




Contents
Preface and Acknowledgements 9

Introduction 11

1. Victorian trailblazers 19

2. Edwardian greats 41

3. Rising from the ashes 63

4. The 1930s heyday 81

5. ‘Poor relations in world tennis’ 101

6. From amateurism to professionalism 122

7. Thirty years of hurt 146

8. The Murrays on the march 168

Conclusion 191

Summary: career highlights of Britain’s top players 195

Notes 203

Bibliography 218



1

Victorian trailblazers

Britain and the early development of lawn tennis
Britannia ruled the tennis waves at the turn of the 20th century. British 
claims to have played the predominant role in the origins and growth 
of lawn tennis rested on four main pillars. This quartet of general 
factors has been widely discussed in accounts of the early history of 
the game, but each is sufficiently important to merit brief attention 
before turning the spotlight on the individual trailblazers, the men 
and women who became the sport’s first star performers. In the first 
place, while there are differing views as to who should be credited with 
‘inventing’ lawn tennis, there is common agreement that it emerged 
among the affluent sections of British society in the mid- to late-
Victorian period. A game known as pelota emerged in the Midlands at 
the behest of Major Harry Gem and his Spanish-born friend Augurio 
Pereira, both keen players of the ancient sport of rackets, though even 
after they formed a lawn rackets club at Royal Leamington Spa the 
game appeared to spread little beyond its immediate environs. The 
chief pioneer of the modern variant of lawn tennis, meanwhile, is 
widely considered to be Walter Clopton Wingfield, a retired army 
officer who served in India and China. In 1874 he patented a portable 
set of equipment which included four rackets, balls, a net and net 
posts. Wingfield named his new game sphairistikè (from the Greek for 
‘ball-play’) or lawn tennis, and it was given a boost when a supportive 
letter appeared in The Field, the self-proclaimed ‘Country Gentleman’s 
Newspaper’. A meticulously researched study published in 2018, The 
Birth of Lawn Tennis, confirms that this marked the key foundational 
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moment for what became – within a generation or two – a global 
sport.1

Major Wingfield was well connected socially, and he noticed on 
visits to wealthy friends that croquet, hitherto a popular garden party 
pursuit, was losing some of its appeal. As a result he set about devising 
a game that would be more energetic than croquet but less complicated 
than another longer-established pastime of the rich, real tennis, as 
well as one that might be enjoyed by ladies as well as gentlemen. From 
the outset, lawn tennis – or ‘sticky’ as some initally nicknamed it – 
mirrored aspects of the older game, such as a scoring system involving 
15, 30, 40 and advantage points and the requirement to win six games 
for a set. It discarded, however, many other features and regulations of 
real tennis. In relation to court layout for example, Wingfield favoured 
an hourglass shape, though a rectangle (smaller in size than in real 
tennis) was soon to become the norm. In addition, whereas real tennis 
required elaborate and expensive indoor roofed facilities, the new game 
was facilitated by the invention of the lawn mower, which allowed 
courts to be laid out in the open-air grounds of country houses and 
manors. The process of vulcanisation also allowed the production 
of rubber balls that bounced sufficiently high on grass to make the 
game appealing. After filing his patent at a cost of £25, Wingfield was 
soon making a return on his investment. Within a year or so, over 
1,000 boxes had been sold, priced at £10 or five guineas for large and 
small sets respectively; clients were known to include members of the 
royal family and the upper echelons of the aristocracy. Lawn tennis, 
a fashionable and genteel summer activity for the English leisured 
classes, was born.2

As an element of competition began to emerge alongside social play, 
a second feature of Britain’s leadership of lawn tennis was its hosting 
of what became the world’s most prestigious annual tournament. 
Although other British venues became prominent in due course, for 
example the Queen’s Club in London, home of the national indoor 
championships from 1899 onwards, the one location that rapidly 
achieved international fame was found at the All England Croquet 
and Lawn Tennis Club in south-west London. 

In 1869 a group of gentlemen in the suburb of Wimbledon rented 
four acres of land between Worple Road and the railway line, initially 
to play croquet. As membership grew in the years that followed, 
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interest shifted to the more novel experience of tennis. In 1877 the club 
committee, acting under the guidance of one of the founder members, 
Henry Jones, a doctor, proposed as a means of covering rental and 
running costs the holding of the first ‘Lawn Tennis Championship’, 
held in July of that year. ‘The Championships’, as Wimbledon still 
refers to itself today, quickly became part of the sporting landscape, 
first as the nation’s premier domestic competition and in due course 
the tournament that players from far and wide wanted to win. A trickle 
of overseas entrants before 1900 (a dozen or so, all men, from the 
USA) turned into a steady stream during the Edwardian period and 
eventually into a flood after the First World War. Over the course 
of a quarter of a century or so, the hallowed grass courts in London 
SW19 played a vital part in transforming lawn tennis – in the words of 
Wimbledon’s official historian John Barrett – from ‘a social pastime of 
the leisured classes into a fully-fledged international sport’.3

In addition to inventing the game and showcasing it at Wimbledon, 
a third element of Britain’s pre-eminence was its key role in exporting 
tennis to other nations. This contribution to ensuring lawn tennis 
became a global phenomenon was apparent both close to home, in 
western Europe, and further afield, across the Atlantic Ocean and 
in distant parts of the British Empire. To varying degrees, British 
enthusiasts influenced the spread of the sport in the three nations 
– France, Australia and the USA – which, alongside Britain, formed 
the ‘big four’ in world tennis during the first half of the 20th century. 
Across the Channel, the English upper classes, unable to indulge their 
love of tennis in cold, wet winters at home, initiated from the 1880s 
onwards the laying out of the first courts in the south of France. The 
lead was taken at Villa Victoria in Cannes, home of an English land 
developer, where a court was in regular use after 1874. Set among 
palms, eucalyptus trees and beautiful gardens, courts laid out by hotels 
along the coast of the Riviera, in the likes of Cannes, Nice and Monte 
Carlo, soon began attracting an annual migration of players from 
Britain and elsewhere in Europe. In Paris, many locals were initially 
disdainful of lawn tennis, regarding it as an unwelcome English import. 
But small numbers of grass courts and clubs began springing up in the 
capital by the late 1880s, a precursor to the holding of a first national 
championships in 1891. In the meantime, wealthy British players, 
not always able to travel as far as the French Mediterranean, were 
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instrumental in introducing tennis to fashionable northern summer 
resorts such as Le Havre (a favoured spot for Oxbridge graduates), 
Dinard, Deauville and Le Touquet. At the end of the 19th century 
most participants in north-coast tournaments, sometimes up to 90 
per cent, were English.4 

