentary scripted 
and narrated by George Abrams ’54, LL.B. ’57. 
A Boston attorney, art collector, and diehard 
football fan, Abrams made the 45-minute DVD 
as a tribute to a band of former players who call themselves the 
Old Timers and gather for fall reunions. Ex-gridders of that era 
include Howard Houston ’50, Phillip Isenberg ’51, M.D. ’55, and 

Carroll Lowenstein ’52, who respectively captained the teams 
of 1949–1951; place-kicker Emil Drvaric ’49,  M.D. ’53, and John 
Coan ’50, M.B.A. ’53, rugged linemen who lettered three times; 
Chester Pierce ’48, M.D. ’52, the first African American to com-
pete against a major Southern team; and 
Hal Moffie ’50, M.A.T. ’59, who still holds 
the record for Harvard’s longest punt-
return touchdown (89 yards versus Holy 
Cross, 1948). 

The “Old Timers” DVD is available for $20, including shipping, from 
Play It Again Video Productions, 31 Fremont St., Needham, Mass. 
02494 (tel. 800-872-0986).
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Harvard at Army, 
1948: The Black 
Knights won, 20-7. 
The ball carrier is 
Chuck roche ’50.
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