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To Louise, who never missed a match
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Introduction


In the span of two years, I crisscrossed more than 250 cities and towns in search of the greatest tennis courts, which is to say, I chased tennis experiences in every form I could think of. It started off much like any journalistic assignment. I called people, hundreds in every pocket of the world, and asked, “Where’s your favorite tennis court, and when should I go?” Then I set out with racquets, notepads, cameras, a drone, and a few cans of balls. I visited over a thousand tennis grounds on every tennis-playing continent, rallied on over two dozen surfaces, and watched every type of player, from newcomers to pros to 90-year-olds playing barefoot.

I played at the “elite” institutions, rallied on Rod Laver and Arthur Ashe stadiums, and spent time with newer clubs and tennis communities that aspire to a more egalitarian tennis world. I explored the heavyweights such as the All England Lawn Tennis Club while also seeking out the hidden jewels—from a remote New Zealand valley to the Venice Canals. I chatted with strangers in tennis stadiums large and small, from center courts at all four Grand Slam locations to a pink stadium in Morocco.

Everyone I met on or around the courts, even if we had no common language, reminded me of one thing over and over: These homes of tennis matter in innumerable ways to one of the most diverse and wide-reaching global communities in all of sports.
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I’ve been shaped by tennis courts since 1995, when I was a ball kid for my parents. Every weekend, I’d sit slouched against the net, trying to notice the spin on the ball as it flew past, usually unimpressed by their level of play. I’d slide my fingertips along the rough green-and-red hard court. As with all courts in the dry, windy high desert of Albuquerque, New Mexico, cracks in the surface spread quickly along the net line and edges. Whenever my parents played, I picked off a tiny piece of the surface to take home. The habit stuck for the next 30-some years.

I was a tennis-obsessed junior, a lefty with a half-decent kick serve, with aspirations to play for America’s top tennis colleges. At clinics around the city, at tennis camps and academies throughout the West and in Florida, and at every tournament I played, I’d take pieces of courts home in my overstuffed mess of a bag. A handful of dirt from a clay court in Palm Springs, an already chipped-off piece of white line from a hard court in Phoenix. (I’d just lost to a kid who cheated masterfully, and because I knew those balls were on the line, I took the line home with me.)

After my first time playing on grass, I accidentally pulled a chunk of soil out of the plot, and then I threw the wet clump in my bag before anyone could see. Even when I served my time as a ball kid at professional tournaments alongside my friends, who, same as me, were all oddly game to get hit by 120-mile-per-hour serves, I’d pocket edge pieces of the courts. During those years, as I reached a top-20 ranking in the Southwest US in singles and doubles, I loved looking at those bits of courts. Once, in high school, when a local reporter came to write an article about my doubles partner and me playing two undefeated seasons, he noted that I put a palm to the surface of the court at every changeover. He described me in his article as “prickly” and wrote that I “needled” my partner to victory, which was a fair assessment.

There was never any real reason for taking bits of courts home with me. Call it a nervous tic from playing a mentally swirly individual sport. Every physical and emotional pole is felt on a tennis court. All those years, I yelled, cheered, cramped, tore, vomited, and cried regularly on courts. I still cramp and cry on courts, just less often.

It wasn’t a straight trajectory from playing junior tennis on courts around the US to a global tennis pursuit. There was a blip of collegiate tennis, some burnout and injury, and a couple of years when I didn’t play and only watched the Slams.

My work led me into journalism, and while I reported and photographed for glossy magazines and newspapers, I folded in tennis to reconnect with the sport. Engaging with tennis through a new lens felt natural and invigorating. When I worked at the Slams or other pro tournaments, I chatted with professionals, coaches, trainers, umpires, and others who saw the depths of the sport’s theater and its impact on its massive fan base. Also, of course, when the New York Times or other publications sent me to Los Angeles, New York, Paris, Havana, and elsewhere, I always found myself sneaking on-court to play or sit and listen.