Within the British Empire, at its geographical peak in the Victorian 
period, a combination of the existence of widely scattered army 
and naval bases, strong trading links and the popularity of Major 
Wingfield’s box sets all helped to undergird the rapid expansion of 
lawn tennis. The game was introduced into India by British residents 
in 1875; a foundational tournament, the Punjab Championships, 
was held ten years later. Tennis had an especially strong appeal for 
British officials and their families in white-dominated colonies such as 
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa; parts of the world where the 
climate was particularly conducive to healthy outdoor activity. In the 
case of Australia, Wingfield’s sets were in circulation by the mid-1870s, 
often it seems at the instigation of local cricket clubs, which reputedly 
heard of the new game via connections with the Marylebone Cricket 
Club (MCC) in London. In the south-east of the country, a British 
player visiting Melbourne in 1877, Mr Robert Balfour-Melville, found 
some unused tennis equipment which he was keen to put to good use, 
and he was challenged to play by some local families who had courts 
of their own. From these humble beginnings 150 courts were recorded 
as being in use in the city by the end of the decade. An annual state 
tournament was inaugurated in Victoria in 1880, and other states soon 
followed, although the first national championships did not take place 
until after the formation of Australia as a fully-fledged nation in 1901.5

Across the Atlantic in North America, tennis was introduced partly 
as a result of the influence of the British garrison in Bermuda, which 
purchased one of Wingfield’s box sets in the 1870s. Mary Outerbridge 
has frequently been credited with taking a set with her when she 
returned from Bermuda to her family home in New York; her influence 
led to the laying out of a court in the grounds of Staten Island Cricket 
and Baseball Club. Before this happened, however, a version of the 
game was already being played by various individuals, for example 
in Massachusetts by a group including Dr James Dwight, who for his 
enduring influence became known as ‘the father of American lawn 
tennis’. By 1880 the popularity of the game was rising and there were 
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about 30 clubs in existence. These were mostly on the eastern seaboard, 
but also in the likes of Chicago, New Orleans and San Francisco; in 
time, California was to rival the north-east coast as the main engine 
for growth in American tennis.6 

By 1881 the British innovation had spread sufficiently to warrant 
the creation of the United States National Lawn Tennis Association 
(USNLTA; the ‘National’ was eventually dropped in 1920). In the 
same year the first official national championships were held on grass 
courts at Newport, Rhode Island. The American Championships 
came to be regarded as the only rival to Wimbledon for the mantle 
of the leading event in world tennis, although in the short term there 
was little dispute as to where primacy lay. As Daily Telegraph tennis 
journalist Lance Tingay notes, when the USNLTA took on the task of 
standardising the rules of the sport in its home jurisdiction, it ‘adopted 
those of the All England Club in toto’.7

American deference was not to last long, but it pointed to a further, 
final factor that underlined Britain’s stature in the early years of lawn 
tennis, namely that it took the lead in codifying and administering the 
game. The responsibility of the All England Club (AEC) for rule-setting 
and governance (after a brief period of control exercised by the MCC) 
was passed on in 1888 to the newly formed Lawn Tennis Association 
(LTA). This name was adopted for Britain’s governing authority – 
without any national prefix – despite coming several years after the 
formation of the American equivalent. In his distinguished study of 
the game’s evolution, tennis historian Heiner Gillmeister observes that 
English movers and shakers took little notice of developments overseas: 
the existence of an organisation bearing the same name in the USA 
‘did not bother them in the least’.8 

The inaugural meeting of the new body in Britain decided that, 
henceforth, the AEC would organise and host the Championships 
annually, whereas the LTA would assume responsibility for the 
guardianship of all rules. Among other things this ensured a firm 
commitment to the principles of amateurism, built around the notion 
that tennis was to be played for pleasure rather than profit. Wimbledon 
victories, like other tournaments, would only be rewarded with 
trophies and shop vouchers; direct payment for performance, as in 
professional sport, was considered corrosive to a spirit of amateur ‘fair 
play’ and was strictly forbidden. Through to the turn of the century 
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and beyond, the LTA – the preserve of men of high social standing 
and traditionalist views – was widely regarded at home and abroad 
as the supreme authority for the sport. Its membership, as well as 
domestic representatives from leading clubs, included spokesmen for 
entire countries – over 20 in total by 1913 – who as yet had no national 
federations of their own. Illustrating its influence beyond home shores, 
Britain’s governing body also included in its membership important 
continental organisations such as the Hamburg Lawn Tennis Guild, 
which coordinated the German national championships from 1892 
onwards.9 

