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A NEW GANG IN TOWN

______________________

“If you saw this whole circus from the outside, you’d be furious.”

—BJÖRN BORG

“We want to decriminalize cancer,” said the promoter, a thin-haired mustached man wearing a pepita-checkered jacket. “The sick shouldn’t have to feel worthless and alienated from society.”

Björn Borg sat—or, rather, slouched—on a chair next to the promoter. He seemed ready to fall asleep. A third man on the podium, a film producer, told everyone that he’d make sure the money was there. The revenues would come from a sold-out Scandinavium arena, where the 19-year-old Swedish tennis phenom would play the Australian legend, Rod Laver, in a PR event. The pepita-checkered-jacket-wearing man said he planned to sell the TV rights to both the USA and Australia.

He explained: “Fifty percent of the proceeds will go to people suffering from cancer, and, as promoter and risk-taker, I’ll keep 50 percent. McCormack, Björn’s agent, has approved of the arrangement.”

Björn Borg nodded and began receiving questions from the journalists on whether exhibition matches like these were good for the sport: “There shouldn’t be too many of them, because then all the money ends up in just a few players’ pockets. But this one, between me and Laver at the Scandinavium, has every chance to be something special.”

One of the reporters turned to the promoter:

“Have the negotiations for TV rights been completed? Have revenues been secured?”

The promoter lit a cigarette: “Not quite.”

On this gray Göteborg morning, in the press room at the Scandinavium arena, hubris was up against skepticism. The man wearing the pepita-checkered jacket was known for having no qualms about exploiting cancer sufferers at various events. Over the last few years, such events had included galas with old has-been boxers like Bosse Högberg and Lennart Risberg. As for the film producer, his latest effort had been a film aiming to revive the career of a now-extinct star, Anita Lindblom. But a match between Borg and Laver had all the makings to be a success.

A reporter from the local newspaper Göteborgs-Posten grimaced and wrote: “Nobody knows how large the profits will be, so the cancer patients’ association must wait before they know if they can add to their funds. Meanwhile, of course, the winner of the tennis match needn’t worry. Regardless, he’ll happily put 500,000 kronor in his pocket. From the pockets of the rich . . . No player is worth that much.”
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It was late fall of 1975. The Social Democratic Party was well into its 44th continuous year in power. The year, designated International Women’s Year by the United Nations, had seen Olof Palme’s government continue and accelerate its reform policy. Free abortion for women up to the 12th week of pregnancy. Parental leave for both mothers and fathers. Shared custody for divorcing mothers and fathers. A law on workers’ participation in decisions in the workplace. Sweden’s economy also appeared to be going strong. The OECD praised the country, and the parties on the labor market had signed a record-breaking agreement granting 30 percent wage increases over two years. Late in the summer, an initiative from the Swedish trade union organization Landsorganisationen proposed that unions be guaranteed a share majority in all companies with more than 100 employees. The concept was called wage-earning funds.

The center-right opposition parties had been knocked down ideologically. “Social reforms without socialism” was the catchphrase of the Liberal Party. The Center Party, which was the largest of the center-right block parties, focused its election strategy on the dismantling of nuclear power plants.

Everyone appeared to be a social democrat. Except Björn Borg. Not that anyone believed him to suffer from any political passions. But he did choose his own path. Earlier in the year, when he’d left Sweden for Monaco, he hadn’t been shy about his reasons: “To avoid seeing my money end up in the state treasure chest, 90 percent is too much.” Björn had bought a condo in Monte Carlo, and another for his parents right next to it.

Now Björn, sunburned from a Kenya safari he’d taken with Lennart Bergelin, Sweden’s Davis Cup captain, and his girlfriend, Helena Anliot, remained in the press room after the promoter and the producer had left the premises. They needed to make sure that an ad with Björn’s image and the text “THIS YEAR’S CHRISTMAS GIFT—a challenger match at the Scandinavium, 1/2 million kronor to the winner. Buy your tickets today!” was submitted to Göteborgs-Posten.

For Björn, the meeting with the press in Göteborg was only an afterthought. The real reason he was in Sweden was to participate in the two most important competitions ever held on Swedish ground—both were to be held in Stockholm in the next two weeks. First, the Masters tournament, the season finale for all of the best professional players. Then, the Davis Cup final, Sweden’s first ever, against Czechoslovakia.

Björn lingered and chatted with the journalists about his vacation: “It was one of the most wonderful vacations I’ve ever taken. It’s the nicest country I’ve been to, ever. Those nights out in the bush—we slept in tents and heard all the strange sounds up close, really close out there in the night somewhere. It was nice to feel really small for once.”

The latter statement provided an unexpected glimpse into the 19-year-old star’s inner life.

But the journalists couldn’t resist: “How do you feel about your fitness coming up on next week?”

“Not that great. I played with a couple of Kenyans down there, but they weren’t that good,” said Björn.

“If you win the Masters, you could end up number one in the world this year. How do you feel about that?”

“I don’t think about it. The ranking isn’t part of my job.”

The tennis pros had visited Sweden before, but never to play a tournament of this magnitude. A question was asked about the importance of the Masters, and Borg laid it out like a patient scout leader: “Wimbledon is the biggest, then comes the U.S. Open at Forest Hills and the French Open, followed by the Masters and the WCT Tournament of Champions. Those are the biggest tournaments we have in tennis.”

“We” in tennis—that was Björn and his contemporaries. If Björn had been met with bitterness when he left the country citing its taxes, then the Masters tournament was the perfect payback. Stockholm had been chosen to host this supertournament, and it was, of course, because of Borg’s successes and the Swedish people’s fanatic tennis interest. Audience statistics from the Swedish public service radio, Swedish Radio’s, broadcasts of the previous year’s Masters tournament in Melbourne had reached the headquarters of the tennis bigwigs in New York, and the statistics showed that half of Sweden’s population had stayed up through the night to listen to Borg’s long matches. Tennis was the pop sport of the times. To have Sweden host the Masters tournament was the best way to ride the wave. More than 100 tennis journalists from around the world had made hotel reservations in Sweden’s capital.

Around twenty men wearing overalls worked all of Monday night to resurface the courts in the Kungliga Tennis Hall in Stockholm. The new surface, which had been flown in from the USA, had a slow bounce. It was forest green within the white lines and red outside the lines. On Tuesday morning, as the windows in the building’s vaulted ceilings filtered the winter sun, the tennis arena sparkled in its new, gorgeous advent colors.

