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From Pickleball Cri c to Pickleball Challenger: 
Wally Green’s Unexpected Next Chapter

Wally Green never expected to become a pickleball 
player.

Actually, he was once one of the sport’s biggest cri cs.

Known around the world for his energy and unique journey 
through professional table tennis, Green spent more than 
15 years compe ng interna onally and represen ng the 
United States. Table tennis was more than a sport for him. 
It was the thing that changed the direc on of his life.

But pickleball? That was a di erent story.

“I was probably the biggest hater of 
pickleball,” Green admi ed.

Coming from the fast-paced worlds of table tennis and 
paddle tennis, Green ini ally did not understand the 
excitement surrounding the rapidly growing sport. As 
pickleball exploded in popularity, he watched from the 
outside, ques oning whether the game deserved the 
a en on it was receiving.

Then something unexpected happened.

While recovering from hip surgery, Green was riding to 
physical therapy when he no ced a group of people 
playing pickleball. Curious, he stopped to watch.

At rst, he was simply trying to understand what everyone 
loved about it. But the longer he watched, the more his 
perspec ve began to change.

He no ced something di erent…

Unlike many compe ve sports with steep learning curves, 

pickleball allowed people to step onto the court and 
experience success quickly. The lighter paddle, slower ball, 

and approachable style gave players a chance to enjoy the 
game almost immediately.

For Green, that accessibility became the key.

Pickleball was not just about crea ng elite athletes. It was 
crea ng opportuni es for people of all backgrounds and skill 
levels to move, compete, connect, and have fun.

The sport he once cri cized started to make sense.
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Star ng Over A er Becoming an Expert

For many athletes, reaching the highest level of one sport 
is the nal goal.

For Wally Green, it became the beginning of a new 
challenge.

A er spending over 15 years building his table tennis 
career, entering pickleball meant becoming a student 
again. But Green quickly discovered that his years of 
experience gave him a unique perspec ve.

The quick reac ons, hand speed, spin control, and ability 
to read opponents developed through table tennis 
translated naturally onto the pickleball court.

“Table tennis is so fast that you learn to 
recognize pa erns,” Green explained.

At the highest level, success is not just about reac ng. It is 
about an cipa on.

Green believes that players can improve by learning to 
understand body posi oning, recognize pa erns, and 
prepare before the ball even reaches them.

Those lessons now shape the way he approaches 
pickleball.

Bringing a Di erent Energy to the Court

Green has never been a tradi onal athlete.

Throughout his table tennis career, he became known not 
only for his skills but also for the personality and energy he 
brought into the sport.

Now, he wants to bring that same energy into pickleball.

However, his mo va on goes beyond compe on.

When Green rst entered higher-level pickleball spaces, he 
no ced something that bothered him: ego.

Some players were quick to judge. Some underes mated 
others before seeing them play.

For Green, that became fuel.

He wanted to compete. He wanted to improve. He wanted 
to prove himself.

But more importantly, he wanted to prove something 
bigger:

Great players can s ll be humble.

Compe on does not have to come at the cost of 
kindness.

“I just want everyone to be nice,” Green said.

That belief comes from a life me of experiences far 
beyond sports.
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More Than a Game

Before becoming an interna onal athlete, Green faced 
challenges that shaped his en re outlook on life.

“Growing up in Brooklyn, I experienced a 
lot of violence, instability, and di cult 
circumstances at a young age. Sports 
became my escape; it gave me structure, 
discipline, and a place to direct my 
energy.”

Table tennis eventually changed everything.

A sport he never expected to love took him around the 
world, introduced him to new cultures, and gave him 
opportuni es he never imagined.

It even brought him to North Korea, where he used table 
tennis as a way to connect with people beyond poli cal 
and cultural di erences.

For Green, sports have always represented something 
bigger than winning.

They represent connec on.

They represent second chances.

They represent the possibility of change.

Finding Your Own Game

As a coach, Green brings that same philosophy to helping 
others improve.

He does not believe there is one perfect way to play 
pickleball.

Whether discussing paddle grip, technique, or strategy, 
Green believes players need to nd what works for their 
own goals and abili es.