The first Wimbledon champions
Lawn tennis thus became one of several sports, alongside the likes 
of football, rugby, badminton and squash, that Britain originated, 
exported and codified in the late 19th century. Flowing from this close 
involvement – contributing to and at the same time reflecting it – 
British players were among the game’s leading early exponents. Judging 
the quality of the Victorian pioneers in a global context, however, is 
not straightforward. International competition in tennis remained in 
its infancy before 1900, and British players who went to compete in 
national championships or other events overseas were the exception, 
not the rule. There was (as will be shown later in the chapter) some 
interchange between Britain and North America. But other leading 
tournaments elsewhere were largely off-limits to British aspirants. 
Australia was regarded as too far to travel even for the wealthiest 
gentleman amateurs, and its first national championship was not held 
until 1905. France was far more accessible to British players and the 
first national championship there, held in 1891, was won by an English 
member of the Puteaux Club in Paris, H. Briggs. But after this, French 
officials acted to restrict the participation of outsiders. Nationalist 
sentiment, fuelled by newspaper articles criticising excessive English 
influence in coastal resort clubs, helped to secure the introduction of 
rules – which remained in place until 1925 – that made the national 
championships open only to French citizens and permanent residents 
of France.10

For British players who took the game seriously, succeeding on 
home turf at Wimbledon was in any case the top priority. It quickly 
became regarded as a significant achievement in its own right, if not one 
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– in the absence of international competition – that could automatically 
confer world-leading status for winners. The tournament at the outset 
had little of the scale and intensity it later developed, and some of the 
early champions did not establish lasting reputations as giants of the 
game. The first ‘Lawn Tennis Championship’, held over ten days in July 
1877 and witnessed by a few hundred spectators, was adjourned for a 
few days in the middle to allow the gentlemen concerned, players and 
officials alike, to attend the Eton vs.Harrow cricket match taking place 
at Lord’s. Invariably the leading challengers for honours were public 
school- and university-educated men with prowess in other sports like 
rackets and real tennis; the first four years of the Championships saw 
victory by three old Harrovians, all of whom excelled in other fields. 
The first winner, 27-year-old surveyor Mr Spencer Gore, emerging 
as the best in a field of 22 entrants and claiming the silver challenge 
cup, valued at 25 guineas, ungraciously referred to the ‘monotony’ of 
lawn tennis, which he felt would not take hold in the manner of more 
established games such as cricket. It would be nice to think that the first 
Wimbledon champion was a real enthusiast for the new sport, Lance 
Tingay writes, but he ‘was nothing of the sort’.11

As reigning champion, Spencer Gore the following year only had to 
face one ‘challenge round’ match against the best of the ‘all-comers’, the 
remainder of the entrants, a rule that remained in place until after the 
Great War. But Gore was beaten in that encounter by P. F. Hadow, who 
was on leave from his family business concerns in Ceylon and took 
up lawn tennis as a diversion from his main sporting pursuit, cricket. 
Unlike competitors the previous year, Hadow outmanoeuvred the 
net-stationed Gore by introducing the controversial tactic of lobbing, 
considered by some onlookers to be ungentlemanly. It was indicative 
of the limited value placed on the Championships by some of the early 
participants that Hadow never defended his title. His business interests 
were too pressing in 1879, and when he was available a few summers 
later he decided – the Renshaw brothers having become established 
champions – that he would stick to cricket instead. The third men’s 
champion, the Reverend John Hartley, won the all-comers’ final in 
1879 (bestowing on him the Wimbledon title, in the absence of Hadow) 
defeating a gentleman entered under the pseudonym ‘St Leger’. This 
turned out to be Vere Thomas St Leger Gould, who was later convicted 
of murder and died in prison. Underlining the uncertain reputation 



26

British Tennis: From the Renshaws to the Murrays

of the Championships in its formative years, the Rev. Hartley found it 
necessary to travel home to Yorkshire in between the semi-final and 
the final to preach a Sunday sermon. Hartley successfully defended 
his title in 1880, but the following year he found William Renshaw too 
strong for him in the challenge round.

Similar question marks hung over the depth and quality of 
competition in early women’s play at Wimbledon. On a positive note, 
one of the notable features of lawn tennis as it emerged in the late-
Victorian period was the manner in which, unlike many other sports, 
it did allow active involvement by women. Its origins as a country 
house pursuit encouraged convivial social gatherings, and the tennis 
court became regarded as a safe space for a degree of interaction 
between the sexes; mixed doubles rapidly developed as a popular 
form of play. Before long, as the numbers trying their hand at the new 
game multiplied, competitive structures began to develop for women 
as well as for men. Ireland led the way in terms of tournament play, 
holding a championship that included women’s singles and mixed 
doubles in 1879. In England, annual events at fashionable locations 
for wealthy visitors such as Bath and Exmouth began in 1881, and 
Wimbledon followed suit with its inaugural women’s singles three 
years later. Along with golf, which also attracted significant numbers 
of upper- and middle-class women, female involvement in elite-level 
tennis helped to secure women’s involvement at the Olympic Games, 
not at Athens – the first of the modern revived Games – but at Paris in 
1900, which featured both singles and mixed doubles contests.

On the other hand, in the heavily male-dominated society of 
Victorian Britain, women’s tennis struggled to establish its profile, let 
alone any form of parity with the men’s game. The all-male hierarchy 
at Wimbledon dragged its heels until 1884 on the issue of introducing 
women’s play until it became clear that if no initiative was forthcoming, 
a national championships would be organised elsewhere; this posed 
the threat to the AEC of being outflanked in its desire to be seen as 
the undisputed home of British tennis. The resultant ladies’ singles 
attracted small entries at the outset; only once in the decade after 
1886 did the number of competitors reach double figures. At a time 
of limited newspaper interest in tennis generally, the women’s game 
attracted almost no coverage. Constrained by the wearing of straw 
hats, tight-fitting blouses and long, heavy skirts, it was no surprise that 
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women’s play lacked the power and variety of men’s. Serving underarm 
was the norm; instruction manuals condescendingly advised against 
volleying as it was seen as unfeminine; and women’s matches – in 
both singles and doubles – often turned into long baseline battles 
of attrition. Women’s and mixed doubles had to wait until 1913 for 
formal adoption at the Championships. One close observer of the early 
women’s game at Wimbledon – a man – reflected that ‘ungallant as 
it may seem to say so, there was more enthusiasm for it among those 
who played it than among those who looked on’.12 

