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Foreword

  Tim Phillips, Chairman, The All England Lawn Tennis 
    and Croquet Club

  

I was delighted to be asked by Chris Gorringe to write this
foreword.

In Holding Court, Chris records in considerable detail his
own views and recollections from a period of immense change
at Wimbledon. During his twenty-six years as chief executive of
the All England Club, he was in a unique position to influence
and observe these changes.

The staging of The Championships is very much a team effort
involving such disparate groupings as broadcasters, umpires,
caterers, the police, ball boys/girls and some 7,000 temporary staff
and volunteers of various kinds – besides, most importantly, the
players. Chris conducted the proceedings with great charm and
integrity and did a wonderful job for the All England Club and
The Championships. 'Thank you for your patience,' became his
sign-off on his acclaimed, pre-Centre-Court-roof weather updates,
which caused John Inverdale to say on radio that if the world
was coming to an end, he would know everything would be all
right if Chris Gorringe made the announcement.

Chris has the smallest handwriting of anyone I know and he
uses it to record information that interests him, in his diary or
elsewhere. This has greatly increased his recall of what happened
at Wimbledon during his time as chief executive, which ended
on his retirement in 2005.

I very much hope you will find Holding Court to be a fascinating
account of how Wimbledon has both markedly changed and yet,
in important aspects, stayed the same over the past quarter of a
century.





Chapter 1

A Day Like No Other

  
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

    And treat those two impostors just the same

Rudyard Kipling's words are boldly displayed in the All
England Clubhouse, there to inspire all players as they
wend their way from the dressing rooms down to Centre
Court. As I stood staring up at them in 1991, during the wettest
Wimbledon in memory, they had a striking resonance. The weather
conditions had just forced us into scheduling an extra day's play
for the Middle Sunday of The Championships – but right now
we had no tickets, no security, no catering, no umpires, no groundstaff,
and no precedent to follow. Whether triumph or disaster lay
ahead – who knew?

It had been an absolutely dreadful start to the tournament. We
had no play on the first Monday, and intermittent rain throughout
Tuesday. Wednesday was even worse with just eighteen matches
played, and by the end of Thursday, things were dire. For the
players, it was a terrible ordeal. It took Stefan Edberg, the defending
champion, seventy-three hours to finish his first-round match.
'Thank God it's over,' he said, at the end of his personal marathon.
'I haven't even been able to eat a decent lunch for four days.' And
he was one of the lucky ones – at least he had made it onto court.
We were almost a third of the way through the tournament and
yet had completed only fifty-two out of around 240 scheduled
matches. It was no surprise then, to find myself, chairman John
Curry, Michael Hann, chairman of the order of play subcommittee,
referee Alan Mills and Richard Grier, Championships
director, gathered together during yet another rain delay, looking
at the feasibility of play on Sunday – something that had never
been done before. Richard and I were fairly negative, because we
were the only people who had a real grasp on what a logistical
nightmare it would be. We were effectively talking about staging
a one-day national event, for up to 30,000 spectators, from scratch.
No conclusion was reached, with everyone perhaps hoping for
some divine intervention, although the intervention from the
heavens so far had been less than helpful.

Ironically, the weather on Friday was very good, but, despite
achieving a full day's play, the men's singles still had not managed
to complete the first round. That meant that we were still too far
behind. At 6 p.m. I went off to a security meeting – a daily
essential during the Championships – while the committee of
management considered recommendations that we play on the
Sunday. With my meeting over, I went back to my office and John
Curry came in shortly afterwards. He at least had the good grace
to apologise for all that was about to be unleashed. 'I'm sorry
Chris. This will probably come as a surprise, and I'm sure a disappointment,
but taking everything into consideration, I think we
have to go for it.' The forecast for the weekend was better, particularly
on Sunday, and it would give us a fighting chance of finishing
on time.

John was a master of understatement. I could think of many
words other than 'disappointed' to describe how I felt. However,
it had been a pretty much inevitable decision, and now was a fait
accompli. There was no point in wasting any more time discussing
it. With just thirty-nine hours to go, there were myriad things to
consider. Actually, it was hard to tell how many things there were
to consider, as we had never done this before. We were in
completely uncharted territory.

