Sepaktakraw: The next Canadian sport? 


Masran Rahman uses his foot to blow a header from Sazali Saad in a pair of demonstrations of the Southeast Asian sport, sepak takraw, at venues in Markham and Newmarket earlier this week. Saad and Rahman are members of the Malaysian national team and are on a tour of Canadian promoting their high energy sport, which is similar to volleyball. 

Sports 

Nov 17, 2007 10:31 AM 


By: John Cudmore 

Whap!

That’s the sound of a well-struck shot on its way to being a winner, catching the corner of the court.

Forget the fact the point was scored by a guy flying fully extended — and quite possibly upside down — through the air using his foot. 

Or maybe his forehead with a well-placed header that could cause even the best soccer player to nod approvingly.

Think volleyball with a lot of flipping and flopping. 

Or, one might first notice the soccer-type footwork and the gravity-defying agility of gymnastics. 

And for good measure, there is a distinct hint of good old Canadian-style hackey sack.

Welcome, Canada, to sepak takraw, pronounced SEE-pack ta-CRAW. For simplicity, make that kick volleyball.

Highly popular in Southeast Asia, this intriguing sport hasn’t yet captured imaginations in Canada, although a small, but growing following gleaned over a dozen years is doing its best to spread word of their sport. 

Combine bicycle kicks and bullet-fast spikes from somersault positions and it’s easy to detect elements familiar to Canadians. 

The potential to bring them all together is the trick.

Put it on a playing surface the size of a badminton doubles court and the result is a fast-paced sport practically no one in Canada has ever heard of — yet.

“I like saying it’s the greatest sport you’ve never seen,” says David Sandiford, a teacher at Richmond Rose Public School in Richmond Hill. His efforts in the past few years have ushered sepak takraw into a dozen York Region elementary schools and three high schools. 

“It’s recognizable, but completely different at the same time. It’s a real game, you get it right away. It’s identifiable from the time you see it.”

Briefly, the game is played with a rattan ball, slightly larger than a softball. 

The rules and scoring system are close to those of volleyball. 

In fact, aside from not being allowed to use hands and arms to touch the ball, the game is strikingly similar, although spiking a winner while in the midst of a somersault might be overkill. 

Unlike volleyball, however, one player can perform all three touches allowed per side in returning the ball across a five-foot-high net.

Sandiford was introduced to the sport when he travelled to Malaysia as a member of Canada World Youth, an international volunteer program in developing countries, several years ago.

“They played it everywhere,” he said. “At the time, I couldn’t believe the athleticism and these were just average people in villages playing.”

Talk about hard core. 

Tightly woven bamboo balls took their toll on players. 

Knocks to the head from rapidly moving 25-gram missiles is tough stuff. 

“It’s one of the bloodiest things I ever saw because of the splinters,” he said. “But it really is a fun sport to play.”

The Malaysian men’s national team completed a two-week Canadian tour with stops in Calgary, Regina, Winnipeg and Toronto, including Newmarket and Markham last week and were received with enthusiasm and curiosity.

It was the same sort of reception Sandiford received when he presented the sport to his students a few years ago in gym class. It didn’t take long, however, to find interest.

“When I showed (a DVD), they were really tentative, but I said give me five minutes and see what you think,” Sandiford said. “After five minutes, they said, ‘When can we get going?’”

About 70 students signed up for a house league program that eventually produced inter-school teams for boys and girls. Just ask Kanisha Mehta, a Grade 8 student at Richmond Rose. 

“When my teacher brought it up, it was like, ‘What in the world is that?’,” said the 13-year-old, now in her third year of playing. “I’m not into a lot of other sports. It’s fun and a lot like soccer so I’m enjoying it.”

With elements of the game familiar to many Canadians, it would seem a potentially natural fit on the sport landscape, especially among teenagers and young adults.

“I think there can be more players in Canada and think there could be a future,” said Dato’ Haji Arshad Bin Yahaya, secretary general for the Malaysian Sepak Takraw Association, as he watched the Malaysian team members warm up for their demonstration match at Newmarket’s Magna Centre last Sunday.

“Of course, there is a different skill level, but you have to play more. I think if you have more players and proper coaches, and train for three or four months, (Canada) could have some very good players.”

Dave Canraffan agrees.

“There are a lot of people out there with scattered skills which would make them proficient rather quickly,” the Notre Dame (Newmarket) Catholic Elementary School teacher said, pointing out Canada declares a national champion and regularly sends an entry to the world championships. “It’s very much an emerging sport in Canada. It has a lot of spectator appeal.

“I think if a kid started playing it in Grade 9, within three or four years, you would have a pretty good player.”

Canraffan first saw the sport on TSN about 12 years ago. 

Realizing there was limited interest at the time, he stashed away the idea of starting a program in his mental files. 

When he transferred to soccer-mad Woodbridge he introduced it to a physical education class.

“We never have trouble getting kids,” said Canraffan, now a Grade 8 teacher st Notre Dame Catholic Elementary School in Newmarket. “We’re trying to get soccer players to use it as off-season conditioning and to switch over or complement what they are doing already.”

That’s a concept Sandiford’s niece, Rebecca Sandiford, understands.

“It’s a lot harder than I thought. I thought it would be easier to control the ball,“ said the Grade 9 student at Newmarket High School who played last year at nearby Bogart Public School. “It’s a good way to learn ball control. If my school made up a team, I’d play.”

Sandiford suggested the Malaysian team tour is an effort on their part to expand the game throughout the world. It’s far from a Malaysian invasion yet, but it’s pretty clear this is a sport that has some degree of promise for Canadians.

“The Malaysians want the game to grow or they wouldn’t be here,” he said.

For additional information, contact dave sandiford by e-mail at mr_sandiford@hotmail.com or log on to www.takrawcanada.com 

A hybrid of soccer and volleyball has become hugely popular in Malaysia called Sepak Takraw. The sport is taking the rest of the world by storm, and last month some Malaysian National Team players demonstrated their skills at the Magna Centre. It was an intense game to watch, played on a doubles badminton court, each side gets three chances to kick, knee, shoulder, or head a hand-woven ball back to the opposing team. After having the pros in Newmarket to introduce the sport, you just might be seeing a lot more Sepak Takraw around, it sure did look like fun. You can check out the website for more info at www.takrawcanada.com. 
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	From Left: Zainuddeen Abdul Aziz (President of Kelab Umno Kanada), Mayor Tony Van Bynen (Mayor of Newmarket), Dato'Haji Ahmad Ismail (President of Malaysian Sepaktakraw Association) and Dato'Haji Arshad Bin Yahaya (Secretary of Malaysian Sepaktakraw Association)
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Very impressive!
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Ready for the block
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