The first player to arrive, at 1 p.m., was Guillermo Vilas, the Argentinian who topped the year’s Grand Prix charts. He took off his sheepskin fur coat, hung it on one of the courtside chairs, and pulled out a bag of sand from his duffel. The sand was collected from one of the ocean beaches in Mar del Plata, and Vilas always carried a filled bag with him whenever he traveled abroad.

Before entering the court, Vilas stretched for a few minutes, his muscles curving around his thighs like thick snakes. After that, he hit for a while with his coach and sparring partner, Ion Tiriac. He then walked off the court, returned the bag with the sand to his duffel, took his fur coat and his rackets under his arm, and walked over to the restaurant. There, he ordered a steak, fries, and a Coke, while again hanging the fur coat across the back of his chair. He said to Tiriac: “If I lose it in this climate, it’d be a disaster.”

Soon, more players started to drop in. Arthur Ashe, the reigning Wimbledon champion, arrived wearing a black bear fur coat he’d just bought at the Stockholm department store Nordiska Kompaniet, which attracted the attention of two ladies on their way to the tennis courts. Manuel Orantes, the Spaniard who’d won at Forest Hills earlier in the fall, stepped out of his car wearing a waist-length jacket, and Ilie Nastase, the Romanian player who’d won the Masters tournament three out of the last four years, arrived in a green tracksuit carrying his rackets under his arm. Nastase and Ashe were joined on the center court by Adriano Panatta, who was fresh off his win at the Stockholm Open. When Panatta commented to Ashe that the ladies outside had given his fur coat a good look, Ashe smiled and responded:

“Have you ever seen a well-dressed Swede?”

The three players then hit back and forth for an easy workout.

After Vilas had finished his lunch, Borg showed up, went to change, and returned wearing a pair of yellow shorts and a white t-shirt. He accompanied Vilas to the far side court, where they each took a baseline. Vilas whipped his topspin groundstrokes inside the lines. Borg’s feet danced.
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As the tennis pros were stepping out of their limousines, six boys and three girls rose from their desks at the Sätraskolan Secondary School in the southwest part of Stockholm, their chairs scraping against the floor. They grabbed their tennis rackets, threw their bags over their shoulders, and left their Swedish language class. Half an hour later, they were standing on the three indoor courts at the Mälarhöjden sports fields. Their gym teacher yelled out the three golden rules of tennis: “Watch the ball! Move your feet! And for goodness’ sake—turn your side to the net when you hit the ball!”

Tennis as an elective was new this semester, and the class filled up quickly. Those who weren’t able to get a spot had to settle for the badminton class in the school’s gymnasium, where another teacher taught the long and short serves. The students listened; however, when it came to stroke technique, they already knew how they’d play, and no teacher in the world could change their mind. After all, Borg had taught them it was fine to ignore well-meaning advice and just do what felt best. Thus, the students in the badminton class let the shuttlecocks sink toward the floor, bent their knees low, turned their side to the net, fixed their eyes on the ball, and whipped back two-handed backhands with heavy topspin.

Sätra was a young suburb. It mirrored the Swedish welfare society, where the social classes lived in close proximity to one another but were still easily separated. The school sat in the middle. Everyone went there. The daughter of the leader of the Liberal Party, Ola Ullsten, came from the community of townhomes, as did the sons of the president of the journalists’ association. From the high-rises came the boys who sat in the city center sniffing glue and the girls who hung out at the youth center. Rolle Stoltz, the legendary ice hockey player, greeted them all when he walked home with his bag of groceries from Konsum.

But hockey and soccer were no longer the kids’ favorite sports. At the remodeled Sätra sports field, the eight brand-new tennis courts were always completely booked. To meet demand, the leisure committee decided to convert the hockey rinks to tennis courts in the summertime.

Most of all, the new passion could be seen in spontaneous settings, in courtyards between high-rises, and between the townhomes’ garages and parking lots. Cars were parked in the garages, and parking lots turned into tennis courts, measured out stride by stride, the lines painted with chalk. When a hard-hit forehand sailed past an opponent and with a bang made a dent in the metal on someone’s brand new Saab 99, things quieted down for a little while. Promises were made to take it easier. Possessions were not all that mattered in the world.

In the summer of 1975, in one of the communities, the year’s second local tournament was already in full swing. It started with the round of 16, and practically everyone participated, regardless of age. A wife who worked as a secretary at the motor vehicle inspection facility beat the appeals court judge in the first round, only to meet her fate in the next round, losing to a long-haired fifteen-year-old. The newly divorced recreational instructor lost to the property manager, and a thirteen-year-old reached the finals but had no chance against a neatly bearded, very consistent and coordinated architect.

One of the many tennis-crazy kids in Sätra was Mats Törnwall, who in 1975 was a ninth-grader at the Sätra High School. Today, he works as a stock broker at a bank near Stureplan in Stockholm. In 1975, he knew one thing for sure: that he’d never work at a bank like his dad and that he’d become a sports journalist, or even better, a tennis player.

“We were inspired by Björn Borg’s garage wall, and there were a lot of pedestrian tunnels in Sätra. My friend and I used to go there and hit against the wall, every other shot until one of us missed. That made it 15–0, and then we continued on to game, set, and match,” says Törnwall.

Björn Borg, or björnborg, which was the common pronunciation—without a pause between his first and last names—had changed Sweden. When Ingemar Stenmark skied, the entire country came to a complete halt for a few minutes. The national hockey and soccer teams could create moments of euphoria. But Borg penetrated deeper layers, more existential and complex. He wasn’t beloved—he seemed too different for that—but he was admired. People marveled at what he was accomplishing on his own and couldn’t stop thinking about him. And the game he played was so much fun, yet so difficult.

Elective classes were a novelty and a brainchild of Olof Palme, then-minister for education, a few years earlier. They were part of a new national curriculum in which the most important changes were no grades in lower and middle secondary school; no grades in order and conduct; and no Christianity teachings, which were replaced by studies of all the major religions. Palme believed that the winds of change required a school system characterized by enlightenment, equality, and content before form. The purpose of the elective classes was to promote students’ individual development.

Even before the school reform was fully implemented, this theory had been tested by Björn Borg, who’d left school to follow his own, uncompromising, individual path. All interests were just as important for individual development, and seeing the tennis idols who this week appeared in extra color inserts in the newspapers was more important than ongoing school group projects on the Vietnam War.