As a competitor-turned-outsider-turned-journalist, I noticed new details of the game. Reading the words of Grace Lichtenstein, Christopher Clarey, David Foster Wallace, barefoot grass player Bud Collins, and Louisa Thomas refined everything I understood about tennis. When I watched, I became more curious about how and when players embraced the crowd, or why they’d mix their pace and spin on the ball at seemingly inopportune moments. I also found myself hearing the differences in the pop of the ball off players’ strings, the acoustics of an empty and full stadium, and the textured sounds of movement on clay, grass, or hard courts. When I played, too, particularly when I competed, the cruelties and minute victories of the game came into focus. So did some insights about most anything else going on in my life. Louisa Thomas once wrote in the New Yorker that sports are “always a fun-house mirror of the wider world.” Double goes for tennis, regardless of whether we’re casually watching, just starting out, or playing every day.
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Many might say a court is just an empty space, which is true. Seventy-eight feet (23.8 m) long and 27 feet (8.2 m) wide, 36 feet (11 m) for doubles, with a net 3 feet (91 cm) high at the center. Eleven lines to draw if you want to make your own—two baselines, two singles lines, two doubles lines, two service lines, two center marks, and a center service line.

Most courts fall into three families. Grass courts are cheeky, unpredictable, and fast. Clay courts are slow, sticky, messy canvases. Hard courts are unforgiving screechy slabs. One could easily make a map detailing which regions of the world tend to fall in with each respective family, and the people you’ll find there are die-hard enthusiasts. Add elements of space, wind, acoustics, sight lines, shadows, humidity, and air density, and you have a court’s unique persona (see here).

Technically speaking, anything can be considered for the surface of a tennis court. The materials need only allow for a good enough bounce for play, and the international governing body of tennis can pay you a visit and approve it or send you back to the drawing board. I’ve not yet mixed my own rogue materials to make my own court, but will one day soon.

Outside of the three main surfaces, some true marvels exist, like the golden sand courts in southern Spain, the crushed-shell courts in the Philippines, or the clay court made of termite mounds in Kenya. (See here, here, here.)
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During the past two years, I spent countless hours staring at courts from every angle. While David Foster Wallace likened courts to cardboard cartons when seen from above, I see them more like dams nestled into their surroundings, with all that turbulent movement roiling within.

There are roughly half a million tennis courts in the world. The aim of this book is to profile and celebrate an array of the most cherished and unique, whether beloved for their surfaces, people, history, or something else altogether. And while I took the majority of the photos in the book, I’m proud to say that for the places I haven’t yet traveled to, but have every intention of visiting, such as the courts in Pakistan and Cameroon, the photographers are all either tennis players themselves or deep thinkers about the game. Each section keeps to a theme: courts that are true sites of Love, courts where we eagerly await the words Ready, Play, courts found in distant No Man’s Land, oddball courts often seen as Wild Cards, courts where the most committed Drill, Grind, Rest, Repeat, and courts both old and new that embrace a Change of Pace.

At every single one of these places, stories and emotional connections abound; we, as viewers and players, share them through tennis. I hope you’ll venture into these pages game for the journey. And trust me, this book only scratches the surface. ●






01 Love
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There’s always an intermingling of love and loathing in tennis, but passion triumphs at the most deeply cherished courts.
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Once, I met a woman waiting outside some public courts in Melbourne. A portrait photographer by day, she liked to watch tennis online at night. She was about to play the sport for the first time in her life.


She waited outside the clubhouse. It had long green shutters and yellow paint peeling off the old wood. We shared a bench covered in cobwebs and morning dew. She squinted at her racquet, carefully picking at the strings. I asked her if I could sit in on her first lesson, and she agreed. She apologized for what might come.

Her coach that day looked the same as most coaches—harsh tan lines, toned calves, bulky sunglasses, flowy hat. He gave her the rundown, versions of which all players have heard. Grip the handle of the racquet this way. This is a stroke, like this, and this is how your feet and your legs, hips, torso, and shoulders should interact as one fluid chain as you swing. And your point of contact should hopefully be somewhere you can see.

“Oh, you hit yourself. No worries,” said the coach. He grabbed the basket and drop-fed from his hand. She swung and struck a few balls that went somewhere.

No one can remember the first tennis ball they hit. Or where it went. Some of us might remember the hand-me-down racquet and used balls. Or new everything. And the court where we played on our first days. There were probably, too, some lingering thoughts about the vibes of the game—wellness, or status and celebrity, or style.

The coach paused and briefly explained to the woman what the lines on the court mean. She waved him off and asked to keep swinging. She was already overwhelmed—one has never had more ricocheting, garbled words in their head than while learning to play tennis.

“Sorry,” she said.

Swing. Hit.

“Sorry.”

(Challenge: Try to get through a hit without saying sorry.)

