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For Tomás and Eva





Author’s Note


Nowadays, Chinese names are transliterated into English using the pinyin system. In this book, I’ve used pinyin almost everywhere, except where it seemed to me that the names were so familiar in Wade–Giles (e.g., Chiang Kai-shek) that using pinyin would only confuse matters.


Also, where organizations have gone through minor name changes over the years, I’ve stuck with the one most pertinent for the time period this book covers. For example, today’s USATT was once the USTTA (United States Table Tennis Association).





Prologue


The world champions were dead. As the best players gathered at the 1969 World Table Tennis Championships, the rumor circulated that the Chinese men’s team, which had total dominance in the sport, had been paraded in front of tens of thousands of Chairman Mao’s Red Guards. They had been screamed at, spat at, locked up, and tortured. They had been shot as spies. They had been strung up on trees by a vast teenage mob. As their dead bodies twirled back and forth at the ends of ropes, the cadavers came to rest with their bulbous eyes turned toward Taiwan or Hong Kong—a sure sign that they weren’t faithful followers of Chairman Mao but traitors to Chinese Communism. It was nearly impossible to believe, yet the rumor was rooted in truth.


Why should a sports team be put through such hell? The only answer was that table tennis in China wasn’t considered a sport at all. In the West, sports were mere entertainment. In China, all forms of culture had become political. Sports were “a form of war waged for world revolution,” explained a member of the country’s table tennis squad.


When the surviving team members reconvened at the 1971 World Championships in Japan, the political implications became clear. The Americans, a team of odds and ends, were also present in Nagoya. At a diplomatic level, a meeting between the two countries was considered impossible. Mao would have been torn down by the leftist radicals of his party for approaching the Americans directly, just as Richard Nixon would have been accused of treason by the Republican right for holding out an olive branch to the Chinese. But the first steps between the two distant nations weren’t carried out by politicians; they were conducted by Ping-Pong players.


That April, one of America’s better players, a long-haired hippie, accidentally wandered onto the Chinese table tennis team’s bus. He shook hands with the best player in the world. They swapped gifts. An invitation was extended, casually from team to team, and within forty-eight hours, a group made up entirely of table tennis players was touching down in Beijing—the first official American delegation since Mao had taken power in 1949. To the Americans it was a serendipitous moment. To the Chinese it was a carefully managed conclusion to years of work. It was the sport’s finest moment, the initial step in what would be known as Ping-Pong diplomacy.


But Ping-Pong, that seemingly innocuous game of fraternity houses and suburban basements, had a much deeper history than many Westerners assume. It was never simply a game to the man who first wrote down its rules, the Honorable Ivor Montagu. Montagu, son of an English baron, was the forgotten architect of Ping-Pong diplomacy. As an eighteen-year-old student at Cambridge in the 1920s, before he joined the Communist Party against his father’s wishes, Montagu codified Ping-Pong. Convinced that the sport could spread Communism throughout the world, he founded the International Table Tennis Federation, eventually engineering its path to Mao’s China. He is the reason—the only reason—that 300 million Chinese play table tennis every week.


Montagu also had a secondary job: spying for the Soviet Union.


The real history of table tennis is a bizarre tale of espionage, aggravation, and reconciliation, of murder, revenge, and exquisite diplomacy. This is the story of how Ivor Montagu molded the game, and how the Chinese came to embrace it and then shaped it into a subtle instrument of foreign policy. Chairman Mao was fond of quoting “Let foreign things serve China.” Little has served China as effectively as Montagu’s very British game of table tennis.





PART ONE | The West






CHAPTER 1 | Not-So-Humble Beginnings



At four years old, the future Communist agent Ivor Montagu stared out of his nursery window in Kensington Court, London, awaiting the Princess of Wales. He expected a gilded carriage, a woman wrapped in ermine and lit by jewels. He was brushed and combed by his nanny, then “dragged downstairs and set astride a footstool.”


The Princess of Wales wore a plain gray suit and arrived by car. Years later, the Princess, by then the Queen of England, would write to Montagu’s mother to commiserate about her son’s scandalous marriage. For now, it was Montagu who suffered the deep disappointment. His only recollection on leaving the drawing room was that of having “felt thoroughly cheated.”


That one of his mother’s closest friends was May, Princess of Wales, wasn’t particularly surprising in the Montagu household. The Montagus were among the wealthiest families in England, raised to the nobility thanks to generous contributions to political parties by Samuel Montagu, the family patriarch.


Ivor Montagu’s father, the eldest son, had inherited the London house. Fires burned day and night throughout the winters, “casting a warmth and amber glow that added to the sense of comfort and luxury.” Generals, admirals, royalty, and ministers all visited, passing under the cut-glass chandeliers and padding across thick carpets. In turn, the family visited the great and good, including a stop at 10 Downing Street, the prime minister’s official residence, where young Ivor played in the garden while his father met with the prime minister.


In the south of England, the family maintained two great houses, Townhill and South Stoneham, where Ivor Montagu would spend much of his childhood. In the summers, the houses would play a cricket match against each other. Footmen would face off between the wickets. Montagu played long stop, undisturbed in the daisies while his older brothers reaped applause at bat.


On New Year’s Eve, he would be forced to attend the Servants’ Ball at Townhill, where his mother would break the ice by leading off in dance with either the butler or the head gardener. The rest of the staff would stand awkwardly with their families around the edge of the ballroom, waiting their turn. Montagu, who professed a deep hatred of being “touched by either sex,” would still have to fill his dance card until, on one inspired New Year’s Eve morning, he picked up a large rock and “solemnly . . . dropped it from about waist high on my big toe,” earning an exemption from the ball. It was an early sign of his determination to do things the hard way.


There was no road map for Ivor Montagu. His future decisions would cross continents and political systems. From Hollywood to Hong Kong, Montagu would build bridges between radical ideas and the people ready to receive them. He’d risk his life on several occasions, share secrets with assassins, live in lies, and weave his way safely through two wars, until finally his own secret was discovered.


If Ivor Montagu’s beginnings were all velvet knee pants and frilly baby bonnets, his grandfather’s were modest. As Montagu would later put it, if you looked among the books in the family library, “the thin one was the family pedigree.” It contained a coat of arms and then his father, his grandfather, and “nothing else.” That was an exaggeration, though the Montagus’ rise to nobility was rapid. Ivor’s grandfather, Montagu Samuel, was born to an observant Jew in Liverpool in 1832. By the time he was twenty-one, he had founded his own bank, which thrived under a near-monopoly in Britain’s foreign exchange transactions. There were offices dotted around the world, within and beyond the borders of the British Empire.


His first name change took him from Montagu Samuel to Samuel Montagu. Thanks to hefty contributions to political parties, he next added the title of Lord Swaythling, a name borrowed from a village between the family’s two Hampshire estates. He’d have preferred Lord Montagu, but the current Lord Montagu would agree to share his name only if Lord Swaythling would share his money.