Mats Törnwall and one of his classmates took the subway from Sätra to Gärdet. The doors to the Kungliga Tennis Hall were open.

“We skipped school. I still have my autograph notebook and all the autographs are there, except for Borg’s. It wasn’t that we didn’t see him or couldn’t have gotten it, we could have. But he was in a semifeud with the Swedish press back then, and I remember thinking it’d be nice to leave him alone,” Törnwall recounts.

Borg and Vilas practiced all out; the tempo was furious. Borg chased after a short drop shot and had moved up to the net when his thigh got in the way of a hard-hit forehand passing shot from Vilas. The Swede fell to the floor. Vilas looked at him, but Björn was still down. Vilas walked up to the net, and Borg lifted an arm. Vilas smiled and lay down on his side of the net; the two tennis stars took a break, breathing hard on their backs.
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Nearly 40 years later, Borg still remembers everyone’s expectations before the Masters tournament, his own and the Swedish people’s. He’s still sweating a little after an intense workout at Janne Lundqvist’s tennis hall in Stockholm. Björn plays here a few times a week to stay in shape. He looks good. His silvery-gray hair is slicked back and damp after his shower. The tennis hall, whose walls are covered with images of him, breathes tennis history.

“It was always important for me to perform at home, at the Stockholm Open and in Båstad. And then the Masters came here with the eight best players in the world, and I had qualified. I remember that I played tennis at an extremely high level in several matches,” Borg explains.

“I practiced hard with Vilas the days before the tournament. Superhard workouts. I think I was the first player, along with Vilas, who began to train a lot. He could stay out on the court and play maybe even longer than me, but I ran more than he did, trail running on hilly courses, interval training, things like that. We were the first players who really applied ourselves and started training professionally. Then others followed. I might have been the most extreme, but when they saw what Vilas and I could endure, everyone understood this is what you had to do.”

Borg and Vilas hailed from opposite corners of the world and had become good friends. Aside from their workout discipline, they also had in common similar long curls, identical headbands that held those curls in place, and a similar style of play—heavy ground strokes and tireless grinding from the baseline. To an outsider, though, they still seemed to have more dissimilarities than similarities. Vilas was four years older and was portrayed as a man with different ideals than Borg.

Before the Masters tournament, the morning newspaper Dagens Nyheter published a long article describing Vilas: “For Vilas, the friendships with other players and the joy of playing the game that matters most are more important than money,” wrote the reporter, Kurt Lorén. Vilas grew up in an upper-class Argentine family but was a self-declared communist. He wore Che Guevara t-shirts, read serious books, and had already published a book himself, a mixture of poetry and essays, which, according to Vilas, was about “humans, love, and loneliness.” The evening newspaper Expressen reviewed the book on its culture pages, and Dagens Nyheter reported that the book had received positive reviews in South America. However, the great Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges dismissed the book as a pectoral: “Vilas writes poetry similar to how I play tennis.” The evening daily Aftonbladet described Vilas as “the world’s best-paid poet.”

“Do you have Björn’s killer instinct?” asked Dagens Nyheter.

“Killer instinct is just a word,” answered Vilas. “When you’re out on the court, you don’t think about killing.”

“You read and write a lot?”

“Yes, but it’s not true that I prefer Dostoyevsky above all others. I’d like to take the opportunity to refute that here. My favorite is Khalil Gibran. Currently, I’m reading El Vagabundo by him, but his best book is The Prophet. Don’t miss it!”

After the practice, Borg, too, was asked about his reading habits. A reporter wanted to know if he still read comic books. “The truth is,” said Björn, “I haven’t read a single comic book in a year. My image might need a little updating after all.”

The reporter asked why Björn had stopped reading comic books. “Why?” said Borg and laughed. “Well, probably for the same reason all other kids stop reading them. They don’t give me anything anymore.”

Borg said he might go back to school the day he stopped playing tennis. Sometimes, he said, he’d tried to read textbooks between practices and tournaments. “It just doesn’t work, I have no energy for it. I guess tennis takes too much energy. I can’t do it.”

Björn was everyone’s idol at the Kungliga Tennis Hall, but despite the young phenom’s successes, some tennis purists criticized his style of play. BORG HITS LIKE A LUMBERJACK, read one front-page headline in Dagens Nyheter after one of the summer’s Davis Cup matches. DON’T PLAY LIKE BORG urged a headline in Expressen a few days before the start of the Masters tournament.

Because tennis was also a matter of style. Comparing Borg to Arthur Ashe, the Swede seemed boorish as he moved between the points. Was it a matter of character? Ashe was from Richmond, Virginia, the son of a cotton picker. He’d been raised in a world where, because of the color of his skin, he was chased away from the tennis courts and forced to sit in the back of the bus. Arthur Ashe was quiet, just like Borg, but his aura was not the same. Rather than stubbornness, he radiated stature and purity, which gained in gravity from his position on civil rights issues. No newspaper failed to mention that Ashe had flown to Stockholm from Soweto, where he’d just opened a tennis center for black children. His colleagues called him “Mr. Cool.” He had a brilliant season behind him, which had brought him close to his dream of finishing a tennis season as the world’s number one.

“Four of us are playing for that,” said Vilas. “Arthur Ashe, Manuel Orantes, Björn Borg, and myself. If one of us wins the Masters, he is likely to be ranked number one in 1975.”

On Saturday, Ashe, Nastase, and Panatta practiced on the center court. Nastase horsed around, pulled down his pants to his knees, and wobbled as he tried to run down his practice partners’ shots. Ashe laughed. Nastase brought out a tape recorder and proceeded to do push-ups to the rhythm of David Bowie’s “Young Americans” and The Eagles’ “One of These Nights.” Ashe served up an ace.

“Arthur, your nerves won’t hold up against me in the match tomorrow. You don’t have a chance,” yelled Nastase.

According to Mats Törnwall, “The player I remember most from the Masters is Nastase. We watched him practice, he put on a show and joked around. He broke his rackets and then he walked up to us and gave us the broken racket. He could speak so many languages, we admired him almost as much as we admired Borg.”

That evening, Nastase was the center of attention in the cocktail bar at the Grand Hotel. “I’m going to drive Ashe crazy tomorrow. I’m going to give him all the old tricks and some of my new ones.”

