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PING PONG FEVER
TEXT ROBERTO CROCI

Frenetic and relaxing, competitive yet
seductive, the social ping pong club
is the coolest way to spend an evening.
As advocated by Susan Sarandon
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Why play with your own balls when you can play with ours?
(SPIN Galactic Club’s motto).
Ping... Pong... Ping... Pong. 1973, Rho, Milan province. A youngster with jeans
and a Lacoste t-shirt runs around the granite table of the Dopolavoro Bianchi
Tennis Club – a place where, even at the tender age of 13, I learnt that winning
at ping pong, meant attracting a certain female attention. That’s right, ping
pong as a primitive and innocent form of viability for my testosterone, as well
as a social cohesion tool.
Fast forward forty years, and nothing has changed. Ping... Pong... the crowd
cheers feverishly, while a ball squirts on the red table of the Standard Hotel
in Los Angeles. On one side, the Olympian champion Erica Wu, on the other,
the enchanting Soo Yeon Lee, model and professional player of the trendiest
sport going. Despite the athletic skills and the agility of both women, you
can’t help but notice the captivating elements of the urban femininity in the
21st century; Chanel, jewellery, shorts, stilettos, Louboutin, miniskirts and
mile long legs. The crowd applauding deliriously is made up of none other
than Hollywood’s crème de la crème: James Franco, Vincent Gallo, Chelsea
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Handler, Emily Mortimer, Jacqui Getty, Gia Coppola, Topher Grace e Kate
& Laura Mulleavy of Rodarte, all fans of SPiN Galactic, the new social club
founded by actress Susan Sarandon, actor Franck Raharinosy, Pixar’s Andrew
Gordon, Jonathan Bricklin (Susan’s boyfriend and gymnastics champion) in
collaboration with hotelier Andre Balazs.
The space hosts 11 professional tables Olympic style, including a super
fancy one designed by the artist Ryan McGuinness. It is an actual night
club, with drinks, music, DJs and a sophisticated small bite menu – chicken
mini banh mi, grilled shishito peppers – created especially by top chef
Micah Fields. Even though for years the Chinese have been the sport’s
untouched champions, ping pong has been recently “discovered” by the
English aristocracy, practised after dinner with improvised rackets made of
cigar’s boxes and balls made of champagne’s corks, best if Dom Perignon’s.
Since then, this hobby has become a sport, a passion, a business and a new
opportunity for socialising, as declared by Susan Sarandon, met by yours
truly with the promise/ threat of a sound sport blow should she decide to
deny herself to me. And yes, just in case you were wondering, I am still good
at it, as fast as a thunder.

IN THE PAST THREE YEARS, YOU HAVE OPENED FOUR CLUBS IN FOUR DIFFERENT CITIES:
NEW YORK, MILWAUKEE, TORONTO AND LOS ANGELES. HOW DID THIS OBSESSION FOR
PING PONG COME ABOUT?
It is a passion of mine, and it came about by chance. I have a friend who likes
to play and knows several players, one of those happens to be a film editor
who worked on one of my movies. After a few months of hanging around with
these lot, an empty place popped up in New York, we went to check it out and
decided to rent it out all together and create this kind of new club where you
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can play, relax and spend time with your friends. No one expected it to be this
successful; no one imagined we would have created a new community, a sort
of social club for the game’s philosophers. Ping pong is a game with no age
limit, no cultural barriers. It’s perfect for those shy boys who want to ask a girl
out: better than a bar, more interesting than bowling, you don’t even need to
wear those smelly shoes! Personally, before grabbing a racket, I suggest you
get a nice vodka, it helps to relax muscles and play better.

DO YOU PLAY WELL?
No, I wouldn’t say so, especially if you compare myself to the professionals. I
endorse that sort of spirit that people like me who play to have fun have, not
just to win. I am an advocate for the philosophy of this sport. Even though
I haven’t been playing much lately because we have recently opened in LA
and we have in store other clubs in Miami, Boston and Chicago. The idea is
to create one in each metropolitan city, so that those travelling know they
can go, play and socialise anywhere and with anyone, with like minded,
passionate fans. There’s even a war veteran programme for those who’ve
lost limbs, many of my colleagues are regularly beaten by wheelchair bound
players. It is a lovely project, we have managed to donate over 40 tables and
instructors to several schools in New York, we hope we can do much more for
those less fortunate than us.

DOES EACH CITY HAVE A DIFFERENT THEME?
Yes. There’s unique design element in each venue, a different menu or drinks
according to its location and we’ve also wanted to respect local traditions.
The game and socialising concept remains the same, though, but each club
offers particular traits that make it distinguished from the others. We have
been thinking about opening one in Dubai, as it’s one of the richest cities in
the world, with gold plated tables and rackets with diamonds on them. It
will be fun. Each club has its individuality, and it is special in its own way. We
have also thought about opening SPiN on the Moon, planned for 2022, in
collaboration with Richard Branson.

WHY SHOULD WE PLAY?
Because it’s a zen game in the modern sense of the term, Taoist, the vital flow
that gives life to everything. The ball is fast, bounces and jumps over the fence
in less that a quarter of a second, you need to concentrate, coordinate eyes,
brain and muscles, it is a game that makes you live for the moment, makes
you feel euphoric, it gives you instant gratification, especially when you learn
to manage it; it is competitive, but also relaxing, you need to respond in real
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time, to play well you need to act before you think, but only using your brain
well you can really win. Try it to believe it.

IS IT TRUE THAT YOU HAVE JUST FILMED A MOVIE WHERE YOU PLAY PING PONG?
Ping Pong Summer, set in 1985, written and directed by Michael Tully, the
story of a boy obsessed by ping pong. A nice way to promote this sport.

ANYTHING YOU WISH TO ADD?
Did you know that on the 6th of April 1971, the USA table tennis team (the
yankee term for ping pong) was invited to play in China? It was the first
group of Americans allowed to enter the country, following the arrival of
the Communists in 1949. It was ping pong that allowed Nixon to improve
relations between Washington and Beijing: a diplomatic ping pong match! •