Although he’d anglicized his name, he hadn’t forgotten his Jewish roots. Lord Swaythling gave generously to Jews escaping pogroms in 1880s Russia and to numerous charities near his Hampshire home. As a member of the Houses of Parliament for fifteen years, he carried a deep love of Prime Minister Gladstone’s version of England but never forgot his own childhood, when he’d fought “with young bigots of other faiths.” Anti-Semitism was a virus that could emerge in any country. Hilaire Belloc, England’s satirist in chief, couldn’t resist a passing shot:


Lord Swaythling, whom the people knew,


And loved, as Samuel Montagu,


Is known unto the fiends of hell


As Mr. Moses Samuel.


There was nothing fiendish about Lord Swaythling. He built temples, poorhouses, schools for the teaching of Hebrew. On his death in 1911, the poor streamed out from the slums of London’s East End to follow in the wake of his funeral procession. Ivor Montagu, almost seven, was kitted out in a black velvet suit and a ceremonial sword but was not allowed to join the throng following the cortege. Three miles divided the last carriage from the hearse. Streets from Camden Town to Bayswater were closed as the police kept the black-coated traffic moving.


Lord Swaythling had died a millionaire, one of only a handful in England. Much of the land, money, and other interests were left to Ivor’s father—the second Baron Swaythling. Ivor had two older brothers and a baby sister, all guaranteed healthy inheritances as long as they married within their faith. There would be no title waiting for him. He was and would remain the Honorable Ivor Montagu.


The family followed an established pattern. Money made in the cities would be paraded in the countryside. Part of being a good Victorian was to embrace land and sport of all kinds. Father was a keen shot and a member of the famed Middlesex Cricket Club (MCC). Stuart, the oldest of the three brothers, was a rugby player obsessed with breeding cows. Ewen was good at pretty much everything.


Ivor had the desire but not the talent to get involved. He was the boy with glasses keeping score, the umpire, the referee trotting up and down the sidelines with a whistle in his hand. But there was one game he could play: table tennis. Before he was six, he had petitioned his father to get a table for the house in London, and there it sat on the vast landing, overlooking the front hall. When he wasn’t playing on it, it was cleared and used for bridge by his father and his friends, the foreign secretary and the home secretary.


The year of Ivor’s birth, 1904, was also considered the year that Ping-Pong had died. For a short time, Britain had been creating and exporting games at an extraordinary rate. Soccer, rugby, cricket, tennis, hockey, billiards, and badminton spread across the British Empire and beyond. At the turn of the century, table tennis had become a full-blown fad and had sped across the world—not as an organized sport; more as an after-dinner amusement, to be mixed with a brandy or a port and flirtatious chitchat with the opposite sex. It was called gossima, whiff-whaff, table tennis, but Ping-Pong, a name trademarked by Jaques & Son, was the most popular name. Much was written about watching girls on their hands and knees searching for balls under sofas and side tables. There were Ping-Pong parties, tournaments, picnics, and even Ping-Pong poetry. “Pingpongitis” captured the happy mood:


Oh what’s this very funny game, Pray tell me, if you please,


That looks like tennis, feels like golf, And sounds like Cantonese. . . .


What, that’s the game, That’s known to fame


As Ping-Pong, Ping-Pong, Ping-Pong Ping.


That’s one of the better ones. Within the same volume, you can feel the zeitgeist itching to move on. “The Ping-Pong face, too well we know it; But please, oh please, won’t some one kill, The puling, punning Ping-Pong poet.”


The game’s origins were hotly contested. It was devised by the British Army in India, Malaysia, or Asia Minor, in a mess hall, cavalry club, or pavilion. The balls were carved from champagne corks. The bats were the lids of cigar boxes. Beneath all the creation myths lurked the frivolity that would irk its adherents for the next hundred years. Ping-Pong was for boys (and girls!), it could be played sober (or drunk!), you could hit the ball with a book (or a hairbrush!), in the billiard room, or even in the kitchen.


While other sports developed teams, trophies, leagues, and stadia, Ping-Pong suffered from a lack of coherence. Arguments erupted frequently because no official rules had been written. So, as one future world champion would lament, Ping-Pong “suffered no slow lingering agonies, but burst like a soap bubble into nothingness from one day to the next.”


That same year of 1904, when Ping-Pong expired and Ivor Montagu was born, the Russo-Japanese War began. China wasn’t yet ready to stand up; it still had another half century of humiliation ahead of it and was already deeply scarred thanks to losses to the British in the Opium Wars and to Japan in 1895. But in 1904 Japan did something considered impossible for an Asian country. It confronted a European power and then defeated it. Two Russian ships were crippled in Port Arthur early in the war after their crews had been surprised during a game of table tennis. “Apparently the Ping-Pong nets were up, all taut and ready: it was only the torpedo nets that had been forgotten.”


Ivor’s father, the second Baron Swaythling, was fascinated by the Japanese victory. The Financial Times would write in his obituary that he, “like all great men, had no hobbies outside of his passion for work.” But there was one, an obsession with Japan that would in turn prove crucial in his son’s adventures in Asia. Lord Swaythling wasn’t the only foreigner amazed by Japan’s victory. China’s future leaders, Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai, still young students, considered it a key moment in their development. It led them to wonder: If Japan was capable of such a victory, what could a unified China do? But few saw how quickly the repercussions of Japan’s victory would rock the world. Russia’s defeat was a fatal slash at Tsarism—it would struggle on for just a few years until the rise of Communism heralded the Russian Revolution. The moment would inspire such disparate men as Mao Zedong and Ivor Montagu, though their approaches could not have been more different.





CHAPTER 2 | Gentlemanly Rebel



By 1917 Ivor Montagu’s oldest brother and his cousins were at war on the other side of the English Channel. To the thirteen-year-old, it seemed he was missing out on a thrilling adventure. The closest the teenager would come to combat was witnessing the first ever Zeppelin raid over London as he blithely walked through arcing shrapnel with his Brownie camera held high.


Air aces would land at Townhill, and on the weekends the family would drive down to look at the warships in Portsmouth Harbor. Many of the footmen were mobilized into the military, so Montagu laid out great sheets of white linoleum in one of their empty apartments and started charting out the sea battles according to his own algorithms. Only in a family as well connected as the Montagus would the Admiral of the Fleet visit. He spent “several hours on hands and knees with the small boy” and then astonished the Montagu family by inviting Ivor to give a lecture on his system at the Naval Staff College.


Montagu kept up his studies at his new school, Westminster, where he was forced into an Eton suit and top hat. After school, he’d leave the hat at the lost luggage office in St. James’s Park underground station and pick up his light coat and cloth cap. It was a halfhearted attempt to pass as a member of the working class, betrayed by his favorite accessory, an ebony silver-headed cane.