Ashe came down to the bar.

“Hey Negroni,” yelled Nastase. “I’ll make you sweat tomorrow.”

The evening at the Grand Hotel was boisterous. The air was filled with gamesmanship. Tennis stars came and went, and other guests followed the spectacle with wide-open eyes and ears. All the Masters participants stayed at the Grand, which is located opposite the Royal Palace. Everyone except Björn Borg. The newspapers reported that he was staying at a private address, or a “secret location.”

“It was kept secret from most people, but I stayed with a man we called Engblom the Barber, a property owner and tennis player who owned a large property two stations away from Äppelviken, where I stayed in an apartment that week. To stay at the Grand with the other players was out of the question; I needed peace and quiet. Helena Anliot stayed there, too,” says Björn.
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“Fascist pig,” shouted someone in the crowd to Manuel Orantes early in the tournament’s opening match between the timid Spaniard and Adriano Panatta. Franco had been dead for a week, but the hatred against the Spanish dictatorship ran deep. Just two months earlier, Olof Palme had called Franco and the Spanish government “bloody murderers.” No matter, Orantes beat Panatta. Björn, wearing yellow shorts and a yellow shirt, crushed Raúl Ramírez. He impressed like never before.

The evening session began with Vilas beating Harold Solomon, an American small in stature. It ended with Ashe playing Nastase in a match that was to set the tone for the entire week. The Swedish people learned once and for all that the professional tennis circus, which Borg had made so popular and which was the reason so many had started to play tennis, was in fact something very un-Swedish.

The start of the match offered brilliant tennis. In the first set Ashe, elegant in a shirt with a horizontally striped pattern and light-blue shorts, was blown off the court by Nastase, who was wearing all white. In the second set, Ashe cleaned up his serve and took the lead, 5–2. This caused Nastase to lose his temper. The Romanian did what he usually did, and just like he’d promised: he resorted to his special methods for making opponents lose their rhythm. He questioned calls, threw his racket, delayed the game, and chatted up the chair umpire and the crowd. It worked. Ashe lost his equilibrium, started to miss drop shots, and placed easy volleys outside of the lines. Eventually, Nastase had a break point to go ahead, 6–5, but Ashe managed to escape, held his serve, and immediately followed it up by breaking Nastase’s serve in the next game to win the set. Nastase spat on a TV camera and smacked a ball into the wall right next to a linesman.

In the third set, Ashe was ahead by a score of 4–1 and 40–15 in Nastase’s service game. The Romanian seemed to have psyched himself out. What happened next happened around ten o’clock at night, when the Swedish television, which had broadcast live all afternoon, had scheduled a replay of highlights from Borg’s match. Instead, the cameras kept rolling live, and all of Sweden could see Nastase hit a serve and Ashe catch the ball in his hand. The American signaled that he hadn’t been ready to return Nastase’s serve. Nastase lost it. The umpire asked him to serve again. Nastase walked up to the umpire, asked what was going on, he’d already served, he’d played, he hadn’t seen a signal from Ashe before he hit his serve. A good serve had been wasted. “Please play,” said the Swedish umpire. Nastase continued his rant, first at the umpire, then at the crowd. Ashe waited. Nastase threw up his hands. “Please play,” repeated the umpire. Nastase got ready at the service line. He pointed with a ball in his hand toward his opponent and yelled: “Are you ready, Mr. Ashe?”

Someone laughed. Others hushed.

Nastase gestured again, seeking some form of confirmation from Ashe that he’d heard the question, then lowered his racket, let the racket rest at his side, and gave Ashe a long stare. The seconds passed.

“Are you ready, Mr. Ashe?” repeated Nastase while holding up two fingers in the air, a clear sign since the rules state that the serving player has two serves. Another look at Ashe, the umpire, the crowd.

“15–40,” called the umpire, “two balls.” Nastase turned toward the umpire in an exaggerated, submissive manner, bowed his head, and answered: “Yes, ma’am!”

The crowd was so caught up in what was happening that it no longer knew how to interpret the situation. Laughs were heard, but the silence surrounding the laughs revealed a feverish atmosphere. This was unknown territory, a reminder that the Masters tournament was not at all the same thing as the quaint Stockholm Open week. This was for real, this was ruthless.

Nastase waited for the buzz to subside and began his service motion, bounced the ball, and bent down low and with rhythm between each bounce, exaggerating his motions. People squirmed on the wooden benches. The Romanian had a natural comic talent; it was difficult not to laugh.

“Nastase, please serve,” said the umpire at the exact moment the Romanian had, in fact, tossed the ball up in the air.

The Romanian interrupted his service motion, walked up to the umpire, and started his yapping shenanigans once again. In the midst of all this, Ashe left his position behind the baseline and walked assertively across the court. He’d had enough. He quickly gathered his things and began walking toward the locker room. The referee—a man from West Germany named Klosterkempfer—hurried out on center court and tried to get a word with Ashe. But the American wasn’t going to negotiate. He left the court.

And with that, he was disqualified.

Nastase, now suddenly the winner, also walked off the court, very slowly at first. Then he turned his back to the chair umpire and walked backwards to his chair, picked up his rackets, and walked up and sat down in the stands, in the midst of the crowd, where he gulped down a soda. The match was over. The crowd remained seated in what seemed like a state of shock, as if it were waiting for a sequel, a reconciliation, a negotiated resolution Swedish style.
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And there was one. Speaking into his microphone, the Swedish chair umpire explained that he’d been ready to disqualify Nastase for unsportsmanlike conduct right before Ashe left the court. He just hadn’t had a chance to announce his decision. Therefore, a new result was declared. Both players had been disqualified.

The press room was jam-packed with journalists. Ashe and Nastase sat at a table, staring at each other. Klosterkempfer placed himself in the middle.

“The umpire’s decision is correct,” said Nastase. “I have no complaints, everyone knows it’s always my fault.”

He got up from his chair to stand by the wall.

“When I left the court,” said Ashe, “Nastase had broken almost every rule there is without being disqualified, even if I had pleaded with the umpire.”

Nastase screamed: “Pleaded with the umpire? The only thing you should do on the court is play, or do you need President Ford to rule on everything that happens on the tennis court, too?”

Ashe said nothing.

“Who are you, really?” yelled Nastase.

Ashe still said nothing.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” shouted Nastase. “You should try to just play tennis.”