A method that works for one person may not work for 
another.

“Everyone is di erent,” he explained.

That is why his coaching approach focuses on 
understanding the player rst rather than forcing everyone 
into the same system.

For beginners, his message is simple:

Enjoy the process.

Ignore unnecessary cri cism.

Find your own way to play.

The Next Chapter

Today, a er only a year and a half in pickleball, Green is 
s ll just ge ng started.

His goals include compe ng at the professional level 
through organiza ons like PPA and Major League 
Pickleball, crea ng meaningful charity events, and bringing 
more diversity, personality, and energy into the sport.

A er everything he has experienced, Green is s ll chasing 
new challenges.

The sport he once cri cized has become another 
opportunity to grow.
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Another opportunity to compete.

Another opportunity to connect.

For Wally Green, pickleball is not just about winning the next point.

It is about what happens a er the rally ends.

The conversa ons.

The community.

The people.

Because a er a life me of seeing what sports can do, Green is not just trying to become another great pickleball player.

He hopes to become a di erent kind of champion — someone who helps grow the game, opens doors for new players, 
and reminds people why they fell in love with sports in the rst place.
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The Race Heats Up: 2026 Edward Jones MLP Mid-
Season Tournament Comes to Grand Rapids

A Global Stage for the Sport

This year’s event is also highligh ng pickleball’s growing interna onal reach.

Along with the 20 MLP teams, four addi onal teams will join the compe on: the Collegiate All-Stars, Team Australia, 
Team Canada, and Team Europe.

These teams represent the next genera on of talent and show how quickly pickleball is expanding beyond its original 
borders.

Collegiate All-Stars

Kallan Arledge (Ohio State)
Lauren Mercado (Utah Tech)
Mary Monson (Utah Tech)
Ryan Morneau (James Madison)

Team Australia

Sarah Burr
Zach Grabovic
Mitch Hargreaves
Talia Saunders
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Team Canada

Mackonner Dy
Kyle Hermetz
Rosie Johanson
Kim Layton
Ryan Torresin

Jordann VignaTeam Europe

Raquel Amaro (Spain)
Pep Canyadell (Spain)
Ben Cawston (United 
Kingdom)
JM Medina (Spain)
Kate Morris (United Kingdom)
Karolina Owczarek (Germany)

The road to the 2026 Major League Pickleball postseason is hea ng up, and this July, all eyes will be on Grand Rapids.

From July 8–12, the Edward Jones MLP Mid-Season Tournament will bring together the biggest names in professional 
pickleball for ve days of elite compe on, rising talent, and high-stakes matchups.

Hosted alongside the iconic Beer City Open, the tournament will feature all 20 Major League Pickleball teams compe ng 
for valuable standings points, prize money, and momentum heading into the second half of the season.

For fans, it is more than another stop on the calendar. It is a chance to see where the future of pickleball is headed.

Why the Mid-Season Tournament Ma ers

As pickleball con nues its rapid rise, team compe on has become one of the most exci ng parts of the professional 
game.

Every match at the Edward Jones MLP Mid-Season Tournament carries weight. Teams will not only be compe ng for a 
tle, but also gh ng for posi oning as the 2026 postseason race begins to take shape.

With every point, partnership, and strategic adjustment, fans will get a closer look at the athletes and teams de ning the 
next era of professional pickleball.

The Bigger Picture

The growth of events like the Edward Jones MLP Mid-Season Tournament re ects how far pickleball has come.

What started as a recrea onal game has evolved into a professional sport with elite athletes, interna onal compe on, 
passionate communi es, and a rapidly expanding fan base.

This July in Grand Rapids, fans will see more than championship-level matches.

They will see the future of pickleball taking shape.
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Beyond Medals: How Pickle Money Ball Is 
Changing Amateur Pickleball Compe on

For years, amateur pickleball players have stepped onto tournament courts chasing compe on, improvement, and the 

excitement of the game.

The reward at the end was usually familiar: a medal, a memory, and another tournament experience.

But as pickleball con nues to grow, the amateur side of the sport is evolving too.

