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Harrow boys playing the original version of squash in the yard at Head Master’s House, circa 1890. Note the footscrapers and windows that came into play.
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FOREWORD

by George Plimpton

On occasion I drift into a New York club noted for its athletic facilities—four squash courts, a fifth for squash doubles, two court tennis courts (the game played on them is the progenitor of lawn tennis) and one racquets court. In the club library there are hundreds of books on lawn and court tennis and dozens on racquets. There are only a few on squash and most are instruction manuals. One begins, “Squash is an easy game to play badly—it is a difficult game to play well.”

This considerable imbalance has been nicely rectified by James Zug’s formidable volume on squash.

A quick word about the author. James Zug learned the game as a youngster growing up in Philadelphia, taught by his father who was a two-time national doubles champion. Young Zug played at Haverford and then at Dartmouth where he was captain in his senior year (1991) when the squad was nationally ranked at number five. How good was he? Squash players have a game called the “Indirect,” often played on long college squash trips, that helps determine, however speciously, one’s relative prowess at the game. Zug’s best “Indirect” works out as follows: one year he beat the number two player at Dartmouth who had beaten the one player who had beaten the number one at Penn who had beaten a top pro player who had beaten Mark Talbott who had beaten Jahangir Khan, who was at the time the best player in the world. Ergo.

Zug has continued to play at high levels since college, playing in a Cape Town squash league, coaching juniors in Washington, D.C., and participating in the amateur doubles circuit. He is blessed with a strong literary bent and was once in my employ on behalf of the literary magazine, the Paris Review. I cannot resist wondering how much he worked on behalf of quality literature, since to put together this carefully researched volume on squash must have required an unholy amount of time and effort—the kind only undertaken by those with a great passion and love of their subject. I don’t begrudge Zug at all. He has produced the definitive book on the game.

I especially enjoyed what he has done because I have relished squash as well. I first learned about “the delicious pleasure of cracking a ball against a wall” at Harvard, where I was able to study the game from the master, Jack Barnaby. He was the peppery and wise coach who succeeded Harry Cowles at Harvard and for whom squash was a dominating, utterly absorbing obsession. One winter morning four or five of us were traveling to Williams College for a match. We were in Jack’s station wagon, and at the wheel Barnaby had been, as always, talking endlessly about squash since our departure. As we passed through a small town near Williamstown, we came up on a traffic light. Jack miscalculated and bumped the car in front. Without the slightest hitch in the flow of his dissertation, he announced, “let!” and went right on talking. I can’t recall how the situation with the people in front was resolved (it was the mildest of fender-benders) but I’ll always remember Jack’s sharp, authoritative “let!” as we hit.

Titans of the game like Jack Barnaby are wonderfully portrayed here. Zug chronicles the Khans, perhaps the most famous family in squash, endowed with a gene that has produced three generations of champions. I remember playing an exhibition match against the patriarch, Hashim, in Detroit where he was the pro at the Uptown Athletic Club. Before a small gallery of people drinking cocktails we played a gentleman’s game, the great man keeping the ball in play until out of exhaustion I dumped it in the tin. After the match he did a little show of trick shots, including a display of footwork I could hardly believe. He asked me to stand near the front wall and hold the ball just above the tin. When I dropped it, Hashim, with his rear foot braced against the back wall, sprang forward, reached the ball with his racquet before it bounced twice and tweaked it into the corner.

It would seem that squash players are different from the rest of society, that to contain oneself in a relatively small room and smack a rubber ball about in competition eventually does odd things to one’s mental state: The Talbott brothers, Dave and Mark, spoke to each other in an imaginary language made up of English, French, Latin and Tolkein and played exhibitions in full-length dressing gowns and wigs. Eleo Sears, the great Boston Brahmin and squash pioneer, swam in the Atlantic in February.

In this regard no one looms larger than Victor Niederhoffer, surely one of the greatest who ever played. Here is how Zug describes Niederhoffer’s first meeting with my friend Jack Barnaby: “In the autumn of 1960, not yet seventeen, Vic Niederhoffer went up to Cambridge as a freshman at Harvard. He joined the freshman tennis team and played number one. That winter he walked into the office of the varsity tennis and squash coach, Jack Barnaby. ‘I hear you’re a darn good tennis player,’ Barnaby said. Niederhoffer agreed and then blurted, ‘I’m going to be the best squash player ever.’ Then he paused and meekly added, ‘Squash is that wall game, right?

Here is Zug’s little checklist of Niederhoffer’s eccentricities: He took off his shoes and wore only socks in his office. The only newspaper he read was the National Enquirer. He did not own a television. He took lessons in checkers every Tuesday evening for fifteen years. In the locker room before matches, he kept a sock on his right hand so, he wrote, “that no one would shake my hand and distract me.” His footwear at formal occasions was inevitably a pair of mismatched sneakers.

If interested in learning more about Niederhoffer, readers will find that one of the most entertaining parts of the book is the collected notes at the end. There are an astonishing 539 of them, many paragraphs long, all fascinating. Some of the footnotes would seem to require footnotes of their own. Where did Woody Allen and Michael Douglas learn to play squash (note on p. 320)? When will Sam Friedan, Yale’s legendary junior varsity star, reappear (p. 327)? Others are priceless set-pieces on their own—Niederhoffer’s reaction on having the lights turned off in a Harvard Club court where he was practicing late at night—pitched into what he refers to as a “Pit and the Pendulum” horror. He felt the walls closing in on him as he searched unsuccessfully for the door latch. He eventually leapt up and climbed into the gallery above the court. He summed up his experience: “The only time a player should be left alone on a squash court is with a voluptuous broad.”

One of the more practical pleasures of Zug’s book is that our knowledge of the game will be increased immeasurably. I never knew that the squash court was brought to this country by James Potter Conover, more popularly known as Jay, a master at the New Hampshire preparatory school St. Paul’s. As squash players know, for seventy-five years the American version of the game was played on a court smaller than its English counterpart—two and a half feet narrower and the ball harder and faster. Zug finally uncovers the true reasons why we had the smaller court, belying my favorite rumor that the larger English court would not fit in the boat bringing the game over from England. I never knew the details of the hearings that led to the smaller courts being legislated out of existence—a decree that forced American schools, universities and clubs to pony up millions of dollars to change their courts to the contours of the larger size. I never knew that the Titanic had a squash court (larger size), and that a man named Archibald Gracie, who was saved, had an appointment to play squash on Monday morning, April 15th, with the professional Fred Wright, who went down with the ship a few hours earlier. I never knew the drop shot was popularized by Harry Cowles around 1914—adding a dimension to the game that until then was dominated by players who hung far back in the court as they did in the game of racquets and ceaselessly hammered the ball. Or that Germain Glidden, a fine portrait painter, used his 1937 national champion trophy as a repository for his paint brushes. From my own playing days, I remember the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis was a perennial squash force but I never knew that its dedication to the game was such that in 1965 a squash court was built on the U.S. submarine tender Simon Lake.

One measure of Zug’s assiduous research is that he has turned up and listed (scores and all) just about every match of consequence of the twentieth century. I exaggerate, but not much. I half-expected to find the score of my losing match against Tom Kempner (see note, p. 310) which decided the match in Yale’s favor in 1949. There were so many lets that Seymour Knox, Sr., a Yale man (see note p. 303), was installed as a referee. Some of my desperate, exhausted appeals were ignored, which to this day I attribute to Knox’s understandably strong bias against Harvard. You cannot imagine my pleasure in dropping this item of complete inconsequence into the foreword to this important book.
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PROLOGUE

Schoolboys created the game out of three simple things. They swung crude racquets shaved off at the handle. They hit gray rubber balls, sticky, misshapen, punctured, smelling of brimstone. They battered stone walls stippled with windows, ledges and pipes. Three items were the sole prerequisites, and a century and a half later it is the same: a bat, a ball and a wall.

Squash breeds zealots. People fall in love with the game to the point of obsession. Something about it captures the imagination. Each of the tripartite aspects of squash is so basic and so uncomplicated that the love runs pure and deep. Time does not leaven the passion. Decades later a squash player can instantly retrieve the memory of that first day he connected on the sweet spot of a racquet and drove a squash ball hard into a wall.

The bat, as a racquet used to be called, is the chief tool of the squash tradesman. At first it was a sawed-off bamboo stick. As the game grew in sophistication, it became a hoop of second-growth white ash, bent by steam, strung with gut and red silk cord, with a pillowy calfskin grip at one end and the stern admission on the side: Squash Racquet Not Guaranteed. Prossers. Wright & Ditson. Spalding. Bancroft. Snauwaert. Cragin. Feron. Unsquashable. Manta. Slazenger. Dunlop. Wilson. Head. Prince. Today racquets are made from high modulous graphite, hyper carbon and titanium. They swoosh through the air with oversized heads, with a powerscoop shaft, microfilament, eighteen-gauge nylon Ashaway strings and a cushion-fit faux-leather grip. The bat is long and light, but capable of delivering satisfying force upon the ball.

King Arthur obtained Excalibur from a beautiful woman who stood sentry at the shores of a lake in which the sword was submerged; a squash player’s relationship to his weapon is equally shrouded in the mists of romantic myth. It is a scythe you swing in a white field, a rapier that cuts to the quick, a rifle for a soldier, a hammer for a carpenter. You envelop your bat in a fetishistic aura. You pamper it. You kiss it after a lucky shot. You grip and regrip it, winding wafer-thin blue ribbons around the handle, tying them off with a red stick of tape. You bandage the head with protective tape. You tap it against the wall before you serve, like a blind man touching the sidewalk with a cane. It gives your bearings. You string and restring, and you straighten the strings in between points like a master weaver. You are loath to let someone borrow it. You are superstitious and save a magical racquet for crucial matches. You stick it first into your squash bag when you go away for a tournament. When you come back, you stash it head down in your locker. Squash is a tough sport. Racquets split and crack. Players retire. Memories fade into the back corners of the mind. When your racquet finally breaks, you do not throw it away. You bury it in an upstairs closet to be found by a grandchild. What was this, Grandpa? This, you say as you again heft the glorious weight and swing it whistling through the air and ponder a life not guaranteed, this was my squash racquet.

The ball the schoolboys originally swatted was a globe of vulcanized India rubber pierced with a hole. At the turn of the twentieth century, it became a gutta-percha ball, then the Hewitt, the black Seamless, the Cragin green diamond, the revolutionary blue Merco seventy-plus, the Slazenger fuchsia ball, and now the black Dunlop Revelation Pro XX Yellow Dot. The ball has always been small and quick, an effulgent moonrock flashing and floating through the white space of the court. It cruises like a nuclear pinball. It ricochets like bees shaken in a jar. It darts like a scared serpent. And then it dies upon command. Like the faddish board game from the 1970s, squash is the Othello of games: It takes a minute to learn but a lifetime to master.

The walls were originally made of stone quarried from the earth. They did not enclose as much as draw a line across nature. They were open to the clouds, the spitting rain and golden bars of sunlight. Now squash is inside. The court is a cage. You run on a floor made from northern maple,with the unpainted boards set on edge for speed. Lights dangle from a fluorescent ceiling. The four walls, constructed of gypsum plaster and concrete or high density composite panel, are incapable of causing distraction or prompting reverie. They are niveous and functional. The only interruptions are a few firehouse-red lines and a piebald, carbon smear pockmarking the walls with the signature fingerprint of squash. The walls are Piet Mondrian in an unhappy mood, meant to be played upon.

Squash saturates the senses. There is the burnt perfume of heated rubber, the tangy admixture of sweat, dust, stale air and wood, the unexpungable odor of ego on display. There is a woolly thirst on the tongue after the most exhausting hour of the day. There is the sight of two people moving so fluidly, in such close proximity and in such a state of ecstasy that it appears they are dancing. There is the Euclidean violence of the dark ball careening from white wall to white wall in combinations only physicists and the gods can explain, and at a speed faster than you can drive a car.

Sound defines the game. The ball makes a schlooping hiss as it comes off hair-thin strings stretched to thirty pounds per ounce. Sneakers squeak on the floor like a disgruntled aviary. Players grunt and gasp and moan at errors. In between points they wipe their hands along the wall as if they are painting with sweat. Above all there is the distinctive phlap of rubber meeting wood. This is squash—the ball closing upon itself as it slams into the front wall, then opening again as it rebounds back. It is a stuttering, metronomic incantation, as intimate, steady and comforting as a heartbeat.