“It’s impossible to talk to that ass,” said Ashe. “Even if it’s meaningless, I’m going to file a complaint with the Players’ Association at its meeting this week. And I’m going to have to argue with myself, since I am its president.”
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Ashe and Nastase were both part of Borg’s circle of friends, and everything that had to do with Björn was becoming increasingly fascinating. The first thing Swedes discussed the following day—at every workplace around the country, across every coffee table, in every schoolyard—was Sunday’s scandalous match. It was front page news in all the newspapers. The inner workings of the pro circus had been exposed, and what it showed was something different from the Fjällräven jackets and Stenmark hats everyone was wearing these days.

The morning newspaper Svenska Dagbladet wrote about Nastase’s violation of the spirit of the sport: “What’s at stake here is the idea of the game. This view shouldn’t be obscured by a stack of dollars. And the fact that Nastase is the most successful Masters player of all time shouldn’t do that, either. Clownish behavior and direct sabotage have no place in a tournament that, when you translate the English word, means ‘The Championship of Champions.’ If Nastase misbehaves one more time, he should be immediately expelled—and at the same time, the Swedish organizers should also decline any and all future visits.”

Dagens Nyheter’s Bobby Byström thought it was a shame that the umpire had let Ashe make the decision the umpire himself should have made: take a stand against Nastase’s behavior: “At any rate, we as spectators, we thank Ashe. What we want to see and pay a hefty price for, is Nastase the player, not the clown. As such and in that case, he is grossly overpaid.” Expressen articulated an ultimatum in a bold front-page headline: STOP ACTING LIKE A CLOWN, NASTASE—OR STOP PLAYING TENNIS. The newspaper had also sent one of its reporters, Maria Schottenius, to Nastase’s hotel room. From there, she reported that Nastase hadn’t been able to get used to the fact that he was no longer the best player. This tormented him, and his nerves were the culprit.

While the newspapers were busy analyzing, the players took the opportunity to sort out their differences on their own. That Monday morning in the Grand Hotel’s breakfast room, Ashe sat picking though his food, staring out across the gray waters of Stockholm. He was feeling disappointed, empty, irritable, and bitter. After all, he was the president of the professional tennis players’ association and the players’ face externally in negotiations with organizers and sponsors. Now he’d lost his famous equilibrium and damaged the sport’s reputation. He promised himself to never speak with Nastase again.

“Hey, Negroni . . .”

There was only one person who’d use that epithet; the same man who constantly greeted South African tennis pros with “Hey, Racist” and Germans with “Hey, Nazi.” Nastase was hiding behind a large bouquet of red, yellow, and white flowers, which he handed to Ashe. Then he gave his antagonist from the day before a kiss on each cheek. All Ashe could do was laugh; he wasn’t good at holding grudges. About an hour later, the tournament organizers announced that Ashe had been given the victory. And thus, the match was given its third final result. Nastase sulked yet again, hopped into a car that took him to the Kungliga Tennis Hall, and sat down in the stands to watch Vilas defeat Ramírez. At one time, the play was stopped so that a man with a heart condition could be removed from the stands to receive care. Nastase sighed: “This is my fault, too. Everything is my fault.”
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WHY DO WE BULLY NASTASE? read the headline of an article written by the author P O Enquist on Expressen’s culture page the following day. “For goodness sake. Of course, we shouldn’t weep crocodile tears over tennis millionaires who travel around the world like crazy rats and cash in while doing it,” Enquist began and went on to criticize the stiff rules of tennis, which stemmed from “English lords and pale-nosed sons of the Eton nobility.”

The Eastern European Nastase, on the other hand, was a genuine and precious proletarian who could care less about manners and obedience. “The only human,” wrote Enquist, “in tennis’s wax cabinet of mask holders.”

Enquist’s interpretation reflected the Swedish people’s feelings. Nastase was popular and admired by many. Women found him handsome, tennis connoisseurs enjoyed his hand-eye coordination, and the kids laughed at his antics.

Aftonbladet’s readers called in and offered their opinions on Sunday’s events at the Kungliga Tennis Hall. The next day, their reactions filled two full pages. “Nastase resembled Torbjörn Fälldin, a turncoat,” opined one reader. “It’s the money’s fault,” said someone else. Another reader reasoned: “Just imagine if a factory worker had done what Ashe did. He’d be sacked immediately.”

The Kungliga Tennis Hall sold out every night. Nastase defeated Orantes. Torbjörn Fälldin, Olof Palme, King Carl Gustaf, and the Formula 1 race car driver Ronnie Peterson attracted the photographers’ attention between games, when people stretched their legs and got up to buy pilsner and ice cream. When the spectators had reclaimed their seats, Björn beat Solomon and advanced to the semifinals. In a radio interview, Björn said that if he continued to play this well, he could win the Masters, and maybe become the world’s number one player. Meanwhile, Nastase was sitting in yet another packed press room, where he answered questions after his win against Orantes.
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“Weren’t you mentally tired after the Ashe match?”

“Not just mentally, but physically, too, thanks to a wonderful night of lovemaking with my wife, Dominique. So yes, I was tired, but I still felt pretty good, as you can probably imagine . . .”

Nastase went on to defeat Adriano Panatta, in a match where he got the crowd up on its feet after the Romanian ran down a lob and, with his back to the net, hit an overhead smash that left his opponent no chance to return it. It was an artistic stroke nobody had seen before, and a stroke nobody else could’ve pulled off. The next day, after Ashe defeated Orantes, the Romanian advanced to the semis. The American was quick to point out that by winning, he’d done Nastase a favor. “I’ve just given him the $40,000 opportunity. If I meet him in the final, I won’t be walking off again. Things are completely back to normal now.”

The semifinals: Borg–Ashe, Vilas–Nastase.

Neither the TV companies nor the organizers could have dreamed up a better season finale.

The international tennis journalists held Ashe and Vilas as the favorites to win. Ashe had A-plus statistics against Borg. Vilas had looked very confident through the group rounds. And in the first match on Saturday afternoon, in front of a sold-out arena and three million Swedes who followed the match via radio or television, it was indeed Ashe who set the pace. The American clearly played better than Borg in the first two sets, but Borg managed to steal the first, mostly because Ashe hadn’t yet fine-tuned his attacks. After Ashe had won the second set, Borg seemed stunned. He wasn’t able to get to Ashe’s serve. Borg hung his head. Everything suggested he was going to lose the match.