Pickle Money Ball is introducing a new idea to compe ve pickleball: giving everyday players the opportunity to compete 
for real prize money.

The goal is simple — create more opportuni es, raise the level of compe on, and give amateur athletes something 
bigger to chase.

A New Era for Amateur Players

Professional pickleball has grown rapidly in recent years, with bigger events, increased investment, and expanding 
audiences.

Now, amateur players are looking for new ways to challenge themselves as well.

Pickle Money Ball events are designed for compe ve players across mul ple skill levels, including 3.5 to 5.0+ divisions. 
Instead of only compe ng for medals, players have the chance to earn cash prizes based on their tournament 
performance.

For players who dedicate hours to prac cing, improving, and traveling for events, the format adds a new level of 
excitement.

It gives compe tors a goal beyond simply showing up.
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Crea ng a Path Forward

One unique part of Pickle Money Ball’s approach is building a larger compe ve pathway.

Players can nominate compe ve matches and events to earn ranking points, including league matches, tournaments, 
and other organized play opportuni es.

Those points contribute toward player rankings, future event seeding, and quali ca on opportuni es for larger 
compe ons.

The system creates something many amateur athletes look for:

A journey.

Every match becomes part of something bigger.

More Than Prize Money

While the payouts receive a en on, the bigger impact may be what this format does for player mo va on.

Having meaningful goals encourages athletes to train, improve, and stay connected to the sport.

It also creates opportuni es for local clubs, coaches, and pickleball communi es as more players look for ways to 
develop their game.

As the sport con nues growing, compe ve opportuni es are expanding beyond only professional athletes.

Pickleball’s future may not just belong to the players on major championship courts.

It also belongs to the passionate everyday compe tors who keep showing up, improving, and pushing the game forward.
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The Future of Amateur Compe on

Pickle Money Ball represents another sign of pickleball’s evolu on.

The sport is moving beyond casual recrea on and becoming a space where players of all backgrounds can set goals, test 
themselves, and experience compe on in new ways.

For some players, pickleball is about friendship and fun.

For others, it is about chasing the next challenge.

And now, that next challenge might come with something more than a medal.
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MLP Week 4 Recap: New Jersey 5s Rise as the 
Playo  Race Gets More Compe ve

The 2026 Major League Pickleball season is hea ng up, and Week 4 proved one thing: the race for the top is far from 

se led.

A er an early-season setback, the New Jersey 5s have found their rhythm and climbed back to the top of the league 
conversa on. With dominant performances, strong partnerships, and growing momentum, the team has quickly become 
one of the biggest stories of the season.

As teams con nue gh ng for standings points and postseason posi oning, every matchup is becoming more important.

New Jersey 5s Find Their Winning Formula

The New Jersey 5s did not have a perfect start to the season, but their response has been impressive.

A er nishing fourth in their opening event, the team went on a dominant run, winning 12 straight matches across their 
next two events.

Their success has been driven by consistency across the lineup, especially from Anna Leigh Waters and Jorja Johnson, 
who have remained a powerful force in women’s doubles.

Even in areas where the team is s ll improving, the 5s have shown their ability to adjust, support each other, and nd 
ways to win.

That balance has helped push them back into championship conversa ons.

www.intoPickleball.com                                                                                                                                                       13

jodys
Stamp



A Tight Race at the Top

While New Jersey currently has momentum, several teams remain serious contenders.

The St. Louis Shock con nue to prove they belong among the league’s strongest teams, showing strong chemistry and 
high-level performances throughout the season.

The Los Angeles Mad Drops also remain one of the teams to watch. With elite talent and championship poten al, they 
con nue to be a major threat as the season progresses.

Meanwhile, the Columbus Sliders have stayed compe ve despite challenges, making strategic moves and posi oning 
themselves as another team capable of making a deep run.

The Importance of Every Match

As Major League Pickleball grows, the team format has added a new layer of excitement to professional pickleball.

It is no longer only about individual stars.

Success depends on chemistry, partnerships, strategy, and how well players adapt under pressure.

With the postseason race approaching, every point and every matchup ma ers.

