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Foreword

When this book about Big Bill Tilden was originally printed in 1976 there was an immediate, largely positive, response. The movie rights had been sold the year before, as soon as the first installment of the magazine series appeared in Sports Illustrated. The homosexual population was delighted to be reminded of what had generally been forgotten, that a great sports champion had been gay. The widespread assessment of Tilden was that of sympathy for his travails and respect for his achievement (and the extraordinary devotion that had made that possible).

Rather quickly, though, this first blush of favor grew muted. Gays in particular backed away from celebrating a man whose homosexual orientation was so tarnished by his pedophilia. I can certainly understand that, although I think the vast preponderance of evidence posits Tilden as less a predator and more as a desperately lonely and confused man. His teen-age companions often seemed to take more advantage of the old fellow than he did they. I frankly don’t think he had the guts or the ethics, either, to prey on young innocents.

Notwithstanding, I think that most people who read his story come away with a certain admiration for this strange man. The people in tennis who had so feared that Tilden’s personal reputation tarnished the sport he had conquered tended to welcome his name back into the fold. No, nobody has ever further recognized William T. Tilden in any official manner, but he is not the outcast he was before I wrote his biography.

Efforts to make a film of his life have been numerous... and continuous. Rarely do many months go by before I receive another enthusiastic query. All attempts to make a Tilden film, though, founder on the issue of his interest in young boys. Writers (including me) have been anxious to write his screenplay; actors, including some big names, have been anxious to portray him. Alas, nobody has ever been prepared to put up the money to finance a film about a hero (or even an anti-hero) who is a sexual deviant. (One of the most bizarre attempts to somehow work around the issue involved a screenwriter who took a fleeting mention in the book of one evening that Tilden and Talullah Bankhead spent on a casual double-date and catapulted that into some sort of a Big Bill & Talullah adventure. Don’t ask.)

Frankly, I suspect that with the recent massive man-boy scandal in the Roman Catholic Church there is even less of a chance for a Tilden film production now. A.R. Gurney, the reknowed playwright, has written a play about Tilden which is scheduled to be presented in New York in 2004. Perhaps Tilden is a better subject for the stage, which can, successfully, provide a less literal environment than the screen.

I’m often asked if Tilden would be more open about his sexual life were he in his prime today instead of eighty years ago. Certainly, this is a much more blasé and tolerant world nowadays in matters of homosexuality, but remember: Tilden was only incidentally gay. He had no adult lovers. His interest was in adolescent boys. If anything, in fact, I think Tilden would have a tougher go of it today. When he was alive there was more of a tendency for the general population to both lump and dismiss all homosexuality as perversion. Today, many more people accept adult homosexuality, even as they remain repulsed by grownups—both homo- and heterosexual—who attempt to seduce adolescents. Tilden would have been hard-pressed to carry on his secret way of life today—especially in a world where celebrities’ private lives are much more scrutinized by a prying press.

And then, more simply, even now virtually no gay male athletes choose to reveal their homosexuality. Tilden would have surely worked just as hard to conceal his true self; I believe that he would have been no less tormented.

And, in a way, the same for Tilden the tennis player: he would be the same great champion today. Give him those oversized synthetic rackets in use nowadays, and he would be rocketing 150-mph serves. He was an all-court, all-surface player, much more likely to be able to win the Grand Slam than any modern star. If anything, he’d be even more dominant on a multitude of surfaces than on the primarily grass-court world he ruled. Moreover, he enjoyed travel, and so today’s international game would appeal to him all the moreso. He would have reveled in the television spotlight and the greater attention athletes enjoy today. (Retired, he would go straight to the commentary booth and make a perfectly wonderful foil for John McEnroe.)

Moreover, unlike other of his contemporary stars—say, Jack Dempsey in boxing or Red Grange in football—Tilden would not have to confront larger, stronger modern athletes. No, he would not be Big Bill were he playing in the twenty-first century, but at well over six-feet, he would still be bigger than most of his rivals. Indeed, adjusting for the inflation of humans, Bill Tilden today would probably be six-five, 190, lean and muscled. He wouldn’t smoke, would have taken up weights and all manner of sophisticated conditioning, and would, in fact, probably be as boring and overbearing about his health as would the 1920’s Tilden hold forth smugly on those subjects that mattered to him back then.

As a person and as a champion, Bill Tilden was sui generis. Time and place, I believe, were incidental to such a character and such a talent.

—Frank Deford

Westport, Connecticut,

November 21, 2003



Part One



Chapter One

“I’ll play my own sweet game”

WITH ANY ARTIST WHO ATTAINS the ultimate in his craft, there must be one moment, an instant, when genius is first realized, when a confluence of God’s natural gifts at last swirl together with the full powers of endeavor and devotion in the man to bear him to greatness. Virtually always, of course, that moment cannot be perceived, and it passes unnoticed, but with Big Bill Tilden it was isolated, forever frozen in time. He knew precisely when he had arrived, and, thoughtfully, he revealed it.

This happened on Centre Court at Wimbledon in 1920. Tilden was already twenty-seven, and although he had never won a major championship, he had reached the finals. It was his first trip abroad, and to his delight the British, unlike his own countrymen, had taken to him right away. Americans always only grudgingly granted Tilden recognition, never mind respect, largely because they were emotionally hung up on Big Bill’s main rival, Bill Johnston, who was affectionately known as Little Bill, or even, in the soupiest moments, Wee Willie Winkie. Johnston was five feet eight, a wonderful cute doll-person from the California middle class, and all Americans (Tilden prominently included) were absolutely nuts about him: the little underdog with the big heart who cut larger fellows down to size.