At some point, the coach stopped the swinging and shouted something over the net about her wrist and her hips. She was frazzled and hot, and her fingers must’ve been tingling by the way she was wringing her left hand.

The session went on for about 45 minutes. She was simply awful. Even as far as beguiling and frustrating first days go, it was painful to witness, like each errant shot was daring the next to go bigger. Throughout, the woman grinned, swung, cursed, swung, hit herself, cursed again, and smiled at the same time. This went on at about 30-second intervals. She was entranced.

At the end, the coach with the toned calves told her that her best tennis was yet to come. And that she’d find ways to calm down, clear her head, and “play a bit more off your instincts.” The coach was right. The most popular how-to writing on tennis tells us to empty the mind and just do what comes instinctually. Avoid overthinking. Play freely. It’s cruel and annoying, but true.

Before she left for the day, a man wearing a knee brace and an elbow brace waved to her through the fence.

“It’s a lifelong sport,” he said. She nodded, then turned to me and caught me rolling my eyes. “Not true?” she asked. I admitted that I agree, but also pointed to the poor guy on Court 4 whose back had seized up 20 minutes earlier. He hobbled through every rally with a grimace.

For many, the feelings of our first days tend toward the poles, either full of hope and excitement or simple loathing. Both were true for the photographer that day in Melbourne. And both are fine.

I was curious whether she kept up with the game, so I spoke with her months later and asked how her tennis was going. “I’m addicted,” she said. She talked about her strokes—backhand, garbage; serve, wild. She had about 15 minutes’ worth of gripes about the grunt of someone who often plays on the court next to hers, but also said she’ll never switch courts. I asked her what it’s like having tennis in her life now, and she paused, then said she was surprised by how the game was mirroring most everything else in her life, like her work, also a solitary preoccupation. Arriving on court is just like going out to a remote location to shoot photographs with just one lens, she said, and she’s trying to drown out all the other noise and get better at just one thing for that day.

She said tennis was also reflecting things about herself in ways she didn’t expect. She needed to take more time to embrace glee, after a well-struck shot (finally!) and in life. She also found she needed better pathways to temper longer-lasting feelings of frustration, wherever they might come from.

Tennis stays in the woman’s life as a friend and an enemy, at times a constant companion, at times an off-and-on hookup. The place in Melbourne where she fell in love with the game has become a source of nostalgia, as well as a reminder. As so many tennis grounds are wont to do, the courts foster an opportunity to bring introspection to our largely unreflective lives.

We can use it to see truths within our temperament, problem-solving, anger, and bliss. Our tennis, over time, mimics how we digest timeworn themes like longing, triumph, and loss. And maybe changes in the tennis can begin to dictate the life. When on-court, though, the game will never cease to be riddled with the same fraught confusion we met on our first days, and the space between introspection and frustration need not be reconciled but rather revisited at the start of every session. Tennis will always captivate and pick away at us. ●
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Tenis Club Argentino Buenos Aires, Argentina



Every month, four truckloads of clay, formally known as polvo de ladrillo, get dropped off in Buenos Aires’s leafy Palermo neighborhood. All the dusty red powder, mostly made of pulverized red brick or shale, is kept in giant metal vats and eventually carted out by wheelbarrow and spread across these meticulously maintained courts.

These are the clay courts of dreams, tracing their roots back to 1913, one of the richest tapestries of clay-court history in this hemisphere. They’re certainly the most unanimously adored plots of clay in the country, thanks to a staff of over a dozen groundskeepers, several of whom have worked here most their adult lives.

The ties to the clay and to the club are unwavering. Gustavo Viacava, known as Gusy, a longtime TCA coach, has taught on Court 15 every day for nine hours a day since the 1980s. He’s seen Argentine professionals and Davis Cup coaches develop here since they were juniors. Most regulars favor Court 9, directly in front of the Tudor-style clubhouse, and they’ll book their time on that court long in advance. Foreign ambassadors and the families of tennis legends come here to play alongside the professionals who often train here. There’s also an adherence to the original touches that endeared the Argentine and foreign tennis communities to the club in its early days. In the locker rooms there is still a sign that directs the match winners (ganadores) to one set of showers and losers to another.