Even so, MAUD WATSON established for herself an important 
place in tennis history by winning the inaugural ‘Ladies’ Championship’ 
in 1884. A vicar’s daughter, she was born in Harrow, Middlesex, 
although her father, Reverend Henry Watson, moved shortly after 
her birth to the Midlands. Here he encouraged Maud and her older 
sister, Lilian, to play on a court at his vicarage and at the Edgbaston 
Club in Birmingham, which was already establishing itself as a base 
for those who wanted to do more than play socially. Playing in front 
of hundreds of spectators, Maud was 19 when – employing some 
powerful groundstrokes – she defeated her elder sibling in a three-
set final at Worple Road, thereby entitling her to the prize of a silver 
flower basket, valued at 20 guineas. In a field of a dozen or so entrants, 
Maud only had to win three matches to prevail, but she nevertheless 
deserves to be recognised as one of Britain’s leading women players of 
all time. Unlike some of her male counterparts in SW19, she regarded 
the sport highly and travelled widely to compete, building up an 
enviable record at Wimbledon and beyond. With a calm temperament, 
an ability to exploit her opponents’ weaknesses and a game based on 
variety, Miss Watson became hard to beat. In addition to her success 
at Wimbledon, she secured two titles at the Irish Championships in 
1884, the singles and the mixed doubles, being partnered in the latter 
by William Renshaw.13 

Maud maintained her high standards the following year, remaining 
unbeaten throughout the summer season. She defeated Blanche Bingley 
in straight sets in the Wimbledon final and, in front of a 3,000-strong 
crowd, retained her title in Dublin by beating the rising Irish star Louise 
Martin. In 1886 the All England Club presented a challenge trophy to 
the women’s champion for the first time. After this, the winner (in 
line with the men’s champion) had the advantage of ‘standing out’ 
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until the best of the all-comers faced the reigning champion in the 
challenge round the following year. Although still strong enough to 
claim various titles, including winning the Northern Championships 
in Manchester in 1886, by this time Watson was being eclipsed by 
some of her rivals. She lost in the challenge round at Wimbledon to 
Miss Bingley and never appeared in SW19 again; the final stage of her 
career was overshadowed by a persistent wrist injury that forced her to 
abandon the game a couple of years later.14 In Maud’s absence, women’s 
play at Wimbledon lacked variety and lustre for a while. In 1887 there 
were only five entrants, and the number of competitors dwindled to its 
lowest ever in 1890. In that year an Irish player from Tipperary, Helen 
Rice, became the least tested champion in the tournament’s history, 
having to play only two matches to claim the title.

Three stars of the women’s game
Despite its lack of depth and inferior status – as well as the absence 
of yardsticks for international comparison – the women’s game of 
the 1880s and 1890s produced three further champions in addition 
to Maud Watson, fully worthy of a place in the pantheon of all-time 
British greats. The first of these, LOTTIE DOD, has been described 
by one of her biographers as ‘the greatest sportswoman of her time ...; 
she dazzled the British public with her achievements over the course of 
some twenty years’.15 Born in 1871 to the family of a wealthy Cheshire 
businessman, Charlotte, often known as Lottie, was encouraged from 
a young age to take part with her sister and brothers (all good athletes 
in their own right) in a range of outdoor sports such as croquet and 
archery. She developed her aptitude for tennis on two courts laid out 
at the family’s imposing home at Bebington. She became a teenage 
sensation when, aged only 13, she pushed reigning Wimbledon 
champion Watson hard before losing in the final of the Northern 
Championships. The Dod sisters won the women’s doubles at the event 
and the local press dubbed Lottie the ‘Little Wonder’. The following 
year she spread her wings and emerged as a formidable force outside 
her native north-west. At the West of England Championships, held 
in Bath, the ‘Little Wonder’ went one better and defeated the hitherto 
invincible Watson to take the singles title. Watson had not lost a 
competitive match since taking up the sport in 1881; during that time 
she had notched up over 50 consecutive victories.16 
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Encouraged by further successes early in the 1887 season, notably 
winning the Irish Championships with a further triumph over Watson, 
Dod made her first foray to SW19 in 1887. This saw her, at the tender 
age of 15 years and 10 months, rout Blanche Bingley in the challenge 
round for the loss of only two games; the second set lasted a mere 
ten minutes. In a busy schedule during 1888, Lottie defended her 
Wimbledon crown, repeating the victory over Bingley, this time for 
the loss of six games, and won a range of singles and doubles titles 
elsewhere. In 1889, however, Lottie was sailing off Scotland with 
friends when the Championships took place. Her unwillingness to 
break off from her summer holiday (and her absence for a couple 
of years afterwards) showed that tennis was not the all-consuming 
preoccupation that it became for many players in later times. In 1891 
she nevertheless returned to Wimbledon sporting her trademark white 
cricket cap – fashionable in its day – to once more claim the title, 
which she then retained for two further years. As five-time champion, 
she confirmed her place as the first legendary star of British women’s 
tennis. Feeling she had achieved all her goals, Lottie retired from tennis 
in 1893 to take up other sporting challenges. Still aged only 21, she had 
lost just a handful of tournament singles in her career, with only one 
significant defeat since her 15th birthday.17 

Dod’s prowess was multi-faceted. By virtue of her age, convention 
allowed that, especially in her early days on court, she could wear 
slightly shorter skirts and dresses than many of her older opponents. 
This gave her an advantage in terms of mobility, enhanced by her 
naturally fluid athletic movement; she was later called the ‘first real 
athlete’ of the women’s game.18 She generated considerable pace on 
her forehand through good timing and backed this up with great 
anticipation as well as nimble footwork. Later on Dod also added 
strong volleying and overheads to her repertoire, though she always 
served underarm, claiming that it was not necessary for women to 
serve overhead (as it was referred to at the time) as this brought no 
significant gains. Lottie attributed her all-court style and powerful 
groundshots to having played so regularly in early life against her 
brothers, which she felt toughened her up and made her fearless. This 
may also explain how, in a specially arranged exhibition match at 
Exmouth in 1888, a sizeable crowd saw her strike a blow for women’s 
tennis when she gave the Wimbledon men’s champion Ernest Renshaw 
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a considerable fright. Starting with a 30-0 advantage in each game, 
Dod took the first set and only narrowly lost the next two, both 7-5. 
One newspaper report of the contest, penned anonymously by a no 
doubt male journalist, noted in startled tones that the great Renshaw 
‘had to run about as much as against a first-rate player of his own sex’.19 