Would we be able to get the ball boys and girls back and
provide catering for a full day's play? What about car parking
and public transport, or security and medical staff ? How many
courts would we have open? How would we sell the tickets? At
what price and how many? And where would they come from
– it was not a scheduled day's play, so none had been printed.
How long would it take to get x thousand people through the
turnstiles and therefore what time could play start? And just
how many was 'x' thousand?

The biggest fear was not knowing how many people would
come. The bulk of our tickets are sold in advance. People know
they have the tickets and they can come in, and we know how
many we have sold. If you are selling tickets on the day, how do
you know how many people are going to pitch up? I was very
afraid that when people realised that anyone could get in on the
day, we might have 100,000 coming. If we shut the gates after,
say, 30,000 people had entered, that would leave 70,000 disgruntled
fans, potentially scaling the walls or forcing the barriers
to get in. Bear in mind that the Hillsborough tragedy, in which
ninety-six football fans were killed, was just two years previously,
and the findings from the Taylor report were fresh in everyone's
minds. The idea of presiding over a repeat of such a disaster did
not bear contemplating. It seemed to me that the key lay in the
pricing. We needed to set the price at something that was friendly,
enticing, but not so low that it would attract more people than
we could cope with.

I brought in Richard Grier and Peter Lovewell, the ticket
manager, as they were the two key players in all this. We went
through all the different teams with whom we would need to liaise
and check that they could deliver. Personally, I wanted to make
contact with the chief executives of the London Boroughs of
Merton and Wandsworth, and the chief superintendent of the
police. This was a time when very few people had mobile telephones,
so we would have to try and either get hold of them at
work (unlikely given the time) or at home. Luckily, given that it
was a Friday evening, I had their home numbers and they were
in to take the call.

In some ways it was an odd conversation – half asking permission,
half not. I was in effect saying, 'We're doing this. Are there
any major things that you would suggest would prevent us?' I do
not know that they could have stopped us, but they could have
raised big concerns about safety issues. They might have said,
'You can play provided you have 90 per cent stewarding,' or some
other such stipulations. But they did not. Everyone I spoke to was
very helpful, very positive and very understanding. I think, because
people had seen what had been tracking out during the course
of the week, there was an element of 'That doesn't surprise us'.
It would have been more of a shock if it had happened prior to
1982 when we started playing the finals on the Sunday.

I also wanted to speak to Canon Gerald Parrott, the Vicar of
St Mary's church. That might seem surprising, but I knew all the
problems that we had had when we first made the decision to
play on the second Sunday. I knew how much our decision was
going to impinge on the neighbours and the churches around the
area. I had a good relationship with the Canon and I thought
he would be able to speak on behalf of the churches. Similarly,
the borough chief executives should have been able to speak on
behalf of the residents. I could hardly get on the phone and talk
to each house in the area – or even a representative from each
of the residents' associations – there are countless numbers around
Wimbledon.

The other key person that evening was the head groundsman.
We needed to confirm that the courts would withstand the extra
play. We needed to use all the courts to make the day as worthwhile
as possible.

Then I faced the media. There was not much to tell at that
point, but I wanted to go out on air that evening to get the
message to as many people as possible, and I knew I had to
rush to catch the last live BBC broadcast at 8 p.m. There was
a palpable air of excitement when I broke the news, not least
because, after one of the worst starts to the tournament in living
history, there was something else for the press to write about
other than Andre Agassi's hair and kit. This year was Agassi's
first back at Wimbledon since 1987, and his flamboyant reputation
and playing style had caused quite a stir. Agassi himself
was revelling in the experience. He came off court after his
first match, saying, 'Wimbledon is something bigger than tennis.
You walk out there and the classiness of the surroundings hits
you. I have never enjoyed playing anywhere more.' I am not
sure whether he was a shrewd operator or a genuine enthusiast,
but his comments certainly endeared him to the crowd, and
guaranteed cheering fans wherever he went.