The path from the underground station to school took him directly past the offices of the Fabian Society in Tothill Street. That spring, he paused before the window to peer at a pamphlet that he thought “appropriate to me”; George Bernard Shaw’s Socialism for Millionaires. Socialism, he decided, was “the only plausible explanation of man’s history and the processes of the universe.” It was a big leap for a young aristocrat to make, but for Montagu it was a sure foundation that he would construct the rest of his life around. Instead of helping his mother organize his messy notes for his upcoming lecture on war games, he told her that he had become a pacifist and would cancel his engagement.


By October 1917, as the bloody details of the Russian Revolution filtered through the British press, Montagu noticed that a kind of fear had entered the public consciousness. Was revolution contagious? Would his mother’s friend, Queen Mary, soon suffer the same fate as the tsarina and end up executed by radicals? Montagu watched the incessant marches that filed past his school, just steps from the Houses of Parliament and his father’s seat in the House of Lords.


One night, finished with his classes, Montagu emerged from school into a scuffle between charging policemen and unemployed war veterans. He was knocked to the ground and watched a policeman crack a banner from a man’s hand. Montagu swung his cane and brought the policeman down. Had the policeman tried to identify his attacker in the melee, the least likely suspect would have been the retreating schoolboy, the Honorable Ivor Montagu. From the beginning, Montagu understood that his class offered a thick smoke screen of protection, one that would linger around him for decades. He walked home to the mansion in Kensington Court and said nothing of the afternoon’s events to his father.


At fifteen, the precocious schoolboy passed the entrance exam to Cambridge University, but his chosen college, King’s, asked him to wait two years before beginning university. Tall and slightly hunched, with a tendency to wear his glasses halfway down his nose, Montagu busied himself with a mixture of zoology and politics. He studied botany and biology at the Royal College of Science, eating at the same small restaurant every day his chosen fare of “minestrone and wobbly pink blancmange.” Through his father’s connections, he met the heads of the British Museum and the Royal Geographic Society. Another family friend, the head of the London Zoo, allowed Montagu to spend a night on the zoo grounds listening to the wolves howl at the lions and the lions roar at the wolves.


His rebellious streak remained hidden. On weekends down at Townhill, he’d sneak out to canvass his father’s tenants in support of the Labour Party; back in London during the week, he befriended socialist sympathizers H. G. Wells and George Bernard Shaw. To prove his commitment, he helped the British Socialist Party by volunteering to hide a consignment of Lenin’s booklet State and Revolution. They were being sought by Scotland Yard. He put them on the landing at home, right by the Ping-Pong table. The sense of openness would be Montagu’s way of hiding in plain sight throughout his life.


He was still honing his skills. A speech he was writing to present at the British Socialist Party was discovered by the butler and handed to his parents. Lord Swaythling asked him to leave the party at once and forbade him to spend any more family money on political memberships. Montagu decided that being a child was like being a “worker without a union.” From then on, he wrote, he began to repay his family’s love “with wariness.”


Finally arriving at Cambridge, he reveled in being away from his family. A compulsive joiner of clubs, he also founded two: the Cheese Eaters’ Society, where he led the charge to try to find whale’s milk cheese; and the Spillikins, a left-wing society where they talked about the rise of Communism and wore black ties with little red dots.


The one thing he didn’t do at Cambridge was study. “Quite frankly,” he wrote, success there depended entirely on extracurricular activities, and the ones that he “went a-whoring after” were “politics, art, sport (and) new friends.” Montagu understood that team sports dominated university campuses and he longed for the associated popularity. After failed attempts at soccer and tennis, Montagu had a eureka moment: Ping-Pong. Using a portion of his allowance, he had two tables made to order. It was a recourse only a very wealthy undergraduate could take, but over the next fifty years it would be hard to find a fellow Communist who would have begrudged the extravagance for the effect his decision would have on the greater world.


Montagu’s first tournament amazed him: 140 players registered. Ping-Pong wasn’t dead after all. Montagu saw a player in a wheelchair beat Cambridge University’s finest runner. Montagu lost in an early round, then watched the field thin out. Cambridge’s best chess player beat its top tennis player in the final. Immediately, Montagu organized a team to challenge Oxford University and captained it to a thirty-one to five victory. All five losses were Montagu’s. Within a year, Montagu, not yet eighteen years old, was chairman of the national Ping Pong Association.


A Manchester businessman, already interested in resurrecting the game, had heard of Montagu’s efforts and approached him, glad of “Oxbridge” support to help draw up rules and regulations. Montagu was in his element. As the whistle-blower, umpire, and organizer, he was allowed to write the rules of the sport. The fundamentals would remain intact for the next forty years and be translated into dozens of languages.


Yet, almost immediately, there was a problem. Setting up a few small tournaments under the name of the new Ping-Pong Association, Montagu and his associates had failed to realize that the words themselves were trademarked. “Ping Pong” belonged to the famed toy manufacturer Jaques & Son, which insisted that its equipment should now be used at all events. Jaques representatives called a meeting at which Montagu surprised them by dissolving the Ping-Pong Association, then immediately re-forming the group as the Table Tennis Association in an adjacent room—an early foray into defending an ideology against the forces of capitalism.


The reasons Montagu began to pay attention to the game, he later wrote, “were political. . . . I saw in Table Tennis a sport particularly suited to the lower paid . . . there could be little profit in it, no income to reward wide advertising, nothing therefore to attract the press. . . . I plunged into the game as a crusade.” Ping-Pong was also a game small enough for Montagu to control. He would use it to connect Communist countries to the West and to promote his political agenda. It would also be the perfect cover for an agent like Montagu to visit the centers of the Communist world.


One advantage that was unknown to Montagu in the 1920s is that table tennis is also the best sport for the brain. Not only does it fire up the same neurons as any other ball sport, but it excites the areas of the brain that deal with strategy and emotion. It is “chess on steroids.” One of the keys is the distance you stand from your opponent. Across the nine feet of a table-tennis table, “it’s much more intense because you can interpret facial expressions.” The lack of distance is what makes the game so absorbing. The advantage has always been with players like Montagu who learn to disguise their emotions.





CHAPTER 3 | Roast Beef and Russia



Montagu bounced between London and Cambridge, itching to get to Russia, studying just enough to keep moving toward his university degree. He heard about a Soviet trade union delegation visiting England and immediately invited them down to Cambridge with one eye “on a possible future zoological visit to Russia.” It turned out that a visa could easily be arranged if Montagu wished to visit as a zoologist.


Montagu, not yet a card-carrying Communist but already thinking like one, knew that all culture, whether sport, literature, or film, should serve the people. The question was how to make inroads into British culture. Ping-Pong was one way, and he quickly settled on film as a second. Using another family friend, the owner of the Times, he secured an assignment to go to Berlin, then considered by some to be the world’s capital of film. He had a fascinating time, never wrote a word, but decided on his return to London to found the Film Society. Instead of eternal subjection to English and American box office fodder, the British public would now be exposed to “high art”—alongside a heavy dose of Communist propaganda. Producers would donate a copy of their films to the Film Society, and the Film Society would host free screenings. He brought in his friends as shareholders, almost all left-wing intellectuals, in a group where Cambridge met London: science fiction writer H. G. Wells, playwright George Bernard Shaw, film director Anthony Asquith, the son of Prime Minister Asquith, and J. B. S. Haldane, one of the most distinguished scientists in Britain.