After Dod retired from high-level tennis in 1893 (she continued to 
play socially for several more years), she spent much time developing 
her interest in other sports. Some of these she pursued on a non-
competitive basis, such as cycling, tobogganing and mountaineering. 
But her desire to push herself never went away, and in later years she 
was better known to the public as an accomplished golfer, winning 
the national championships in 1904. She twice represented England at 
hockey and at the London Olympics in 1908 she claimed a silver medal 
in archery. These varied accomplishments set her apart. No British 
Wimbledon champion was ever able subsequently to match the range 
of Lottie Dod’s all-round prowess, and she was sorely missed in SW19 
after she left the scene. One contemporary observer said her intense, 
all-court play drew in the crowds unlike any other woman player 
before the turn of the century: ‘the violence of her strokes amazed the 
spectators’.20 Widely admired for her charm and charisma, she died in 
a Hampshire nursing home while reportedly listening to a Wimbledon 
radio commentary in 1960.

With Dod no longer on the scene after 1893, the ladies’ singles at 
Wimbledon was dominated for several years by two women who grew 
up only miles apart in west London. BLANCHE BINGLEY, from 
Greenford, competed in the first women’s singles in 1884, losing to 
eventual champion Maud Watson. A regular at the Championships 
for many years thereafter, Blanche Hillyard – as she was called after 
her marriage in 1887 to fellow tennis player Commander George 
Hillyard, later a distinguished secretary at the AEC – went on to 
claim six Wimbledon titles over a 14-year time span, stretching from 
1886 to 1900. Although Mrs Hillyard served overhead, her game was 
otherwise conventional. She relied on baseline consistency and above 
all on a powerful forehand; often when hitting the latter her follow-
through was such that she bruised her shoulder with the racket. In a 
later book of reflections, her husband acknowledged that she had a 
‘weakish backhand’ and was not proficient at volleying.21 It was also 
apparent from several bruising encounters that she had little answer 
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to the greater athleticism and power of Lottie Dod. On the other hand, 
few could match Hillyard in terms of enthusiasm, determination 
and long-term commitment to the game. She took several titles at 
the Italian and German championships, and in addition to her six 
Wimbledon victories she was also runner-up on seven occasions. As 
late as 1912 she reached the semi-finals, this on her 23rd appearance 
at the Championships. When she went out early in the tournament in 
her last appearance the following year, she was aged 49.

Also hailing from west London – developing her talent at Ealing 
Lawn Tennis Club – was a third legend of the British women’s game, 
CHARLOTTE COOPER. Miss ‘Chattie’ Cooper was beaten by 
Blanche Hillyard, seven years her senior, when she first appeared at 
Wimbledon in 1893. But Cooper was improving rapidly, and claimed 
the singles title in 1895, 1896 and 1898. Early in 1901 she married 
solicitor Alfred Sterry, who later became president of the LTA, and in 
the summer of that year, as Mrs Sterry, she took the Wimbledon title 
for a fourth time. She eventually (in a career spanning the Victorian 
and Edwardian eras) built up an enviable record at the Championships. 
She appeared in eight consecutive singles finals, beginning in 1895, an 
achievement that stood for almost a century, before being surpassed by 
Martina Navratilova in 1990. The last final in the sequence, in 1902, 
saw Sterry involved in the highest ever number of games played in the 
ladies’ final. Pitted against Muriel Robb, the match was well advanced 
but had to be halted overnight owing to rain; the following day the 
match was replayed in its entirety, Miss Robb emerging as the winner. 
Charlotte’s fifth and final victory at Wimbledon came in 1908, where 
en route to the all-comers’ final she secured a straight-sets win over 
Dorothea Lambert Chambers: the only time a fellow Briton defeated 
the peerless Mrs Chambers at the Championships between 1903 and 
1919. By this time Sterry was aged 37, and the mother of two children. 
This made her not only the oldest women’s singles champion in the 
tournament’s history, but also one of only four mothers to take the title. 

Aside from her record in singles at the Championships, what 
distinguished Sterry from others of her era – including Lottie Dod – 
was the scale of her achievements at other venues, including overseas. 
She won titles at a multitude of tournaments such as the German and 
Swiss championships, thereby confirming that British players could 
flourish in the fledgling arena of international competition. In 1907, 
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when the dynamic 20-year-old American May Sutton visited England 
to challenge for the Wimbledon title for a second time, her only loss 
during the summer season was to Sterry in Manchester. In 1908 
Charlotte secured the rare feat of a triple crown of Wimbledon titles, 
taking the women’s doubles and the mixed alongside the singles (albeit 
that the doubles events were not yet formally recognised parts of the 
Championships). And prior to all this, at the Paris Olympics in 1900, 
she took first place in the women’s singles and the mixed doubles. By 
beating Frenchwoman Hélène Prévost in the final of the singles she 
became the first female Olympic tennis champion as well as the first 
woman in an individual sport to become an Olympic champion since 
the revival of the modern Games. 