By contrast, at six feet one and a half inches tall, 155 pounds, angular and overbearing, a Philadelphia patrician of intellectual pretension, Big Bill was the perfect foil for Little Bill, and the great American villain. Until 1920 he had also cooperated by remaining a loser with a healthy reputation for choking in important matches. The year before, in the finals at Forest Hills, Johnston had defeated Tilden in straight sets, and so it was assumed that Wimbledon would serve as the stage where Johnston, the American champion, would duel Gerald Patterson, the Wimbledon defender, for the undisputed championship of the world.

Unfortunately for hopes for this classic confrontation, Johnston was waylaid in an early round by a steady English player named J. C. Parke. Not until the next day, when Tilden routed Parke, avenging Little Bill’s defeat, did Big Bill move front and center as Patterson’s most conspicuous challenger. Of course, from the moment Tilden strode upon their grass that summer, the British had been enchanted with him—his game, his manner, his idiosyncrasies: “this smiling youth, so different from other Americans.” A woolly blue sweater Tilden wore seems to have positively enthralled the entire nation, and the London Times exclaimed that “his jumpers are the topic of the tea-table.”

While little Johnston struck the British as just that, a pleasant little sort, the lean giant caused them admiration and wonder: “Of great stature, he is loosely built with slender hips and very broad shoulders... in figure, an ideal lawn tennis player.” His game they found so arresting— “There is no stroke Mr. Tilden cannot do at full speed, and his is undoubtedly the fastest serve seen” —that one of the more poetic observers even rhapsodized, “His silhouette as he prepares to serve suggests an Egyptian pyramid king about to administer punishment.”

Seeing Tilden for the first time, unprepared for that sight, was obviously a striking experience. Not so much in what exactly they said but in their evident astonishment and determined hyperbolic reach do the British of 1920 best intimate what an extraordinary presence Big Bill Tilden must have been. Yet perhaps even more important, the British understood immediately that here was a different sort of athletic temperament. The Americans were not to fathom this in Tilden for years, if indeed many of them ever did. But Tilden had played only a handful of matches in England that summer before he was assessed perfectly in the sporting press: “He gives the impression that he regards lawn tennis as a game—a game which enables him to do fascinating things, but still a game.... When he has something in hand he indulges his taste for the varied at the expense of the commercial.”

Pleased at the attention given him, even more gratified that his playing philosophy was appreciated, Tilden grew assured, and, boldly and not without some conceit, he began to enunciate his theories of the game. When not at the courts or attending the theater, he spent all his time writing in his hotel room, and within three weeks he had completed his first book, The Art of Tennis. “The primary object in match tennis is to break up the other man’s game” was, significantly, the point he most emphasized.

Patterson, meanwhile, remained quite confident. An Australian, the nephew of the great opera star Nellie Melba, he was not only the defending Wimbledon champion but star of the team which held the Davis Cup. He was at his peak and generally recognized above Johnston as the ranking player in the world. At Wimbledon Patterson had only to bide his time scouting the opposition and practice at his leisure, for in those days the defender did not play in the regular tournament but was obliged only to meet the “allcomers” winner in a special challenge round.

Patterson’s supremacy seemed all the more obvious after Tilden appeared to struggle in the all-comers final against the Japanese, Zenzo Shimizu. In each set Tilden fell far behind: 1-4 in the first, 2-4 in the second, 2-5 in the third. He won 6-4, 6-4, 13-11. Nobody realized it at the time, but it was one of Tilden’s amusements, a favor to the crowd, to give lesser opponents a head start. Tilden had whipped Shimizu 6-1, 6-1 in a preliminary tournament the week before Wimbledon, and he certainly had no intention of cheating his Centre Court fans with that same sort of lopsided display. In the final set Big Bill tested himself and kept things going, largely just by hitting backhands and nothing much else.

“The player owes the gallery as much as an actor owes the audience,” he wrote once; and Paul Gallico summed it up: “To his opponents it was a contest; with Tilden it was an expression of his own tremendous and overwhelming ego, coupled with feminine vanity.” Big Bill never really creamed anybody unless he hated them or was in a particular hurry to get somewhere else.

Certainly he was not ever anxious to hastily depart Centre Court at Wimbledon, and he returned for the championship against Patterson on Saturday, July 3. Big Bill found this date especially felicitous; an obsessive patriot, he noted that, for an American, July 3 was the next best thing to July 4. He further buttressed this omen by somehow obtaining a four-leaf clover that he was assured had once grown under the chair that Abraham Lincoln used to sit in on the White House lawn. And so, with that talisman safely ensconced in his pocket, he set out to become the first American ever to win the Wimbledon men’s championship.

Patterson had a strong serve and forehand, but his weakness was an odd corkscrew backhand that he hit sort of inside out. And so, curiously it seemed, Tilden began by playing to Patterson’s powerful forehand. The champion ran off the first four games with dispatch and won the set 6-2. But then, as Tilden changed sides for the first time in the second set, he spotted a good friend, the actress Peggy Wood, sitting in the first row with a ticket he had provided her, and he looked straight at Miss Wood, and with a reassuring nod, that kind delivered with lips screwed up in smug confidence, he signaled to her that all was quite well, that it was in the bag, that finally, at the age of twenty-seven, he was about to become the champion of the world.

Miss Wood, of course, had no notion that she would be used as a conduit for history; nor, for that matter, could she understand Tilden’s cockiness. He had lost the first set 6-2; he was getting clobbered by the best player in the world. But down the five full decades, and more, that have passed, she cannot forget that expression of his, nor what followed. “Immediately,” she says, as if magic were involved, “Bill proceeded to play.”