Meshed together in the alchemy of squash, the bat, ball and the wall produces beauty and truth. The Holy Grail of the game is perfect length. You try to propel the ball so it glides along the side wall and dies against the back wall. The walls are your enemies. They push your drives back into the center of the court, spin your cross-courts too sharply, kick out your drop shots, repel your advances. You are helplessly in love. Again and again you come back. You aim and hit, hoping the ball will hug the wall, perhaps gently graze it like a lover brushing her lips against your skin. You hit a slow, whispering shot. You hit an electric, ardent shot. It is all the same. No matter how beautiful your stroke, the truth is that you cannot achieve perfect length. You adopt the mien of a monk. You practice alone. You grow pale from the hours spent under artificial lights. You punish yourself with arm-aching drills. You crack one rail after another. You rake a ball that rushes past the side wall like a locomotive on a downhill run and crashes into the back corner, unplayable, stuck to the wall like wallpaper and say, “good length.” But you never say, “perfect length.” Such a thing does not exist.

Good length is a part of the dialogue of squash. You can rehearse for hours, snap off a hundred shots, one after another, videotape a stroke, repetitively groove your swing until your hand twitches in your sleep, but in a match, like in romance, you can only control your half of the flirtation. A match involves two people. As with all the best games, there is no clock, no limit but what you create. To beat an opponent, you might proceed by indirection, as in sailing. You might throw in inspired combinations of tacks when you sense the wind shifting, when your opponent is tiring or becoming exasperated or growing angry. You might proceed by a golflike pattern: long drives followed by chipped wedges, then a short, putting dropshot. You might play basketball and go for a winner from three-point range or dash up for a tomahawk dunk. You might take a technique from crew and try to row through your opponent on the home stretch of the fifth game by exceeding his power output. You might play chess. Squash is a culminative game. You pile up tiny victories, you employ tactics, you hunt for psychological advantages, you retreat with the Sicilian defense. Whatever you do, an opponent answers back. You have to react to him. The conversation is rapid fire, elliptical, maddeningly addictive, improvisational, close to the bone. Unlike tennis, there is no net separating you and your opponent in a squash court. You jostle and bump right up against him. You touch his sweat. You hear his heaving lungs exhaling air. You smell his fear or exultation and, if you are not careful, you might absorb it. Squash is the Stockholm syndrome at a hundred miles per hour.

If squash is literature, it is poetry. Its lines are short but heavy with meaning. It condenses and concentrates, distills and refines. It exposes your character like an X ray exposes your bones. It is madness in an unpadded cell. The term for the spectator bleachers at a squash court is the gallery, and squash, seen from above, is like an Impressionism art show. It is something aesthetically soft and engrossing on display. The bodies blur. The racquets flash. The seismic thumps of the ball seem attractive. But, down on the ground, it is murder in the court.

At heart squash is boxing with sticks and a piece of rubber. The same sweet science of pugilism, minus the neutral corners, controls the game. You have a thousand cubic feet of territory to claim. You come out strong. You probe for weaknesses. You jab with boasts and lobs. You circle in a fight for the center of the court. You clinch with the hand-push when caught going the wrong way. You rope-a-dope with attritional drives to the back corners. You swing haymaker volleys into the nick. You tire. You find a second wind. You slump on a stool in between games, sucking on water, toweling off sweat. You go for the knockout drop at match point in the fifth. You shake hands, you hug and you exit together, bound forever by the crucible of the contest. Outside the winter fugue of snowfall and early darkness is playing but, inside, you are as bright and warm as a fire.

 

The stories of the history of squash are told in locker rooms, galleries and the club bar—the contemporary equivalents of the ancestral campfire. They are passed down from player to player and generation to generation with a focus on the extraordinary. People tell of the three times when the national championship was decided by the slimmest of margins: a winner-take-all point in a tiebreaker in the fifth game. Or when an avatar of softball brilliance arrived on our shores. Or those streak-breaking matches in Boston in 1920, Mexico City in 1975 and Cleveland in 1982. Or that month when a Brooklyn girl swept through a triple crown of the national juniors, national intercollegiates and national singles. Or that Monday in November when one of our own beat the best player in history. People talk of less-obvious legends. They recount the eccentric club upstate, the superstitions of the local champion, rumors of the aging veteran’s psychological warfare and the inevitable hilarity of a late tournament weekend evening.

In writing the story of squash in the United States, I have tried to find a narrative equipoise between retelling the legends of the game and explaining the quotidian circumstances from which they rose. Much of what follows necessarily concerns champions. They pushed the game to its highest level of excellence. They represented their club, their city and sometimes their country. I have also tried to recover the biographies of those left at the margins of the historical record—weeknight hackers, C players, juniors, tournament directors, the many fanatics who lived off the East Coast seam and, most of all, women. The game of squash has survived and prospered because these rank-and-file, unheralded people logged countless chilly hours in the gallery watching matches, billeted players, picked up officials at the train station and held up the bar after midnight. They form the marvelously obsessive and jovial backbone of the game. Allison Danzig, who wrote the only other history of the game in his magisterial 1930 book The Racquet Game, responded to this bifurcated story by listing the names of men and women who played the game in each city. I trust this is no more clumsy.

In marching to the beat of chronology, I have endeavored to incorporate the sweep of larger issues into the inevitable recapitulation of tournaments and personalities: the ephemeral life of squash tennis, the emergence of intercollegiate squash, the creation of the weekend tournament circuit, the Merion dynasty, the herky-jerky sashay of the game across the country, the commercial club liberation, the rise and fall of the professional tour and the arrival of a single international standard of squash. Only doubles stood outside this narrative and deserved its own separate chapter toward the end of the book. There are a hundred doubles courts in the United States, hardly a blip on the radar screen of singles squash with its four thousand courts. Besides its different court, the four-handed game has its own ball, rules, circuit of tournaments, aura and practitioners.

The unique thing about a squash ball, unlike almost any other sports ball, is that it has no life of its own. It needs to be warmed up. It needs to be hit to have energy. It needs a player. This, in the end, is a biography of the people who have played the game of squash.






CHAPTER ONE

The Joints Trembled on the Spit

Since time immemorial, ball games have been a balm to the human condition. Man has always wanted to throw, catch and hit. An Egyptian tomb built five thousand years ago depicts four women tossing a ball. Homer tells of a ball game in the Odyssey. Four different ball games were popular in Rome at the time of Christ. The Visigoths played a complicated sport similar to football. When the Spanish arrived in Mexico, they found the Aztecs playing a game with rubber balls that bounced high into the dusty air.

In medieval France boys played in the narrow streets of their villages. Some pastimes involved slapping balls along the awnings or roofs that lined the street, or into shop and door openings. Rules depended on local geography. In the thirteenth century these street games migrated up the hills to cloistered monasteries. Every Lenten season young brothers strung a fishing net across the middle of their courtyards and patted a ball back and forth with their gloved hands. In time ecclesiastical strictures loosened and the monks played all year. Their divertissement grew in complexity. The balls—a patch of leather with dog hair sewn inside, later cloth stuffed with soil, sawdust, sand or moss—bruised and cut hands. Monks added webbing to the gloves, then extended their hand by picking up a stumpy stick, a branch of a tree or a shepherd’s crook. At the end of the fifteenth century, the Dutch invented the racquet: a wooden paddle with the finely braided gut of a sheep twisted through a hole at one end.

Because the European aristocracy entrusted monasteries for the education of their sons, this quiet game had its own missionaries when the boys returned to their parental estates. They built their own courts. Now called tennis, this game for bored monks became in effect the national sport of a dozen European nations. In 1580 the Venetian ambassador to Henri III of France walked around Paris counting tennis courts: he stopped at eighteen hundred. In 1598 Sir Robert Dallington, secretary to the English ambassador to France, wrote: “Ye should have two Tennis Courts for every one Church through France. Methinks it also strange, how apt they be here to play well, that he would thinke they were borne with Rackets in their hands, even the children themselves manage them so well, and some of their women also, as we observed at Blois. There is one great abuse in this exercise, that the Magistrates do suffer every poore Citizen and Artificer to play thereat, who spendeth that on the Holyday at Tennis, which he got the whole weeke for the keeping of his poore family. A thing more hurtful than our Ale-houses in England.”

The English extricated themselves from the saloons long enough to play tennis themselves. Oxford had a half-dozen courts, Cambridge ten. Charles II loved his daily game so much that he kept a bed for himself at his personal court. Shakespeare mentioned the game in numerous plays. (Today there is sometimes confusion about tennis and lawn tennis. As played by Tilden, Navratilova and Sampras, lawn tennis was invented in 1873 in Great Britain as an outdoor version of real tennis. Only recently has lawn tennis dropped its first appellation—until the early 1970s, for instance, the national governing body of the new game in America was the U.S. Lawn Tennis Association. Over the course of the twentieth century, the traditional version has had to slowly adapt to calling itself real tennis or royal tennis or, as it is now called in America, court tennis.)

Despite the reports of eighteen hundred courts in Paris alone, tennis was never truly a game for the masses. Many of the courts, which were enormously expensive recreations of a monastery’s courtyard, were private. Gangs of gamblers inundated the others, and made swindling and violence the order of the day. In 1606 Caravaggio, the tempestuous Italian painter, disemboweled a man at a tennis court in Rome. The sport had a byzantine scoring system and obscure vocabulary: hazard, chase, penthouse, tambour and grille. Furthermore, the kings of Europe, beginning with Philippe IV of France in 1292 and Edward III of England in 1365, constantly issued prohibitions against play, as they found their soldiers practicing their backhands more than their archery. Slowly tennis retreated to an aristocratic redoubt. By the end of the seventeenth century, it was most often played at royal palaces like the Louvre, Falkland, Fontainebleu and Hampton Court.

The English—for whom one feels tennis never truly lost its taint as a French diversion—took the racquet into their own hands. In the early eighteenth century, prisoners at the Fleet, London’s notorious debtor’s jail, created an outdoor ball game. It was called racquets and it was brutally simple: hitting a ball against a wall. The ball and racquet were derived from tennis, but the game lacked all the pretense of the game of kings. With no back walls, one or two side walls and no roof, racquets was a delightfully elemental combination of speed and finesse. The ball, unsqueezable, was made from wound cloth and was similar to a golf ball; the racquet looked like a stretched tennis bat.

The Fleet was an atypical jailhouse. Prisoners had free run of taprooms, chandler shops, a bake house, kitchens and whistling shops offering gin, whiskey and rum. If a prisoner posted a small fee, he could leave the prison and take lodgings within the Fleet district, which was a mile and a half in length. To work off their debts, the incarcerated took employment at the Fleet market, local theaters or at the many publishing houses and printing presses nearby (the Fleet was known for its writer prisoners). Detained clergymen, outside the bounds of the London bishop, performed “Fleet marriages” —cheap, quick and without the necessary banns and licenses. Locals were more or less free to enter and leave the prison, bands of smugglers headquartered themselves in cells and unescorted women visited in such droves that the Fleet was considered the most active brothel in London. In its seven-hundred-year existence, the Fleet did not hear a single roll call.

The daytime action was in the Fleet’s back courtyard. Called the bare, it was a ground covered with paving stones and bounded by two stone walls, one of which was the rear facade of the four-story Bartholomew Fair, where the poorer prisoners lived. Every Christmas the Fleet prisoners elected their own racquet master, the keeper of the court. Charles Dickens, whose father was imprisoned at the Marshalsea debtors jail for fourteen weeks, wrote of a visit to the Fleet in The Pickwick Papers: “The area formed by the wall in that part of the Fleet in which Mr Pickwick stood was just wide enough to make a good racket court; one side being formed, of course, by the wall itself, and the other by that portion of the prison which looked (or rather would have looked but for the wall) toward St. Paul’s Cathedral. Sauntering or sitting about, in every possible attitude of listless idleness, were a great number of debtors … some were shabby, some were smart, many dirty … a few clean … lolling from the window which commanded a view of the promenade were a number of persons, some in noisy conversation with their acquaintance below, others playing at ball with some adventurous throwers outside; and others looking on the racket players, or watching the boys as they cried the game.” There, in the midst of this Rabelaisian life, began the game of racquets.