Percy Rosberg, Borg’s coach before Björn moved to Monaco, was in the radio booth acting as sidekick to the match commentator, Tommy Engstrand:

“I remember it well. A ball boy came up to the radio booth. Björn had asked him to come and get me. Ashe was serving well, he was a serve-and-volley player. And Borg could never pass him, so Ashe won his games easily. I had a small key for a solution. Björn’s mistake in the first two sets was that he wasn’t positioned right to the ball. He acted like an obedient student in a tennis school during the first two sets, set his feet early. . . . It’s true that you should hit with your feet firmly set, but Björn looked like a buried tulip bulb. He needed to move his feet much closer at the moment of impact. It’s classic. As a tennis player, some days you feel more like a statue, your feet don’t listen. So, I took a seat on the stairs beside the court, because coaching wasn’t allowed. Lennart Bergelin, who was Björn’s real coach, was sitting on the other side. But I sat down pretty close to Björn’s chair and said to the ball boy: “Tell Björn to move his feet as much as possible before he hits the ball, so he can get to the serve.”

Borg received the message in that changeover and immediately proceeded to break Ashe’s serve. Rosberg remained seated where he was. The referee, Klosterkempfer, noticed the rule violation and approached Rosberg, whose actions risked Borg’s disqualification. Rosberg denied having said anything.

In the next day’s newspapers, he said: “I said nothing. I just sat there silent like a wall.”

Nearly 40 years later, he laughs sheepishly at the memory:

“I knew the German guy who was head of the tournament. He explained that Björn could be disqualified for taking advice from someone in the stands, and he again asked what I’d told Björn. I answered that I just said to the guy sitting next to me that Björn should move his feet, and if I happened to say it a bit loudly so that Björn happened to hear it, then so be it.”

Björn Borg also remembers the situation well:

“Nobody else was sitting next to Percy. That’s what was so funny, that space was empty. They must have thought Percy had started to lose it, sitting there talking to himself. . . . But what he said was good, it helped me.”

Björn turned things around and beat Ashe, 3–1. In the final sets, he played his best tennis all week. Meanwhile, Nastase surprisingly crushed Vilas, 3–0, in the other semifinal.

At the press conference before the final, Borg had high expectations: “I have high hopes of winning the final.”

But Björn wasn’t at all as calm as he tried to appear. Percy Rosberg’s coaching from the stairs in the stands had helped Björn get the win, but it had also shaken a sensitive relationship.

Percy Rosberg remembers:

“Ashe didn’t say anything about it. He and I knew each other pretty well personally. We’d met in Båstad, and he was fond of my babysitter. He’d seen me sit there on the stairs, so he knew I had coached, but he probably thought he should’ve beaten Björn anyway. It was worse with Bergelin. He was really angry afterward. He thought he was the one that should be coaching Björn, not I. But Björn had asked me to come and I gave him a tip that helped him turn the match around, so there wasn’t much Bergelin could say.”

The problem was that the coaches’ conflict affected the prodigy. Lennart Bergelin was furious that Borg had received advice from Rosberg, and he let Borg know it. But Percy Rosberg was the man who’d discovered Borg and then taught, coached, and shaped him into the player who now, at the age of 19, had a chance to become the world’s number one.

Lennart Bergelin, on the other hand, had grown into a sort of extra father figure for Björn. He was the one who traveled with Björn around the world, booked the hotel rooms and flights, arranged for hitting partners, and administered massages. He also made sure to keep journalists, fans, and not least girls at arm’s length from Björn. Their relationship was indeed so close that when Björn went on a safari vacation with his girlfriend, Helena, Bergelin tagged along.

Now these two men, the adults Borg trusted the most in life aside from his parents, were feuding openly. And Björn found himself stuck in the middle.
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After the semifinals, when Swedish TV reviewed its Sunday programming schedule, it planned for a long tennis final. Thus, it decided to scratch a season opener in bandy, as well as a ski race. Tennis was what everyone wanted to see.

But it became a quick affair. Nastase won by 6–2, 6–2, 6–1. The match was over in 65 minutes.

Björn Borg is still disappointed to this day.

“I had played extremely well against Ashe in the semifinal. But the final was bad. In fact, I think it was the worst of all my finals in any big tournament, and against Nastase of all people. I played terribly.”

Borg had developed a need to not let anything outside of tennis disturb him before his matches. The bickering distracted him, and against a Nastase who was in a great playing mood, he had no chance.

“The head of the tournament made me sit all the way up on top in the stands,” says Rosberg. “‘You’ll sit up there, you hear!’” he said. “I wasn’t even able to make eye contact with Björn. And he played so crappy in that match. But it wasn’t his feet that weren’t working. His head was tired after all the arguing about the coaching during his match with Ashe.”

The conflict between Rosberg and Bergelin wasn’t known by the press or the general public. The foreign journalists noted that Nastase had demolished Borg in a way that revealed the shortcomings in the Swede’s game, and which also showcased the classic tennis artistry that existed behind Nastase’s clown mask. “Because above all it was an elegant massacre, an outstanding visual image, the lovely, curled backhand strokes from Nastase, and the ball dropping precisely in the corners,” wrote Sports Illustrated.

After the match, Nastase said that his two last matches were the beginning of a new era in his career. “This is the second time that I concentrate in—how old am I, 29?—in 29 years. The first time was yesterday, I realize now. That’s good for my game.”

Reporters from the Swedish evening newspapers joined Nastase and his wife for dinner in Stockholm’s Old Town and reported the full menu: shrimp cocktail, smoked salmon, filet mignon, ice cream, and Irish coffee. Dominique, Ilie, and a few persistent reporters then followed up dinner by a visit to the dance club Alexandra.

Aftonbladet delivered heavy criticism of Björn the day after the final. A front-page headline mentioned Borg’s money. The article said that Björn had made a million as early as 1973 and that he doubled that amount in both 1974 and 1975, in prize money alone. Borg was called a “Tax Swiss” in Bengt Therner’s text, in which the reporter pointed out that Borg was a Swedish citizen but didn’t pay one krona in taxes. He only paid taxes in Monaco, 35 kronor per year. His finances were managed by an American, Mark McCormack, who’d now made an offer on an exclusive mansion in central Sweden on Borg’s behalf. The newspaper asked readers to call in and share their thoughts.