In that instant he had solved Patterson’s forehand, and the champion, his strength ravaged, had nothing but his weakness to fall back upon. The primary object in match tennis is to break up the other man’s game. “A subtle change came over Patterson’s game,” the Guardian correspondent wrote in some evident confusion. “Things that looked easy went out, volleys that ought to have been crisply negotiated ended up in the net.” Tilden swept the next three sets at his convenience, losing only nine games, and toward the end it was noted for the record that “the Philadelphian made rather an exhibition of his opponent.”

Big Bill did not lose another match of any significance anywhere in the world until a knee injury cost him a victory more than six years later. Playing for himself, for his country, for posterity, he was invincible. No man ever bestrode his sport as Tilden did for those years. It was not just that he could not be beaten, it was nearly as if he had invented the sport he conquered. Babe Ruth, Jack Dempsey, Red Grange and the other fabled American sweat lords of the times stood at the head of more popular games, but Tilden simply was tennis in the public mind: Tilden and tennis, it was said, in that order. He ruled the game as much by force of his curious, contradictory, often abrasive personality as by his proficiency. But he was not merely eccentric. He was the greatest irony in sport: to a game that then suffered a “fairy” reputation, Tilden gave a lithe, swashbuckling, athletic image—although he was in fact a homosexual, the only great male athlete we know to have been one.

Alone in the world of athletics, nearly friendless and, it seems, even ashamed of himself, there was seldom any joy for the man, even amidst his greatest tennis triumphs. It’s quite likely that in his whole life Tilden never spent a night alone with an adult, man or woman. And his every day was shadowed by the bizarre and melancholy circumstances surrounding a childhood he tried to forget; certainly it is no coincidence that he did not blossom as a champion until just after he discarded the name of his youth.

He had been born on February 10, 1893, and christened William Tatem Tilden Jr., which he came to hate because everyone called him Junior or June. Finally, arbitrarily, around the time of his twenty-fifth birthday, he changed the Junior to the Second, II. That onus officially disposed of, June became Bill and then, even better, Big Bill.

He had been introduced to tennis early. It was an upper-class game, and the family he was born into was rich, of ascending social prominence, and even greater civic presence. The family mansion, Overleigh, was located in the wealthy Germantown section of Philadelphia, only a block or so from the Germantown Cricket Club. The Tildens belonged, of course, and the club was indeed to be the site of many Big Bill triumphs, but the family summered at a fashionable Catskill resort, Onteora, and it was there that young June learned the game of tennis, in the last year of the nineteenth century.

The first clear vision of him as a player does not arise, however, until about a decade later, when Tilden was playing, with little distinction, for the team at his small private school, Germantown Academy. This day he was struggling on the court, slugging everything, all cannonballs, when Frank Deacon, one of his younger friends, came by. Even then, as a schoolboy, Tilden was always closest to children years younger than he. At the end of a point, which, typically, Tilden had violently overplayed, hitting way out, Deacon hollered to him in encouragement, “Hey, June, take it easy.”

Tilden stopped dead, and with what became a characteristic gesture, he swirled to face the boy, placing his hands on his hips and glaring at him. “Deacon,” he snapped, “I’ll play my own sweet game.”

And so he did, every day of his life. He was the proudest of men and the saddest, pitifully alone and shy, but never so happy as when he brought his armful of rackets into the limelight or walked into a crowded room and contentiously took it over. George Lott, a Davis Cup colleague and a man who actively disliked Tilden, was nonetheless this mesmerized by him: “When he came into the room it was like a bolt of electricity hit the place. Immediately, there was a feeling of awe, as though you were in the presence of royalty. You knew you were in contact with greatness, even if only remotely. The atmosphere became charged, and there was almost a sensation of lightness when he left. You felt completely dominated and breathed a sigh of relief for not having ventured an opinion of any sort.”

Tilden himself said, “I can stand crowds only when I am working in front of them, but then I love them.” Obviously the crowds and the game were his sex. For a large part of his life, the glory years, all the evidence suggests that he was primarily asexual; it was not until he began to fade as a player and there were not enough crowds to play to that his homosexual proclivities really took over. But ahh, when he was king, he would often appear to trap himself in defeat, as he had against Shimizu, so that he could play the better role, prolonging his afternoon as the cynosure in the sun, prancing and stalking upon his chalked stage, staring at officials, fuming at the crowd, now toying with his opponent, then saluting him grandly, spinning, floating, jumping, playing his own sweet game, reveling in the game.

And yet, for all these excesses of drama and melodrama, his passion for competition was itself even superseded by another higher sense: sportsmanship. Tilden was utterly scrupulous, obsessed with honor, and he would throw points (albeit with grandeur, Pharisee more than Samaritan) if he felt that a linesman had cheated his opponent. Big Bill was the magistrate of every match he played, and the critic as well. “Peach!” he would cry in delight, lauding any opponent who beat him with a good shot. And, if inspired or mad enough at the crowd or at his rival, he would serve out the match by somehow holding five balls in one huge hand and then tossing four of them up, one after another, and pounding out four cannonball aces—bam, bam, bam, bam; 15-30-40-game—then throwing the fifth ball away with disdain. That was the style to it. Only the consummate showman would think of the extra ball as the closing fillip to the act.

“He is an artist,” Franklin P. Adams wrote at Big Bill’s peak. “He is more of an artist than nine-tenths of the artists I know. It is the beauty of the game that Tilden loves; it is the chase always, rather than the quarry.”

