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THE OLDEST IN THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE ' 

by John B. Jones, Jr., Eaglebrook School, Deerfield, Mass. 

While the Olympics was full on its way in ancient Greece to becoming 
the spectacle it is in modern times, the Americas were just in the infant 
s tages of developing their own sports noteriety. 

Many modern sports enthus ias ts today are attempting to justify the 
origins of the modern versions of basketball or even soccer with a game 
which apparently originated in Central America. My interest in archeology, 
particularly in this area of the world, has taken me to most of the Maya 
ruins in Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras, and my obvious associat ion 
with sports has subtly led me to the ballcourts in each ruin. Of course, 
only the larger and more important ceremonial centers of the Maya world 
had bal lcourts , and many of these are not even excavated much less re­
stored. 

While there certainly is little question the ballgame did in fact exist a s 
evidenced by the numerous scupltures and pottery art found in Middle 
America, there seems to be some misunderstanding of i ts exact function 
and the rules of the game in various loca les . It is safe to say the major­
ity of the ballcourts looked like the one pictured here in the Honduras 
(fig. 1) souvenir sheet . This particular si te is at Copan just across the 
Guatemalan border, and the sloping walls were used to play the ball off 
the s ides . 

The aim of the Maya game appeared to be attempting to hit one or more 
markers located in the center of the court. In the souvenir sheet you are 
able to see the first two of three markers, the originals of which are 
pictured below (figs. 2, 3 & 4) and are to be found in the museum in the 
village of Copan. In other Class ic Maya s i tes such as Tikal and particular­
ly Yaxchilan, markers also apparently were used. 
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Fig. 1 
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Fig. 4 

Markers for Copan ballcourt. Removed from ballcourt and are found in the 
museum in the vil lage of Copan. These show art is t ic representations of 
ballgame action. 

Often the grand old ballcourt at Chichen Itza which so many tourists 
identify as the epitome of the game itself is said to represent the Maya 
game. Here is where some disagreement among archeologists themselves 
comes into play. Chichen Itza is not itself a Maya si te but a city which 
was abandoned by the Maya and built over by the Tol tecs , a bloodthirsty 
and warlike people from north of Mexico City who migrated south and then 
eas t and were known in Yucatan a s the I t zas . The use of the hoop in 
ballcourts such as Chichen Itza and the continuing restoration of the court 
at Uxmal pictured below (fig. 5) indicates to what extent the game had 
evolved in some 600 years . In c i t ies located in the Peten jungle of 
Guatemala where ballcourts were prominent features of every show no such 
evolution as the Class ic Maya col lapse was a finality in this region. 

Fig . 5 
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