It was also crucial to talk to the media as they had to re-organise
their scheduling, although, thank goodness, play on the
Sunday did not clash with any other major UK sporting event.
Fortunately, it was a simple communication exercise. There was
no financial discussion. All the broadcasting rights were based on
The Championships as scheduled, and no TV company paid us
any additional money for play on that Sunday. The same would
have applied had we run on to the third Monday. In fairness, the
broadcasters would have incurred additional costs themselves, with
the extra staffing required. That was something that would be
felt by all of us. The majority of people working at The
Championships are temporary, not full-time staff. Most would
already have made plans for what they were going to do on that
Sunday. So, at that time, we had to make sure that the majority
of people could cancel all those arrangements and help on the
day. We had to rely on their goodwill because it was not in their
contracts that they should be prepared to work should the need
arise. Nor did we have time to negotiate with them what the rates
of pay would be, whether double time, or whatever. We relied on
mutual trust. In any event, we had to do it. The cost of staging
the day, whether it would make or lose money, was something we
had to worry about afterwards. Ultimately, it was the Lawn Tennis
Association (LTA) who would suffer were we to make a loss, as
the surplus funds they receive from the tournament would be
diminished. However, the decision to go ahead was made at a
committee meeting with the LTA present, and the consensus was
that it was more important than any financial considerations that
the tournament be seen as a success in terms of being completed
on time.

Friday night and Saturday morning were a blur of phone calls
and meetings, with endless decisions to be made and people to
be contacted to try to get everything in place. It had been obvious
from the outset that ticketing would be crucial. First, we had to
make sure that we had something to give to spectators. We had
a spare set of unmarked, undated Centre and No. 1 Court tickets,
which we keep in the event that they will be needed for finals
carried over onto a third Monday. We could press those into
service and get ground tickets printed up. How many to print was
the second question. We had to liaise with the local authority,
and the safety officer in particular, as to what our ground capacity
would be. Under the Safety of Sports Grounds Act, there were
stringent requirements on the ratios between stewards and security
staff, and the number of people that we could accommodate
in the ground. We had to prove to the safety team, the local
authority, police, ambulance and fire brigade that the grounds
would be fit to accommodate the number of people that we allowed
in, that we would have the right levels of staffing and that everything
would work. The PA system, for example, has to be tested
every day and the safety team must verify that it is working. If
there is a glitch, you have to have experts on hand who can put
it right immediately. The same goes for the fire alarm, which
experts must test every morning, in every corner of the grounds.
In the event, we agreed on a ground capacity of 25,000, a reduction
of 5,000 on our normal capacity, to take into account reduced
staffing and general levels of safety given the first come, first
served entry policy.

Richard Grier and I had acknowledged that pricing would
be crucial, and we settled on 11,000 Centre Court and 7,000
No. 1 Court tickets at £10, and 5,000 ground passes at £5. Normal
Centre Court tickets were £25, so tickets for the Sunday were
very good value. Still, there were some who bemoaned having to
pay at all. Their view was that they should be free, as indeed they
were the following year when the men's doubles was held over
until the third Monday (a marathon event that finally saw McEnroe
and Stich victorious, winning 19–17 in the fifth). However, that
was the end of just one match that had started on the Sunday,
so there really was no comparison. People also took the view that,
because so many days had been washed out, we owed it to the
public to let them come in free of charge on the Sunday. I could
not see the logic of that, given that people were going to see a
whole day of fantastic tennis – but in any event, these arguments
were of little importance in the face of our main concern that
if we made it free, we could get 100,000 people pitching up, and
we absolutely did not want that. We wanted a manageable number,
able to enter the ground as quickly as possible – another reason
for the £10 and £5 numbers chosen, which would greatly negate
any need for change at the turnstiles.

About the only thing that was not a worry was counterfeiting.
With no advance ticket sales, and little warning, it would have
been all but impossible for counterfeit tickets to come into circulation.
Even the blackest clouds have a silver lining.

Saturday, midday. Twenty-two hours to go. My days during The
Championships were generally spent fire-fighting, particularly in
the first week. All the preparatory work had been done, and it was
simply a question of being available to answer queries and respond
to the unexpected. And so it was that day. Having made most of
the decisions by mid-morning, the heads of each department were
putting plans into action, and I devoted myself to the honing of
my self-styled moniker, Gloomy Gorringe! Much to the amusement
of my fellow tournament directors, I spent the time actively
dissuading people from attending my own event. I went on the
radio, on TV and in the papers as saying, 'Please don't bother
turning up unless you live locally.' To the question 'How will you
cope with the crowds?' I answered, 'With difficulty.' Asked, 'Why
dissuade people from coming?' the upbeat answer was, 'I don't see
why people need to come, with full TV coverage.' With genuine
concerns as to how many would turn up, my role was to keep levels
manageable, but even I had to take my hat off to the harbinger of
doom masquerading as a police officer, who cheerily told reporters,
'Unless you have good reason, I would stay away from Wimbledon
on Sunday – stay away from anywhere near the place.' I let the
press write all the stuff about 'being a part of history'. Sadly, I
suppose that you see all the potential problems rather than the joy
of it all, sitting where I was.