Further, even more unlike almost all great champions in every sport, whose brilliance is early recognized, early achieved, Tilden was required to make himself great. Very nearly he created himself. Only a few years before he became champion of the world, he could not make the college varsity at the University of Pennsylvania. He taught himself, inspired himself, fashioning a whole new level for the game in the bargain.

Withal, it is probable that the very fact that he was homosexual was largely responsible for the real success he achieved in tennis; he had none elsewhere. Urbane, well-read, a master bridge player, a connoisseur of fine music, he held pretensions to writing and acting as well as tennis, but these gossamer vanities only cost him great amounts of stature and money, and even held him up to mockery. For all his intelligence, tennis was the only venture that June Tilden could ever succeed at, until the day he died in his cramped walk-up room near Hollywood and Vine, where he lived out his tragedy, a penniless ex-con, scorned or forgotten, alone as always, and desperately in need of love from a world that had tolerated him only for its amusement. “He felt things so very deeply,” Peggy Wood says. “He was not a frivolous person. And yet, I never saw him with anybody who could have been his confidant. How must it be like that? There must have been so many things deep within him that he could never talk about. I suppose he died of a broken heart.” It seems he did.

To the end, in the good times and the bad, he searched for one thing above all: a son. He could not have one, and so he would find one for himself, make one, as he made himself a great player to honor the dead mother he worshipped. But the boys he found, whom he loved and taught, would grow up and put away childish things, which is what any game is, what tennis is, and ultimately, what Big Bill Tilden was. He was the child of his own dreams, always, until the day he died, age sixty, his bags packed, ready once again to leave for a tennis tournament.



Chapter Two

“Bill would adapt and lick them all”

IN 1920, WHEN Tilden became champion of the world, tennis was a game with a very limited constituency. Only five nations entered the Davis Cup, and although a few public parks players, such as Bill Johnston or Vinnie Richards, had surfaced in the United States, it was still an upper-crust sport the world over. As physically testing an activity as it is, tennis had for so long been associated with effete ladies and gentlemen that it had taken on the image of a sissy game, one that it really was not to shake completely for yet another half-century, till the 1970s. In the best traditions of sophomoric wit, lawn tennis was referred to as “long penis” on the campuses; and in the sports departments it was the cynical summation that any player could earn a top ranking so long as he had “ten years of practice and a millionaire father.” Young Allison Danzig was distraught when he joined the New York Times sports staff and was assigned the tennis beat, one that no red-blooded sportshawk would take.

If there was a prototype player of this period, it was one named Richard Norris Williams, who was always listed as R. Norris and always known as Dick. A wealthy Philadelphia socialite, born abroad, raised in Switzerland, he came back to the United States, most of the way, on the Titanic, went to Harvard, and was the national champion in 1914 and 1916. Although Williams was only a couple of years older than Tilden, he was as much a prodigy as Tilden was a late bloomer, and so he always seemed much older, and was even something of an idol to Tilden—especially after Williams whipped Big Bill’s older brother, Herbert, in a club match in Philadelphia. From all accounts, Dick Williams also must have been about the nicest guy around, and Tilden really liked the man, if he was also somewhat jealous of his easy popularity.

Tilden wrote a good deal of tennis fiction, none of it inspired, much of it trite. He peopled his stories with characters based on his acquaintances, making no effort to disguise them. There was a Gerald Palmerson, for example, who was obviously Gerald Patterson, Billy Jolson (Johnston), and even a lanky player named Tilton who pops up in the supporting cast occasionally. The one character who appears most often, and in a featured role in every instance, is a paragon of a man named Dick Thomas. That, of course, is Dick Williams. Dick Thomas, the character, was Tilden’s stylized version of Dick Williams; nobody could be so good and noble as Dick Thomas. He spent most of his time in the stories saving younger players (usually Buddie or Brickie) from moral degradation and instructing them in points of honor. “I would rather have you licked like a sportsman than win like a rotter,” he informs his young chum in the climax of “Brickie’s Game Point.”

And in “Food for Thought,” in which young Frank Russell of Yale plays the juvenile lead, there is this exchange:


	“Dick,” Frank said slowly, “you’re a darned good sport.”

	“No I’m not, kid. It’s just part of tennis to play the game fair.”



And so on.

If somewhat overstated by Tilden, who was always given to extremes, that was the prevailing spirit in tennis at the time. It was a gentlemen’s diversion. Dick Williams, the real-life person, embodied all this. He played world championship matches with about the same attitude as most people have for mixed doubles down at the playground at four-thirty on Tuesdays. Oh sure, Williams would have certainly rather won than lost, but in either case he didn’t want the result to get in the way of the playing. As a consequence, he hit every ball as hard as he could, and ideally so that it would kick up the chalk on the baseline. He did that because playing that way was what gratified him.

Obviously, with such a small margin for error, Dick Williams could blow hot and cold. When he was on, when his bombs were clicking into the corners, he was invincible. Of course, after a time he would go off; but it was all a lot of fun for Dick. In 1923, at the very height of Tilden’s powers, when no one in the world could even stay with him on the court, Williams came up against him in the finals—best three-out-of-five sets—of the Pennsylvania State championships at the Merion Cricket Club. It was one of Williams’ days. According to the best memories, which have probably been only slightly exaggerated, Williams won the first set in six and a half minutes, allowing Tilden a total of three points. Not three games—no games; three points. In the second set Williams was still operating at about 98 per cent of peak efficiency, and he won that 6-1. So: 6-0, 6-1 against the greatest player of all time at his peak. But then the magic began to drain out of Williams’ racket, the balls started going out by an inch or two, and Tilden won the last three sets and the match. Nonetheless, Big Bill always said that no man in history ever played tennis like Dick Williams played tennis in those two sets.

