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Splendor On The Grass
It has been called the greatest tennis match ever played and in his new book A Terrible Splendor, author
Marshall Jon Fisher peels back the layers of the extraordinary circumstances surrounding the 1937 decisive
Davis Cup match between American World No. 1 Don Budge and German World No. 2 Gottfried Von
Cramm staged on the historic grass-court grounds of Wimbledon’s Centre Court.
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The result is a transformative experience, meticulously researched and beautifully written, that not only
takes you back to the match, but succeeds in placing you right on the court and sometimes even inside the
minds of the two Grand Slam champions who repeatedly raised the stakes in a mesmerizing match that
escalated into an epic encounter captivating the sporting world.
The match serves as the centerpiece for the book, which details the aftermath of the Depression and the
advent of Nazism that would eventually result in World War II. To call this a tennis book would be as
accurate as calling Moby Dick a fish tale.
http://blog.tennisweek.com/?p=502
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It’s so much more than a tennis story. It’s a story that explores eternal themes: love, conflict, impending
war, repression, grace in the face of overwhelming pressure, betrayal, hope and the commitment to be true
to yourself and your ideals even when such actions could get you killed.
It’s a story that presents the elements of a Shakespearean drama: No. 1 vs. No. 2 playing the most
important match of their lives on the most prestigious court in the world, the horrific rise of Nazism and
escalation toward a World War. The book presents a tennis triangle in the form of the middle-class, redhaired, freckle-faced California kid, Budge, armed with a 14-ounce wood racquet without a grip, staring
across the net at the aristocratic, handsome Von Cramm, so graceful sweat seems to piroutte from his pores
and so respected he was called “The Gentleman Of Wimbledon” while the aging former American
champion Bill Tilden, a friend to both men whose own brilliant career is on the descent while his chaotic
personal life careens toward disaster, looms in the stands forgoing allegiance to his own nation to coach
the German squad.
Budge, a sportsman who would turn down a lucrative guarantee to go pro, and instead makse history in
leading the United States to the Davis Cup and becoming the first man in history to sweep the Grand Slam
in a single season, was playing for the pride of his country at a time when Davis Cup was the sport’s
ultimate prize. Von Cramm, repulsed by the repressive Nazi regime that was already laying the
groundwork for its horrific acts of genocide, was playing for nothing less than his life.
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Widely respected for his sportsmanship and integrity, Von Cramm is a closeted homosexual at a time
when the Nazis confined man gays to concentration camps and killed others on the spot. Tennis may have
never mattered as much as it did the day Budge met Von Cramm on court.
A match for the ages is masterfully detailed by Fisher in a story that may well stay with you forever. The
result is “A Terrible Splendor”, a book that ranks right up with Gordon Forbes’ “A Handful of Summers”
and John McPhee’s “Levels of The Game” as one of the most memorable books about tennis — and more
importantly, the human spirit — that you may ever read.

Tennis Week caught up with author Marshall Jon Fisher, a lifelong tennis player who grew up in Florida,
for this interview.

http://blog.tennisweek.com/?p=502
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Don Budge and Gottfried Von Cramm (Photo Courtesy Zuma Press)
Tennis Week: This is more than a recount of one of the greatest tennis matches of all time. You’re writing
about eternal themes: love, conflict, repression — both internal and external — character, grace in the face
of overwhelming pressure, betrayal, the will to try to do the right thing and maintain your composure when
the world seems to be coming apart, the strength of an individual up against the evil of a fascist regime.
You’ve got all the elements of a Shakespearean drama in this book: No. 1 vs. No. 2 playing the most
important match of their lives on the most prestigious court in the world, the horrific rise of Nazism and
escalation toward a World War. The aging champion regarded as the greatest ever seeing his own star
decline and actually coaching the German against his own country. It’s very powerful stuff and you take
the reader to a moment when tennis may have mattered to society at large more than at any other time.
What drew you to this story? What compelled you to write this book?
Marshall Jon Fisher:I grew up playing junior tennis in Florida. I always knew about this match and all
the books we read about the greatest tennis matches ever, at that time, usually ranked this match number
one. I had always seen the photos of the match and of Budge and Cramm in their long white pants. A few
years ago, I was looking around for ideas and I thought about Bill Tilden. It started with Tilden. He was
such a fascinating character. Researching it, I found Frank Deford had written a very good biography of
Tilden. In reading that book I learned he had been coaching the German Davis Cup team. Tilden was such
a complicated person, who apparently had an amazing personality and would just dominate a room when
he walked in. And yet he had such a tragic life: to go from that type of powerful personality at the peak of
his sport to become one of the most famous athletes in the world and to have lost everything was such an
interesting, tragic story. It struck me because I knew Tilden had been gay and read Gottfried Von Cramm
was also gay. So this idea of a gay American champion coaching the German team against his own
country struck me as very odd and interesting. I started researching it further and I saw he (Cramm) had
been arrested on trumped up charges, implying that it was not true. But as I looked into it further it became
clear he was a homosexual. Yet at the same time, for the Nazis in 1937, Cramm was the Aryan ideal: this
tall, blonde, good-looking, tennis champion, who is gay. So I knew right there I had an interesting story.