Due to the uniquely permeable nature of the Fleet, racquets spread like a wild fire in a dry forest. Another London prison, the King’s Bench, soon had four courts and an equally active social life. One King’s Bench racquet master named Hoskins (who altered the game from eleven to fifteen points) made so much money from giving lessons and supplying balls and racquets that he supported a family of seven. In 1820 a prisoner at the King’s Bench, with typical jailhouse bravado, crowned himself world champion. “The King’s Bench Prison at that period was one continued scene of gaiety and dash—indeed it was like any thing else but a place of confinement,” wrote Pierce Egan in 1832. “The promenade, almost every evening, was a complete picture of le beau monde. It exhibited some of the most elegant dressed females of the kingdom, the finest, nay, fashionable women who felt not the slightest reproach by visiting their unfortunate friends in ‘durance vile.’” Hundreds of racquets courts dotted the towns and villages of nineteenth century Great Britain. The game was as common as cricket or football. Men found it a pleasant distraction after a hard day’s work, and most courts were yards connected to taverns, coffeehouses and alehouses.

By choice or accident, they sometimes left their racquets at home and instead played another ball-and-wall game, fives. Named for the five fingers of the hand, this ancient version of handball was a slower game than racquets. Fives grew so popular at English public schools that the two leading forms of the game derived their standards from the quirky spots on campus where the boys played. Eton fives emerged from the mossy drainpipes outside the school chapel at Eton. It had a court twenty-five feet and three inches by fourteen feet, with many buttresses and hazards. Rugby fives was created at Rugby School, where the sport of rugby football also was started. It had an unadorned court twenty-eight by eighteen feet, with side walls that sloped toward the back wall and a two-and-a-half-foot tin on the front wall. In 1819 William Hazlitt penned an exquisite obituary of John Cavanagh, an Irish fives champion.* Hazlitt noted the fives courts on St. Martin’s Street (where the owner charged half a crown a head for spectators at a Cavanagh match), another near Rosemary Branch, and the one at Copenhagen House where Cavanagh often wagered dinners. “The wall against which they play is the same that supports the kitchen-chimney,” he wrote of one fives court, “and when the walls resounded louder than usual, the cooks exclaimed, ‘Those are the Irishman’s balls,’ and the joints trembled on the spit.” The company was decidedly mixed, as Hazlitt reported. “The fault of these places is that the company is not sufficiently select, and that a gentleman who is fond of the game (and all are fond of it who can play at all) are there compelled to join a miscellany of very respectable persons no doubt, but not of the highest grade of society.”

Wanting peace from the complaints of a thousand scullery maids, Britons started building racquets courts, as opposed to just playing in a convenient corner of a yard or alley. These courts were unadorned, roofless affairs, usually boasting just one or two stone walls and a paving stone floor. In Ireland it was the style to have sloping side walls, while in England the court usually consisted of merely a front wall. In London a number of racquets courts became known for their social swirl, gambling and daily set of matches: the Oval, Belvedere (the oldest court in London), Tufnell Park, Yorkshire Stingo, Eagle Tavern, White Conduit House, the Oxford & Cambridge on Chalk Farm Road, the Bull and an establishment run by an old, one-eyed man named Powell who had lost an eye playing racquets.

Inclement weather, always a factor in soggy Great Britain, drove players toward a court with a roof. In 1830 the Royal Artillery built the first known covered racquets court at its Woolwich depot. The Marylebone Cricket Club, the home of cricket, built one in 1844 next to its tennis court at Lords, and in 1853 Prince’s Club opened its historic doors with seven covered racquets courts painted white or a very pale green. Soon an elaborate cultural and sporting divide existed between the open and closed court games: Open courts were sixty feet by forty, played to eleven points, usually involved doubles and often were frequented by a mix of characters; closed courts were usually fifty feet by thirty-two, scored to fifteen, were mostly for singles and were restrictive in membership.

Following flag and florin, racquets spread to the colonies. The first racquets court in Canada was created in Halifax in the 1770s; in India in 1821; Australia in 1847. In 1793 Robert Knox, a Scot, put up the first racquets court in America on Allen Street, between Hester and Canal, in lower Manhattan. A few years later the Allen Street court had a rival nearby that was called, due to the predominant profession of its membership, the Butcher’s Court.

 

On a steep knoll ten miles northwest of London lies an icon of elite English education, Harrow School. In the 1800s Harrow boys, like all public school students, played racquets. It was not what we would consider a varsity sport. At the time Harrow fielded organized teams for just football, cricket and relay races. Much of the afternoon, especially for younger boys unable to make the varsity eleven, was spent casting around for other amusements. There was toozling—throwing stones at birds, a pastime that meant a severe flogging if discovered by a master—and there were organized fistfights, which did not incur punishment if held on the milling ground, a grassy stretch of lawn where it was also legal to smoke.

Above the squalor of the milling ground was Old Schools, a three-story hall built in 1615, and the heart of Harrow. The chief racquets court at Harrow was in the schoolyard that surrounded Old Schools on three sides. One special nook of the schoolyard was called the Corner. It had two good side walls and a front wall with a buttress that dropped the ball straight down and a waterpipe that sprayed it in all directions. The Sixth Formers (seniors) claimed the Corner as their territory. “In those days we played racquets in the schoolyard,” wrote Charles Roundell, class of 1848. “The Sixth Form against the school building, with the wall of the milling ground at the back, the Fifth Form on the wall opposite the school steps, the Shell (a class for first-year boys) in the corner to the right. The Sixth and Fifth Form games, owing to their different local conditions, differed much in character. In the Sixth Form game it was compulsory to serve on the big chimney, backhanders from Leith’s Wall being also compulsory, and a principal feature of the game; but a return backhander from the milling-ground wall was not compulsory, but optional. Some of the happiest hours of my school life were spent on the Sixth Form ground.”

In 1850 Harrow constructed two open-air racquets courts in a steeply pitched apple orchard below the milling ground. Although the bill came to £850, and they were as fine as most other racquets courts, Harrovians found them appalling. One, like a soldier with an amputated leg, had a missing side wall, the other had a back wall that rose a mere three feet above the ground, and both had floors made from rough stone. Unsatisfied, William Hart-Dyke, class of 1856, got involved. In 1862 Hart-Dyke won the racquets world championship (he was the first champion not to have learned the game in prison). Unable to countenance such decrepit courts at his alma mater, he formed a committee of Harrow alumni to raise money. In the autumn of 1864, Hart-Dyke built, at a cost of £1,600, a covered racquets court. The court, still playable today, was opened on Saturday, 20 January 1865 with a doubles match between Hart-Dyke & V. E. Walker and two racquets professionals from the Victoria Club in Torquay, Day & Ponten.

Weak arms and bullying seniors were the mother of the invention of squash. Harrovians were fixated on racquets. Court time at Old Schools and on the new courts below the milling ground was as rare and precious as a hot bath for upperclassmen; it was nonexistent for younger boys. They had to be content to play in the tiny, stone-walled yards at their boarding houses or in village alleys. The yards and alleys, like the Corner, boasted peculiar hazards: water pipes, chimneys, ledges, doors, footscrapers, wired windows and fiendishly sloping ground. Split-second decisions and speedy hand-eye coordination were essential. Racquets, with its long, heavy bat and bullet-hard ball, was a difficult game for an inexperienced, undermuscled Fourth Former to learn in such cramped conditions. With typical English flair, the young boys at Harrow invented something new. Rubber initially came into use in Europe in the 1820s, with the Macintosh coat the first mass-produced rubber object, but it was not until the 1840s that men like Charles Goodyear solved rubber’s notoriously unstable qualities and began making objects out of rubber. To play their new game, Harrow boys used a special, thick rubber ball punctured with a hole and sawed-off racquet. This bastardized version of racquets was called “baby racquets” or “soft racquets” or “softer.”

The mystery of how baby racquets morphed into modern squash was not solved until December 1923, when the Times of London printed a succession of letters to the editor from Harrow alumni. The first correspondent recalled playing baby racquets in the house yards and the various hazards on the walls. Mark Fenwick, class of 1877, wrote in to mention that the cold, damp winter weather made it a pleasant game. Long after graduating, Fenwick continued to buy his squash balls from “Judy” Stevens, the racquets coach at Harrow. “Our old squashes were rather smaller than a Fives ball,” added a third alumnus. “They used to make splendid water-squirts in the early ’sixties.” In a careful description of the yard at Head Master’s House, R. Stewart-Brown noted “play was nearly all backhanded, and a very powerful stroke was thus developed. It was a splendid game, requiring great activity and good sight, as the ball could be made to hit the various projections and openings by a skilful player and come off at all angles or drop dead.” The greatest letter, in length and gravity, came from a Scottish judge and viscount in the House of Lords, Dunedin, class of 1868. The school’s racquets champion his senior year and “keen on squash,” Dunedin described the dormitory yards and other colorfully named spots in the town of Harrow where baby racquets was a daily event: Monkey’s, Bradley’s, Vanity Watson’s, Butler’s and Young Vaughan’s. He noted that Eton fives, with its many obstacles, “took on fairly well” after the 1865 courts were opened, but Rugby fives, with its plain court, was scorned by Harrovians. “The Rugby courts did not, I know, have half-a-dozen games of fives played in them,” wrote Dunedin. “They obviously invited the familiar squash, and were immediately appropriated for that purpose.” From Hart-Dyke at Lullingstone Castle in Kent came the final letter on the subject. Sir William, long retired from his forty-one-year tenure in the House of Commons, wrote to the matter so consistently covered on page five of the Times. He claimed that he had built the Rugby fives court with squash in mind: “These, I can well remember, I intended for play with a racket and indiarubber ball. I fully agree with Lord Dunedin that these courts obviously invited the familiar squash, and from that sprung the idea of the Harrow squash court.”

Almost by accident, Hart-Dyke had built the first squash courts. Cutting up the old Fifth Form racquets court, he put in four Eton fives courts and three Rugby fives courts. So, this was the scene: On some wintry day in January 1865, two young Harrow boys walked into a Rugby fives court with their gray rubber ball and sawed-off racquets and played the first official game of squash.

 

In the early days at Harrow, squash was looked upon as nothing more than a set of simple instructions for little engineers. One apprenticed at squash before graduating to racquets. “The game is very and deservedly popular,” E. O. Pleydell-Bourverie wrote of squash in 1890. “Familiarity with the flight of balls generally and with the handling of a racquet is thus acquired and if the player feels drawn in that direction—and those who become proficient at the softball game usually do—he proceeds to a regular racquet court, where it takes him a comparatively short time to adapt the knowledge and skill he has acquired to the requirements and the rapid flight of the orthodox racquet ball.” At times, it was not a pretty sight, as one observer, M. C. Kemp, recorded in the 1880s: “Rather can the casual spectator, strolling through the courts, complain that young players too often are content to make their early efforts with racquets well-calculated to damp their incipient zeal. Racquets with but few strings unbroken, with great holes, through which a ball will often vanish, or more ignominious still, get stuck, are too frequently seen in the hands of the young. What fun, I wonder, can they imagine they derive from the game under such conditions? And yet they look serenely happy, and repeat regularly the performance, destined to wiser eyes and older heads to end in disappointing failure!”

Serenely happy, Harrovians loved their new game. They continued to play in the yards and the Rugby fives courts every afternoon. Harrow shops sold new and used balls. There was a good deal of carry-over in rules from the yards: One always served from the right side of the court first, owing to the fact that such was the custom at the Corner, because it had no right wall. The squash ball in the 1880s, remembered Stewart Brown, was “a soft, thin rubber one, with or without a hole, and cost fourpence. Sometimes a smaller black ‘bullet’ was used, but this was too fast.” Scoring, like racquets, was to fifteen, with only the server eligible to increase his total. In 1880 Harrow built four new fives courts; in 1889 two more; in 1891 six more—but now, these fives courts were built for squash.