Mrs Sterry was a popular and respected opponent, known for her 
happy demeanour and enjoyment of the game. She was often seen 
cycling to the All England Club with her two rackets firmly attached 
to the front of her bike. She was also associated with an unusually 
attacking style, serving overhead before it became common for 
women to do so and volleying more than most. In the view of George 
Hillyard, her ‘quickness of foot’ and anticipation allowed her to cover 
‘an extraordinary amount of the court’.22 A calm temperament under 
pressure and tactical awareness, as much as her shot production, 
underpinned her success. The scale of her achievements was magnified 
by the fact that she became deaf from the age of 26. This meant that 
most of her titles were won without the benefit of being able to hear 
the sound of the ball coming off the racket, a taken-for-granted but 
crucial aspect of the game, enabling players to gauge the direction and 
speed of a shot. 

The Renshaws: ‘fathers of modern lawn tennis’
The feats of Dod, Hillyard and Sterry, while considerable, were 
ultimately outshone by the profile and legacy of two sets of brothers. 
The Dohertys became ascendant around the turn of the century (and 
are discussed in the next chapter), but before their time, for much of 
the 1880s, the twins WILLIAM and ERNEST RENSHAW were a cut 
above all their rivals. They had several claims to fame and dominated 
the Championships at Wimbledon for a lengthy period. William 
(Willie) took the men’s singles title seven times, including six triumphs 
in succession from 1881 to 1886. He was unable to defend his title 
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the following year when suffering from tennis elbow, but he claimed 
the crown for a seventh time in 1889. His record of consecutive wins 
remains unsurpassed among men at the Championships, although 
the five victories of Bjorn Borg and Roger Federer are widely seen as 
superior because, unlike Renshaw – who benefited as champion from 
only having to compete in the challenge round – they had to play 
through the whole tournament. Alongside his brother, Willie also won 
the doubles at Wimbledon five times, giving him a total of 12 what 
would later be called major titles. Ernest was also formidable in his own 
right. He won the singles title at the Championships once, in 1888, as 
well as the five doubles with his twin. More broadly, the shotmaking 
and tactical awareness of the Renshaws did much to ensure tennis 
evolved into a vigorous, competitive sport. They were, in the words of 
former army officer and tennis writer Brigadier J. G. (Jackie) Smyth, 
‘the real fathers of modern lawn tennis’.23 As we shall see, they were the 
first elite players to have a creditable claim to be the best in the world.

William and James Ernest were born in Warwickshire in January 
1861. They were the sons of a wealthy businessman. Ernest, as he was 
generally called, was the elder by 15 minutes, although the twins were 
to be similar in build and height in adult life – around 5ft 10in tall. 
Their father died while his wife was pregnant with the boys, leaving a 
substantial estate which gave the twins independent means throughout 
their lives. They attended Cheltenham College for two years as day 
boys, leaving in 1874, and thereafter began to develop an aptitude for 
the game on courts in their home town of Leamington, the location 
of one of the country’s first lawn tennis clubs. The era of Renshaw 
primacy at Wimbledon began haltingly. As 18-year-olds they decided 
to enter the 1879 Championships, the third staging of the event, but 
upon arrival at the venue they were overawed by the surroundings 
and the size of the crowds, and decided to watch and learn rather 
than participate. The following year they returned to make their 
Wimbledon debuts, but were defeated in the early rounds. They both 
lost to O. E. Woodhouse, a member of the West Middlesex Club, who 
later that summer travelled on vacation to the United States where he 
entered and won the first unofficial national championships.24

The Renshaws decided they could only be real contenders at 
Wimbledon if they applied themselves fully to tennis. This meant, 
among other things, developing their skills throughout the year. As 
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funding themselves was not problematic, they travelled during the 
winter months to the south of France, practising intensively and playing 
warm-up matches on the excellent courts found at the Beau Site hotel in 
Cannes; here the longer rallies required on the sand-based hard surface 
proved ideal in helping to sharpen their groundstrokes. By returning 
to the Riviera frequently, often for weeks at a time between January 
and Easter, the Renshaws demonstrated that tennis, at least for wealthy 
gentleman amateurs such as themselves, could be an all-year-round 
pursuit, rather than one confined to a few months in the English spring 
and summer.25 Unlike most of their rivals at Wimbledon, they devoted 
themselves to an annual programme of tournament play, travelling 
both at home and abroad to find the stiffest levels of competition. 
Among their assorted ventures they were regulars at the Irish national 
championships, where Ernest took the singles title four times. 

As well as showing how seriously top-level tennis might be taken, 
the brothers transformed technique and tactics. For many critics, lawn 
tennis was still regarded in the early 1880s as a leisurely form of ‘pat-
ball’, reflecting both its genteel origins and its practical limitations. 
Rackets were heavier and more unwieldy than they later became, and 
the required attire of long shirts and trousers for men and long trailing 
skirts for women did little to encourage speedy movement. Many of 
those trying out the game for the first time, being racket players by 
background, tended to employ the heavy ‘cuts’ associated with real 
tennis. But the Renshaws played a prominent role in developing 
the standard shots in men’s tennis: overhead serves, forehand and 
backhand drives from the baseline hit with varying degrees of spin 
and force, and volleys and smashes at the net. In particular, they 
were the first to use the volley and smash as systematic attacking 
weapons rather than as one-off improvisations. Some men already 
deployed a refined stop-volley, but the brothers never held back at 
the net. The Renshaw smash, sending the ball into the back stands at 
first bounce, was said to have startled the crowds when first seen at 
Wimbledon, leading to grumbling by some opponents and onlookers 
about unsporting behaviour.