On the day he turned twenty-one, Montagu left for Russia. He spent the final eight weeks before his departure taking an intensive Berlitz language course. His father made one last, desperate attempt to convince his son to stay put, treating him to lunch of a “juicy roast beef and crackly roast potatoes.” Lord Swaythling confessed that he and other bankers “employed a network of informants in Russia” and that Montagu would be seized by Communists as soon as he crossed the border. When Montagu showed no signs of changing his mind, Lord Swaythling told him that he was also “certain to catch plague.”


Montagu’s overt mission was to look for specimens of the Prometheus mouse, a sightless vole endemic to the Caucasus Mountains. In reality, his first stop was Moscow, which is rather like leaving Los Angeles for Chicago and stopping by New York.


Supposedly the surest way to cure someone of Communism was to send them to Soviet Russia; there were few whose ideals could withstand the dour reality. To Montagu, Soviet Russia was intoxicating. In Moscow, he collected hunting licenses, tried to secure films for the Film Society, joined the slow-moving queue to look at Lenin’s waxen corpse, was taken to the Bolshoi Ballet, and visited a film studio to watch a sci-fi production complete with “futuristic costumes and a comic Russian accordion player who stimulated the downtrodden Martians to revolt.”


When Montagu finally arrived in the North Caucasus, his dreams of a Soviet Russian paradise were challenged. Children swarmed his train, begging for money. Montagu had little to give. He sat by his open window, cutting his pencils into pieces and passing them out to the clasping hands.


Once the expedition started digging for Prometheus mice, they found that the voles moved quickly in the mountain heat. Montagu bought a straw hat like the ones the local donkeys wore and dug for a day or two, before resorting to a strictly capitalist scheme, offering to pay one ruble for every vole brought to him. They were inundated by “optimistic peasants” who continued to send sacks of voles long after they had left town.


Montagu was a poor collector of zoological specimens. First he caged the voles together, but they fought viciously until only eight or nine remained. On the train back to Moscow, three of the voles escaped. Montagu had to ask a squad of Russian soldiers to surround the carriage to catch the runaways. By the time he reached London, all the voles had died.


Montagu returned to England desperate to get more deeply involved in the world of Communism. He took the first step by joining the Society for Cultural Relations (SCR), hoping it would act as a signal flare for his rising interest. One thing was certain. Montagu was not going to become a first-rate zoologist. A dog he adopted first caused a car crash in front of his house, then expired “thoroughly infested with worms.” There was also a “Sicilian pole-cat who died of galloping consumption” and a marten he tried to take care of until it “bit off its own feet in a cage.”


The first few Ping-Pong tournaments he had organized were well attended, but could that lead to a full-time job? He decided to work in the film business. One of his first jobs was to help a producer friend edit the work of a man named Alfred Hitchcock. Two weeks of recutting The Lodger secured Montagu a decade-long working friendship with the director and gave Hitchcock his breakthrough hit.


One morning, a few months after his return from the Soviet Union, a messenger tracked Montagu down in his tiny film office. The matter was urgent: an order to visit Bob Stewart, Communist Party stalwart. It would be many years before Stewart’s full involvement with Moscow was known. Soon, Stewart would build a radio transmitter in Wimbledon that would give him direct access to orders from the Kremlin. Less than a decade later, he’d have other Cambridge graduates under his control: the five most famous spies of the coming Cold War. But for the moment, he had standing in front of him a puzzled Ivor Montagu.


Stewart handed Ivor Montagu a letter. It was from the Communist International, better known as the Comintern, created to spread Communist propaganda, an organization that was riddled with spies and double and triple agents.


“How soon can you leave?” asked Stewart.


“I suppose I could leave tonight,” said Montagu. Stewart suddenly “became so stern as to be almost conspiratorial.” He pointed at Montagu’s letter. “Don’t show it to anyone.” Montagu might not have known it yet, but “a letter of this kind carries in Soviet Russia the weight of a decree.”


Only months after his return to London, Montagu was speeding across European railways back to Moscow. The only thing he had forgotten to pack in his desperate rush was his rubber-coated Ping-Pong paddle. But what possible use could a paddle have on vital Comintern business?


Arriving in Moscow, not a penny left in his pocket, he found no one to meet him; the entourage had been waiting for Lord Swaythling’s son at the first-class carriages. Montagu spilled out of the hard seats and wandered confused around Moscow. When, finally, he showed up at the Trade Union Building, there was a “great relief” balancing their irritation that it had taken him so long to get there. Moscow was preparing for the annual celebration of their October revolution and Montagu was asked to stay. What, he asked, should I do? Wait, said the functionary, then added on Montagu’s way out of the room, “There is something else you can do. . . . I hear you play table tennis.”


Montagu spent the week battling a “series of the keenest players” in all of Russia, who, he suspected, had been brought in to impress him. He wired his new girlfriend back in England urging her to ship his paddle to Moscow at once.


His treatment in Moscow was even better than last time. He attended the parade in Red Square, sitting close to Stalin in the VIP section. At the Bolshoi Theater he watched Vyacheslav Molotov give a lengthy report from the gallery. The great man, Stalin, sat three rows in front. Obviously, Ivor Montagu was being groomed, but for what exactly? Could it really be Ping-Pong?


It turned out to be film. The Film Society was to be a funnel that ran straight from Moscow to London, through which Russia was going to pump its finest propaganda productions. Montagu would be their man in London. That, at least, is what Montagu confessed in his unpublished notebooks. His extensive travels and the vast grounds he covered for the Comintern in the coming years showed that, very simply, he was Moscow’s man.


From now on, Montagu would be drawn deeper and deeper into the Comintern, befriending some of its most notorious spies and assassins. Not only would he never deny them, he’d be among the most enthusiastic volunteers the Soviets had ever stumbled across, willing to bend all of his talents in film, journalism, and table tennis to the Communist cause. In turn, perhaps as homage to their new disciple, a Ping-Pong craze swept across Russia in Montagu’s wake. All culture, Montagu knew, had a propaganda value, but how should it be unleashed on an unsuspecting Western world?





CHAPTER 4 | The Dangers of Derision



Every decision that Montagu made, in both his personal and business life, passed through the prism of his politics. In Ping-Pong it was direct. In order to help him regulate and spread the sport, he chose a man named W. J. Pope. Before his life in Ping-Pong, Pope had worked for the National Union of Railwaymen. He had learned the game inside a jail in Bradford, where he’d spent most of the Great War as a conscientious objector.