Why was the game called squash? For years it was thought to be onomatopoeic, that a rubber ball smashing against a stone wall sounded like ssss-Qua-sshhh But why not call it sklinkle, skibble or slomp? The word squash was formed from the Latin exquasser meaning “to shake out.” It first appeared in English in 1565 and meant “to press into a flat mass.” (The vegetable gourd, like butternut or acorn squash, comes from the Narragansett Indian word askutasquash ) Historically squash had a number of definitions: to crush or squeeze; to go to ruin; a type of lemonade; the unripe pod of a pea; and a social or literary gathering. Squash also meant a large crush of people. A squash in soccer was a group of players bunched closely around the ball. It was the last definition that related to an odd custom at Harrow. In the nineteenth century, Harrow used the schoolyard outside Old Schools for a procedure known as squash. Each winter the student body elected a cricket keeper, a boy in charge of ordering balls, bats and wickets and arranging matches. “The ostensible object of the election was to secure self-government to the boys in their games,” wrote J. G. Cotton Minchin, class of 1868. “This was the ostensible object, but the real object seems to have been to give the majority an opportunity of wiping out old scores against unpopular boys. As soon as he had declared for whom he voted, a general melee took place, and the unhappy elector [voter] was kicked, cuffed, and hustled by all his form fellows. The delights of ‘squash’ were not reserved for boys personally unpopular, but were afforded in ample measure to the boys of any unpopular house, and of course to all home boarders…. So serious was the hustling at ‘squash’ that many boys used to declare themselves candidates for the sole reason of divesting themselves of their electoral privileges. There certainly never was a suffrage with more unpleasant consequences to those who exercised it.” One example of the fear squash generated can be seen in an April 1847 letter written by Augustus J. C. Hare to Charles S. Roundell: “To-day was Election Day, commonly called Squash-day, (Oh, how glad I am it is over), the day most dreaded of all others by the little boys, when they got squashed black and blue, and almost turned inside out…. As your name is read, you go up and say who you vote for as cricket keeper; and as you come out the party you voted against squash you, while your party tries to rescue you. Sometimes this lasts a whole hour (without exaggeration, it’s no fun).” Harrow’s unique version of schoolboy democracy assuredly had some relationship to the title of the sport those young boys invented.

Harrow also had a solution for the unceasing controversy over the spelling of the word racquet. The etymology of the word is in dispute. Some say it originated from racacher or “return of ball” in French; or the German racken, “to stretch”; or Latin reticulum, “net”; or from rack, the old Saxon word used to describe bits of wood tied together; or from racha, Latin for the wrist or ankle. Robert Henderson, in his magical 1947 tome, Ball, Bat and Bishop: The Origins of Ball Games, leaned toward an Arabic root: “‘Racquet’ comes from the Arabic ruqat, meaning a patch of cloth, wound around the hand to protect it, hence the earliest form of a racquet,” wrote Henderson, a Scot who was a librarian at the New York Public Library. “This Arabic root, with its difficulties in transliteration, perhaps accounts for the wide variance in the spelling of ‘racquet’ when it finally reached England.” The French popularized the item at issue and called it a racquette or raquette. The English, once they acquired the weapon, used a variety of spellings.

By the nineteenth century, both the ck and the cqu spellings were acceptable. A short street near Fleet Street was called Racquet Court. Dickens used ck, but D’Israeli used cqu. In 1872 J. R. Atkins published the Book of Racquets. With the advent of lawn tennis the following year, cqu seemed to become the accepted spelling. In 1878 Julian Marshall, a tennis and racquets player, published his classic book Annals of Tennis, in which he decisively came out in favor of ck. Although cqu hung on in Great Britain through the 1920s—Charles Arnold published The Game of Squash Racquets in 1926, and the governing body of English squash at the time was called Joint Clubs Squash Racquets Committee—Marshall’s pronouncement that cqu was “vulgar” permanently tilted the scales in Great Britain.

At Harrow there was no debate. The headline in theTyro, the school newspaper, on 1 February 1864 was NEW RACQUET COURT. Moreover, once the game had been established, Harrovians called it squash, not squash racquets. They had no inferiority complex vis-à-vis the father game of racquets, and no need to clarify its relationship by saying squash was a certain type of racquets. Harrovians felt, by the 1880s, that they had not bastardized an old game but rather invented a new and most exhilarating sport.

 






CHAPTER TWO

Heaven’s Heaviest Artillery

The oldest of nine children, Jay Conover was as likely a choice as any to become the father of American squash. A Victorian man ripe with impulses, he was hardy, unremittingly enthusiastic about sports, traditional yet innovative. Raised in Rhode Island, he attended a small, struggling boy’s academy in rural New Hampshire called St. Paul’s School, from which he graduated in 1876. Four years later he received his bachelor’s degree at Columbia. He lived in Manhattan for one more year before returning to teach at St. Paul’s, where he stayed until 1915.

Conover formed the archetypal St. Paul’s master. He became an ordained Episcopalian priest; in 1890 he married Mary Coit, the daughter of Henry Coit, the first rector of St. Paul’s (their wedding inaugurated the new chapel). He later wrote two books: a biography of Coit and Personality in Education. One St. Paul’s historian in 1980 called him “bafflingly idealistic” and a victim of “unworldliness.” Another, A. S. Pier, who had been taught by him and knew him well, was more charitable. Conover, Pier wrote in 1934, “was of medium height, compact yet lithe and wiry, an athlete of great strength, quickness and versatility … The boys of the eighties and nineties owed him a debt of which many were unaware. [He thought of] providing healthy recreation and enjoyment for boys whose tastes or whose physical development kept them from taking part in the more vigorous competitions…. While he was in charge of the Lower School, he thought it undesirable that young boys should be kept indoors in the afternoon writing Latin lines as a penalty for transgressions. He conceived the idea of having Lower School boys work off their reports by walking round the pond.” Conover thrived on physical activity. As a high jumper, he was the first man at a track and field meet ever to leap higher than his height. He led Columbia to notable football victories. He ran the fencing club at St. Paul’s. He was the top cricket player at the school when cricket was one of the most popular games in New England and batted three—a critical spot—for the school when it played touring sides. In 1887 he built a toboggan slide on a steep hill above the lower pond and spent many winter evenings schussing with students along the black ice.

History, though, remembers the good reverend for a visit he made to Montreal during the 1880 Christmas holidays. A skating enthusiast, Conover saw a version of ice hockey at a winter carnival and brought home rules, hockey sticks and a wooden block an inch thick covered with leather, soon to be called a puck. Ice hockey was barely known in the United States, so St. Paul’s was regarded as the birthplace of hockey in America. While in Canada, Conover also played racquets at the St. George Street court in Montreal. He had played a fair amount of racquets while studying at Columbia and, in 1878, joined the Racquet Court Club, which had a racquets court at its clubhouse at Twenty-sixth Street and Sixth Avenue. Playing the game again, Conover reacquainted himself with the delicious pleasure of cracking a ball against a wall. He decided that St. Paul’s should have a court.

It took two years and another visit to Montreal to hire a contractor, but in January 1883, St. Paul’s finished its racquets building. Placed on the edge of the woods behind the main schoolhouse, near the Lower School Pond, the barnlike facility, as Conover wrote, “has no pretensions to beauty and grace of outline.” Built from maple and birch and painted dark red, it was about sixty by fifty feet, with a steeply pitched, seventy-foot roof, to keep snow from accumulating and blocking the sun coming through a skylight. Inside were a spacious vestibule heated by a new stove, with a carpeted dressing room partitioned off on one side and a modest gallery above. The pièce de résistance was two wooden racquets courts, painted white and made entirely of maple. Each court was rather small. At the time there were no regulations for a racquets court, but the sixty feet by thirty courts at Prince’s Club in London were becoming the standard. The few courts in America varied in size and often had wooden floors, whereas cement was the norm in England. The building cost $2,800. Conover formed a Racquet Club to pay for it and to encourage play. Thirty-five students paid fifty dollars each to join. Most of the boys, like a young Jack Morgan, composed solicitous letters home to parents begging for the extra allowance. “Of course,” wrote Jack in 1883 to his mother when he wanted to join the club, “if Papa thinks it is too expensive a luxury there is nothing more to say.” Papa granted permission, his mother sent the money and Jack became an avid racquets player before going to work for Papa, known to the world as J. P. Morgan. Besides courting the sons of famous financiers, Conover secured donations totaling over a thousand dollars from, as he termed it, “some friends of the School and a few ‘lovers of the game,’” including a number of Racquet Court Club members in New York like William Travers and Stuyvesant Rutherford, the president and vice president of the club. Conover ordered two hundred dollars worth of racquets and balls from Arthur Pearson in London, but they were detained for months at the Customs House in New York.

Racquets did not inspire the St. Paul’s boys the way it did at Harrow. The courts were awkwardly lit—by windows on just one side and by one dirty skylight—and what sunlight did arrive produced glare and shadows due to the white walls. After a winter of blacking balls to ensure they were visible against the walls, Conover repainted the walls black and left the balls white. Over the summer of 1883, the walls and floor warped in the seasonal humidity and had to be replaced. In 1884 the fencing club moved its boxes of equipment into the racquet building, “so that the members can fence while awaiting their turns to play” racquets, the school newspaper said. In 1887 a reporter noted that Mr. Morley, the cricket coach, stored his stock of cricket, baseball and tennis goods for sale in a racquets court.

Undaunted, Conover pressed on. He staged a series of tournaments each winter and began to crown school champions (his son Dick won the championship in 1889). One of the tournaments was the Lenten Tournament, which ran from Ash Wednesday to Easter, with one round each week and a prize going to the boy who won the most games. Other tournaments were handicapped according to ability or age. Each Christmas holiday, the school held a tournament at the Racquet Court Club in New York. Malcolm Gordon, class of 1887 and longtime master at St. Paul’s, later wrote that he played racquets every morning after chapel with various masters or with Mr. Morley. “Jay Conover at times would come in and show us the real game. His playing was a treat to us. He could have given Foster or me one hand and three aces and have won. But old Morley’s foxy service and cat-like quickness made Conover do his best.” Pier mentions the racquet building in his history of St. Paul’s: “There were many who through the opportunity offered by the school Racquet Court found healthy exercise and enjoyment in playing a lively and exciting game.” He should know. In 1889 one student named A. S. Pier played the greatest number of games of a student during the winter season, 181.

As at Harrow, racquets at St. Paul’s led to squash. In November 1884 Conover built four open-air squash courts on the east side of the racquets building. That month the school newspaper reported that “the ‘Squash-ball’ courts are ready for play. They are open to all who pay the dues of $1 a year.” The ball was a black rubber ball with a hole in it. The four courts, thought of by Conover as “a little village of courts peopled with lovers of tennis, raquettes, fives and hand-ball,” lacked back walls. “It is proposed,” wrote Conover in the school newspaper, “if the players are incommoded with snow, to inclose the ends with wired glass.”

In the winter of 1930, Macmillan published The Racquet Game. Written by Allison Danzig, a young sports reporter at the New York Times, the book covered the history of a number of winter racquet sports, including squash, but failed to mention St. Paul’s. Soon after it appeared, a number of old St. Paul’s boys contacted Danzig about his ignorance of St. Paul’s history. In March 1930 Danzig replied to one letter writer, Malcolm Gordon. He told Gordon he had talked to dozens of St. Paul’s men, and none of them had given him any information about racquets or squash. Explaining that he planned a whole chapter on St. Paul’s for a new edition of his book (which never appeared), Danzig then asked for help from Gordon: “Unfortunately, my information about these games (squash and racquets) at St. Paul’s was totally inadequate…. I simply want to do justice to St. Paul’s.” Gordon, inspired by Danzig’s questions, as well as by Arthur Pier who was beginning to put together his history of St. Paul’s, researched the history of squash and racquets at his alma mater. As a part of this process, Jay Conover, then seventy-three, retired and living in Rhode Island, wrote a useful letter that contained a priceless paragraph about the squash courts: “I got the proper dimensions from Hyde Clark of Cooperstown, N.Y. Hyde had been educated at Harrow in England where they had such courts, and he and I were at Columbia together and both members of the N.Y. Racquet Club and both enthusiastic for racquets and cricket.”

Conover copied more than just the dimensions from Harrow. St. Paul’s masters and boys considered racquets the proper senior sport and squash a junior game. The winner of the spring Lenten tournament in squash was automatically enrolled in the Racquet Club, but other boys had to prove themselves skilled enough in squash to graduate to playing racquets. Conover, although loyal to his old college sport of racquets, nevertheless recommended squash for schoolboys. “In such a court, the game is not quite so enticing as where the walls are of brick and the ball solid, like a small base-ball,” he wrote in the school newspaper on 30 November 1882, in what was the first squash manifesto. “But the so-called ‘squash-ball court’ recommended itself to the club for many reasons;—such courts are largely used in English public schools; cost of construction is much less; fewer raquette bats are broken and fewer balls destroyed; fewer heads are cracked and fewer knees and elbows barked; the danger from being hit by the ball (quite an item among young players) is canceled.”

 

With barked elbows and cracked heads, St. Paul’s boys packed up their squash racquets and balls when they left New Hampshire. The first stop on the train was Boston, where they invented a new game, squash tennis.