The next day, the letters to the editor’s page filled an entire spread in the newspaper. “Something’s wrong with our society, not with Borg,” wrote a metal worker from Hjo. A machinist from Nynäshamn argued that Borg had “started from nothing.” Those opinions aside, the rest of the published letters were critical in nature. Carpenters, office clerks, construction workers, a warehouse worker, a taxi driver in Farsta, a cook in Göteborg, a philosopher in Gävle. . . . They all agreed: it was terrible, ungracious, horrible to earn such huge sums. At the same time, the Swedish people didn’t seem prepared to put into practice their theoretical criticism of Borg. When the tickets to Borg’s exhibition match against Laver at the Scandinavium arena were released, there were long lines, and the 12,000 tickets sold out in the blink of an eye.

Björn felt obliged to address the criticism. He met with a reporter from Aftonbladet at a hotel in Uppsala. “I understand if people are angry that I make so much money,” he said. “It really is almost shameful how much money can be made in tennis today. If you saw this whole circus from the outside, you’d be furious. But at the same time, of course, I’m thankful for myself that this is how it is. That the prize money is so great. That you can secure your future in a rather short period of time by playing tennis. And maybe the money has done something to me—although I don’t know exactly what. Money is great to have. Money provides a sort of freedom. But money isn’t everything. I don’t really care about clothes. I dress just like I did before. Jeans and a shirt, clothes I like. But when and if I see something I really like, I never bother to ask how much it is. That’s when it’s good to have plenty of money. That’s the freedom money provides.”

Borg said that his personality had changed, as well. “For the better: I have an easier time containing my emotions now. There were many times when I was younger, back home in Södertälje, when my mom and dad had to sneak away from the outside courts, blushing and embarrassed. I was a monster on the court—I cursed and threw my racket every time I lost a point. I thank my mom and dad for putting a stop to that. But oh, how they had to nag, threaten, and lecture me. For the worse: I have become messier. I have a hard time keeping things neat around me. My car is a terrible mess, old chewing gum wrappers and other trash is piling up everywhere. Maybe it’s because nowadays I have to spend so much time keeping my body and equipment in shape, so there’s no time for all the rest. I remember when I was little and we’d go visit my grandfather in the hospital. I don’t really remember a lot, other than that it was unpleasant and that I was sad he was there. And that scares me still, that everything is so fragile, illnesses, and I don’t mean sports injuries—I know they’re coming and I’m ready for it. But that you might not be able to walk, or move. Yeah, that you might suddenly just not wake up one day.

The reason Borg was staying at the hotel in Uppsala was that the Davis Cup team had assembled there. Borg, Ove Bengtson, Kjell Johansson, Birger Andersson, and the team captain, Lennart Bergelin, had already begun fine-tuning for the final against Czechoslovakia that would start the day after the Masters tournament. For the first time, Sweden had the chance to bring home the oldest team competition in sports.

But the fact that Borg had been so outplayed in the Masters final was a concern. How was his fitness? If he couldn’t handle the stress of playing the biggest singles final ever on Swedish soil, how was he going to handle a Davis Cup final? The leaders of the Swedish Tennis Association played an unexpected card. When Lennart Bergelin stepped out to lead the first practice sessions, he had a new colleague by his side: Ilie Nastase.


FROM ROYAL PASTIME
TO THE PEOPLE’S SPORT

_______________________

“He’s the world’s only undefeated tennis player.
‘Just don’t beat the king’ was what other players
were told as they set out to play him.”

—PERCY ROSBERG

The name of Sweden’s first tennis player was Gustaf. He was the crown prince, and, in the summer of 1879, he turned 21 and spent four months in England. This was the last stop on his grand tour, the journey undertaken by all young members of royal families for educational purposes and to find a marriage partner at one of the foreign royal courts (the line of succession to the throne must be secured). Gustaf had traveled abroad the previous year, too, when he’d visited the Danish royal court. He’d also made stops in Constantinople, Rome, and Paris but hadn’t been successful in reeling in a catch.

In England, he was introduced to princess Beatrice as a suitable partner. Such a marriage would have been both advantageous and appropriate for the Swedish royal family, but it was not to be. Gustaf wasn’t interested. His mind was stuck on something else, a new game. He’d seen young men in white clothing move smoothly around rectangular courts on well-groomed lawns. They held rackets in their hands and played a game called lawn tennis. Gustaf became more than interested. He fell in love.

When he returned home, he taught the game to his friends, and tennis became a popular sport in the upper society. Gustaf had two of the country’s first tennis courts built, a grass court at the royal palace in Tullgarn and an unassuming clay court at Skeppsholmen in Stockholm, where many naval officers came to play. People who walked by thought it looked silly; adults running around while hitting a small ball back and forth to each other. But the crown prince made sure to have the rule book of the game translated into Swedish, and the game grew in popularity. The crown prince belonged to a growing group of people who believed that tennis was the best thing that life had to offer. They were behind the construction of a tennis pavilion at Djurgården in Stockholm, an exclusive and modern facility featuring hot water showers. Gustaf competed under the alias Mr. G. and founded his own club, Kronprinsens Lawn Tennis Klubb. When he was crowned king, Gustaf had it renamed Kungliga Lawn Tennisklubben, KLTK.

As a newly appointed monarch by the name of Gustaf V, his political power was more restricted. At the end of the First World War and with parliamentary democracy about to break through, the European royal families’ glory days were over. Tennis could have met the same fate. It could have followed other gentlemanly pleasures such as horse polo and fox hunting into the periphery of society and lived out its days as an obsolete cultural phenomenon.

There were signs in Sweden that pointed in that direction. In 1920, one of them could be seen by all in newspaper images: a melancholy monarch trudging around in the ashes and remains of the burned-down royal tennis pavilion.