If Montagu wanted to think of Ping-Pong in terms of the Comintern, where Communist culture crossed borders, then the sport had to grow large enough to hold international matches. By the mid-1920s, Montagu had created a lot of interest in the game, mostly by promoting a national championship through the Daily Mirror. The event, which promised a car for winning the men’s singles and a mink coat for the ladies, had drawn thirty thousand entrants. From 1926 onward, Pope had the task of giving direction to the enthusiasm, guiding the creation of hundreds of local clubs that mirrored the organization of the trade unions. In December 1926, Montagu and Pope decided to bring in national teams from across the Continent for a European championship. They would need to build tiered seating in Memorial Hall in Farringdon for the tournament, but luckily, Ivor Montagu had three hundred pounds left from his grandfather’s will to cover the cost. Montagu was never shy with his money. When he had made up his mind, he went all-in with his bets.


Come December, Montagu and Pope had fully converted the Farringdon Street site into an arena with four tables standing in the middle. The place was packed with Hungarians, Slovaks, French, and Germans, and a group of eight Indian students. Montagu quickly recalibrated the event as a world championship. Ping-Pong turned out to be not a parlor game, but a full-fledged sport. How else to explain the numbers? Three thousand paying customers the first day, more than ten thousand in total? This was something to build upon.


Montagu’s parents were proud “to see (their) wayward son take an interest in something non-political.” The championship cup was paid for by his mother but chosen by his father, who took him into the bullion room at Samuel Montagu and Co. to select “a fine fat-bellied design in old English style.” It cost thirty-five pounds and to this day carries the family name: “The Swaythling Cup.”


Now that table tennis had a world championship, it was decided that while the organizers were all in London, they should create a federation to ensure it survived. The first meeting of the International Table Tennis Federation (ITTF) took place in the library of Kensington Court, the Montagu family home. Montagu’s fellow Ping-Pong devotees got the message. If table tennis was to move from a promising beginning, it would be because of one man’s influence and money—twenty-two-year-old Ivor Montagu. He was promptly elected president of the federation by all present, a position he would hold for more than forty years.


Table tennis now had a federation and a large following, but did it have respect? The Times suggested that the game could be improved by using a curtain rod instead of a net. “Can you imagine the training” of Montagu’s table tennis players? asked another newspaper. “The long route-marches to give them endurance, the physical jerks to teach them how to crawl under the piano for the ball, the skipping to develop the ankles so that they can leap about like fun. It might almost be worthwhile forming a Ping-Pong Army to institute conscription.” The journalist saved his lowest blow for last. “A rumor comes through, as I write, there is a great surge onwards in the training of tiddly winks athletes, who have been inspired by this noble example.”


At the time when Ping-Pong was teetering between sport and punch line, Ivor Montagu met his future wife, Eileen Hellstern. She was known to all as Hell. From his parents’ perspective, Montagu couldn’t have made a worse choice. Hell was a divorced mother of one, the daughter of a maker of surgical shoes. Her mother had been institutionalized shortly after her father’s death. A full two years after they had met, Montagu and Hell married secretly at St. Giles’s Registry Office.


The same month that his son married, Lord Swaythling made a friendly overture to Montagu, offering to go to a soccer game with him. Montagu was so moved that he felt a sudden desire to confess.


“Father,” said Montagu. “I want to tell you that I’m married.”


His father stared at him. “Who is she?”


“Nobody you’d know,” said Montagu, giving a brief description of his bride.


His father was stunned into silence. After a while, he looked up at Montagu and asked, “Is she a Jewess?” She was indeed. “Why did you have to marry her? Is she going to have a baby?”


To Lord Swaythling, Montagu’s marriage was “an irredeemable calamity.” His mother entered the room in her dressing gown, and Ivor Montagu watched her stoop to console his father. He walked downstairs and let himself out.


The story ran from Los Angeles to New York and made the front pages of all the London papers. “BARON’S SON WEDS SECRETARY,” roared London’s Evening Standard. For a week, the newlyweds were on the run from the press, using makeup and a wardrobe department borrowed from Montagu’s film contacts. They sneaked into and out of apartments over fire escapes and rooftops. Eventually, Montagu took the advice of a friend, snapped a beautiful picture of Hell, and handed it to Fleet Street. She made the front page for one more day, and then the story died.


His mother received dozens of condolence notes. She made the mistake of leaving them out, allowing Montagu time to leaf through until he found the shortest, which he committed to memory. The Queen had sent a one-liner. “Gladys I feel for you. May.” Lord Swaythling held his silence with his son but called in his lawyer to change his will.


The newlyweds spent a quick honeymoon in Sicily, where Hell came down with paratyphoid fever and Montagu with jaundice. Hell’s sickness peaked during her tense first dinner at Kensington Court. A doctor was called, and to their horror, he ordered Hell confined to a guest bedroom and her new husband to a nursing home. Lady Swaythling took care of her. His lordship would come back from work and sit silently for ten minutes in his daughter-in-law’s room, saying nothing, then rise and leave. As Hell convalesced, Lady Swaythling warmed to her. She would arrive with old dresses from her wardrobe that she thought Hell could make use of.


Within the week, Lady Swaythling was showing every sign of welcoming Hell into the family, though her approaches were still filtered through the class system that so upset her son. One evening, sitting by Hell’s bedside, Lady Swaythling asked Hell if she would mind changing her manner of speaking. “I would pay,” explained Lady Swaythling, for “lessons to change your accent . . . you know darling, when I’m abroad, I always try to learn a little of other people’s languages.” When Montagu finally reappeared, more or less recovered from his jaundice, his father took him aside to tell him that he should regard them “as reconciled.” Perhaps they would like to visit Townhill one weekend?


During that weekend, the fifty-three-year-old Lord Swaythling went fishing and caught a chill. Back in London, the King’s physician was consulted, but his lordship slipped into a coma. He was dead within days. “The family,” wrote Montagu, “would not be the same.” His mother told him that his father had thought he’d judged Ivor’s marriage too quickly. But when the will was read, Montagu found that his father’s thaw was not reflected there. Montagu’s share of the inheritance had been reduced by “three fifths,” a sum that Montagu would always refer to as “the curious fraction.”


As the 1920s were coming to an end, Communism itself was in the middle of a shattering rift. Leon Trotsky, one of the fathers of the revolution and founder of the Red Army, had faced off against Stalin for control of Soviet Russia and lost. Trotsky was protected twenty-four hours a day in exile by Turkish police officers. Montagu would visit Trotsky after the 1929 World Table Tennis Championships in Hungary. As usual, Ping-Pong wasn’t to be far from politics.





CHAPTER 5 | Table Tennis and Trotsky



Montagu began his journey to the Hungarian capital of Budapest alongside a very young English table tennis team. It included a bright nineteen-year-old named Fred Perry, still the last Englishman to win Wimbledon. Montagu noted “his bright-red face and his boundless self-confidence.” Montagu himself was only twenty-four. “I doubt,” he wrote, “whether so young a team have ever represented England at anything.”


Montagu had brought the game to cosmopolitan Budapest for the simple reason that if England was the birth mother of table tennis, then Hungary was her only surviving child. The level of play certainly indicated so. No foreigner had ever won a tournament there. Ping-Pong’s status in Hungary equaled England’s thirst for cricket or America’s for baseball.


