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During some of the darkest days of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2005 while stationed in one of the most-violent areas, a couple members of the 1-110th Infantry at Camp Habbaniyah had an idea to improve morale: They wanted to build a bocce court.
You’re familiar with bocce, right? It’s the game where you toss a small ball, known as the “jack” or pallino, onto the far end of the court, then roll larger balls as close to the pallino as possible.
Well, these soldiers wanted to do it right. They formed the Combat Bocce Club and joined the United States Bocce Federation. Then they set about developing a regulation court, which usually is 90 feet long and about 10 feet wide. The biggest challenge was the court’s surface. The traditional bocce court surface is comprised of crushed oyster shells, but there aren’t many oysters around Al Habbaniyah. Since Iraq’s talcum-like sand clearly wouldn’t work, the soldiers ended up contacting a bocce-supply company in Bellingham, WA. The business owner quickly embraced the  project but encountered difficulties arranging for bulk shipment of 12,000 pounds of crushed oyster shell. So he and dozens of volunteers shipped the surface to Habbaniyah in 525 boxes through the U.S. Postal Service. The result was “The World’s Most Dangerous Bocce Court.” The infantry unit that developed it was from Johnstown.
Unless your heritage tends toward Italian, bocce is likely to be an activity with which you have only a vague familiarity. Yet this game has a definite place within our region’s heritage. Italian immigrants brought bocce here from the Old Country, where it has been played since the days of the Romans. The Romans, in turn, learned the game from the Greeks, who probably picked it up from the Egyptians. Bocce is a very old game.
Here in our region, however, bocce assumed a greater role than simply that of a game. By providing a reason to gather and socialize, it helped to perpetuate the Italian language, customs and heritage. Italian clubs and mutual aid societies established courts, organized leagues and staged tournaments. As Italian-Americans have assimilated into society, bocce’s popularity has diminished. However, today it’s still relatively easy to find and participate in or observe this sport. Leagues and tournaments exist around Pittsburgh and in other locales rich in Italian heritage such as Altoona, Arnold and Greensburg.
If you are interested in sampling the sport and Italian culture, several good opportunities are just ahead.
August 20, the Senator John Heinz History Center (www.heinzhistorycenter.org) is hosting its Second Annual Bocce Tournament and Festival at 12th and Smallman in Pittsburgh’s Strip District. The tournament will feature more than 25 four-person teams. You can watch the tournament, try the game yourself on a couple of public courts, and enjoy Italian foods, beverages and music. Admission is free and proceeds will be used to preserve Italian culture in the Pittsburgh area. The History Center’s Western Pennsylvania Sports Museum features a special display on bocce’s history within the region. Photos and artifacts show how the sport encouraged socialization and cultural preservation among Italian-American immigrants, and visitors can try the game on a court within the Sports Museum.
On August 27, the Westmoreland Cultural Trust will host its 10th Bocce Nel Giardino at the Greensburg Garden and Civic Center. This is a fund-raiser and social event with a buffet dinner, music, and a silent auction along with a single-elimination bocce tournament. www.westmorelandculturaltrust.org
You don’t have to be an aficionado to enjoy these events. For bocce continues to do what it has always done in this region: gather people to celebrate Italian culture and heritage. But this game still has an appeal and value of its own. Just ask members of the Combat Bocce Club.[image: image1.png]
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