The Magazine 1or Wheelchar Spor

A game with no bifiRdaries »’”’

"U.S. OPEN

Hallynakeg\t 5!




by Sean Fallon

Bankshot Basketball has a simple goal: Include anyone who wants to
participate—regardless of physical status.

t's the age-old adage that all Little

League baseball, youth soccer, and

elementary-school basketball coach-
es are supposed to adhere to: Let all the
people on the bench see some playing
time, regardless of the score or outcome.
Everybody plays, everybody has fun.

Now, what if you can’t participate? What
if you love a sport but are relegated to the
sidelines because you have a disability?

Twenty years ago, Janice Herman, who
was paralyzed in an automobile accident,
faced that issue. Her cousin, Rabbi Dr.
Reeve Brenner, came to the aid of Herman
and many others in similar situations
when he created Bankshot Basketball.
This brainchild allows everyone to play,
regardless of physical status.

“[There is] no sport that wheelchair
athletes and people who are able-bodied
can really play together without sticking
people into wheelchairs,” Brenner
explains. “There are very few ball-playing
sports or activities you can do [on an even
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playing field] because they are all fast-
moving and aggressive. You name it—
football, basketball, soccer, tennis—there
is always an opponent who is stronger or
faster than you. There’s never a situation
in the same game in which a grand-
mother goes up against a Michael Jordan-
type athlete, a wheelchair athlete, and a
9-year-old. The sports world is missing
the huge chunk of non-running, non-
aggressive derivative sports.”

A Sport Was Born

In the 20 years since Brenner came up
with this revolutionary concept of all-
inclusionary sports when he was in Israel,
Bankshot has blossomed from a backyard
game to a national event and a multisport
phenomenon. For a hoops junkie like
Brenner, basketball was the obvious sport
in which to launch his new concept.

With basketball in his blood from his
youth in baseball- and Dodgers-crazy
Brooklyn and later as a gritty guard at

Brooklyn College, the tight shoebox gyms
of his childhood and adolescence proved
a true inspiration of what would become
Bankshot. His high-school gymnasium’s
low ceilings ultimately led Brenner to the
concept of Bankshot.

“Basketball has always been a great
love of mine—still is,” Brenner says. “My
cousin Janice and I actually played bas-
ketball together, but then her accident
changed that, so the logical thing was to
start with Bankshot Basketball."

How It Works

Combining the elements of basketball,
billiards, and miniature golf as well as
geometry and a little physics, Bankshot
came on the sports scene and left people
scratching their heads, trying to under-
stand exactly what it was.

“It has been featured in museums of art
and science, so there are other elements
involved,” Brenner says.

With 18 hoops and an additional one
used for a tiebreaker, a Bankshot station is
reminiscent of the miniature-golf course
in your favorite seaside resort. Just like
that activity or even a skill-related video
game, Bankshot starts off at an easy level.
With a straightahead bank shot off a con-
ventional backboard at the first station,
the game gets going slowly at first. Partic-
ipants score varying points, determined
by distance and difficulty, for each shot
that goes in, and they earn bonuses by hit-
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ting from all three circles at any given sta-
tion. During the middle rounds backboards
get trickier, calling for wraparound shots
and double-backboard ricochets.

“To play basketball you need a ball and
a hoop," Brenner says. “You can't fiddle
too much with them. To modify the game
and make it into a skill-type situation,
you can change the backboard to require
more difficult trick shots.”

Like any new venture, Bankshot took its
time to blossom. However, the game'’s
growth has been substantial, yet consis-
tent, over the years. There was no defin-
ing moment, like in other sports, that put
it on the map. The growth seemed to be
more grass-roots in nature, winning peo-
ple over one player at a time.

“When people saw us at trade shows or
read an article about us, that sparked their
interest,” Brenner says. “There really was-
n't one thingin particular that helped us—
but the exposure has made a difference.

“The original concept was intended for
wheelchair players to compete with no
disadvantage,” Brenner says. “Name a
sport where this is more true than
Bankshot. Even in bowling, the fellow in
the wheelchair does not have the same
advantage as the person outside the chair,
yet they can play each other.”

As the game grew in popularity, so did
the public’s interest. Bankshot developed
more of a national presence, and compa-
nies such as New Jersey-based Electric
Mobility, creators of scooters and power
wheelchairs, have helped spread the
word about the game as well as added to
its credibility. But with its growth came
more demands on Brenner's time. A pub-
lished author with a Ph.D,, he must bal-
ance his time among career, family, and
congregation. No small task.

“I wish I could clone myself,” Brenner
says. “I do have a good, loyal staff to help
me. And the game kind of sells itself.
I wish I could put in more time and
help see it grow.”

Worldwide Exposure

Even with Brenner spread as thin as he
is, the game continues to grow, now in 22
countries with more gaining interest each
year. While Bankshot continues to expand
internationally, the sport seemstobe ona
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With 18 hoops and an additional one used
for a tiebreaker, a Bankshot station is
reminiscent of the miniature golf course
in your favorite seaside resort.

regional level here in the United States. An
example was this year’s national tourna-
ment, held in Deptford, N.J, just outside
Philadelphia. The event, which also fea-
tured regional competitions prior to the
national one, drew a good crowd. Howev-
er, participants came from just a fraction of
the country, with the Middle Atlantic States
(New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania,
Delaware, and Maryland) well represented.
Indiana also had participants.

To remedy this lack of diversity, Brenner
plans to hold future national tournaments
in areas not yet exposed to Bankshot. Next
year it will take place in Salisbury, N.C.,
showing off the game to the South,

“We're hoping to get the word out to
that part of the world to come and par-
ticipate as it was done in the North,” Bren-
ner says. “We didn't have any southern
players this year, and it is my hope the
exposure will bring people from there.
My hope and expectation is that it goes all
over the country...."

Brenner introduces other sports into
the Bankshot family, including tennis, but
the one constant remains inclusiveness.
It's a concept Brenner believes is missing
in today’s society.

“Communities ought to be looking to
integrate people, not separate them,”
Brenner says. "Even the traditional play-
grounds with the creepy-crawly slides
separate kids. There’s hardly an [activi-
ty] out there—except for what we've

Bankshot basketball promotes diversity.
Anyone who wants to play can—regardless
of physical status.

done, certainly nothing involving a
ball—that brings populations of people
together, that integrates communities.
The only thing close is the swimming
pool—everyone can get into the pool,
but there is no sport that brings every-
one together on an even field. That's
something we need to improve.”

As long as Brenner and Bankshot are
around, it is guaranteed everyone will
play—and have fun in the process.

Contact: The Bankshot Organization, 785 F
Rockville Pike, Suite 504, Rockville, MD
20852. (800) 933-0140 / (301) 3039-0260 /
309-0263 (fax) / info@bankshot.com /
www.bankshot.com.

Sean Fallon is a copywriter for Rainbo Rock
Advertising in Sewell, NJ., and also writes
for The Daily Journal in Vineland, NJ., and
South Jersey Sports Club magazine. §'NS
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