The club is only a 15-minute walk from Buenos Aires Lawn Tennis Club, an institutional cornerstone of the Buenos Aires tennis corridor, a three-mile (4.8 km) stretch of nonstop clay courts wedged between the city airport and the city’s most iconic parks. There’s Deportes Nacionales, Racket Club (formerly Vilas Tennis Club), SportClub Obras, CeNARD, and Club Ciudad de Buenos Aires. Even the police headquarters, also on Libertador Avenue, has three clay courts. All are neighbors, party to a continually replenished dust bowl over 100 years old.
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Karuizawa Tennis Courts Karuizawa, Japan



It was a typical hot August day in Nagano Prefecture. At the local courts tucked behind the tall forest, the clay had been brushed off the lines and everyone present had brought their own wooden racquets. Most were on holiday, trading Tokyo heat and noise for the quiet respite of Karuizawa. All arrived to be randomly paired up for the weekly drop-in doubles play.

On one of the courts, a mixed doubles match unfolded. Everyone on-court had only just met that day, gathering there to exercise and commune over this exciting pastime that was gaining popularity around Japan. It was a leisurely round of play but still competitive—each side analyzing the other’s serves, the assuredness of their volleys and overheads, the shape of their slices, their temperament on changeovers.

But this was also a fateful match. On one side of the net that August day in 1957 was 23-year-old Crown Prince Akihito, future emperor of Japan. And on the other was the woman who would become his partner, 22-year-old Michiko Shōda, a well-off “commoner” with a degree in English literature. It’s been reported, but never verified, that the future empress’s team won the match, the first of many to come. The two began playing together regularly, mostly at the Tokyo Lawn Tennis Club, and married two years later.

The tucked-away courts in Karuizawa still host new doubles pairs on the 13 Japanese clay courts just northeast of town center. Not too long ago, the former emperor and empress visited the courts and rallied on the same court where they met—different racquets, same surface.



Kailua Racquet Club Kailua, Hawai‘i, USA



Some regulars at this member-owned club still miss the turn on Oneawa Street. It looks like someone’s private driveway. The smell of plumeria in bloom drifts through the air. The only sounds are from a dog or a rooster, or a distant echo from the valleys of the Ko‘olau Mountains.

Nine hard courts, each with the same dark-red-and-green surface, are interspersed around the Kailua grounds. The windward side of O‘ahu was largely undeveloped in the 1930s, when the founders bought the land in the dense flora and dug deep into the marshy soil to build one tennis court, a sand volleyball pit, and a pool.

These days, the club comes alive in the evenings, especially on Tuesdays and Fridays for drop-in doubles matches. (These happen to be the two days of the week when the on-site bar serves drinks until the end of play.)

The club also holds the truest mark of a local, community-owned club: Bruce the cat can almost always be found sunbathing outside the clubhouse by Court 7.
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Luanco Tennis Club Luanco, Spain



It started as a summer gathering among a group of friends. In the 1970s, on the remote Asturian coast of northern Spain, two brothers and their friends with a fondness for tennis got together on the dark sands of Luanco, wooden racquets in hand, and made their own stage.

On La Ribera beach, they drew lines in the sand, found a net and wood posts, and hosted their own round-robin tournament. The sand was firm, close enough to clay, and the ball bounced fine. The friends later wanted the tournament to resemble the Davis Cup, so they gathered four teams of two, all newcomers to the sport from Luanco and the neighboring town of Candás. They even got a referee to officiate.

Soon, the town took notice and crowds formed on the stone walls above the beach to watch. Metal plates replaced ropes and hand-drawn lines, a practice that continues today in the Torneo Tenis Playa Luanco, now a professional exhibition event that has become something of an Asturian sensation.

The Luanco Tennis Club was formed just to sustain this celebration of local tennis. Playing on the coastline, this pop-up 2,000-seat stadium court floods every 12 hours when the tide comes in. Kids swim in the pool that forms. When the tide goes out, the sand firms, the metallic plates for lines fit neatly together, and the town returns to the court ready for play, even if it’s the middle of the night. The community admits that they do not relocate sand to make the court perfectly level—there are slight inclines to the muddy court because, keeping to tradition, it’s created by the sea.

All the greats of Spanish tennis have made the trip to Luanco to play on the beach: Manolo Santana, Sergio Casal, David Ferrer, Pablo Carreño Busta, Feliciano López, Carlos Moyá, and others.
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Royal South Yarra Lawn Tennis Club Melbourne, Australia



As far as historic clubs go, Royal South Yarra exudes community and neighborly rapport more than most. Juniors in the development program under veteran coach John McCurdy, who worked with Lleyton Hewitt, grind out ground strokes on the clay and Har-Tru (see here) courts alongside longtime members and guests enjoying a hit on the grass. One such member often playing doubles with friends is Judy Dalton, one of the Original 9, the female players who formed their own tour and laid the foundation for professional women’s tennis as we know it today.