Squash tennis—basically tennis in a squash court—had an innocuous birth. The customs man innocently instigated the sport. “By some accident, the materials for the game were detained in the custom-house in New York,” wrote Jay Conover in the St. Paul’s school newspaper in February 1883 just after he had opened his racquets courts, “but tennis racquets were called into requisition, and the game was started.” With the arrival of the proper equipment, the schoolboys officially switched to the relatively established forms of racquets. Yet some boys continued their habit of playing tennis indoors, especially in the new squash courts. Lawn tennis, invented just a decade before, was the current rage across America. With all the troubles Conover had with the courts—the warping wood, the drifting snow—it was no wonder boys brought in balls with which they felt comfortable.

On the evening of 29 December 1888, the Boston Athletic Association opened its new clubhouse on the corner of Boylston and Exeter Streets in Back Bay. It was the most luxurious club in America. The nine-story building boasted a billiards room, a running track, a court tennis court, a bowling alley, a Turkish bath, a swimming pool, a dining room that could seat eighty-five and a Rugby fives court. “No new building in Boston has attracted so much attention as that recently opening of the Boston Athletic Association on Exeter Street,” wrote one reporter. “Before dressing, the member can receive a rubdown with alcohol, which will prevent his catching cold and will act like a cocktail before dinner.” Eleven hundred men from the highest echelons of Boston society joined the BAA that winter, paying a forty-dollar initiation fee and annual dues of thirty dollars. Court tennis, under the leadership of the current world champion, Tom Pettitt, did quite well at the BAA, but fives, despite the promise of a cocktail-like massage, never took hold. A number of St. Paul’s alumni introduced their schoolboy games of squash and squash tennis into the otherwise quiet court. Under the direction of James Dwight, the club built another fives court, somewhat larger than the original. In March 1890 the club organized a squash tournament at the court. Richard D. Sears, the seven-time U.S. national lawn tennis champion, was the winner and took home a twin-handled ivory trophy.

But squash tennis was the BAA game of choice, and BAA members soon scattered the seed of squash around Boston. One member, Hollis Hunnewell, an 1886 St. Paul’s graduate and the son of the man who built the first court tennis court in America, put up his own squash tennis court at his home Hill Hurst in Wellesley, Massachusetts. The maple-floored court measured thirty-one feet three inches by sixteen feet three inches, with spruce clapboard walls and cedar shingling on the roof. Hunnewell drew up blueprints of his court for his friends to copy. George Wright, the father of lawn tennis great Beals Wright, built a court in a barn on his estate in Dorchester. Wright outdid Hunnewell with a thirty-four-by-nineteen foot court that boasted a prism glass skylight. Oliver Ames assembled a court at his house in Northeastern, Massachusetts. The Dedham Country and Polo Club erected one in the garden behind its clubhouse on High Street. In 1900 the Newton Centre Squash Tennis Club built a clubhouse with beautiful wooden courts. Other clubs followed: the Oakley Country Club, the Country Club in Brookline and, in 1904, the Tennis & Racquet Club. In 1902 George Morison founded and became the first president of the Massachusetts Squash Association, with the BAA, Newton Centre, TCC and Oakley as founding clubs. The MSA, the first racquet sports league in the country, immediately flourished.

The game’s first temple was, however, at Tuxedo Park, nestled thirty-eight miles northwest of New York in the foothills of the Ramapo Mountains. In 1886 Pierre Lorillard, a tobacco magnate, founded Tuxedo as America’s first gated community. Lorillard, having sold his Newport mansion, the Breakers, to the Vanderbilts, originally designed Tuxedo as a summer alternative to the usual patrician retreats. However, Tuxedo soon grew into a year-round colony, with a string of mansions, lakes and a golf course dotting the sixteen-hundred-acre park, and an eight-foot-high barbed-wire fence encircling it. (The tuxedo as an outfit took its name from the community; one story of its origin was that Griswold Lorillard, Pierre’s son, appeared at a Tuxedo ball in a dinner jacket without tails.) In 1899 Lorillard contracted with an English company to erect an ideal winter playland. Designed by Warren & Wetmore, the copacetic lakeside clubhouse looked like an Italian palace with shimmering white columns and a red roof. Inside it had a Turkish bath, a plunge pool, five dressing rooms, a court tennis court, a racquets court and two squash tennis courts. Robert Moore, the new professional at Tuxedo, put in a six-inch hole a half foot above the tin on the front wall of the squash tennis courts. If you popped the ball into the hole, you won the point. Otherwise, the court set the standard for all future squash tennis courts: thirty-two-and-a-half feet by seventeen, with a fourteen-foot front wall and a two-foot high playline on the bottom of the front wall and twelve-foot side walls painted dark red. A line ran up the middle the whole length of the floor, marking a service line. Scoring was to fifteen, but you scored only when serving. Tuxedo’s annual tournament, held first in 1900, was regarded as an informal national championship. After Reginald Fincke, a national racquets champion, won the tournament for the third time in 1907, he retired the trophy according to tradition and the tournament was discontinued.

With the BAA as a nursery and Tuxedo as its juvenile home, squash tennis reached its full height in a remarkably short spurt of time. For the landed gentry, the game was the newest must-have plaything. In 1901 Billy Gardner, a cousin of Isabelle Gardner, built a squash tennis court in his Pleasure Dome, a luxurious winter playground on the campus at Groton School. August Belmont, Herbert Harriman, W. L. Stowe and James Breese built courts at their estates outside New York. Henry Poor ordered a court for his Tuxedo Park estate. William Whitney erected two at his Wheatley Hills home. George Gould built three rosewood squash tennis courts at his casino in Lakewood, New Jersey, including an extrawide doubles court. James Morgan, the father of squash and racquets champion Hewitt Morgan, built a court at his summer place in the Thousand Islands. John D. Rockefeller had one in Tarrytown and one at the Whitehall Club at Battery Place, the latter made entirely of mahogany. Almost overnight courts sprung up in almost every city in America. Leading country clubs like Baltusrol, Short Hills Casino, Morris County Golf Club, Chicago Athletic Association, Merion Cricket Club and the racquet clubs of Boston and New York played the game. In January 1904 the Tennis & Racquet Club opened its facility on Boylston Street in Boston. The T&R had a court tennis court, a racquets court and five squash tennis courts, two that were artificially lit by thirty-six sixteen-candlepower lights. Slazenger, A. G. Spalding and Wright & Ditson started selling squash tennis racquets and balls. In 1901 a dozen balls from Wright & Ditson cost four dollars. The racquet, made especially for the game, was a modified lawn tennis bat, slightly reduced in size, and no longer than twenty-seven inches. In 1911 Spalding sold its racquets for four dollars, but it was a beautiful bat made of ash with a white kid grip and white lamb’s gut strings.

If someone mentioned squash during the Teddy Roosevelt administration, they were talking about squash tennis. “Squash, which was comparatively little known a year or so ago, promises to be one of the most popular of this summer’s sports, and squash-courts are going up everywhere,” reported Harper’s Weekly on 7 June 1902. “To have your squash-court this summer, if you have any pretensions to style, is as necessary as to have your Ping-Pong table or your automobile. Last summer the game was so much a novelty that the story is told of a family in a fashionable sea-side resort who made their way into the elect through their squash-court, it being the second only of its kind in the place. This year it is even more essential to one’s social success.”

The Harper’s Weekly reporter mixed up squash and squash tennis. He wrote that the ball was “usually of India rubber,” and yet the racquet was a “light-weight tennis racquet” and the court was marked by a line dividing the floor into two equal spaces. This confusion was amplified by Eustace Miles. An amateur court tennis and racquets champion in England, Miles had played squash and fives at Marlborough College, a school like Harrow. He then lived for a number of years at Tuxedo Park, where he had a house with a small squash tennis court, and he won the 1900 Tuxedo tournament. In 1901 he wrote The Game of Squash. The size of a wallet, it had a brushed leather cover with the title almost obscured, as if an explorer had just swept a dirt-covered tomb. Miles conflated squash and squash tennis. He designated squash the British version and squash tennis the American translation. He recommended players choose the small rubber squash ball or the larger squash tennis ball entirely by what sort of court they were faced with (concrete, wood, large, small) and what sort of sport they were training for (court tennis, lawn tennis or racquets). For years many non-squash players, including editors at American newspapers and magazines, followed Miles in believing the fallacy that squash tennis was the American version of squash.

After the turn of the century, New York dominated the squash tennis world. In 1902 the Racquet & Tennis Club began a club championship on its old fives courts. In 1905 courts opened at the Harvard, Princeton and Columbia Clubs and a year later the Crescent Athletic and Heights Casino built courts at its clubhouses in Brooklyn Heights. The Columbia courts were built in the back of the old Clark mansion on Gramercy Park. In the mansion’s stables, Columbia put two courts, one on top of another, each sixteen-and-a-half feet wide. “It was entered by a passageway that went by the bar,” wrote Allison Danzig, “where the players found quick relief after their exertions in the court.” Both courts had wooden front walls that thundered when the ball struck it. “When we heard the boom,” said Ned Putnam, a leading Columbia player, “we knew we were hitting right.” In 1907 the Princeton Club, copying Columbia, moved into Stanford White’s home on Gramercy Park and built courts in White’s old stable. In 1908 Princeton, Columbia and Harvard Clubs and the Height’s Casino formed a Metropolitan Squash Tennis League. In imitation of the MSA in Boston, the MSTL scheduled tournaments every weekend throughout the winter, from the Fall Scratch Tournament to the nationals in April.

Steve Feron, formerly the professional at the Racquet and Tennis Club and Rockaway Hunting Club, and by the turn of the century firmly installed at the Harvard Club in New York, was the kingpin of squash tennis. He reigned as world champion of squash tennis from 1902 to 1914. His style of play, full of deft, spinning angles and feathery drop-shots, was considered the epitome of squash tennis beauty. Feron made the Harvard Club, with its three courts including one on the roof, the headquarters for the sport. In March 1911 seventeen clubs sent representatives to the Harvard Club to found the National Squash Tennis Association. The association held its first nationals there a month later. Forty men entered. In the finals Alfred Stillman beat NSTA president John Prentiss, 15-5, 17-15.

Squash tennis fascinated winter racquet sportsmen like Eustace Miles, yet the uninitiated were less enamored. American Lawn Tennis, the monthly New York magazine, reported on the first nationals in 1911: “The word ‘squash’ is not an inspiring one, and the game which it designates is, to the unbeliever, a sort of mild childlike pastime of batting a ball about within four walls and watching the funny bounces it takes. The average man of athletic calibre is inclined to spend his winters at billiards and bridge, waiting for the snow to melt and recounting his out-of-doors exploits of past seasons and predicting an enlargement of fame for the coming summer.” But the ball did more than take funny bounces. “Sometimes it will ‘inch’ and sputtle across the floor like a sixty-horse-power mouse, some times dart out from a corner in quite another direction from that which one might reasonably expect, and again, it will die away softly in that same corner as though it had no more resiliency than a potato.”

Unfortunately, the sport proved to have the resiliency of a potato. In 1913 Feron contracted with Spalding to develop a new squash tennis ball. The new Spalding ball, two-and-nine-sixteenths inches in diameter, weighing about 900 grams and wrapped in a knitted, hard-cotton, green cover, was inflated to forty pounds of pressure per square inch. In 1918 the NSTA boosted the pressure to fifty pounds. The game became insanely fast. The three-wall fadeaway, the four-wall boast and the malevolent breadbasket—when the ball flew into three walls before plowing into an opponent’s stomach—now rocketed around the court like electrons in a rare element accelerator. “Many critics shook their heads when the ball was speeded up,” wrote George M. Rushmore, a Tuxedo player, in 1949. “They said that the beautiful sidewall and angle play and the delicate corner shots would give way entirely to mere straight up and down slugging.”

Calm on the surface despite the turbulence underneath, the years between the two world wars were halcyon days for squash tennis. The game contracted to just New York and its sprawling suburbs, as clubs in other cities converted to the game of squash. In 1929 twenty-seven clubs affiliated with the NSTA, and all of them were in the metropolitan area.In Gotham squash tennis trumped squash. The New York Times, Herald Tribune, Post and Sun reported regularly on squash tennis tournaments and league play. In the Times ’s annual list of champions at the end of December, squash tennis was listed, but not squash racquets. Great squash tennis players were heroes to generations of New Yorkers. Harry Wolf, an amateur at the New York Athletic Club, won eleven national titles in a row. Frank Ward, a professional at the City Athletic Club, succeeded Walter Kinsella as world champion and retired undefeated. George Rushmore remembered Fillmore Hyde, a three-time national champion (and the first literary editor of The New Yorker) as a “skinny figure looking as if it would barely hold together, a pair of long white pants flapping around his thin legs. Ghosting around the court on his long legs, Hyde could not only retrieve impossible balls, but his subtle changes of direction and pace and the rhythm of his stroking combined with that indefinable gift, which is called color, packed the gallery whenever he played an important match.” Wolf, on the other hand, was too aggressive a player and was even thought to cheat when necessary to win. “There was something too shiny and efficient,” wrote Rushmore about Wolf, “and force had too great a hand in it.” In 1940 John R. Tunis, a New Yorker lawn tennis writer, dreamt up the perfect squash tennis player: “Today the champion must be a combination of Glenn Cunningham, Don Budge and Joe Louis. He darts, twists, turns around completely a dozen times in every rally. He jumps out with catlike movements as he suddenly volleys to the front wall in the hope of surprising his opponent. The champion needs quick reflexes, better than average footwork, a long reach and he should have more than ordinary endurance.”