The popularity of the game wasn’t lost on Hungarian politicians. Hungary’s ruler, Admiral Miklós Horthy, sent Montagu a note letting him know that he would attend the finals. Montagu was suitably disgusted. He professed that he didn’t “approve of political leaders trying to show off at international sporting events . . . constitutional monarchs, perhaps, neutral officials such as mayors or ministers of sport were inoffensive, but dictators or prime ministers who were identified with controversial public events—certainly not. It imposes a totally unwarranted embarrassment on the sportsmen whose prowess they exploit to court popularity.” Montagu’s position depended entirely on the political leanings of the leader.


The rest of the field watched Perry with amazement. “The greatest attacking stroke we have seen,” wrote one “foreign expert,” “is Perry’s forehand drive.” Dressed in long, white trousers and sneakers that he wore out during the tournament, Montagu’s young protégé began to clear the field in men’s singles.


Perry was the older finalist, up against a “short, stocky expressionless” local teenager named Szabados. The great hall was packed with three thousand people, thick with “cabinet ministers like Christmas trees in evening dress” and a crowd “oozing into every exit.” Students roamed the streets outside, singing patriotic songs in support of Szabados. To get Perry safely inside, Montagu had to smuggle him in through a coal chute in the back of the building.


Montagu was the nonplaying captain. It didn’t matter that Perry had the best forehand in the world. Szabados retrieved the ball from farther and farther behind the table, a full thirty-five feet, the longest returns Montagu had ever seen. Then Perry tried a drop shot. It inched over. Szabados roared in and reached it just before it touched the table, only to see Perry blast it past him again. Perry won. The crowd stood and cheered “for more than ten minutes.”


The news was splashed across Hungarian papers but found no traction back in England. “I have finished now with serious table tennis,” Perry wrote to his father, retiring as champion. He returned to England and went to work on his tennis strokes. But Montagu had learned something vital: table tennis could attract the attention of a country’s elite politicians. Now he turned toward Turkey.


In July Montagu had written to Trotsky, introducing himself as a “zoologist by profession” who had “taken part in the labour movement since 1918.” His trip to Turkey would find him spending a night with the man who had helped turn the world upside down. Trotsky lived in constant fear of assassination by Stalin, yet Ivor Montagu, a secret Stalinist at the beck and call of the Kremlin, was staying in his house. Trotsky ended their late evening by passing Montagu a loaded revolver and telling him to put it under his pillow. Montagu was many things, but not a killer. He barely slept, “terrified that the gun would go off.” At dawn, accompanied by two policemen assigned for Trotsky’s protection, they went fishing.


Montagu would confess privately that Trotsky was notable for “charm that resides in a perfect frankness, an eager unaffectedness of manner. The two policemen, the fisherman, and the aged and courteous gardener are manifestly his devoted friends.”


Trotsky’s two policemen rowed for them, laughing at Montagu’s efforts in the heavy seas. The sea grew rougher and rougher, Montagu greener and greener. It took Trotsky a while to recognize that the situation was becoming dangerous. Soon Montagu was curled up at the bottom of the little boat as they rose and plummeted down raking waves and the policemen rowed for their lives between “monstrous rocks.”


Montagu’s admiration for Trotsky dried up on his return to England. Soon he would join the Communist Party of Great Britain officially. This remained highly unusual, not because Montagu was a wealthy aristocrat, but because he was British. In 1930, with Britain’s population at 40 million, the nation’s Communist Party had 2,550 members.


Trotsky was sanguine about the articles Montagu published based on their conversations. During their late-night talk, Trotsky had told the young man, “We can only be right with and by the Party, for history has provided no other way of being in the right.” Now he knew what Montagu really was, a declared Stalinist who avowed that true Communism was whatever Moscow said it was.





CHAPTER 6 | Culture and the Coming War



By 1937, Montagu had the support of the new King as patron of the English Table Tennis Association. Better than that, the King had adopted the game, playing in Buckingham Palace until he had “perfected a special shot of his own . . . declared by those who have been his opponents to be unplayable.” He had become one of the game’s “keenest devotees.”


That same year found the new Queen walking through the British Industries Fair at Olympia and “showing very great interest in the modern table tennis equipment” while marveling at “its present day popularity.” Her mother-in-law, Queen Mary, was still a regular visitor to the Montagu household, and the table tennis table on the main landing had not gone unnoticed by Her Majesty. Montagu’s mother, Lady Swaythling, had also done her bit for the sport, playing a match against boxing champion Joe Beckett and winning. “In the winter evenings,” she wrote, “table tennis is a distinct asset to people who suffer from cold in the extremities.”


Ivor Montagu was by now also one of the busiest men in the world of British film. Having started the Film Society and continuing to import the work of the finest Soviet filmmakers, he was also in lockstep with perhaps the best young director working in England, Alfred Hitchcock. Hitchcock’s coterie would meet for “hate parties,” where they’d dissect that week’s releases. Ivor Montagu was at the center of the group—Hitchcock had great regard for his understanding of narrative. Their shared credits include the best of Hitchcock’s movies on spies—The Thirty-Nine Steps, Sabotage, The Man Who Knew Too Much, and The Secret Agent.


In retrospect, the situation seems unbelievable, almost comical. Montagu and Hitchcock would sit up into the small hours. Hitchcock had his favorite book, Plotto, a primer on the pace of plotting, on his lap. There, giving him advice, sat the unremarkable Ivor Montagu, now a little tubby around the middle, black glasses halfway down his nose, a shabby gentleman braced against his fall from the aristocracy by a secure income, encouraging Hitchcock to weave outlandish plots into ordinary settings.


At the same time, Montagu was embedded in the Comintern’s accelerated quest to spread propaganda. He made his way to America, lunched with family friend Franklin Roosevelt, met up with Soviet filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein, and pitched their distinctly left-wing scripts to Los Angeles studios. The two men took a meeting with Samuel Goldwyn, who was looking for “something like Potemkin only a little cheaper, for Ronald Colman.”


Eventually Paramount bit, and for a few months, Montagu and Eisenstein wrote happily together. They would drive into Beverly Hills with their new friend Charlie Chaplin, teaching him Russian swearwords to shout out the window at the old White Russian generals standing stiffly in their new roles as parking valets. Even then Montagu was followed. He’s a “clever Moscow propagandist” warned the US Department of Labor, who “devotes the whole of his energies and not inconsiderable intellect to the fomentation of industrial revolt. . . . Believe nothing he says or anything that may be said to you in his favor. . . . Deport him bag and baggage.”


Hollywood soon listened. Eisenstein was called a “red dog” in the press, and Paramount was accused of “having betrayed the United States.” There was no work left for the writing partners. The precarious situation in Europe drew Montagu straight home to England, while Eisenstein headed south to direct a film in Mexico. Hitler’s threatening speeches, Germany’s burgeoning arms production, and reports of Nazi behavior horrified the left. The British secret services wouldn’t be able to confirm until the summer of 1940 that Montagu had begun spying, but Montagu’s familiarity with those at the center of the Comintern’s activity across the world was already a deep concern to British intelligence.


