New game developing following with younger generation
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	Andrew DiFilippo, 9, of Columbus, was winner of the Columbus Pok/mon tournament Jan. 13. He is the son of Sgt. Robert and Dena DiFilippo. (Photo: Roberson) Photo Gallery 


Chances are good that, if you are old enough to have voted in the last Presidential election, you won't have a clue to the identity of Picachu. You probably won't know what hit points are, what an energy card does, or how special conditions might affect a Pokémon.

However, it's likely that, within a few decades, Pokémon will have become woven into the fabric of popular culture, just as games such as Bridge, Monopoly or Scrabble are today.

About Pokémon

Nintendo introduced Pokémon in Japan in 1996, after its creator spent six years on development of the intricate and complex game.

Pokémon combines fantasy and mystery, the thrill of collecting items of value, the strategy of chess or bridge, the characters of board games and the structure and discipline of a sporting event. And, while Pokémon may be played electronically, it is a card game as well. With cards, the players build decks, using Pokémon cards, energy cards and trainer cards. 

	


What exactly is a Pokémon? The term refers to “pocket monsters” with special powers and abilities. In Japan, the term initially coined to describe the fantasy being, “Poketta Monstaa,” soon was shortened to Pokémon.

In the Pokémon world, human beings act as Pokémon trainers and capture as many of the Pokémon creatures as they can. The captured Pokémons join the trainer's team and help to capture other Pokémon, enabling the trainers to become “Pokémon Masters.”

Thrill of victory

Andrew DiFilippo, 9, began playing the game when he was only 5. Although he remains far from becoming a Pokémon Master, he won the first Pokémon tournament held in Columbus Jan. 13.

“Andrew was so excited when he won,” said Dena DiFilippo, his mother. “He hasn't stopped grinning since. We were very surprised. ”

	

	


Dena's surprise, in part, was because her son had played only rarely since moving to Mississippi.

Through Andrew's early childhood, the DiFilippo family had been stationed in Florida. There, Andrew played Pokémon regularly with a close friend and neighbor, and children often played the game at recess at Andrew's school.

In Columbus, they found that fewer people play the game, and it is not allowed at all at Andrew's school, Heritage Academy. “Lots of times, Andrew would call his friend in Florida and they would play over the phone,” Dena DiFilippo says.

Pokémon is a definite presence at the DiFilippo home at Columbus Air Force Base, where Andrew's father, Sgt. Robert DiFilippo, is stationed now. The Pokémon logo graces everything from toys to backpacks to wall posters. There are Pokémon movie videos and Pokémon cards. “We even bought Pokémon Valentine cards,” Dena says. “We don't know how many Pokémon cards are lying around here,” Robert adds.

It was a Granbull Pokémon card, with 70 HP (hit points), that Andrew played to win the tournament. His mother explains, “The mission is to collect and train as many of the known species of Pokémons as you can.”

A tournament deck is 60 cards; Andrew currently has about 182. “The card I want now is an Absol EX. EX cards are special cards with special effects that are stronger than the normal form; I want EX on every card.” New Pokémon cards are released periodically, possession of the new cards might well help to propel the player toward becoming a master.

Dena says she has no objections to her son's hobby. The game develops critical thinking skills, she says, and provides fodder for fantasy. “It teaches life lessons, too - about helping people out and being kind,” she says. “It's good stuff.”

Since the tournament, Andrew is hoping to participate in more tournaments and increase his skill and knowledge of the game. He sometimes plays, outside school, with a classmate, Walker McBryde, 9, son of Sharon and Lindy McBryde of Columbus.

Columbus tournament

Kathy and Mike Schell, of Brandon, are called PTOs - premier tournament organizers - and they organize tournaments in cities throughout Mississippi. It was the Schells who brought the tournament to Columbus, and are hoping to see a league organized in the Golden Triangle Area.

	

	


The Schells got involved in the game when their elder son, now 19, began playing Pokémon. They also have a 17-year-old son and 11-year old daughter who play.

Kathy Schell says, “The best way to describe Pokémon is that it is like playing chess with cards; it's a strategy game. We support it because it is a good family game; it's something we all can do together. It's great for developing critical thinking skills. For the young kids, it helps their math and reading skills. We have mothers who say their kids' grades went up when they started playing.”

Growing the game

The Schells became league leaders - called TOs - holding regular league meetings for play, fun, learning and trading. They have established three leagues in the Jackson area - one with 30; another with 40 and a third with five or six players.

“Our kids wanted to compete, so we went to some events in Tennessee, Georgia and Louisiana, then applied to Pokémon USA to become Tournament Organizers, and began to hold monthly tournaments in our league,” Mike Schell says.

When their children asked to compete in larger events, the Schells asked what would be required to hold them themselves, and learned that only a Premiere Tournament Organizer can hold the larger championship events.

“I spent a year and a half being the shadow of the Louisiana PTO and worked on staff at several national events,” Mike says. He became the only certified PTO in Mississippi when he had received adequate training and recommendations from other PTOs. As a certified PTO, Schell signed a contract with Pokémon that he would conduct tournament events under their guidelines.

In the early weeks of January, the Schells held 12 city championship tournaments. They say they receive no compensation from Pokémon USA, but simply conduct premier tournaments on a volunteer basis because the game is something the entire family enjoys. More importantly, Mike Schell says, the family hopes to encourage new interest in the game. “We'd rather work to establish local players than travel to Atlanta to play,” he says.

Looking for league leaders

The Schells would like to see a league established in Columbus, and tournaments held here. From the beginning, their goal was to grow the game and the player base in Mississippi.

“We are willing to make another trip (to Columbus) to help train someone,” Mike says. “We'd love to get someone in the area established to hold leagues and tournaments. We are also willing to bring premier events to the area, but it's hard to do some until we establish some players.”

The state championship is scheduled for March 10 in Jackson at Belk Department store. Then, in June, they will begin another series similar to the City Championship series, called Battle Road with prize support from Pokémon.

For more information about local Pokémon USA leagues, contact Mike or Kathy Schell at (601) 720-6029 or (601) 825-8732, or e-mail theschells@usa.net.