Regardless of the skill of its champions, squash tennis was dying. As the years progressed, the style of play deteriorated under the fury of squash tennis’s aerial bombardment. Older players dropped out and it was the rare young man who braved the thundering squash tennis ball. No college had a squash tennis team. Picking up squash tennis was simply too difficult. “The absence of a large duffer class was the cause of decline,” wrote Rushmore. “The game was all head and no body, and as everyone knows, it is really the duffers and the mediocrities that support the game. No one who was not to a certain degree expert with a racquet could expect to have a decent rally at squash tennis for several weeks, and many novices went a whole winter without being able to keep the ball in play to any extent.” Even Robert Moore, one of the founding fathers of the game, repudiated it. In 1920 he left Tuxedo for the Montclair Athletic Club, which he converted from squash tennis to squash. In 1928 Tuxedo demolished its squash tennis courts. In 1930 Danzig tactfully suggested that the NSTA reduce the pressure in the ball: “The game, with a slower ball, would be more ideal for the average player and for the novice, and the general standard of play, it seems to me, would be higher, while the general degree of enjoyment to be derived from the game would be greater. The beginner would acquire a sounder knowledge of the finer points of squash tennis instead of contenting himself with acquiring a kill shot. Too many players merely hammer away at the ball with little idea of where it is going and with the sole intent of overpowering their opponent with speed or trusting to luck or to the walls to make a clever shot for them. As one player said, ‘I hit and pray.’ While Heaven may be on the side of the heaviest artillery, Napoleon was a fair strategist, too, and knew when to use his cannons.”

The nationals were canceled for six years during the Second World War. In the meantime Spalding stopped making squash tennis balls. Players switched to regular lawn tennis balls, but the old-timers were disenchanted with the slower, heavier ball. In 1953 Spalding created a new, twenty-four-pound-pressure green-felt ball that pros blew up with needles, like a soccer ball. Hemorrhaging members, clubs like the Crescent Athletic Club, the Fraternity Club and the 21 Broadway Club closed. A number of men, especially Willard Rice, Rowlie Haines, Jim Prighoff and professionals Johnny Jacobs at the Harvard Club and Frank Lafforgue at the Yale Club, tried to keep it going, but the game seemed hopelessly antiquated: At the first nationals since Pearl Harbor, in 1947, Norman Torrance, the president of the NSTA at age seventy-eight, won a match.League matches resumed in the late forties, but less than a dozen clubs fielded teams. In 1956 the NSTA switched its fifteen-point scoring from racquets-style score only when serving to every point counts. Players used red balls, green balls and striped balls, and even a regular yellow ball with a couple of black Magic Marker Xs drawn on it so it could be seen against the white walls. The favorite ball was a magenta Slazenger lawn tennis ball, found cheaply at Macy’s.

One final burst of hope flamed on the horizon. In the sixties Dick Squires sparked a revival. Squires was an ebullient champion of a number of winter racquet sports, and he organized and led a team of squash tennis players to the 1968 Mexico City Olympic Games to play in a nonmedal demonstration sport tournament. He reissued a NSTA yearbook, wrote a promotional pamphlet and organized a series of tournaments. Squires’s partner in the NSTA was Pedro Bacallao. An exile from Cuba, Bacallao moved to New York in 1966. A few weeks after his arrival, he saw a report of a squash tennis exhibition between Squires and tennis great Roy Emerson. Soon, he was playing the sport and in 1969 became NSTA president. In 1979 Bacallao moved back to Miami. Squires’s son Gary took over as national champion. In 1985 the game’s remaining heavyweights, Gary Squires and Pedro Bacallao, squared off for an exciting match at the Yale Club. Squires won.

In the nineties the only annual tournament was the nationals, which Gary Squires won each time. Some years, when Squires was too busy to organize them, even the nationals were not played. A major problem emerged in the mid-nineties, when American squash switched its standard court size from eighteen-and-a-half-feet wide to twenty-one feet. All bona fide squash tennis courts were long gone or in permanent disrepair and now even the adequate substitute, hardball squash courts, were being dismantled. You could not play squash tennis on a twenty-one-foot-wide court. Bill Rubin at the Yale Club tenaciously continued encouraging new players, but the life had gone out of it. A sport could not survive without a league or a quorum of clubs and courts.

In 2001, for the first time in the history of its year-end honor roll of champions, the New York Times did not list the national champion of squash tennis. It was now officially dead. The game of playing tennis in a squash court had come and gone.

 

While squash tennis was tracing its own meteoric rise and fall, squash followed a more subdued orbit. In 1883 the Racquet Club, a one-year-old gentlemen’s club in Philadelphia, moved into a home at 913 Carpenter Street. The club built an open-air cement fives court behind the home that proved popular with members. Fives, as in Great Britain, was a game that Americans of all classes enjoyed. Abraham Lincoln played in Springfield, Illinois: At the moment he heard the news of his nomination for President in 1860, he was playing fives in a vacant lot next to his local newspaper’s offices. In 1890 the Racquet Club moved into a marble-stepped, three-and-a-half-story home at 923 Walnut Street and converted it into its clubhouse. It put in two racquets courts sixty-three feet by thirty-one-and-a-half and enticed Joe Lockhart, the racquets professional at the Racquet & Tennis Club in New York, to move south for a salary of $75 per month.

Squash came next. In December 1900 Alfred Ellis, the club’s English racquets professional who replaced Lockhart, put in a fives court. Built entirely of wood, it was perched high in the rafters of the half story above the third floor. “To get in and out of the court was rather precarious,” wrote Danzig, “as the path leading to the court ran along the beams of the roof. There was no gallery and the spectators had to look down from their high perch.” It measured thirty-one feet by seventeen-and-a-half. Members played an assortment of games on the court, including, as one author wrote in 1903, “Hand-Fives, Squash and Bat-Fives.” Squash, however, gained dominance on this petite court due to the enthusiasm of a contingent of players, including St. Paul’s graduates like Jimmy Potter, William Lord (the winner of the first Lenten Tournament in 1883) and Arthur Wheeler. Throughout the winter of 1901, the club held a tournament to determine the best squash player among their members. Thirty-two men entered this first adult squash tournament on American soil. The winner was George McFadden. The next year McFadden turned away Hugh Scott in the final, which lasted two hours, fifty-five minutes. McFadden won seventy-four points, Scott seventy-two. In February 1902 Potter, owner of the Philadelphia Phillies and president of the club, made a dramatic decision to divide up the south racquets courts into three squash courts. Each new court measured thirty-one-and-a-half feet by seventeen-and-a-half, and were made of cement, except for a wooden front wall. The total cost was $1,500. One of the three new courts was set aside for squash tennis, but the demand for squash was so high that Potter soon lifted this restriction. Squash was now its own sport on Walnut Street.

Nursed perilously by the Racquet Club, squash slowly diffused across the city. McFadden and three other Racquet Club members built squash courts at their homes. Many members of the Racquet Club frequented other clubs on weekends, and these clubs took an interest in this alien Racquet Club game. In 1901 the Philadelphia Country Club spent $5,500 building squash courts; in 1903 they added electric lights. In 1903 Merion Cricket Club started playing squash on its three squash tennis courts. Two city cricket clubs, Philadelphia Cricket in Chestnut Hill and Germantown Cricket in Manheim, erected courts at the same time, as did Huntingdon Valley Country Club in Jenkintown and Overbrook Golf Club near City Line Avenue.

Seven clubs made a quorum. In March 1903 the Racquet Club offered a cup for the winner of an inter-club team competition that ran throughout the month. Merion won it. The Philadelphia Inter-Club Squash Racquets Association, run by Louis Delone of Overbrook, sponsored a Pennsylvania State Championship. In the finals Samuel Boyle of the Racquet Club beat Harold Haines of Merion. In 1904 the leaders of the league, meeting at the Racquet Club, founded the United States Squash Racquets Association, the first national squash body in the world, and elected a president, Tevis Huhn from the Racquet Club. The USSRA, with its grandiose name and a mere seven clubs under its jurisdiction, set the standard squash court measurements at thirty-one feet six inches by sixteen feet three inches. The telltale or playline on the front wall ran from the floor up twenty-four inches and was made out of hammered tin—this made a sound distinguishable from the cement front wall, and gave the telltale a new nickname, the tin. The back wall was supposed to be four-and-a-half feet high. Although the USSRA created rules by which to play the game, each Philadelphia club had its own local interpretations. Some allowed two serves, others one; some made hitting the side wall on the serve a fault or loss of point; others made it a let point or stroke for a player when the ball hit below the knee but not above. Games in squash, like in racquets, were the best two out of three, first to fifteen points, server only scoring. At 13-all one could “set” or choose three or five points for the tiebreaker, and at 14-all one could choose three points; in both cases one could also choose “no set,” which meant no tiebreaker and the first player to reach fifteen points was the winner. In 1911 the USSRA changed the scoring rules to best three out of five, and one could score a point whether serving or not.

In 1907 Potter moved the Racquet Club into a brand-new clubhouse on Sixteenth Street. The new facility boasted a court tennis court, a racquets court, five squash singles courts and one new squash doubles court. League squash became a serious event on winter Wednesday evenings. In 1912 Merion, Germantown, Huntingdon Valley, Overbrook and the Racquet Club entered sides in the league, with Germantown and Merion fielding two. Germantown dominated league play. In 1913 it went undefeated, with a perfect 36-0 record in matches.

In 1907 as a sign of its increasing size and scope, the USSRA organized the first national championship. Despite its name, the tournament was played just among Philadelphians. John Miskey, a doctor from Over-brook, was the winner, and he won again in 1908 and 1910. Like most of the early squash standouts, Miskey was adept at racquets and court tennis. “In each of these games he had nice style, but he practically wore himself out in practice,” wrote Danzig. “It was nothing out of the ordinary for Miskey to play an hour in the squash court, then an hour of racquets and wind up with another hour of court tennis.” After Miskey, three Germantown Cricket men won the nationals in the first years, William Freeland in 1909, Frank White in 1911 and Mort Newhall in 1913.

The nationals became a little more national with new players in Boston and Baltimore. In 1905 Austin Potter, a member of the new Tennis & Racquet Club, played squash while on a visit to the Racquet Club in Philadelphia. He returned to Boston with squash balls and racquets and played a match against Ray Speare at the Newton Centre Squash Tennis Club. “It so appealed to us as a superior and more scientific game (than squash tennis) that we at once recommended its adoption,” wrote Speare later. “As an interesting competitive game with ample opportunity for the thrill of ‘earned shots,’ a superlative exercising media, economical for the player and its facilities imposing no large financial burden for the Club to provide and maintain, it surely merits its obvious vogue in this district.” Speare and Potter had gotten religion, but most of Boston kept to their old ways. At the MSA’s annual meeting in April 1907, thirteen representatives of Boston clubs discussed the squash tennis season just completed. “All present agreed that the game of squash, as it has been played, was somewhat unsatisfactory,” a reporter from the American Lawn Tennis magazine wrote. “The game of squash racquets, as it is played in the Philadelphia clubs, was brought to the attention of the company.” In the winter of 1907-08, the MSA added “Racquets” to its name, affiliated with the USSRA and sent a team to the nationals.

