Yhebano
It’s fast! It’s furious! It’s mind-bogglingly complicated! It’s Yhebano!! Yhebano is the main winter game of Lesdeka and its former empire (now the Dafenĭkan Federation.) It is a ball-handling game like English netball or American basketball. Score is kept by “games-within-the-game” as in tennis. Points are scored by knocking a target off a stand, like at a coconut shy. It is played on a court in which neither side has its own goal or territory to defend. Instead, teams proceed round a set of scoring places, as in croquet. It is descended from the ancient Dafenykan game of Karowa.  

History
Karowa was first recorded during the First Empire, but was said to be an old game even then. It was first used in the pre-imperial era, to settle disputes between clans, as a more civilised alternative to war, though by our standards it was anything but civilised. Two teams of 200 warriors took to a field about 300 metres square. In each corner was a large hole. To win the game, you had to place a rudimentary pigskin ball in all four holes in turn. One side played the holes in a clockwise direction, the other played anti-clockwise. These were the only rules. The ball could be moved by fair means or foul and a game could last for up to three days. Sometimes the menfolk were away fighting one clan when a dispute arose with another. Two teams of women would then take to the field. Children invented a pared down version of the game, in imitation of the adults.

The First Empire brought in a proper legal system to govern inter-clan relations. As a result, the adult game faded away in most of Lesdeka. It continued in the south-east, and amongst children throughout the country. When the First Empire collapsed into the Era of Warring Clans, the south-eastern clans began to use Karowa again, as an alternative to war. The Yedhĭnist religion grew up in East Central Lesdeka. These two trends were only found together in and around the capital Ordetno. It is no coincidence that the Ordetno area was the first part of the country to find its way back to firm and stable government.

As peace and stability spread once more throughout the land, Karowa was again abandoned by adults. The children of the south-east continued to play and they changed the ancient, brutal game into a civilised one, suitable to the modern era. Teams became 12-20 a side and the playing area reduced to 50-60 metres square. Perhaps in a bid to gain parental approval, the game became non-violent. Players still ran with the ball, but had to give it up when touched by the other side. Scoring in holes was replaced by knocking down large poles stuck in the ground, presumably to avoid the effort of digging holes. This game was called “Karo” or “Kara” and persisted until the 19th century.

Finally, Yhebano proper began in the 18th century amongst upper class youth of the south-east. Running with the ball was banned, as was contact with the ball-holder. The target poles were replaced with waist-high stands, like giant road-cones. A ball was placed in a depression at the top and had to be knocked off to score. As scoring was easier, teams had to go round the four scoring points six times to win the game. These rounds became the main unit of scoring. This gentler game became a popular way of bringing young people of both sexes together in a controlled social environment. It occupied the same social role in south-east Lesdeka as lawn tennis did in south-east England. It spread amongst upper class youth around the country via the private school system. This ensured its survival but also made it the target for hostility. Many said it was effete or snobbish and that real men should play cudgel instead.

In 1856 an ad-hoc committee drew up the first formal set of rules, reconciling regional variations. The committee became the Yhebano Association and set up local leagues. A South-Eastern League of ten clubs followed in 1869.  In the early 20th century the game spread amongst the sons and daughters of administrators and merchants around the Empire. The Lesdekan League was set up in 1923. From the start it incIuded a team from each province.  The sport’s authorities resisted professionalism until the 1989-1990 season when the league followed the lead of cudgel and started playing more games and ending the season with play-offs. 

How to play
Yhebano is played between two teams of seven, of whom at least three must be men and at least three women. Up to two substitutes of each sex are allowed, but the sex ratio on court must remain the same at all times. It is played on a grass court fifty metres square. A large cone stands towards each corner surrounded by a five metre circle which no player may enter whilst that cone is under attack. Teams score by knocking a regulation sized Yhebano ball off the cone. The ball is a bit smaller and much softer than a basketball. It is moved by hand. The player with the ball must stand still. Yhebano is a non-contact sport, but snatching or tussling the ball out of opponents hands is allowed. There is one neutral referee and two assistant referees on the sidelines.

The referee tosses a coin and the winning side chooses whether to play clockwise or anti-clockwise. The game starts with a bounce-up in the centre circle. The referee bounces the ball and one player from each side tries to grab it, or tussle for it, or hit it away to one of their own team. The other players arrange themselves all over the court, there are no team territories. At this stage, either side may score at any of the four scoring points. When one side knocks a ball off one of the cones they score one point. The ball from the cone is placed back on top, and the scoring team then have to score at each of the other points in turn, following their stated direction of play. The other team get a free throw from within the cone’s circle to restart the game. They can still score anywhere. Once they score, they must then score round the court, proceeding from that cone in their own direction of play. First to score at all four cones wins the round. A team must win six rounds to win the match. Each new round begins with a bounce-up and the right to score anywhere. There is a break every three rounds and the direction of play changes. A match lasts between fifty minutes and two hours. If a team puts the ball out of play the opponents win a throw-in. Fouls are dealt with by a sin-bin system. 