By the end of Saturday, we had been through the checklist
and ticked off everything that needed to be arranged. We had
gone from sorting out car parking and additional public transport
to ensuring that there would be freshly laundered towels in
the dressing room. Everybody from the head groundsman to the
youngest ball boy had been contacted, with a full catering corps
in between. We had done as much as we could.

On Saturday night, my wife Jenny and I went to the Wimbledon
Ball at Grosvenor House. This event is held on the middle Saturday,
and is run by the LTA, really as a thank you to county associations
up and down the country, and to various overseas guests.
I felt I ought to go, although I cannot believe I was very good
company. I certainly did not stay to grace the floor with my
dancing skills: the Ball did not start until 9.30 p.m., and all in all
it had been a very long day.

When we got back to Wimbledon, there were already
thousands of people camping out, ready for the next day, which
did nothing to quell my fears. I apologise now to those who were
already in the queue, but I confess that I wished for nothing but
rain overnight, which would keep the numbers down. I had
rewritten the customer relationship manual: the customer is king
– unless there are too many of them queuing together at any one
time.

Sunday dawned bright and sunny. I know, because I saw it. I
generally never used to get sleepless nights during The
Championships, as I was too tired, but this was one exception.
The forecast had been right, and we were set for a full day's play,
which was the first bit of good news. We opened the gates at ten,
but had decided we could not start play until midday, because of
the time it would take 25,000 people to get through the turnstiles.
In an ideal world, we would have started at eleven to make the
most of the day, but we did not want a raft of angry spectators
who would have missed the first match while queuing to get in.

I positioned myself strategically to watch the first of the crowds
coming through the turnstiles. The first people in took fifty-six
seconds to get to their seats – just above the scoreboard, incidentally,
where they were likely to be seen on TV. There was huge
excitement as people raced through, vying for the best spots. John
Parsons, the Daily Telegraph's tennis correspondent, said, 'I
remember the rush, particularly for the front-row seats of the first
tier of Centre Court. I am sure if I hadn't guarded the press
seats, they'd have gone as well.' Everyone was extremely good-natured,
however. People queuing outside were in high spirits,
cheering the golfers on the course opposite as they filed past, and
their festive mood continued throughout the day. On Centre Court
especially, the atmosphere was incredible. All the seats were full
by twelve when play started, and I have never heard so much
noise, so much singing. Even the royal box had a different feel to
it, with past champions having been invited in place of the usual
dignitaries. Mexican waves were rolling around the seats, and the
crowds, enjoying the role of unseasonal pantomime audience,
treated the players and ball girls and boys to a rapturous reception.
Meanwhile the 'villains', the linespeople and umpire, were
booed. It appeared to be a totally different crowd from the normal.
Gabriela Sabatini and Andrea Strnadová opened the proceedings,
and seemed bemused but thrilled by the reception. During
the warm-up, the crowd imitated their strokes, which brought out
huge smiles from the girls. Sabatini said afterwards, 'It was great
fun. I couldn't stop laughing.' However, there was respect for the
players during the match. When the points were played, people
were quiet, while the carnival continued when they were not.

The best was reserved for Jimmy Connors who was playing
against Derrick Rostagno. He came onto court accompanied by
chants of 'Jimmee', and the showman rose to the occasion. During
the warm-up, the crowd counted every stroke up to ten, before
tiring of it. 'What's the matter?' retorted Connors. 'Can't you
count past ten?' Although ultimately losing, he came off court
with a massive grin, and said, 'Now that's my sort of crowd.'