The aggressive net play of the twins was most visible in doubles, 
contributing to their domination of that form of the game for several 
years. Hitherto the convention had been for both players in a team to 
mostly remain on the baseline, but, early on, the Renshaws adopted 
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the tactic of one partner standing close to the net to shorten the point 
through interceptions, via volleys or with smashes. The tennis historian 
and first-hand observer E. C. Potter described Willie as the dominant 
force in the Renshaw partnership. He was ‘all fire and dash’, harrying 
and intercepting whenever possible, whereas Ernest was more patient 
and restrained, prepared to spend more time on the baseline looking 
to pin opponents back on their baseline. It was also Willie who, when 
teams looked for new ways of putting the brothers off their stride, 
responded and showed great tactical flexibility. As time passed some 
opponents sought to seize the initiative by rushing in behind their 
serves; Ernest followed Willie’s lead in countering with clever lobs to 
make the opposition retreat. In both singles and doubles, it was to a 
large extent the Renshaws who ‘laid the foundations of the strokes and 
tactics of the game as we know it today’.26

The methods adopted by the brothers also helped to widen the 
appeal of lawn tennis by stoking up debate about how the game 
should be played. In the pages of The Field, debate raged as to the 
merits and virtues of volleying versus baseline play, and journalists 
starting to take an interest in proceedings at Wimbledon focused 
especially on matches between the Renshaws and Herbert F. Lawford, 
runner-up in the singles several times in the 1880s and the only man 
to interrupt (in 1887) the nine-year winning sequence of the twins. 
A notable example came in a tense first round encounter between 
Lawford and Ernest in 1883. As title holder – he was not required to 
play until the best of the all-comers had emerged – Willie watched 
on with keen interest. He knew that the two strongest contenders to 
face him in due course were his brother and the hard-hitting, burly 
baseliner Lawford. These two powerful antagonists squared up in 
the first round because the Championships at the time, and for many 
years thereafter, did not employ a seeding system. The match had 
extra piquancy because it showcased two contrasting styles of play. In 
1882, officials decided to lower the height of the net at the side posts 
from 4ft to 4ft 6in (where it has since remained), the intention being 
to aid baseliners in hitting passing shots against the growing potency 
of net-rushers such as the Renshaws. Ernest and Lawford embodied 
differing approaches to the controversy of the day: that of whether 
constantly charging to the net contravened the spirit of fair play that 
amateur sport was based upon.
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As the rivals took to court, a strong wind blew up, adding to the 
drama of the occasion. One convention at the time was that players 
only changed ends when a set had finished. Lawford, playing initially 
with the wind behind him, recovered from a slow start to take the first 
set 6-5 (it was customary at the time to play one deciding game at 5-5, 
except at the end of sets in the challenge round). After the change of 
ends, Lawford struggled hitting into the wind and Ernest promptly 
won the second set 6-1. With the blustery conditions showing no sign 
of abating, the pattern was then repeated: Lawford took the third set 
and Renshaw the fourth. Playing downwind once more in the fifth 
and deciding set, Lawford stormed to a 5-0 lead; the triumph of the 
baseliner over the volleyer seemed assured. But, fighting tenaciously and 
resorting in desperation to a twisting underarm serve to unbalance his 
opponent, Ernest fought back and squeezed home 6-5. A statistician on 
hand recorded that the match included a total of 124 volleys. Although 
the great majority of these were played by Ernest, Lawford had struck 
27, notwithstanding his objections to this feature of the game.27 Ernest, 
as he had done the previous year, subsequently lost to his brother over 
five sets in the challenge round. Yet the challenge posed by Lawford 
in 1883 and later, and his contrasting style and appearance – he was 
thick-set and wore knickerbockers, which compared with the lithe 
and stylishly turned-out twins – not only brought crowds flocking to 
Wimbledon but also forced the Renshaws to continually find ways of 
upping their game.

William in particular rose to the challenge, countering Lawford 
with a mix of firm groundstrokes and well-timed advances to the net, 
and has been described by player-turned-journalist John Olliff as ‘the 
first really great player’ in the history of lawn tennis.28 On top of his 
many other attributes, Willie was among the first to the see the merits 
of consciously stepping forward when hitting his groundstrokes, 
taking the ball early on its rise and so denying opponents time to 
prepare themselves for the return. Some contemporaries felt Ernest 
was just as skilful – some rivals feared him even more than his twin 
– but it was the younger brother who established the superior record 
at Wimbledon. The last of his seven singles titles came in 1889, and 
was achieved in the aftermath of a remarkable all-comers’ final, which 
saw Willie come within a whisker of defeat to H. S. Barlow, a fine if 
often erratic stroke maker. Barlow was leading by two sets to one and 
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at match point in the fourth had the court at his mercy. But Renshaw 
then dropped his racket as he approached the net to play a volley. 
Instead of placing the ball firmly into the open spaces to take the match 
Barlow put up a high lob, either through gallantry or exhibitionism. 
Willie leaned down and snatched up his racket, retrieved the lob, took 
the point and duly won the set. In the final set Barlow stormed into a 
5-0 lead and won three more match points, but Renshaw, somehow, 
saved them all and then scraped home. In the challenge round the 
following day Willie defeated his brother, as he so often did in their 
crucial encounters.

As courteous off court as they were ruthless on it, the 
brothers became increasingly popular figures at Wimbledon. The 
Championships began to make a healthy profit for the AEC, enabling 
the upgrading of facilities such as dressing rooms and the erection 
of temporary stands. But by the early 1890s the Renshaw era was 
coming to a close. In 1890 Willie lost over five sets in the challenge 
round to Irishman W. J. Hamilton, nicknamed ‘The Ghost’ by virtue 
of his speed around the court and frail physical appearance. Ernest 
was no longer in his prime, losing embarrassingly in 1891 to eventual 
champion Wilfred Baddeley in half an hour, claiming just a couple of 
games in the process. The Renshaws did not play the following year 
and made their last appearance at the Championships in 1893. In the 
absence of seeding, they found themselves drawn against each other in 
the first round. Willie opted to give his brother a walkover but Ernest 
lost in the next round to Harold Mahony, who was to claim the title 
a few years later. In the words of Fred Burrow, a keen young player in 
the 1880s and in due course a renowned Wimbledon referee, ‘their day 
was done, but they had made the game’.29