The man through whom Communist propaganda poured into Europe was named Willi Munzenberg, the Red Millionaire, who as a teenager had dined at Lenin’s table. Montagu first met Munzenberg in Berlin in 1924, where Munzenberg provided the young Englishman with a long list of introductions for his very first trip to Moscow. Munzenberg was in charge of all covert operations in the West, appointed by Lenin himself. He had not only set up a large number of front organizations, but he’d also invented the concept of front organizations, including the Friends of the Soviet Union, which Montagu had immediately joined on his return from Russia. The British intelligence agents in MI5 watched as money flowed from Munzenberg to Montagu but could not figure out what Montagu was doing with it.


Even in 1933, British public sentiment was at odds with its government’s passive approach to the rise of Fascism on the Continent. It was a heady opportunity for Communists like Montagu, who suddenly found themselves having a great deal in common with the general public in Britain. The idea that the survivors of the Great War would have to send their own children to fight Germany once more was deeply disturbing.


The first tremors of the coming war were felt in Spain. In the mid-1930s, Spain’s civil war became the front line in the battle between Fascism and Communism. Naturally Montagu was there, this time with a documentary film team. It was a testing ground for both the German and Russian militaries and was riddled with spies to a preposterous extent—preposterous, but never funny; the penalty was too stiff. A Nazi death list had recently been found with thirty-three names on it; Munzenberg was at the top. “If you meet one of them, kill him,” instructed the list. The danger for men like Montagu was spelled out in the second sentence. “And if he is a Jew, break every bone in his body.”


Russian intelligence officers were everywhere, dividing their time between analyzing their enemies and their supposed allies. Members of the International Brigades associated with Trotskyism had a strange way of ending up in mass graves well back from the front line, victims of mini-purges conducted by Stalinist officers. Montagu managed to avoid being murdered by the Soviet state, but Munzenberg would end up garroted beneath an oak tree near a French internment camp in the summer of 1940, victim of a pair of agents of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, known by its Russian acronym, NKVD. That same summer Montagu’s erstwhile friend Trotsky, now exiled to Mexico, received an ice pick to the brain from another NKVD agent.


Once the Spanish government became genuinely concerned that it might be toppled by Franco, it deferred to Stalin on all matters. The first thing that went East was Spain’s gold. Stalin, at his own leisure and at inflated prices, supplied Spain with second-rate weaponry and armaments. Spanish gold ended up in many places that had nothing to do with the Spanish struggle, including Central China, where Ivor Montagu’s future partners in Ping-Pong, the Red Chinese, were locked in their own struggle for dominance.


All of this was done with an even more cynical intention in mind. Stalin would soon be making a pact with the most hated of enemies, Adolf Hitler, the very man who had driven young antifascists to Spain in the first place. There were many challenges to the pure of heart in Communism, but 1939’s Treaty of Non-Aggression between Russia and Germany was the most startling. Montagu would toe the party line: that it was a necessary maneuver on Stalin’s behalf to avoid being caught between two fronts.


Montagu patrolled the Spanish front lines, where he produced and directed two pro-Soviet documentaries, carrying letters of introduction written by the highest-ranking Soviet agents. Montagu’s 1936 production, Defence of Madrid, was crude in comparison to his work with Hitchcock, but it had urgency, thanks to the rawness of the footage. His crew was up early one morning, shaving in their hotel bathrooms, when they heard “the sound of a descending bomb.” The building next door was destroyed. They watched from the window as the dead and dying were pulled from the rubble.


Montagu appeared on camera in Madrid, standing in front of the duke of Alba’s palace, searching for proof that Franco was being directly supported by Hitler’s Germany. Shells poured overhead as the camera shivered from the explosions. Montagu stooped to cradle an unexploded device and turned it slowly to show the German markings to the camera. Suddenly, another shell came whining over his head. Montagu panicked and threw himself to the ground, his bulk landing directly on the shell. He stood up, dusted himself off, and later recorded it as “one of my luckier and certainly one of my more foolish moments.” Years later, he would fall out with Alfred Hitchcock over inserting a similar moment in the film Saboteur, which climaxes with an unintended explosion.


There were many who thought of Ivor Montagu as a Pollyanna who wandered through the darkest times, a naïf who closed his eyes to the horrors being committed in the name of Communism and somehow managed to preserve his blind faith until the end of his life. For a man of Montagu’s intelligence, this image was a disservice. From his very first trip to Moscow, Montagu involved himself with the leaders of the Communist world. He could play the fool, play his class card or his race card, but he remained a Communist all his life. The bloodshed that he witnessed in the name of Communism, he excused and dismissed as inevitable. What was a betrayal of a family, of a country, compared to the betrayal of the people? What was one more war if it was the last war?





CHAPTER 7 | Suspect



Also in Spain was Montagu’s old friend J. B. S. Haldane, whom he’d first met on the streets of Cambridge when they were the only two people out in the streets on election night, booing a Conservative victory. Haldane, a “massive, towering” man whose receding hairline only emphasized his enormous forehead, used to come to Montagu’s parties wearing a floppy hat, sit down on a swivel chair, and declare himself the king of Scotland. Soon, they’d be partners in espionage. By the 1930s, Haldane had long been considered among the country’s preeminent scientists. Like Montagu, he had made a successful transition from an aristocratic education to a socialist sensibility. As Captain of the School at Eton College, he had regarded his fellow students “quite rightly, as intellectually sub-human.” A few years older than Montagu, he had fought in the trenches of the Great War and had found the experience “enjoyable, which most of my companions did not.” Among his soldiers, he had a reputation as a genial lunatic. Field Marshal Douglas Haig had called him “the bravest and the dirtiest officer.”


In 1915, Haldane’s leg was shredded by steel splinters during a raid, and he was picked up behind the lines in an ambulance driven by the Prince of Wales. The Prince “turned to him and commented ‘Oh, it’s you’ ”; they had last met in Oxford, almost exactly a year before. Just as with Montagu, the assumption that Haldane was part of the establishment would give him extraordinary leeway to act against it.


In 1918, Haldane had started working for military intelligence, a relationship that would continue on and off for twenty-five years. In the early twenties, he taught at Cambridge, living openly with his mistress and insisting on using his own body for all of his medical experiments, including the ingestion of hydrochloric acid and calcium chloride. The result of one of these experiments was “intense diarrhea, followed by constipation due to the formation of a large hard fecal mass. There was great general discomfort, pains in the head, limbs and back, and disturbed nights . . . the experiment was not unpleasant.”


Like Montagu, Haldane had appeared in Moscow in 1926 and then headed to Spain at the invitation of her government at the outbreak of war. The Republican government hoped for advice on potential gas attacks that Franco might instigate through his German connections. Instead, Haldane’s experience in Spain turned him into one of the world’s experts on air defense, making him invaluable first to the British government and then as a spy for Soviet Russia.