It turned out to be one of the most enjoyable and successful
days in the history of The Championships. It was splendid in every
way. I did various circles round the ground, trying to find the people
who had made the Sunday possible. Without their support it would
never have worked. I also wanted to show my appreciation to the
crowd, and, during a break in play, I took the opportunity to thank
the audience, over the PA, for being 'the most enthusiastic Centre
Court crowd that we've probably ever had'. I said at the time that
it was like being at the last night of the Proms, and it was. I sat
on Centre Court at various times during the afternoon, because it
was such a wonderful place to be, and there was not much to do
by that stage. There were other visitors too. Martina Navratilova
sneaked in to savour the atmosphere, having finished her match on
No. 2 Court. 'I told Gabby you are one lucky woman to get to
play out there,' she commented wistfully.

  By 4 o'clock the gates were closed and we had successfully 
    let in 24,894 people, all paying at the gate. It would be interesting to know 
    how many were there who had never been to Centre Court before. Certainly, 
    once in, very few people left, which did not suit everyone. I remember bar 
    takings were down. It was a huge sense of achievement, thinking that we might 
    have introduced so many people to the game and to Wimbledon, and that players 
    and audience alike had revelled in it. Our biggest gamble had paid off.

  

The follow-on from that Middle Sunday was how do you repeat
the party? The honest answer is that, by its very nature, you
cannot repeat an instantaneous event. However, the following year,
we decided to create People's Saturday, as it was dubbed. Instead
of having 500 Centre Court seats available on the day, we had
2,000 available at a reduced price, to try and recreate that atmosphere.
This proved very popular, but unfortunately became a
victim of its own success. As the years went by, we had too many
people queuing from Friday onwards, with trails snaking around
the residential roads that surround the Club. We carried on for
a decade, but then had to stop on public safety grounds.

We have now played on Middle Sunday three times. Each
successive time, the pressure coming from the media, players and
spectators becomes greater. We have proved we can do it, and therefore
raised the expectation that it become the norm. Whether we
make the day an official Championships day has been, and remains,
a hugely debated issue. Do we play fourteen days like all the other
Grand Slams, or do we keep Sunday as a day of rest but build in
flexibility and start, as the French do, on the Sunday before the
Fortnight? It is now in everyone's contract that they must expect
to participate for fifteen days, including the Middle Sunday and
third Monday. Until such time as it is made a fixed scheduled day,
broadcasters get the Middle Sunday as a bonus.

One of the advantages of keeping Middle Sunday free is to
give everyone a break. It provides staff with a chance to go home
and recharge their batteries. Yet, in addition to scheduled play
on fourteen days, the US Open and Australian Open also have
evening sessions, which you would think would put a lot of strain
on staff generally, but they seem to survive. The residents would
definitely prefer to keep the day free, giving them a one-day
respite from the crowds and parking restrictions that otherwise
surround their homes for the rest of the Fortnight. On the other
hand, I think the players would, on balance, prefer us to play
right the way through, and financially we would be better off,
because of the increased television income. So there are swings
and roundabouts.

The fact is that, by and large, even with some very bad
Championships weatherwise, our track record of getting the
Fortnight through in thirteen days is pretty good. The proof of
the pudding is really 2007. It was a dreadful first week, but everything
still finished on schedule.

One thing is for sure – if there was to be play on the Middle
Sunday as a scheduled day, it would have to be like any other
day. It could not be done on an impromptu basis, with all ticket
sales at the gate. The risks are too great and the police and local
authorities would not accept a free-for-all. In 2004, the police
closed Church Road to traffic because of heightened security
problems, and they would not want to do that every year. Sadly,
I fear the days of heightened security are here to stay.

All the scenarios have been contemplated, but no decision has
been made. It may be sensible to delay any decisions until after
2009, when the impact of the retractable roof on Centre Court
can be assessed. However, that would not have helped us in the
face of a backlog of 188 matches, as we had in 1991. If we do
have another disastrous year due to the weather, forcing Middle
Sunday on us, my advice would be to make any permanent decision
fresh on the back of that. If playing on that Sunday is the
right way to go, which I now suspect it is, the decision should be
made as soon as possible after being forced to play on that day.
The problems faced would still be fresh in the minds of the residents
who might be more sympathetic. If the decision is not taken
until the following year, it will become more troublesome to
achieve. It is over to the committee now. I am just grateful to
have been a part of the day the Proms and the pantomime villains
came to SW19.
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