Many years later a reporter went to Philadelphia specifically to talk to Williams about that match. Williams died shortly thereafter, but he was still in full command of his faculties; he just didn’t remember the match at all. Nothing. Which match? What did it matter, all those old matches? It had all been only a game, one set like any other. When Williams served as Davis Cup captain in 1926, he got up and left the stadium before Tilden and Rene Lacoste faced off in the concluding match, because someone asked him if he’d like to fill in as a fourth for doubles. Tilden seriously injured himself during the Lacoste match, and because the U.S. had already clinched the Cup, he wanted to default; but since the captain was off somewhere playing doubles, Tilden figured he better stick it out, and in the process he further damaged the knee. But why would Dick Williams want to sit around and watch some meaningless Challenge Round match if he could get into a nice game of doubles? That was the world of tennis that Big Bill came to.

For the sake of propriety the ladies and gentlemen who played at their clubs were obliged to cover themselves. Pristine white was obligatory, for it least revealed patches of sweat. Even on the hottest days it was the custom for the men to wear long flannel pants and regular long-sleeved Oxford shirts; sometimes the shirts were also of flannel. On a humid day it was nothing for a player’s clothes to pick up ten pounds of moisture and for the players to lose even more of their own weight. Little Bill Johnston was supposed to have weighed at least 125 pounds, but Dr. Carl Fischer, a top amateur player who was also an osteopath, swears that he once weighed Johnston in at 103 after a particularly grueling match on a humid day.

The other equipment was relatively primitive. In the middle of matches Tilden would often switch and go barefoot or play in his stocking feet because he could get more traction that way than in the rudimentary sneakers of the time. Such a simple item as a warm-up jacket didn’t even exist, and although part of the reason for this was sheer affectation, Tilden often wore his regular camel’s hair coat to the court. He, more than most players, broke strings all the time, and once manufacturers found that there was more money in using lamb gut to make surgical sutures, it was difficult to obtain quality strings. As much as tennis balls vary in their properties today, there was even greater disparity then. The British ball was made with a plug in it until 1924, and in no case were new balls put into play every few games as they are now. As a result the balls would pick up grass stains or clay stains, be hard to see and harder to hit. Usually the balls tended to sail. “People conveniently forget that the balls were much faster in those days,” Rene Lacoste says. Tilden played with a Bancroft racket with a handle that measured 5? inches in circumference; it weighed 14¼ ounces, heavy by today’s standards (by 1937 Tilden himself was down to toting a 13½-ounce racket with a 4¾-inch handle). In his prime, when he used the 14¼-ounce racket, he strung it tightly, with at least sixty-five and sometimes seventy pounds of pressure. Of the modern players, Arthur Ashe most closely resembles Tilden physically, being slightly shorter and the same weight; also, Ashe has the big serve. He strings his rackets with sixty pounds of pressure, which is considered extremely taut nowadays.

There were few indoor courts and the lighting was uniformly bad in all of them. There was no professional instruction to speak of in the United States. Tilden’s brother, Herbert, six years his senior and an intercollegiate doubles champion while at Penn, taught him to play. As late as 1910 there was only one lawn tennis pro in the country (although there were a handful of others who taught all the racket sports—squash, court tennis, etc.), and when the West Side Tennis Club moved from Manhattan to Forest Hills in 1914, it had to send to England for a pro. By 1920 there were still perhaps no more than a score of teaching professionals in the United States, and they were thought of as servants more than teachers. “George, the professional,” Tilden refers to a character in one of his short stories, exactly as he might say “Bridget, the maid.” There is no evidence that Big Bill ever deigned to consult a pro in his whole life.

And the very thought that he, or any of his fellows, would actually make a living of lawn tennis! In a story entitled “The Amateur,” which was published in 1924 and is as snotty a piece as Tilden ever wrote, he looked with utter disdain upon an indigent young player who was forced to take a club teaching job in order to pay the doctor’s bills for his desperately ill mother. Tilden makes it clear that turning tennis pro is perfectly analogous to a young lady turning whore: “God! How he hated the money that was dirtying up the game he loved.” The one saving grace to the whole disagreeable tale was that the young pro’s “good breeding kept him in his place far more than a man who was not aware of social niceties.” And yet, if professional teaching of tennis was déclassé, professional playing was simply nonexistent. The first pro tour was not organized until 1926, when a promoter named C. C. (Cash and Carry) Pyle signed up Suzanne Lenglen, the Maid Marvel, and Vinnie Richards, plus a couple of spear carriers.

Indeed, in 1920 it was still considered rather tacky in some quarters that lawn tennis should fetch a player any notoriety whatsoever. Thus when Tilden played in the tournament at the Queens Club prior to Wimbledon, his first opponent was listed only demurely as a Mr. Hogan. Others in the field were shyer still and followed the custom of taking what was known as a nom de racquette. Cuniculus, A. Lone and L. Tennis were all mysterious adversaries in this tournament. The present Wimbledon stadium was not constructed until 1922, so in 1920, when Tilden upset Patterson, and again the following year, when he beat Babe Norton of South Africa in the Challenge Round, the world’s premier tournament was still held in a pastoral setting where there were seats for hardly five hundred people, and, as one observer wrote, the whole scene resembled “a delightful vicarage garden party.” The players themselves often called the lines. As late as 1926 at Forest Hills, Tilden sat in as a linesman when he was not playing.