Teams are not just compe ng for wins today — they are building momentum for the biggest moments of the season.

What Comes Next

The rst half of the 2026 MLP season has already delivered surprises, breakout performances, and shi ing rankings.

The ques on now is who can maintain their momentum.

Can the New Jersey 5s con nue their winning streak?

Will another contender rise at the right moment?

One thing is clear: the compe on is only ge ng stronger, and the road to the championship is just ge ng started.
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More Than a Game: How Pickleball Helps 
LauraLee Denler Stay Ac ve and Connected

For LauraLee Denler, movement has always been part of 

life.

Long before stepping onto a pickleball court, she was 
already drawn to racquet sports. At 13 years old, she 
delivered newspapers to save money for her rst tennis 
racquet. Later, she picked up racquetball in college, 
con nuing a lifelong connec on with compe on, ac vity, 
and community.

Two years ago, another sport entered her life: pickleball.

But this new chapter began during an unexpected me.

A er being diagnosed with young onset Alzheimer’s, 
Denler con nued searching for ways to stay ac ve, 
engaged, and connected with the people around her.

Pickleball became one of those ways.

Finding Community on the Court

For Denler, pickleball is part of a larger ac ve lifestyle that 
also includes cycling, hot yoga, kayaking, hiking, and other 
outdoor ac vi es.

But one thing that makes pickleball special is the 
community surrounding it.

Unlike many sports that can feel in mida ng for beginners, 
pickleball creates an environment where players of 
di erent backgrounds and experience levels can step onto 
the court together.

The game provides more than exercise.

It creates conversa ons.

It builds friendships.

It gives people a reason to keep showing up.

That sense of belonging is one of the reasons so many 
players connect deeply with the sport.

Staying Ac ve, Staying Connected

Physical ac vity and social connec on can play an 
important role in overall wellness, and pickleball brings 
both together.

The sport encourages movement, quick thinking, 
coordina on, and interac on with others.

For many players, the bene ts extend beyond the nal 
score.

A match can become a rou ne.

A court can become a community.

A game can become a source of joy.

Denler’s story highlights an important message: a diagnosis 
does not de ne the en rety of someone’s life.

People are more than the challenges they face.

They are their passions, rela onships, experiences, and the 
moments they con nue crea ng.

www.intoPickleball.com                                                                                                                                                       15

https://intopickleball.com/deals-discounts/
https://www.pickleballfirstshop.com/
jodys
Stamp



Living With Purpose

Denler shared her journey through This is ALZ, a campaign created to highlight stories of people living with early-stage 
Alzheimer’s and show that the disease represents only one part of a person’s iden ty.

The message behind the campaign is simple:

Knowing early. Living inten onally.

For Denler, that means con nuing to embrace the ac vi es she loves, staying connected to others, and nding new 
experiences along the way.

Pickleball may be played with a paddle, a ball, and a court.

But stories like Denler’s show that its biggest impact o en reaches far beyond the game itself.

Some mes, the greatest wins are not measured by points.

They are measured by connec on, purpose, and the ability to keep moving forward.
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Be er Together: 
Why Great Partners Make Great Pickleball

By IntoPickleball Editorial Team | Produced by Shu erstock

One of the biggest reasons people fall in love with pickleball is simple: you rarely play alone.

Whether you're stepping onto the court with a lifelong friend, a spouse, or someone you just met ve minutes ago, 
doubles is where the game truly comes alive.

Great pickleball isn't just about powerful drives or perfect dinks.

It's about communica on.

It's about trust.

It's about learning to move as one.

More Than Just a Teammate

The best partnerships aren't always built on having the strongest players.

They're built on understanding.

Great partners know when to encourage each other a er a missed shot, when to take control of the point, and when to 
simply stay calm under pressure.

Some mes the biggest momentum shi  doesn't come from a spectacular winner.

It comes from a simple, "We've got this."
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Communica on Wins Points

Every successful doubles team shares one common skill: communica on.

Calling the ball.

Covering the middle.

Planning serves and returns.

Adjus ng strategy between rallies.

The more teammates communicate, the more con dently they play.

Even at the professional level, the strongest partnerships rely on constant conversa on—not just athle c ability.