With around 4,500 members, it’s the third-largest club in Australia. Many pros stop here to train, and visitors write to the club to request a stay at the on-site apartments. In the clubhouse, the entryway doubles as a museum full of shadow boxes honoring Neale Fraser, Margaret Court, and others who honed their games on these very courts.



Hits Behind the Piazza Italy



Bustling tennis tribes kick up clay in the backyards of the Spanish Steps and the Vatican in Rome, and Piazza Michelangelo in Florence, all landmarks with community courts within striking distance. Local hitters chafe against the congestion of getting here, but would never choose to play anywhere else than their nondescript tennis havens. They’ve been coming here to play just as their grandparents and parents did, often at the exact same times of day. One family will tell you to always listen for the sounds of racquets striking balls whenever you’re getting lost between the piazzas.
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Tennis Michelangelo Florence, Italy
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Circolo Sportivo Tennis Emilia de Vialar Rome, Italy









Gezira Sporting Club Cairo, Egypt



The 30 clay courts at Gezira embody the tennis residence. The players, coaches, and guests fringe around Court 1 and talk tennis as part of their daily and nightly routines. Long into the evenings, once the heat subsides, it’s not uncommon to see a coach wandering about and encountering their students, asking when their next hit is and what they’re working on. But it goes much deeper than that. Here there’s a dedication to understanding the sport beyond its physicality, like how to focus through the terrain of a four-hour match, keep yourself in your head and control your thoughts, and not be overwhelmed by the aloneness. At least that’s how the chatter on the patio overlooking Court 1 goes.

Play ramps up on the clay courts at Gezira around mid-September every year. There’s little play in summer, as the only tolerable hours to play are early mornings and late nights.

The sporting club at large sits in the center of Zamalek Island and boasts having reached more than 40,000 families, both Egyptian and foreign, since opening in 1882. It’s not uncommon to see a grandparent rallying with their grandchild on the training courts. But the most prized hitting partners here might be the ball kids, all of whom come from lower-income families in Cairo, and who are some of the most astute players and analysts. Observing the sport for hours every day yields some shrewd tennis minds, able to critique the carve of strokes or serves with ease. If you’re out playing, and they know you well, they’ll comment on your swing. “You’re a little rusty today,” or “You need to calm down.” Most of them go on to be hitting partners and coaches.

Gezira hosts the Pharaoh’s Cup, an international event for top juniors from around the continent and Europe, and hopes here run high that as the sport continues to grow, more professional tour events will arrive in North Africa. In early 2024, the Davis Cup returned to Egypt and took place on the famed Gezira Center Court.
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The Keepers of a Court’s Secrets

No matter the surface, the individuals who maintain tennis courts worldwide harbor a special connection to the court. Funnily enough, most of them don’t play or follow tennis. The groundstaff at Wimbledon is quicker to banter about Premier League football than the upcoming edition of the Championships. Same goes for the groundstaff of the golden sand courts in Sevilla, Spain (but they riff on LaLiga), or the courts in Pune, India (cricket). They do all share a lingua franca of precision and perfectionism. The size of the granules must be uniform. The grass must be firm but not too firm. The lines of the hard court mustn’t have a blip of errant paint. They’re poignantly infatuated with details in service of a game they don’t engage with. Only they will truly know the courts with all their imperfections and quirks.
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Tennis Club San Stin Venice, Italy



A member of the tiny Tennis Club San Stin, a very well-kept secret, tells a story about how they came to find the club.

They had heard rumors about a tucked-away single outdoor clay court in central Venice. “Segreto, segreto,” one person said. The court was talked about as if it were a front for something sinister. They set to walking, getting lost among the canals, hoping they’d hear the sound of a ball being struck. One day, while crossing from Campo San Polo and Campo San Giacomo dell’Orio, they heard the pop of cans opening, probably a coach refilling a basket. They looked up and noticed that above a 15-foot (4.6 m) wall was an even higher fence shrouded in vines. It’d be several years and many friends-of-friends connections before they joined San Stin and became one of only a couple dozen people who hit on this court.
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