Getting up to speed took a few years. Newton Centre and the Tennis & Racquet Club dominated the squash circles in the Boston area. At the T&R, Quincy Shaw, a national racquets champion and finalist in the national lawn tennis championships, won the first state championship in 1908. Other leading players included sportsmen who already knew how to wield a racquet: Percy Houghton, a Harvard football coach and national racquets champion, Beals Wright, a national lawn tennis champion and George Fearing, a Harvard rowing star and national champion in both court tennis and racquets. The top Hub player before the war was Constantine Hutchins. A racquets player at the Boston Athletic Association, Hutchins took the state title from Shaw in 1909, held it until 1915 and won it once more in 1921. Hutchins also broke Philadelphia’s iron grip on the national title when he claimed it in 1912 and 1914. The former year was a banner one for Boston. It was the only time in ten attempts before 1920 in which it was able to beat Philadelphia and take the national five-man team championship. With that historic victory at the BAA, the arrival of courts at the Union Boat Club in 1910 and the Harvard Club of Boston in 1914 and the start of a squash league in 1914, Boston was the only city besides Philadelphia to build a viable squash program before the twenties.

Crossing the Mason-Dixon Line, squash went south to Baltimore in 1900, when the Baltimore Athletic Club built three wooden squash tennis courts. Two years later the Baltimore Country Club erected squash tennis courts and Green Spring Valley Hunt Club put up an open-air squash tennis court. In 1907 the Racquet Club invited five squash tennis players from Baltimore to Philadelphia to help inaugurate the new clubhouse. Receiving squash balls and racquets, the Baltimoreans practiced for ten days before their trip. After the visit to Sixteenth Street, they returned home, like Austin Potter, with a bag of squash balls and racquets. In 1908 Baltimore sent a squad to the nationals and in 1910 and 1913 the Baltimore Country Club hosted the tournament.

Two other cities, Pittsburgh and Chicago, sent players to the nationals in these inchoate days. In 1906 the Pittsburgh Golf Club put in three squash courts at its clubhouse. By 1912 there was a Western Pennsylvania state championship, held at the Golf Club, and Pittsburgh sent a team to the nationals. Both the Chicago Athletic Association in 1893 and the Illinois Athletic Club in 1906 built squash tennis courts, though both were quite crude—one court at Illinois AC was entered through a trap door in the floor. The CAA eventually added four more squash courts, but one was forty-five feet by twenty-two and was used for squash tennis doubles. In 1909 the University Club of Chicago opened its new clubhouse on Michigan Boulevard with four squash courts. The courts were a melange of styles: The floors were all cement, three had wooden walls, one was painted white and used for squash, two others were painted red and used for squash tennis and the cement court was used for fives. A club squash championship was begun in 1910 and in 1914 Chicago sent a team to the nationals.

The USSRA embraced these new converts. In 1911, for example, Tevis Huhn was president of the association, Ray Speare vice president, Henry Patton of Philadelphia Cricket secretary and treasurer; the executive committee consisted of George Morison of the T&R, Francis Iglehart of the Baltimore Country Club, Bill Freeland and Laurence Fuller of the Racquet Club and F. H. LeBoutellier of Merion. Except for 1910 and 1913 at the Baltimore Country Club and 1912 at the Boston Athletic Association, the nationals were always held in Philadelphia at the Racquet Club in February. First on the agenda was the national teams, a five-man competition between cities. (In 1913 and 1914, Toronto sent a squad.) Philadelphia usually won the national teams with embarrassing ease. In 1913, for example, they beat Toronto 9-1 and Boston 5-0. The individual tournament came at the end of the weekend. Originally, the USSRA restricted the draw to the winners of the various state championships—three or four men.

The sport was quaintly embryonic at the time. In 1916 there were, one newspaper estimated, between fifteen and twenty squash courts in Philadelphia and “few sportsmen outside those enjoying membership in clubs where squash racquets is played have any idea of the game.” The USSRA, although it organized the national championships each winter, was an ineffectual body. It promulgated conflicting sets of rules and appeared lost in the slipstream of the churning squash tennis movement. In 1911 Tevis Huhn, the president of the USSRA, came to New York for the founding meeting of the National Squash Tennis Association. He vainly attempted to persuade squash tennis players to join the USSRA instead of creating a new association. John Prentiss and Steve Feron accepted Huhn’s invitation to come to Philadelphia, where they played a squash tennis match in the squash doubles court at the Racquet Club against Fred Tompkins and Jock Soutar, the club’s professionals. The cement walls suddenly were fluttering with the nap of the tennis ball, and Philadelphians, perhaps annoyed with their court being so sullied, declined to convert to squash tennis. Regardless of the stalemate with squash tennis, aesthetics were important to these squash pioneers, as one wrote in 1916 in the Public Ledger: “It is necessary that the squash player develop correct form. Form is of vital importance just as in racquets, golf, etc., and the man who is content to continue to progress in the game without trimming the rough edges will shortly find himself sinking into hopeless mediocrity…. Cultivate variety in your style of play. You will thus keep your opponent in an uncertain frame of mind. Mix the strong and weak strokes, according to your adversary’s position. Let side walls and back wall do their share of the work, and at times you will find a well-placed cut stroke just the feature needed to win the rally. Learn that ‘poetry of motion’ may be expressed by the squash stroke.”

 

The enduring mystery in the history of squash was why America developed a smaller court and harder ball. Compared with the standard in England, the court in America was two-and-a-half-feet narrower and the ball was larger, heavier and faster. Explanations for the differences in court size and ball, no matter how outlandish, were posited as fact. One romantic idea was that a British squash official traveling to America with the proper blueprints went down with the Titanic. Another maritime conspir-acist imagined that a softball court would not fit in a ship bringing squash over from England. Some blamed the cold weather in New England. A faster ball and a smaller court made for a better game when it was below freezing and snow drifts were deep along the road. Others thought that it was typical American hard-nosed cussedness. Forever opposed to British ideas, Americans purposely went against the grain and created their own game. John Horry, a British squash administrator, blamed alcohol when he wrote of “an apocryphal tale that an eminent divine who lived near Detroit went to stay with a friend in Canada and was delighted with the squash court at his host’s house. Wanting to import the game to the U.S. our divine went down one night to measure the court, but his friend’s hospitality had made him careless and he returned to Detroit with the wrong measurements.”

In 1904 the USSRA standardized the thirty-one-and-a-half feet by sixteen-and-a-third court. This standard, like the rest of its rules, was not enforced until 1920 when the USSRA reconstituted itself. At a meeting at Germantown Cricket Club, Sydney Clark, a member of the Racquet Club, “was chosen in proper conclave,” as the first true president. No vice president, secretary or treasurer joined Clark until three years later, but the executive committee was reformed. Fatefully, Clark agreed to expand the official court dimensions only slightly, to thirty-two feet by eighteen-and-a-half. The width was determined by squash tennis. The first squash courts in America were modeled directly after eighteen-foot wide fives courts. In Great Britain, as the game spread from Harrow, the tendency was to widen the court, but in America squash tennis’s popularity boxed squash into a narrower size. In 1920, when the USSRA changed the standard squash court width to eighteen-and-a-half feet, they were consciously keeping close to the squash tennis model. They had no choice, as a majority of their members played squash on what were originally squash tennis courts. England, on the other hand, had no such brake on court width expansion.

Clark clarified other matters. He expanded the nationals into a regular sixteen-man tournament. Some officials wanted to lower the height of the tin to nineteen inches from twenty-four inches, while others argued for a height of seventeen inches, which would produce more opportunities to hit clear winning shots. Eventually, in 1922, the USSRA adopted a seventeen-inch tin (further motions to drop the tin to fifteen or even fourteen-and-a-half inches were voted down). Clark decreed that wood was the material of choice for a squash court. To prevent crowding on the court, Clark instituted a let or “baulk” rule, which gave an opponent the point if you failed to clear properly. The rule, however, was so worded, wrote Jack Barnaby, a Harvard squash coach, that “it implied intentional cheating, so that calling a baulk meant you as referee were almost accusing a player of premeditated dishonorable conduct. Very few were willing to risk the personal animosities and after-the-match locker room confrontations implied by such a ruling, so the rule was conspicuous by the fact that it was almost never invoked.” Instead, players drilled balls into the legs and back of an obstructing player or smacked them so hard with the racquet that you could later see the imprint of strings on their skin. (The latter maneuver was called “labeling.”) Still, the baulk rule was better than nothing. “Ten years ago because of the comparatively small number of players as well as the lack of clearly defined playing rules and regulations,” wrote Dick Cooke, a Boston player, in 1932, “the game was developing along wrong lines. The percentage of players whose sole idea of the game was a fine opportunity for a rough and tumble contest, was far too high. At that time the Baulk Rule had not been conceived and one player could deliberately crowd and hinder his opponent to such an extent that many inferior players were regularly defeating better players, whose conception of the game was entirely different.” In the early thirties the USSRA ameliorated the situation by introducing the “English let” rule, which gave you the point if you hit your opponent with the ball. The English let rule further opened up the game.

The ball, however, proved to be the most vexatious issue. In the beginning clubs imported squash balls from Prossers, the London manufacturers, usually via the Spalding sporting goods company. Before the First World War, Wright & Ditson began producing squash equipment and in 1920 Clark standardized the Wright & Ditson ball. The first regulations on the ball were that it would bounce “three or four feet” when dropped from five feet onto a wooden floor. The USSRA also asked that W&D print a date on each box of balls, “so that stale balls might be avoided.” Previously in Boston they had used a so-called rabbit ball, which was more lively. Dick Cooke estimated that the rabbit ball and Boston’s higher tin of twenty-two inches made the old game 50 percent physical condition, 20 percent headwork, 15 percent position play and 15 percent stroking; the new Wright & Ditson ball made the percentages much more balanced: 30 percent physical condition, 25 percent headwork, 20 percent position play and 25 percent stroking. “There is no question that this change has meant a longer playing life for the average business man, resulting in a larger field to draw from, and an increased popularity of the game of Squash Racquets.” In 1929 at the nationals in Philadelphia, according to executive minutes, “there was a general sentiment that Wright & Ditson had not showed themselves particularly disposed or capable of making a uniform and satisfactory ball.” The Hewitt ball, a pale gutta-percha ball made in Buffalo, became the official USSRA ball. In the thirties the USSRA “approved” a number of balls, including ones by Wright & Ditson, Dunlop and Spalding, but the Hewitt remained the “official” ball. In 1936 the Seamless ball, made by the Seamless Rubber Company in Buffalo and later in New Haven, became official and remained so until the sixties. The Seamless, a hard black ball that flew like a bullet, symbolized squash for generations of players.

 

The process of standardization varied from country to country. Up north, Canada followed along the same lines as that of the United States, though Canada used another English public school as the model for its courts. In the 1890s a number of British expatriates erected courts at their private estates, especially in Vancouver (although it appears they played more racquets than squash on these courts). The first bona fide court in Canada was built in 1904 at the St. John’s Tennis Club in Newfoundland. Sir Leonard Outerbridge, whose two brothers were on the club’s building committee, sent the proper dimensions from Marlborough College in England. The dimensions were, again, of a fives court, with no back wall. In 1911 three clubs—the Montreal Racquet Club, the Toronto Racquet Club and the Hamilton Squash Racquets Club—formed the Canadian Squash Racquets Association. It soon standardized a thirty-four by nineteen court (with a twenty-two-inch tin). In 1921 the CSRA made formal application to the USSRA for affiliation and a year later began switching to American standards. Growth in Canada was even slower than in the United States. In 1930 there were fifty-six clubs registered with the USSRA but in Canada there were only thirteen CSRA clubs, all but one in Toronto or Montreal.

Acting as a younger sibling, Canada followed the United States in decisions regarding standardization, although with a fair amount of kicking and screaming. In February 1923 the CSRA voted to drop the tin to fourteen-and-a-half inches, a motion that was defeated in the face of American resistance. A year later the motion was again brought up. Advocates of the lower tin mentioned the squash courts in Quebec City, which had fourteen-inch tins. Again it was voted down. Canada did not switch to the Wright & Ditson ball until 1925 and to the Seamless ball until 1939. It was 1940 before British Columbia changed to the American scoring system, and both Vancouver and Winnipeg, preferring softball, did not convert to the Seamless until 1958. In 1935 the CSRA, under pressure from the Badminton & Racquet Club in Toronto, allowed the American style of dropped side walls to become standard, although it continued to permit a straight side wall. The biggest source of continental friction came from a coat of paint. The United States painted its floors white in order to better see the black Seamless ball. Canada preferred its courts to keep their natural wood color. For decades, although Canada followed America’s lead on every other issue, it refused to whitewash its floors, even in the face of heavy lobbying by the USSRA. In 1952 the CSRA finally capitulated and sanctioned painted floors. Only in the 1980s did both countries end the custom of painting the floors of their squash courts.