But out in the world, things were going in a different direction. The French woman Suzanne Lenglen, a commoner, won Wimbledon in 1919. With her, the game was brought into the Jazz Age and the era of the Lost Generation. Lenglen cursed, drank, smoked, and was often escorted to the court by one of her numerous lovers. At this time, the British suffragettes fought successfully for women’s equality, and Lenglen managed to reach further than that in her field: tennis became a sport where the biggest name was a woman. The masses lined up for a chance to see her play. Wimbledon had to build a new arena. On the court, the French woman moved as gracefully as a ballerina. She ignored the fashion of the times, which stipulated that ladies played in corsets. Airy, shorter dresses became her trademark and the fashion for women in large parts of the world. Hemingway wrote about her in The Sun Also Rises. Suzanne Lenglen was obsessed with winning, and between 1919 and 1926, she remained practically undefeated. More than anyone else, she transformed tennis into a competitive spectator’s sport. Lenglen became one of the world’s most famous athletes during the 1920s, when the balance between celebrities was changing: royalty now found themselves in the shadows of artists, scientists, and sports personalities. Following behind in Lenglen’s surging waves, new male tennis profiles also started to step forward. One such new phenom was Bill Tilden, the gay actor and playwright who transformed tennis into a physical power sport and every match into a spectacle. Others included the French tennis musketeers Henri Cochet, René Lacoste, Jean Borotra, and Jacques Brugnon.

The politically conservative Gustaf V followed the development of international tennis with fascination. Swedish tennis was still a game for the high society; the upper class played to bask in the glory of royalty. In the Davis Cup, the bankers Marcus Wallenberg and Sune Malmström represented the Swedish national team. They noted their notorious losses in neat columns.

Gustaf V wanted to meet Lenglen and play a game of tennis with her. This was arranged for, and, as a bonus, the king became close friends with her fellow countrymen, the successful French tennis musketeers.
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In January of 1926, news reached King Gustaf V that a new American tennis star, Helen Wills, had disembarked from a transatlantic ocean liner in Le Havre, France. Was she thinking of challenging Suzanne Lenglen, “La Divine”? Lenglen had reached the age of 26 and had racked up victories in Wimbledon and Paris, but she hadn’t bothered to travel to America to play. She also hadn’t bothered to defend her Olympics title in 1924. Instead, that title went to Wills, then only 18 years old, who since then had gone on to win the American Championships three times. This was what everyone had been waiting for, a match between the reigning tennis queen and the young American.

Thanks to Suzanne Lenglen, the French people had regained much of its wounded pride from the First World War, and they viewed the tennis challenge like a global duel in a wider cultural sense. Americans, wrote the daily newspaper Paris-Midi, were “degenerate and rotten, physically, intellectually, and morally. They are an insult to our ears, eyes, and nostrils.”

But when 12 reporters met with Helen Wills in Le Havre, all such rhetoric was silenced. The young American woman made a deep impression. Before boarding the train to the Riviera, she explained that she’d come to France not primarily to play tennis, but to paint.

But she was going to play tennis, too, and it wasn’t difficult to guess with whom.

TIME magazine kept a journal of Wills’s travels in France, without interviewing her. Each day, as she got closer to Cannes, the journalists became even more convinced they knew what she was thinking about in her train car.

When King Gustaf V found out that Lenglen and Wills had been entered into the same tournament and most likely would meet in the final in Cannes on February 16, he had his bags packed, changed into his alias, Mr. G., and boarded the train to the Riviera.

The match was going to be played on a pink-colored clay court and was described as a showdown between French elegance and American simplicity. Charlie Chaplin described Helen Wills on a tennis court as the most beautiful sight a human eye could see, seasoned with “a healthy dose of sex appeal.”

Suzanne, for her part, was not a classic beauty. Her teeth pointed in all directions, and her nose was crooked. However, her sex appeal was described as magnetic, and her eyes were irresistible.

“We’re after the dough. It’s only a matter of money,” said the American organizer Bernie Hicks, who’d sold the rights to report from the match for 100,000 dollars and raked in 4,000 dollars from a ball manufacturer for the right to deliver the balls for the match. However, both Wills and Lenglen demanded that the match be open for anyone who wanted to film and show it. And that’s how it came to be. Nevertheless, there was money to be made for so many, among them an English woman who came across a thick stack of 50-franc tickets, which she sold for 1,000 francs apiece.

Mr. G. met both Helen and Suzanne. Before retreating to her room, the American had a meal of clear soup, filet mignon, green beans, boiled fresh potatoes, and ice cream and cake. In her autobiography, she writes that she slept like a rock, despite being tortured by the orchestra on the terrace below, which played the season’s hit song, “Valencia,” over and over.

The match was scheduled to start at lunchtime, but the 7,000 spectators started to fill up the stands early in the morning. Freeloaders climbed up in trees and on fences and roofs. The journalists squeezed in with their large typewriters on their laps. The Spanish novelist Vicente Blasco Ibáñez had been paid 40,000 francs from a South American newspaper to report from the event. He’d never seen a tennis match before but assured his client: “I understand psychology.”

Lenglen came out on the court wearing a fur coat and a scarf wrapped around her head; Wills wore a white cap. The spectators cheered loudly for their favorite Suzanne and pushed and shoved so hard that they almost knocked down one of the grandstands. Lenglen walked up to them and told them to behave themselves. Meanwhile, French gendarmes climbed the eucalyptus trees to hunt for freeloaders. They managed to nab some of them by the waistband of their underwear. But the freeloaders kept on climbing. The policemen were forced to follow, one hand desperately hanging on to the climbers’ boxers, so as not to lose their balance and fall.

Mr. G. had never experienced anything like it, but he liked it.

Lenglen drank water before the match, Wills nothing. Both players began nervously. Lenglen, who was famous for her risk taking, stayed back. Wills, famous for her ball touch, misfired. But Lenglen soon warmed up as she found her rhythm with her varied and angled style of play. She often mixed short and deep shots to her opponent’s weaker backhand. Wills had to do a lot of running. Lenglen won the first set.

In the second set, Wills began finding her target with her heavy-hit shots. After one long point, she hit a topspin backhand down the line that landed behind Lenglen’s back, completely wrong-footing her. Wills went up, 4–1. Lenglen, whose fitness wasn’t her strong point, gasped for air, pounded her heart with her fist, and walked back to her seat, where she downed a glass of cognac on the rocks. Then she walked back out on the court, fought her way back into the match, and went on to win it, 6–3, 8–6.

Mr. G., who’d been watching the match seated next to an expatriate Russian duke and an Indian raja and his wife, was spellbound. The quality of the play, the festivities—this was something a Swedish tennis audience must have the chance to experience!

Suzanne Lenglen was presented with roses and champagne. Helen Wills was led off the court by a supporter, Frederic Moody, who praised her game. Mr. G. sought out both Lenglen and Wills and extended to each player a standing invitation to come to Sweden to play an exhibition match. Wills said she was sure there’d be an opportunity for such a visit.
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