And yet, as quaint as all this sounds, who is to say that the competition then wasn’t every bit as good as it is today? To be sure, the pool of talent was not nearly so large. Once seeding was introduced in the early 1920s, the best players almost always had a breeze to the quarterfinals. But as there were fewer stars, so too were there fewer tournaments of consequence. When Tilden played at Forest Hills or in the Davis Cup, he was primed, at his best. The results were truer then precisely because there were not so many of them—and Tilden won every match with everyone at their best. Obviously, if Tilden were playing today he could not go for seven years without a defeat in a major tournament, because he would be playing ten or eleven months a year (or twelve, knowing him), fixing all over the world, running a string of tennis camps on the side, filming commercials and making appearances on The Merv Griffin Show. But this takes nothing away from what he accomplished under the conditions he was faced with in his era. Every time it counted, he beat the person he was playing.

An athlete, no less than a general or a statesman, must be judged by what he accomplished in his time. That is the only appropriate standard. Since some athletic proficiency can, however, be precisely measured, since we know that people run faster and jump higher all the time, as they also live longer and grow bigger, it is as easy as it is fashionable to conclude that no athlete of the 1920s could beat any reasonable representative of the 1970s. But to what purpose?

Johnny Weissmuller, the Olympic swimming champion of Tilden’s era, has had his best times lowered by adolescent girls. Are we to say then with a straight face that Johnny Weissmuller at his peak was a lesser athletic presence than some fourteen-year-old girl? If we are—and that is what the bald figures tell us—then it is also to say that kids in the Little League would strike out Babe Ruth, that Jack Dempsey would be knocked out in the Golden Gloves, and that Tracy Austin, the U.S. fourteen-and-under girls champion from Rolling Hills, California, would have beaten Big Bill Tilden in straight sets in the first round at Forest Hills in 1923. It is also to say that Napoleon was a failure as a general because he didn’t know how to deploy air power and that Jefferson was an inconsiderable mind because he couldn’t change a tire.

Anyway, if players are progressively better, a prime reason is that they had Tilden to build on. It was he who first made a science of tennis, mastered every stroke, conceived every stratagem. The greatest talent and genius resided in one. He could hold forth for an hour or more on nothing but how a ball spun. For every stroke he had at least three different varieties, for every attack a defense. And that is important, because although there may have been fewer top players then, there was more variety.

Without manuals, jet planes, videotape or teaching conventions, each player grew up with his own style. Manuel Alonso, a high-ranking world-class Spanish player who lived for many years in the U.S., Tilden’s contemporary, says now, “The beauty of that time was that each individual was a certain game. And no matter how good Bill may have been, his greatest capacity was at adapting. These players today all do the same thing against each other. Bill would adapt and lick them all, one by one, before they knew what he had done to them.”

Significantly, the one player who gave Tilden the most trouble—and the one whom he egregiously overrated—was Henri Cochet, whose style it was to hit everything on the rise, that is, to meet the ball before it reached the apex of its bounce. Tilden had never seen anyone do that with proficiency and consistency before he encountered Cochet, and so he had worked out no reliable defense. Cochet really quite intimidated him in his last amateur years, when Tilden was over the hill and the Frenchman was at his peak. Of course, a few years later, as pros, when they were both over the hill together and when Tilden had fathomed the Cochet game, he beat him regularly.

Johnston was the only other player ever to hold an Indian sign on Tilden and was, in fact, perversely responsible for the totality of Tilden’s great game. He had to improve in order to beat Little Bill. Then, once Tilden did reach his peak, Johnston was the only remotely serious competition, and he but occasionally. There is one school of thought that Tilden never exhibited his ultimate ability except for the odd game here and there because when he was capable of his best there was no one capable of drawing that from him. After he won a couple of Wimbledons, Tilden saw no need whatsoever to waste a lot of time every summer going over to England and back just to prove the academic point that he was champion of the world. In just about so many words he said that the Mountain could come to Mohammed, that the world championship would be settled wherever he chose to play. Naturally, this kind of hurt the British, not to mention the gate, so in 1923 the United States Lawn Tennis Association prevailed upon Little Bill to go over to Wimbledon as a consolation prize. Johnston won the championship with an economy of effort, losing exactly four games in the finals, and then he came back to the United States and lost to Tilden in the Nationals, winning only nine games. The gap was that great.

How Tilden zoomed to this estate, coming from nowhere to catch up to and then pass Johnston, and everyone else, is as fascinating as any part of his saga. Indeed, given the fact that throughout tennis history champions have been invariably divined (if not already crowned) by age twenty, then what Tilden pulled off, frog-to-prince, is simply impossible. Big Bill was never the best anywhere in his life until suddenly he was best in the world. In his own family his brother, Herbert, was better; in his small private school somebody named Buddy Mann could beat him; and at Penn he couldn’t even make a very ordinary college varsity. A teammate named William D. Stroud, who was to become an eminent cardiologist, used to regularly beat out Tilden for the sixth and last singles position, and when he entered the National Collegiate Athletic Association Tournament as a sophomore, Tilden was routed 6-1, 6-3 in the qualifying round by one Eli Whitney of Harvard; that is, he wasn’t even good enough to get into the tournament.

By comparison, Johnston made the top ten for the first time as a teenager and was ranked number one in 1915 at age twenty. Tilden, twenty-two that year, reached number seventy. The next year he was admitted to the U.S. Nationals, whereupon he promptly went out in the first round, overcome by the talents of Harold Throckmorton. Carl Fischer was one of Tilden’s protégés during this period and especially close to him. He says, “If you had asked me around 1915–16 if I thought Bill Tilden would ever be national champion, I would have been stunned. I just would have replied, ‘Whatever would make you ask me a foolish question like that?’”