The Championships entered the doldrums for a period, once 
it could no longer showcase headline-generating ties between the 
Renshaws and Herbert Lawford. Wilfred Baddeley and his brother 
Herbert dominated the men’s game for a few years, without drawing 
in the same crowds as the Renshaws in their pomp. The number of 
competitors flat-lined, gate receipts dwindled and in 1895 the AEC 
made a loss of £33. Although they played socially after retiring from 
high-level tennis, the Renshaws missed Wimbledon as much as it 
missed them, and neither went on to lead long, fulfilling lives. Ernest 
was aged only 38 when he died from ingested carbolic acid in 1899; an 
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inquest was unable to establish whether it was taken intentionally or 
not. William, who became first president of the LTA upon its formation 
in 1888, died five years later from epileptic convulsions, aged 43. Their 
reputation as the first outstanding champions in British tennis history 
was not, however, in doubt. Lance Tingay concludes that they started 
to play tennis ‘when it was a game’, and that they had ‘turned it into 
a sport’.30 Aside from their prolonged ascendancy in the singles and 
doubles at the Championships, their myriad titles elsewhere, their 
influence on technique and tactics, and their role in broadening the 
appeal of lawn tennis in the 1880s, one further feature of their careers 
marked the Renshaws out as unique: they were the first players to prove 
themselves on a wider (albeit still limited) international stage.

Extensive travel to play competitively, as noted earlier, was not the 
norm in the Victorian period. The Renshaws were an exception in this 
as in much else; their regular winter stays in Cannes foreshadowed 
the development of a three-month tournament circuit stretching from 
one end of the Riviera to the other. In addition, journeying across the 
Atlantic by leading British and American players, though unusual, 
was not entirely unknown. In the open tournament held in 1880 at 
the Staten Island Club in New York, Englishman O. E. Woodhouse 
surprised local entrants by his use of previously unseen overhead serves, 
and was duly crowned ‘Champion of America’. Whether as a reaction 
to the success of the outsider or not, when the USNLTA was formed 
the following year and organised its first official championships, the 
event was restricted to American citizens and remained so until 1885. 
After Richard Sears of Boston took the inaugural title, he played a 
one-off match for a special trophy against J. J. Cairnes, another visiting 
Englishman. Cairnes won, and from this time on Anglo-American 
rivalry bubbled beneath the surface of the nascent international scene.

As with the Renshaws in Britain, the USA boasted famous tennis 
brothers in the form of Clarence and Joseph Clark of Philadelphia, both 
of whom reached the latter stages of the American Championships 
during the 1880s. The well-heeled Clarks took a summer vacation in 
England in 1883 and were given permission by James Dwight, president 
of the USNLTA, to act as a national representative side in challenging 
the Renshaws to a match at Wimbledon. As a result the Clarks were the 
first Americans to make an appearance on Centre Court, on 18 July 
1883. The outcome of this unprecedented, semi-official encounter was 
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clear cut. The Renshaws won in four sets, and in a follow-up contest 
five days later triumphed even more emphatically, winning 6-3, 6-2, 
6-3. In the words of Lance Tingay, the brothers showed themselves to 
be better at stroke making and to be more tactically astute: ‘British 
superiority, first shown by Woodhouse in 1880, was vindicated.’31

Later the same year William Renshaw provided further proof that 
he was almost unbeatable at his peak, except when suffering from 
injury. As well as being the administrative head of the USNLTA, James 
Dwight was a strong player in his own right, a finalist in the singles 
at the American Championships and winner of the doubles with his 
fellow Bostonian, Sears. Following the two defeats suffered by the 
Clark brothers, Dwight determined to find out for himself just how 
good the vaunted Renshaw brothers were. When he visited London 
in the autumn of 1883 a specially arranged singles against Willie was 
played at the Maida Vale Club. The American was soundly beaten, 
and conceded afterwards that ‘the great Englishman was a tennis 
genius and in a class by himself ’.32 Dwight subsequently travelled to 
France to practise with English players staying in Cannes in the run-
up to Christmas, and in matches there he was again easily beaten by 
Renshaw, despite Willie giving his opponent ‘fifteen’ a one-point lead 
in every game. The American travelled across the Atlantic to compete 
for a few more seasons, but in 1885 one journal reported that Dwight 
ranked ‘only tenth among the British players’.33 

* * *
As James Dwight and the Clark brothers were among the leading lights 
in their homeland, it seems clear where the balance of power lay in 
the Anglo-American rivalry of the 1880s. And there was only limited 
evidence that the balance shifted in the 1890s. Over the winter of 1892, 
Willie Renshaw – no longer in his prime – always got the better of 
two-time reigning US champion Oliver Campbell in matches played 
on the French Riviera.34 Playing at Wimbledon that summer, Campbell 
never progressed beyond the second round. American officials, keen 
to develop the proficiency of their top players, hoped the visits of the 
Clarks and Dwight to Britain might be reciprocated, though action on 
this front had to wait for several years. The Renshaws never entered 
the US Championships, but two of the challengers for the Wimbledon 
crown in 1897 were part of an unofficial three-man team that travelled 
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under its own auspices to play on the American east coast later that 
autumn. Irishman Harold Mahony was accompanied by Australian-
born surgeon Dr Wilberforce Eaves, and both were welcomed as 
‘British’, a label Eaves – having lived in England since childhood 
– was happy to embrace in an age before Australia became a fully 
independent nation. Comfortable in a dual Anglo-Australian identity, 
he later claimed an Olympic tennis medal appearing under the British 
flag. Although the three visitors struggled in warm-up tournaments, 
Eaves impressed all who saw him and made history when he became 
the first non-American to reach the challenge round of the national 
championships at Newport, narrowly losing in five sets to R. D. Wrenn. 
No American man would match this achievement at Wimbledon for 
a generation. According to historian Heiner Gillmeister, ‘England’s 
supremacy in the sport’ was to remain intact until the turn of the 
century.35 In reality, as the next chapter will show, despite some bumps 
in the road, Britain remained a force to be reckoned with in the tennis 
world well into the early part of the 20th century.
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