On a November afternoon in 1936, Haldane was sitting on a park bench in Madrid when an air raid alarm sounded. The park emptied until the only two remaining were Haldane, determined to gather firsthand data, and an elderly woman sharing his bench. Haldane smiled at her after the end of the raid, only to see that she had been killed instantly by a bomb splinter. It shocked him much more than the horrors he’d experienced in the trenches because he knew he “had so many things to do.”


In between the intrigue and near-death moments, Montagu hadn’t forgotten about the importance of table tennis. It was his great fortune that MI5 was totally confused by his strange obsession. Montagu had one particular secret admirer, Colonel Valentine Vivian, the first head of MI5’s counterespionage unit. He was as close as anyone to tripping Montagu up, but became distracted by Montagu’s involvement with table tennis.


It was testament to how seriously MI5 took Montagu that Vivian should personally inquire into his case. The first report to the colonel was almost apologetic, convinced that there was something sinister in Montagu’s relationship with a Hungarian named Zoltan Mechlovits:


The reason of our tentative interest in these people will appear to you rather quaint. They write interminably to Ivor Montagu about table tennis and the trying out of table tennis balls. The exercise of his occupation over a period of many months has so eaten into Zoltan Mechlovits’ time that he has informed Montagu that he cannot go on with it. . . . [E]ven in England, which is not noted for sanity in this respect, we find it hard to believe that a gentleman can spend weeks upon weeks upon weeks testing table tennis balls. . . . [W]e should be grateful if you could tell us whether the individuals in Budapest I have named to you are known to be queer in any other way.


It says little for table tennis’s impact that MI5 was unable to discover that Mechlovits had actually won the World Table Tennis Championships less than five years before. He’d even starred in Ivor Montagu’s first-ever directorial effort, a slow-motion, silent short of table tennis players showing off their finest strokes. The Hungarian police were also stumped by the correspondence but saw no link between Mechlovits and Communism.


Both intelligence reports missed the connection. During the Bolshevik Revolution, Mechlovits had been a prisoner of war serving a sentence in Siberia. Liberated, he had made his way back to Hungary through Moscow, where he had “declined an offer by Lenin to stay and help organize the young republic’s sport.” Montagu must have been inspired by this. Lenin had known of table tennis, knew one of the world’s top players, and had been willing to include the game in the spread of Soviet sport before Montagu had even arrived at Cambridge. What was that but further proof that table tennis was destined to blossom in a Communist society?


Vivian wasn’t willing to give up on Montagu quite yet. He remained convinced that table tennis was a cover for something darker. What if the problem didn’t lie with these Hungarian Jews? What if it could be traced through Montagu to Germany? Were the Communists communicating in code? If so, what were they saying?


MI5 intercepted an angry letter from a German reproaching Montagu for not “having answered him about the Hanno-ball, also for not answering about . . . net stretchers.” It was absurd but also lucky for Montagu. When Montagu was working in film to spread Communism, the authorities centered on his table tennis obsession. When he advocated table tennis to spread Communism, they eyed the Film Society. When he spied on his country, they missed it entirely.


March 1936 saw Montagu travel from the front lines of Spain to the World Championships in Prague, a seamless transition. It spared him his usual trip with the rest of the English team, who traveled third-class, including A. J. Wilmott, a university don who had invented a “sleeping harness” that he “attached to the rack above, and then under his armpits, and finally under his chin,” leaving him “all trussed up like a horse.”


Montagu arrived just in time for the opening dinner; an elegant affair with tables for each nation marked by their national flags. “Just after the triumphant entry of the Hungarians, the Hon. Ivor Montagu, President of the ITTF, rose to make a welcome speech and to declare the tournament open.” The future men’s singles champion, Richard Bergmann, remembered that the chairman “spoke in English, French and German, and I was much impressed at such a scintillating display. I sat agog and thought Mr. Montagu a miracle of human wisdom and knowledge.”


Montagu watched the renowned Romanian chiseler, Arnon Paneth, from the front row. “Pushing” or “chiseling” was the dullest form of the game; playing to stay in a point, not to win it. It was entirely possible, as Paneth had been proving in Prague, that a game could be won without ever playing a single offensive stroke, an anathema to spectators. From the initial enthusiasm table tennis had stirred up, those crowds of eight and ten thousand were beginning to thin as men and women of mediocre talent adopted chiseling to survive deep into competition.


Paneth was playing against Alex Ehrlich, one of the best in the world, a thoughtful, tall Polish Jew who preferred to play with one hand in his pocket. Ehrlich wanted to show Montagu the weakness of his own rules. No stranger to chiseling, Ehrlich had decided to mirror Paneth’s play. The knowledgeable crowd was immediately in on the joke. The stands “shook with mirth” as the ball slowly looped back and forth. The two men barely moved, patting the ball like a pair of arthritic grandmothers. The first point passed ten minutes, then twenty. Soon the booing began, but Paneth and Ehrlich played through the disapproval until the crowd lapsed into silence. Finally, men and women rose and began to leave the building.


Montagu watched the point unfold in disbelief. Later on, his anger would only increase. Men and women who chose to chisel were “as table tennis players a menace, that must be humiliated, despised, sent to Coventry, driven out of public life, if table tennis is to survive.” Montagu leaned forward and pleaded with the players from the sidelines. He admired Ehrlich, understood what he was trying to do, but couldn’t he just speed things up? No, said Ehrlich, he’d “let his hand drop off before he would hit the ball.”


After the first point reached its thirtieth minute, Ehrlich called for his teammates to set up a chessboard on a nearby table and started to call out his moves. After forty-five minutes playing the same point, the referee complained of a stiff neck and was replaced. Ehrlich was now sending up ridiculously high balls, tempting Paneth to smash, but back came the patted ball. Ehrlich called for lunch—a cheese baguette—and ate it as he played. Montagu stood, walked out, and sought a quorum of ITTF board members. To their shock, when they returned to the arena, the first point was still being played, two hours after it began. The meeting took place alongside Ehrlich as they discussed how to end the sort of performance the two men were subjecting the tournament to.


There would be a time limit from now on. Twenty minutes of play, timed by a chess clock, then an extra five minutes, and whoever was ahead would win the match. Two hours and thirteen minutes after it began, the point ended in the now empty hall when Ehrlich’s soft shot hit the net, paused for a moment, and dropped onto Paneth’s side. Ehrlich won the rest of the match in under ten minutes.


The last chiseler to win a world title was a young Austrian woman named Gertrude Pritzi, who would take the ladies’ singles the following year in the town of Baden, outside Vienna. She was the victor in a phenomenally dull final and, beaming, stepped up to receive her medal from Montagu. Watching was Bergmann, the men’s champion, who witnessed the look of mortification spread across her features as she was roundly booed by her own countrymen.
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