Chemistry Can't Be Measured

Some partnerships click immediately.

Others take months of prac ce.

There isn't one formula for great chemistry because every player brings di erent strengths, personali es, and playing 
styles.

The best partners learn to adapt.

Instead of trying to change each other, they discover how to complement one another.

That exibility o en becomes their biggest compe ve advantage.

Every Match Builds Something

Winning tournaments is exci ng.

But many players remember something else long a er the medals are gone.

The friendships.

The laughs a er impossible rallies.

The road trips.

The shared victories—and even the tough losses.

Those experiences are what keep people coming back to the court.
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Watch Our Partner Series

Want to become a be er doubles partner?

IntoPickleball's Partners Series features strategy ps, communica on advice, and real conversa ons that help players 
build stronger chemistry on and o  the court.

Watch the full series by scanning the QR code or visi ng IntoPickleball.com.
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IntoPickleball Magazine | Feature Story
Titans of the Kitchen: The Four Forces Shaping Modern Pickleball

There was a me when pickleball was a quiet weekend escape played in neighborhood cul-de-sacs. Not anymore. Today, 

the PPA Tour and DUPR rankings outline a ercely compe ve landscape where the margins are razor-thin, the dinks are 
precise, and the hand speeds are blindingly fast.

At the absolute summit of this exploding sport stand four athletes. They aren’t just winning tournaments; they are 
rewri ng the playbook and de ning what it means to be a professional pickleball player.

The Blueprint of Greatness: Ben Johns

If you were to build the perfect pickleball player in a lab, they would probably look and play a lot like Ben Johns. Widely 
considered the "GOAT" of pickleball, Johns has held the No. 1 men's ranking longer than anyone and completely 
dominates in men's singles, doubles, and mixed doubles.

What makes Johns so devasta ng to opponents isn't just his raw power—it is his mind. Watching him play is like 
watching a grandmaster playing chess on a 20-by-44-foot court. He sets traps three shots in advance, turning standard 
dink rallies into tac cal masterclasses. His dominance has set the standard that every rising player in the men's division is 
desperately trying to reach.
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The Crown Jewel: Anna Leigh Waters

While Johns rules the men's side, Anna Leigh Waters holds an iron grip on the women's division. She is the undisputed 
No. 1 in women's pickleball, playing with a level of ferocity and poise that completely dominates the tour.

Waters doesn't just win; she conquers. She holds more PPA Tour triple crowns—winning singles, doubles, and mixed 
doubles in the same event—than any other player in history. When she steps onto the court, her aggressive baseline 
game and punishing drives ensure that she remains the gold standard of the sport.

The Elite Anchor: Anna Bright

Pickleball doubles is a game of trust, posi oning, and high-speed execu on, and few people anchor a partnership quite 
like Anna Bright. A consistent powerhouse in the women's and mixed doubles divisions, Bright holds one of the highest 
elite DUPR ra ngs in the world.

Bright brings an intense, infec ous energy to the court, combined with world-class athle c defense. She can reset a 
terrifyingly fast a ack into the kitchen with ease, only to ip the switch and unleash a devasta ng counter-a ack the 
second an opponent leaves a ball high. She is the partner everyone wants, and the opponent everyone fears.

The Silent Assassin: JW Johnson

If Anna Bright brings the lightning, JW Johnson brings the calm before the storm. Renowned for his absolute stone-faced 
composure, Johnson never lets his opponents see him sweat. No ma er how high the stakes or how loud the crowd, his 
court composure remains en rely unshakeable.

But don't let the quiet demeanor fool you. Johnson possesses what many players consider the fastest, most lethal hands 
in the en re sport. Renowned for his lightning-fast hands, he is a formidable threat in both men's and mixed doubles, 
ready to counter balls that look completely un-returnable.

The Takeaway: As the sport con nues to evolve at a breakneck pace, these four athletes remain the benchmarks of 

excellence. Whether it’s through tac cal brilliance, historical dominance, elite ra ng consistency, or lightning-fast 
re exes, they are the tans keeping all of us completely hooked on the game.
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