But, obsessed, Tilden went about building his game piece by piece, almost as a child tries to collect every bubble gum card in the collection. “I began tennis wrong,” he said later. “My strokes were wrong and my viewpoint clouded.” He would create the first complete game. To this end he entered every rinky-dink tournament that would have him: Beach Haven, Ocean City, Buck Hill Farms, the Delaware State. In winter, on milder days when there was no snow on the ground, he would hit endless balls against a backboard, or in harsher weather he would go inside and work out on squash courts (although he had too full a backswing ever to be a champion squash player). He began coaching at Germantown Academy, where he learned foremost to learn from his students. If a boy said, Why does a ball do such-and-such? Tilden would hit a hundred or a thousand or two thousand himself until he could provide an answer. He went to other schools as well, giving free lessons, talking tennis to whoever cared. Winters he gave fundamental clinics (without balls) in a country club ballroom. He took a job writing for the Philadelphia Evening Ledger, much of which involved covering tennis. Except for one odd interlude during the winter of 1915–16 when he went up to the Catskills and posed as a model for a photographer who was illustrating a book of Robert Service poems, Tilden does not seem to have ever been far from tennis during this transitional period.

At last in 1917, coincidentally as many players went to war, Tilden made a quantum jump as a player, capping the year by reaching the quarterfinals in the so-called Patriotic Tournament, which was substituted for the Nationals. Big Bill was himself inducted into the Signal Corps shortly thereafter, diagnosed for flat feet, and dispatched to Pittsburgh, where he served out the hostilities under a commanding officer who enjoyed tennis and gave Private Tilden plenty of time to practice. On July 6, 1918, in Chicago, Big Bill won his first U.S. singles title, the Clay Courts, beating Chuck Garland despite a wrenched ankle; and by the time he reached Forest Hills he was still undefeated for the year and co-favorite along with Lindley Murray, the defending champion. Of course, it was a grossly devalued field, with many of the better players, notably Johnston and Williams, still away at war.

Even against these slim pickings Tilden failed to distinguish himself, however; although when Murray did rout him in the finals, Big Bill had a manifold excuse. He played that match with a huge boil on the Achilles tendon of his right ankle, but since it was always his determination not to mention injuries, lest they detract from an opponent’s accomplishment, few realized that he had lost under such a painful handicap. As a consequence, when Johnston came out of the service and Tilden beat him two or three times in the summer of 1919, there was a general tendency to disregard these results. The conventional wisdom remained that the Philadelphian was a frail competitor whose prominence during the war was accounted for only because much better players had been in places less convenient to Forest Hills than Pittsburgh.

Wishful thinking may also have been factored into this popular equation, for Tilden was beginning to leave an impression as a person as well as a player. “He wasn’t conceited yet,” his friend Carl Fischer remembers, “but the better he became, the more opinionated, the more belligerent. All of his personal liabilities were accentuated by his success.” Tilden was perhaps even more insufferable than usual at Forest Hills this time because he had whipped Johnston in straight sets on the grass at Newport a couple of weeks before, and he really believed now that he had the goods. Al Laney, the perceptive tennis writer for the New York Herald Tribune, remembers that when Tilden upset Dick Williams in the semifinals to stand but one match away from the national title, “people appeared to be horrified at the result, and there was a certain resentment against Williams that he had permitted himself to be beaten by such a fellow.”

Little Bill, always the people’s choice, saved the day by stopping Tilden in the finals. The turf was soggy from two days of rain, and all the experts opined that this had muted Tilden’s big guns. But Big Bill himself thought otherwise; he was sure that Johnston had done him in by exploiting his backhand. This was the one loophole in the complete game. Tilden didn’t have a hard backhand drive. He did have a lovely backhand slice, but he could not attack off it, and Johnston had pounded it to death, moving in to pick off the soft returns and crunch Tilden with them. It wasn’t even close: 6-4, 6-4, 6-3.

As far as he had come, so incredibly fast, Tilden seemed to have reached his limit just short of the top. Two years running he had gotten to the national finals but had failed to win so much as a set. Any sensible, normal twenty-six-year-old man with a family and a mortgage would have gone back to tending the store at this point. Bill Tilden went to Providence, Rhode Island, instead and taught himself how to hit a backhand drive.

In Providence he took the ostensible job of selling insurance for the Equitable. In fact, he earned his real keep by playing tennis with a young protégé named Arnold Jones, whose father was an insurance executive who owned one of the few indoor courts in the country (it still stands too, if in a somewhat dilapidated condition, the Valley Forge of American tennis). Tilden lived with the Joneses, and apart from brief ritual forays into the occult insurance realm, he spent the whole winter hitting backhands alone or with young Jones, or chopping wood to build up new muscles in his arms. The backhand drive required a new grip, a new swing and new thinking. It would be the equivalent, say, of Nolan Ryan spending his entire winter learning how to throw a knuckleball. Jones was a fine young player, the national sixteen-and-under champion, but he was certainly no match for Tilden. Nonetheless, the new backhand was so foreign to Big Bill that for much of the winter Jones beat him consistently. But he persevered in what had become by now a compulsion to develop the last frame in the complete game, and by the summer, at Wimbledon, he beat Gerald Patterson and stood at last at the summit.

