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NOT YOUR PICNIC CROQUET MATCH Saturday, April 21, 2007
How does an auto assembly plant worker from Kansas City decideto grab a $500mallet
and hit the pro croqué circuit? Five-time champion Jerry Stark has never looked back
after donnng white.

Tom FitzGerald, Chronicle Staff Writer

His nickname among his playing peersis "The Barbaian." Two of thebest playersin the
world are "TheBeast" and "Kruncher." TheBarbarian cals his sport "awar out there."

This brutal spectacleis-- croqud? Yes, tha
genteel game of mallets and wickets played in the
backyard while the hotdogsare sizzling onthe
grill isactudly ferodoudy compditive at theélite
level.
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w Andtha level iswhereyou'll findaportly,
Y congenia fellow named Jerry Stark. Whether at
work in NapaValley or at toumaments aroundthe
world, hedresses from neck to toein white, the
traditiond croquée hue The color accentuaes his
ruddy complexion, blue eyes and orangehar and
beard.
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Stark, 52, has wonfive naiond titles, two in
singles-- induding last year's-- and threein
doubks. He'sranked secondin the county and
‘ - 42ndin theworld, and will defend his naiond title
Chronicle chis seense | 8t the Nationd Croque Center in West Palm
Jerry Stark, 52, carefully lines up a shot Beach. Fla.. in asix-day toumament that starts
on the Meadowood croquet court in St. ! !

Helena. Mondy.

Therésrarely any prize money in croqué -- winnes at the nationds get no checks, jug
trophies -- so each year, Stark teaches the game to thousndsof people as resident pro at
MeadowoodNapaValley, aresort and county club in St. Helena where his pugls often
enjoy aglass of winewhile they play.

"Wha makesit niceisthesodal aspect,” Stark said in his cozy office next to thecroque
courts, essentially alargerectangular golf green with wickets.



"I can get 32 people out hee andthey'real interacting,” Stark said. "They change20
minutes after onegame and play new opponats. Men and women can play togeher.
Everybody dresses in white, and theambience is fabulous And youdon'thave to go
chase your bdl in thewoods"

What Stark teaches mainly is asimple, more sodal variation called gdf croqud, butwha
heplays onthenaiond andinternaiond level is assodation laws or English rules
croquéd. Thegameinvolves six wickets and apeg, and theideais to pile up points by
moving two onepoundbdls -- yes, two -- throughall thewickets twice and hitting the
stake. You get an extra shotfor making a wicket and two for striking an opponeat's bdl;
mercilessly whacking the other player'sballs out of easy rangeof thewicketsis part of
thegame.

"Theclicheis, it combines
chess, pooland war --
because it isawar out
there," Stark said. "It's blood
and guts, butyou don'tsee it
spilled ontheground.”

Forget those skinny mallets,
six to abox Stark'sfavorite
isa$500cusom baby with
brass faces. It'sasurgically
precise ingrument, and it
had better be In
toumaments, theclearance a
bdl hasto ge througha

Jerry Stark directs his mallet with pinpoint accuracy to géf a“l‘)all ) stedl wicket isthewidth of a
through a wicket on the Meadowood croquet court in St. Helena. . .
credit card -- withoutthe
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imprinting.

Wha if your opponat'sbdl is hdfway throughthe wicket? How do you g& yours
throughwithoutpushing his through,too? Stark showed how it's done by popping his
bdl over theother oneon thefly and throughthewicket -- which has more clearance on
thevertical end than the horizontal. Now, that'swhat you call "toudh.”

"It'slike pool, except you're standing on thetable," he said.
Peg shots can bethe stuff of glory, too. During theworld championshipsin Englandin
1988, Stark hit the peg from 60 feet away, a shot he had to make to keep him and his

patne inthetoumament.

The progect of internaiond glory had nothing to do with why Stark started playing the
sport. Hewasinit for the beer.



A former high schooltight end, he was working on an assembly lineat General Motorsin
Kansas City, Mo., when friendsinvited him to a croqué toumament and weekend camp-
outonafarm. Hewas reluctant untl heheard, "There's going to bea beer truck with 35

kegs"

"I'min," hesad.

He quickly got hooked. "There's acompditivenessto it,” hesaid, "butl liked the morals,
too. Youdon'tcheet. There's no gamesmanghip. There's not much of that in theworld

nowadays, unfortunaely."

After GM laid him off and his marriage ended, hemoved to Phoenix in 1983 mainly to
play croqud. "My friendsthoughtl was crazy," hesaid.

He remarried and became a salesrep for a pant company. A few years later heplayed at
Meadowoodin theworld'sfirst prize-money toumament. He joined theresort's staff in
1990.

World-class croqué may not have made him rich, but he spendshis days on sun-kissed,
bent-grass lawnsin a pristine world where nobodychests. His friendsno longe think hes
crazy.

Onlineresources

For more ontheU.S. Croqué Assodation:

crogudgamerica.com

Man with a mallet

Name: Jerry Stark

Nickname: "The Barbarian”

Age 52

Job: Professiond croqué player, coach

Home lawn: Meadowood NapaValley, St. Helena
Honors: Five-time néiond titlist

Fancy mallet: Stark's cusom mallet cog $500



Career arc: High schoolfootbdl player, auto assembly lineworker, pant salesman,
croque pro

Quote: "Theclicheis, it combines chess, pooland war -- because it isawar outthee. It's
bloodand guts, butyou don'tsee it spilled ontheground:'

Main event: Stark competesin theU.S. Croque Assod ation championdhipsin West
Palm Beach, Fla., beginning Monday.



