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The Most Storied Tennis Match of the Twentieth Century Set
Against a Dramatic Backdrop of Veiled Sexuality, Menacing

Nazism, and Spiraling Global Tension

A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR
Three Extraordinary Men, a World Poised for War, and the

Greatest Tennis Match Ever Played

By Marshall Jon Fisher
A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR is tense, tragic, beautifully told, and immensely enjoyable."
—Atul Gawande, National Book Award Finalist and New York Times bestselling author of
Complications

This is one of the best sports books you will ever read. Fisher masterfully weaves biography,
history, and sports--and sex and romance and the drums of war--into a thoroughly riveting
narrative. Full of ironic twists and astonishing revelations, A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR is a
literary triumph." —Scott Stossel, Managing Editor, The Atlantic

A literary masterpiece. Blending their lives with the darkening times, Fisher illuminates bygone
cultures in the fascinating tale of a July afternoon in London.” 
—Bud Collins, writer for the Boston Globe and commentator for ESPN and Tennis Channel

Fisher captures two memorable characters, illuminates their historical and cultural milieus, and
keeps us in delicious suspense. —Anne Fadiman, author of the National Book Critics Circle Award-
winning The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down and the New York Times bestseller Ex Libris

This is sports history at its finest and most thorough.” —Frank Deford, Senior Contributing Writer,
Sports Illustrated, and Commentator on NPR’s “Morning Edition”

Before the rivalries of Federer and Nadal and Borg and McEnroe,

the most intense and hard-fought tennis match ever was played on

the hallowed grounds of Wimbledon between the worldchampion,

Don Budge, and the world’s most popular and dashing player, Baron

Gottfried von Cramm, on July 20, 1937. This match for the Davis

Cup, recounted in A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR (Crown

Publishers/April 14, 2009) by Marshall Jon Fisher, not only pitted

America against Germany and democracy against fascism, but it also

set two indomitable athletes against each other, one of whom was

literally playing to save his life.

At a time when big-time tennis was played for glory, not money, and

the Davis Cup was one of the crown jewels of sport, millions around

the world listened to the match on the radio. Budge, who eventually would become the first winner of



tennis's Grand Slam, had only recently figured out the game of his arch-rival von Cramm, runner-up in

the three previous Wimbledons. The American was favored to win, but early in the match it became

apparent that von Cramm was raising his game to a superhuman level, motivated, some said, by pressure

from Hitler himself.

A dashing, cultivated man whose royal family had been a presence in Germany for 800 years, renowned

for his incredible sportsmanship and ability to make women swoon, von Cramm protected a dark secret.

He was a homosexual, living in a regime that had already cracked down on Jews and was targeting

homosexuals as well. Moreover, he refused to defend Nazism and confessed to his mentor, tennis legend

Bill Tilden—who watched the great match ringside as an unofficial coach of the German team—that he

was "playing for his life," moving from tournament to tournament, trying constantly to remain on top

and in the public eye to avoid Nazi retribution.

As A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR moves from one set to the next, culminating in a nail-biting fifth set in

which both men refuse to yield, Marshall Jon Fisher brilliantly cuts away to evoke the social and

political life of pre-World War II Germany, Britain, and America. Unknown to all who on that July day

drank in the miracle of the Budge-von Cramm match, Germany was already laying plans for war, von

Cramm would be imprisoned within a year, and Budge would eventually fight to see his on-court

nemesis freed. Bill Tilden, harboring his own dark secret, would go on to lead a life that was in its own

way a commentary on the lives led by Budge and von Cramm. Tennis would never be the same.

A TERRIBLE SPLENDOR is a masterly work, presenting “the greatest tennis match ever played” as a

conspicuous example of grace under pressure, a redemptive triumph, and a glorious reminder—even

with world war about to erupt—of the humanity that unites us all.
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