The only dispute to that claim remained Johnston (and his innumerable fans). Because Tilden had not personally defeated Little Bill at Wimbledon, there were many who considered his victory there a fluke and who suggested that Big Bill was just minding the championship for the rightful owner. So, on an overcast Monday in September of 1920, ten thousand people packed into the wooden stands at Forest Hills, most of them content that they were about to witness Johnston taking back what was properly his. Both men, the American holder and the Wimbledon holder, had lost only two sets apiece in their march to the finals, both were fit, and they had no excuses.

Tilden spent the night before at a friend’s house nearby, listening to what he called “foreign music” till eleven, when he took a peaceful night’s sleep. After a typically large breakfast, he drifted over to the West Side Tennis Club early and bided the morning playing auction bridge. John McCormack, the Irish tenor, had bet ten dollars on him and came by once to urge Big Bill to win. “What will you do for me if I win?” Tilden asked.

“Anything. What can I do?” McCormack replied, somewhat taken aback.

“Sing me Rachmaninoff’s ‘When Night Descends,’” Tilden snapped. McCormack mumbled that he would and left. Off and on during the bridge game Little Bill would drop by and peer in.

Then, when the rain held off, the two took the court, the Philadelphian and the Californian. It was not until after this match that they became, universally, Big Bill and Little Bill. Tilden in his camel’s hair coat, the big sash tied, carried an armful of rackets to the arena, Little Bill but two, and soon they began under gray, forbidding skies. It was called then the greatest U.S. final in history, one that was interspersed with the most incredible tennis and goings-on.

It began, however, rather prosaically, and not at all like Tilden either: 6-1 for him in the first set. Significantly, it was his new backhand drive that swept him along. Johnston would never win off that wing again. Tilden might have coasted to an easy victory too, but volleys landed short, and Johnston then would get back into the point, time and again, with perfect lobs. Tilden’s greatest weakness, relatively, was always his overhead. Despite the fact that that shot much resembles a serve, at which none was better than Big Bill, he could never duplicate his service intensity on the overhead. He seldom slammed but trusted to placement, and this day he was not so precise. Johnston scurried back. When he got well ahead in the second set, Big Bill gave up the ghost and let Little Bill run it out at 6-1. Then, having traded lopsided sets, the two Americans got down to playing what was characterized in the press the next day as “mechanically perfect tennis amid incredible drama.”

At high pitch of performance, Tilden won the third set 7-5, and after an intermission he took command in the fourth as well. Rain began to spatter, however, and just as a point began, Tilden understood the umpire in the chair to call off the action. For some reason, never clear, the tournament referee emerged onto the court at this point, overruled the umpire and awarded the point to Johnston. Tilden, shaken and fuming, brought new electricity to the court. Soon he stood but two points away from the match, but Johnston somehow retrieved a short volley and won his way back. It was never that one man faltered, only that the other raised his game. Now, inspired, Johnston raised his. He broke Big Bill and held for the set: 7-5. Four sets, a dead tie: 6-1, 1-6, 7-5, 5-7.

Nearby on Long Island, at Mitchel Field in Garden City, an army photographer, Sergeant Joseph Saxe, climbed into the back of a JN-Curtiss one-engine airplane that was piloted by Navy Lieutenant James Murray Grier, a distinguished member of the famous Lafayette Escadrille and, like Tilden, a Philadelphian. It was his assignment to fly the plane over the Forest Hills stadium so that Sergeant Saxe could take photographs that could be displayed for recruiting purposes. Taking photographs of exciting events from airplanes was considered a pretty romantic calling at that time.

Lieutenant Grier flew over the stadium at a height of five hundred feet the first time, and the novelty rather amused the crowd, relieving it for a moment of the incredible tension building on the court. Both Tilden and Johnston paused for a second and watched the plane. Lieutenant Grier took the JN-Curtiss up to nine hundred feet for the next pass, high enough to lie only barely distracting, but then, as Sergeant Saxe wanted some closer shots, the pilot brought the plane down to three hundred feet the third time by and barely four hundred on his fourth pass. Now the crowd responded with some evident irritation and watched rather peevishly as a point ended and Lieutenant Grier took the plane around for one more fly-through. He climbed a bit higher and had just reached an altitude of about five hundred feet, turning back over Queens Boulevard, when the crowd noticed that the engine noise was somewhat different. Both players, near the net, also turned their heads toward the JN-Curtiss.

Of momentum, it moved along just a bit more as Lieutenant Grier worked the controls in desperation. But he found no response; the plane choked out and quit, and at first it seemed to appear to glide serenely toward the earth. Such a peaceful arc, it all seemed part of the maneuver. Only at the last, tail straight up, did it horribly plummet; and for an instant, to the players and those in the far stand, it seemed that the plane might dive into the crowd itself.

At the last it disappeared behind the stand and hit the ground barely two hundred feet away. The impact was such that Tilden felt the ground shake under his feet. The motor slammed three feet down into the sod, and the two men were dashed to pieces. Immediately about a third of the people in the stadium left their seats and hurried to the crash, where many of them began to comb the hot wreckage for souvenirs.

The umpire even feared a panic. Better to keep the show rolling. “Can you go on?” he asked Johnston, and the tiny man just said, “Yes,” and calmly turned and walked back to the baseline to receive serve.

“How ’bout you, Bill?”

“Right,” Tilden replied, and without any more ado he turned to an ashen-faced ball boy and held out his hand for two. Then he moved to the line, put his first one in, and from there the two men went back about their business, no less brilliant than before. With Tilden’s serve pounding away, twenty pure aces on the day, Johnston could never get control of the match. Tilden took the break he needed and closed out the set at 6-3.

It was while they were extricating the bodies from the ground that Tilden came to the net and shook Little Bill’s hand and stood there, undisputed, best in all the world.
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