Tactics change from minute to minute, which makes for a fascinating game. After the bounce-up, speed and surprise are at a premium. When both sides are attacking the same cone, it is important to be cautious and keep possession.  Other scenarios fall between these two extremes. Long, accurate passes are always handy to change direction of play.

Yhebano culture
The game has leant a number of expressions to the language such as yadhu nekthat, “to go the (full) eleven.” This refers to the highest score (and longest match) possible, which is 6-5. It is used of a difficult problem or a determined person. The young players are seen be many to be sexy and glamorous.  So some players (male and female) supplement their income with a bit of modelling work. Income from playing Yhebano is not great by world sporting standards. 

Modelling the season
I sometimes model the Lesdekan League season and will do so again here for your entertainment. The League consists of eight provincial clubs each with a mixed Men’s and Women’s team. In “real life” each team plays all the other teams in the section four times in the regular season, twice at home and twice away (28 games.) The top four in each section then go through to the Finals Group. This is a mini-league, where all play all once (3 games.) The first and second placed teams from the regular season get two home games each, the others one each. The top two from this stage meet in the Grand Final. This is a single game at the National Yhebano Court in the capital Ordetno. In the model, they play each other once in the regular season and the Finals work as in “real life.” I do not make scores up, but take them from English rugby. I divide rugby scores by 5 and make the highest in each game up to 6 (the score that must be reached to win a Yhebano game.) Each provincial team is tied to a Rugby Union Premiership team with whom they share similar characteristics: good, bad, erratic etc. 

The clubs are listed below. I will add the scores as they roll in over three months from October 2004 (rain permitting!) Why not pick a club to support and come back occasionally to see how they get on? Remember, I am not fixing the results. What happens will surprise me as much as you. For the record, I am a Yhemboyhu supporter.

Provincial clubs
All based in their provincial capitals. For more information on the provinces and their capitals, see Gazetteer page.

Bailarat

<Colts> Bailarat

Colours: Black with thick white vertical line. Court: Durako   (second city, main northern port.) Province: north-eastern peninsula, rolling hills. Form: bought the players that made them top 3 years ago. Debts forced a player sale and down they went. Last season: 8th. Championships: 7. Prediction 2004: 8th 

Eyolâ

<Kingfishers> Eyolâ

Colours: Orange shirts with navy-blue “V”. Navy-blue shorts/skirts. Court: Lektuwhe (mining and industrial city.) Province: north-west-central, mountainous, includes a volcano. Form: never amounted to much, but the new community club approach is winning fans and generating cash to fund recovery – just don’t expect much yet. Last season: 7th. Championships:  3. Prediction 2004: 6th

Fintozu

<Go !> Fintozu

Colours: Green with blue diamond in thick outline. Court: Ngayhu   (inland industrial city.) Province: north-eastern, coastal plains rising to hills. Form: started well then faded in the last two seasons, looking to break the pattern this time. Could be this season’s surprise package. Last season: 6th. Championships: 6. Prediction 2004: 5th 

Kelmetteka

<Wasps> Kelmetteka

Colours: Yellow and black quartered. Court: Kelmektau   (main fishing port.) Province: on northern gulf, plain rising to hills. Form: middling good, and consistently improving in recent years. Last season: 1st in main season and finals, losing Grand Finalists. Championships: 11. Prediction 2004: 2nd in main season, 2nd  in finals, losing Grand Finalists.

Mostainen

<Hot Shots> Mostainen

Colours: Blue with two yellow hoops across the chest. Court: Hutayhu   (industrial city, inland from Ordetno.) Province: eastern, coastal plains rising to mountains. Form: current crop of players are solid performers but will miss two members of last season’s team who retired. Last season: 2nd in main season, 2nd in finals, Winners of Grand Final (Champions.) Championships: 14. Prediction 2004: 4th in main season, 3rd in finals.

Ordenneka

<Cormorants> Ordenneka

Colours: Red with two white hoops across the chest. Court: Ordetno   (capital, main eastern port.) Province: eastern, metropolitan area around the city. Form: best side of all time. If you like winning this is your team, if you think that’s boringly predictable, they’re not. Last season: 3rd in main season, 4th in finals. Championships: 24. Prediction 2004: 1st all the way; champions

Yhemboyhu

<Seahorses> Yhemboyhu

Colours: Sky blue and navy blue checked. Court: Estafoi   (third city, main southern port.) Province: southern, coast, rolling hills plus islands. Form: keep you sitting on the edge of your seat wondering how well they’ll do. Last season: 4th in main season, 3rd in finals. Championships: 9. Prediction 2004: 3rd in main season, 4th in finals

Yolentha

<Shining> Yolentha

Colours: White with thick red diagonal stripe. Court: Wharenat   (main university town.) Province: inland south-west-central, mountains and a volcano. Form: underdogs capable of surprising wins, but current squad is ageing and not what they were. Last season: 5th. Championships: 6. Prediction 2004: 7th

Have you picked a team yet? Go to the “Results” page from October 2004 to see how they get on!
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