In Great Britain there were no official standards until 1923. Old Harrovians continued to play squash after walking down the hill one last time. Some built courts in their homes and regularly returned to Harrow to buy balls. In 1883 Vernon Harcourt, Harrow class of 1855, built a squash court as part of a new home on the banks of the Cherwell in Oxford. His ten children learned the game there, as did friends of the Harcourts, and an occasional varsity athlete who saw the potential in squash for keeping fit in the long winter months. The court was thirty-eight feet by twenty, with a tin of thirty inches. The ball could be anything, as Harcourt’s son Simon elucidated in 1938: “The black surface of the ball left the mark of its shape on the walls, and very curious shapes they sometimes were, and in consequence we played for many years with a red ball which, in time gave the walls a pleasant pink hue. We also used a ball with a hole in it, probably about the same time that the Bath Club was trying out a similar ball. This ball was very popular with us, as it needed a perfectly-timed shot to get it to the back wall—in other words, there was no waiting for the ball the second time round.”

Other early courts ran the gamut. Numerous public schools, especially Elstree, adopted Harrow’s game. West End social clubs took it up. The oldest London courts were at Prince’s, Queen’s Club and the Royal Automobile Club. Queen’s first court, built in 1905 and dubbed “the Long Court,” was thirty-five feet by eighteen. The RAC’s court was exactly thirty-two feet by eighteen-and-a-half, with American markings. In 1935 the club finally built an English standard court and, even after a second renovation in 1948, decided to keep an American court. Marlborough House, a royal residence, also had an American-width court until the mid-thirties. At Lord’s the squash court was forty-two feet by twenty-four, with a twenty-eight-inch tin. In Cambridge they divided a sixty by thirty racquets court into three squash courts, each quite tiny. Private residences had even more diversity. Some boys played pickup games in old coachhouses, greenhouses, attics and barns. An in-law of squash enthusiast S. V. P. Weston had a court in Ross-on-Wye with a court-tennis-like buttress on one wall.

In April 1907 the Tennis, Rackets & Fives Association was founded at Queen’s, the twentieth-century headquarters of court tennis and racquets. A discussion ensued about two other sports not under the nascent association’s official purview—stické and squash—and the association appointed a subcommittee to handle squash. In 1912, when the TR&FA published a handbook on the rules of the sports under its domain, the subcommittee added a short chapter on squash. These rules were interestingly imprecise. The subcommittee was battling a typically British cultivation of eccentricity. Many felt that the whole realm of standardization was inherently wrong, that the true joy of squash was in an idiosyncratic variety of courts, balls and rules. “It seems almost a pity that any attempt should have been made to standardize a game which has always been a nursery for young boys before becoming racket players and magnificent exercise for many business and other players past their prime of activity,” G. J. V. Weigall, one of the two Tennis & Racket Association squash subcommittee members in charge of standardization, wrote in the Times. Players enjoyed experimenting in situ, as was the wont of most inventing sportsmen. The “best size” for a squash court, according to the TR&FA, was thirty feet by twenty-one, with a nineteen-inch tin. They stated that a court thirty-three by twenty-three, with a twenty-inch tin or a court twenty-nine by nineteen-and-a-half with an eighteen-inch tin “would both be practically as good as the standard size.” Cement or stone were preferred to wood for the materials of the court. Moreover, the subcommittee warned, “the great thing to be remembered is that in any court the game depends on four factors—the size, the materials, the height of the play line [the tin], and the ball. Experiments can be made with various kinds of balls and the kind of game they like best…. What is required is a fast ball, that bounces well but not too high, and does not fly about: a very small hard solid ball or a medium-size thin rubber hollow ball, without a hole.” As far as the rules of play were concerned, the subcommittee again recommended flexibility. Serving could be either allowing one serve only, or having no service line on the front wall or no part of the court where the serve should land or, most delightfully, allowing the man returning the service the right of “refusing a service he does not like.” Much as in Philadelphia in 1904, the rules were as flimsy as hot butter.

With such self-imposed doubt, these standards were ignored as much as obeyed. It took twelve years before an official Tennis & Racket Association (they soon dropped fives) standard was decided upon and another year before it was imposed. The model for the committee was the courts at the Bath Club in London. In 1922 Lord Desborough, the president of the Bath Club, built two courts with widths of twenty-one feet. Both had inestimable advantages of outstanding lighting. Bath immediately launched the Bath Club Cup, a three-man London version of the Philadelphia Inter-Club League. During the first year of the league, players contended with six different court sizes and five different kinds of balls. In January 1923 the Royal Automobile Club hosted a meeting of delegates from English clubs where squash was played and the original 1907 subcommittee was transformed into a much more open “Squash Rackets Representative Committee.” Two men, Lord Wodehouse and G. J. V. Weigall, were elected to represent squash on the T&RA board and a committee of six was created to look into the matter of the appropriate squash ball. The committee of six met in February 1923 and discussed the merits of four balls then in vogue: the RAC ball, a larger, heavily perforated ball used at the Bath Club, a ball made by the cricket firm Wisden and the “Gradidge’s Nigger,” the ball used at Queen’s. The balls ranged from a twenty-eight gram RAC ball to a thirty-six-and-a-half-gram Bath ball. All four balls, when at a temperature of sixty-eight degrees, bounced between fifty and fifty-nine inches when dropped from a height of one hundred inches (measured from the bottom of the ball). The committee chose the slowest of balls. In 1926 the committee switched from fifteen-to nine-point scoring, still retaining the hand-in, hand-out feature of racquets scoring. The Squash Rackets Association was finally formed in December 1928.

Around the world, notions of what constituted the proper squash ball and court were susceptible to local prejudice and individual opinion, but naturally, Great Britain, with the sun never setting upon its empire, was able to proselytize its version of squash a lot more comprehensively than America. In 1906 the Johannesburg Country Club built an open-air court that was wider than the American size. Four years later South Africa created a national association and eventually, because of significant heat and altitude in many parts of the country, standardized a wide court and slow ball. At one time the Sudan Club in Khartoum had six courts, all unroofed. Government House in Dar es Salaam boasted a fine, open-air court, with a stone floor. In Egypt the courts were open-air, with concrete floors painted yellow or green. In Kenya the Nairobi Club had two English standard courts made from knotless cedar, but the nearby Muthiaga Club had stone floors and American widths. The St. James’s Barracks in Port of Spain, Trinidad, had one open-air, concrete-floored court with American width. In Stockholm the first courts were made with walls of powdered marble. In 1913 a racquets court in Melbourne was split into two squash courts. In 1927 the Royal Melbourne Tennis Club built an American-sized court and, four years later, the Atheneum put in a court even wider than the English size. It was not until the early thirties that Australia officially went with the English size. Nearby, New Zealand played in an English court with an American ball, a combination that was not resolved until the mid-thirties. In France the first courts were at the famous court tennis club Societe Sportive du Jeu de Paume, where in the late 1920s, Pierre Etchebaster turned a racquets court into four tiny squash courts, each with a cement floor.

While the United States standardized tentatively in 1904 and permanently in 1920, the English made a half-hearted attempt in 1912, dilly-dallied in 1923 and waited more or less until 1928. An equally damaging problem was not the misfortune of delay, nor the happenstance of difference, but the poison of defenestration. The SRA threw its own standard out the window and began slowing down the ball. While the Bath courts served as the model for English squash, the Bath ball, as large and fast as an American ball, was deemed too much for English sensibilities. The association chose the most inert ball possible and then in a series of incremental changes reduced it even more. Between 1930 and 1934, the association cut the standard ball’s speed almost by half, from a bounce of forty to forty-four inches in 1930, to thirty-six to forty inches in 1932, to thirty inches in 1934.

English squash players did not take this wanton attack on the beauty of their game without protest. Throughout the twenties and thirties, many angrily dismissed the new standard balls. It was common opinion that the Bath Club ball with a hole in it was the true squash ball, because it was quick and you could lay it down easily. The slower ball made squash too much a case of prosaic drives and grinding stamina. “In the Amateur Squash Rackets Championships, at the Bath Club, yesterday, one could not help being suddenly possessed of a terrible idea. Squash rackets, at the moment, is merely a matter of keeping fit,” began the Times of London in December 1923, in its account of the second national championships (the first was played at Lord’s in April 1923). “There are those, already, who consider squash rackets to be more interesting than rackets. If, by some extraordinary decline of the sporting spirit, squash rackets should supersede rackets—as lawn tennis has superseded tennis in certain minds—every squash rackets player of the moment will wish that he had never touched the game. In the Bath Club court and with the present standard ball, the astonishingly fit man can beat a master of the game who is not so fit.” Appalled by the two-and-a-half-hour final of 1926 British nationals, irate players complained to the ball committee. They continued to violate the committee’s decrees by buying nonstandard balls. In 1926 one could obtain in London five different kinds of balls, in either red or black. There was the large Wisden Holer ball, “as used at the Bath Club,” three other balls ranging from 1 and 3/8th to 1 and 5/8th inches and then the Royal Automobile Club’s small black ball. The ladies championship in 1925 was played with the RAC ball; in 1926 they used the Gradidge Nigger; and in 1927 they chose the Wisden holer.

In the thirties, as the ball slowed and rallies rolled on inexorably, leading officials began to suggest ways of improving the now-boring game. In 1932 Frank Strawson, the president of the Jesters Club, publicly called for a return to the first-to-fifteen scoring system—now, interestingly, called the “American system” —as a way for both players and spectators to keep from falling asleep. In the same year, a national champion, Kenneth Gandar Dower, suggested putting in a buttress in the back left corner that would, like a Harrow drainpipe, send the ball in unexpected directions. Squash needed something: “Ability will tell in the end, but only by a process of reductio ad prostration …. Two good players cannot make a winning stroke against each other. Each, at the risk of a burst blood vessel, can just return the best the other can do—but only just…. One thing is certain—squash rackets has been revolutionised in the last ten years and in the next ten it will be revolutionised still further. Let us hope that by some inconceivable deus ex machina that revolution is in the direction of a shorter rally.” The ruckus over standards resulted in a failed coup d’état in 1938. A number of players, led by Ginger Basset and Captain Palmer Tomkinson, staged a sixteen-man, top-level tournament at Dolphin Square in March, using a faster ball and a seventeen-inch tin, according to American standards. The tournament was a success, and the participants demanded a special general meeting of the Squash Rackets Association in September to approve of the faster ball and lower tin. At the meeting a group of rank-and-file players from the north of England rebelled against what they perceived to be a top-down decision, and asked for one year to experiment with the new ball and lower tin. A few days before the experimentation period was over and a decision was to be reached, German tanks rolled into Belgium. Squash standards instantly became the least of worries.

The ancient Britons who had invented the game found the results of standardization deplorable. One Harrovian after another considered the slow ball a disfigurement of the game they loved. “Now that squash rackets has become so popular, I hope it will be possible to evolve a ball which is fast and yet capable of being killed, and so do away with the interminably long rallies, which are exhausting both to the players and the spectators,” wrote Mark Fenwick in the Times in January 1924. “As to the merits of the game as played then and now, I cannot expect that the opinion of an old stager, who obviously could not play the modern game, should be of any value,” wrote Viscount Dunedin at the end of his letter to the Times. “But I permit myself two observations: first, that success in the game of today seems to me to depend on activity and endurance, and not on precision of stroke or a nicety of placing; and, second, that the modern game may be anything beautiful that you like to call it, but that most certainly it is not ‘squash’.”

The American game, to some, had the right sort of standards. In January 1924, to prepare for the first English tour of North America, a number of London players practiced with a Hewitt. “The American ball, however, is very much more like squash rackets as it was meant to be, than anything else played generally in England,” reported the Times. “Everyone who played with the American ball seemed to like it enormously. Charles Read was absolutely wonderful in the ‘cat-and-mouse’ sense.”

The coda to the sorrowful story of standardization was that even St. Paul’s School made a mistake. In 1914 St. Paul’s received a generous donation from Maurice Roche, class of 1905, and built a new eight-court squash facility, with 186 lockers and an oak-paneled lounge. The courts were twenty-one-feet wide. The reason for the aberration was that Roche had hired the London firm H. M. Rootham, which had built the courts at the Royal Artillery Mess in Woolwich. St. Paul’s then tore down the old Conover racquets building and, with that, demolished the first squash courts in America. Today we remember Roche by his formal name, Lord Fermoy, and that he was the grandfather of Lady Diana Spencer and great-grandfather to the future king of England. And on the hallowed spot in New Hampshire where squash first was played in America, there is an unmarked field of grass.
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