http://blog.tennisweek.com/?p=502
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Gottfried Von Cramm (left) shakes hands with Don Budge (Photo couresty Zuma Press)
Tennis Week: The book explores this fascinating tennis triangle played out on Wimbledon’s Centre Court:
the aging champion in Tilden, whose star is on the descent and personal life headed into decline, his heirapparent in Budge, who picks up tennis relatively late as an undersized junior and grows into the best
player in the world and this artistocratic, elegant sportsman in von Cramm, who is well aware he is
essentially playing for his life. How were you able to weave the three stories seamlessly into one and
connect these three disparate lives in this narrative?
Marshall Jon Fisher: When I started researching accounts of people who were there — for instance
reading Ralph Bunche’s diary and seeing all the different things written about Tilden — I saw the match as
a nexus of all these different lives. I realized I had these three interesting characters whose live intersected.
And the fact that they intersect on Centre Court at Wimbledon during one of the most important matches
that is regarded as one of the greatest matches ever played was fascinating.
Tennis Week: It was almost mind-blowing to me reading it when you realize the enormity of pressure
playing the most important match in his nation’s history at that time with so many people invested in its
outcome and on top of that Von Cramm carries this cauldron of pressure inside yet he’s able to
compartmentalize it and play what he told Budge afterward was the finest match of his life. Was tennis a
refuge for Von Cramm and how did the fact he was gay impact his active opposition to the Nazis? I mean
clearly, he was repulsed by fascism, refused to join the Nazi party and tried to help others in their escape
from Germany. Yet at the same time he knows the Nazis are killing gays and if his sexuality was
discovered it’s not just his life on the line his family is at risk too. I realize it’s a hypothetical question, but
how did his sexuality impact, inhibit or infuse his actions?
Marshall Jon Fisher: If he wasn’t gay he would not have been at risk himself — if he had not been
homosexual he would not have been violating any law in Germany. Certainly, he would have been more
free to speak out. I think anyone who spoke out was taking a big risk. It was obviously a very difficult
position for him to be in and put so much external pressure on him: he was forced to masquerade as
something he was not.

http://blog.tennisweek.com/?p=502
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Gottfried Von Cramm (photo courtesy Zuma Press)
Tennis Week: It struck me as a prime example of how a governing body can pervert reality as a
propaganda tool for its own ends. You point out in the book how the Nazis publicly packaged Von Cramm
as the Aryan ideal yet he’s repulsed by this reprehensible regime and wants nothing to do with it.
Similarly, the USLTA looks the other way at Tilden’s alleged sexual proclivity while he’s number one, but
once he is of no use anymore they go after him for the “crime” of being a journalist of all things.
Marshall Jon Fisher: It’s true. They were selling von Cramm as representing the Aryan ideal and he is
completely repulsed by it. He had such a love for his country and when the war started he went back and
allowed himself to be drafted despite the fact he had such strong opposition to the Nazis. It was a very
complicated position to be in. The fact was that on the court was where he was most comfortable. Off the
court he had all these pressures: he’s hoping not to be arrested, hoping this regime will not destroy his
country and yet on the court he’s doing what he loves most — playing tennis — so he’s happy. I write in
the book that playing tennis enabled Cramm to be in the moment. That in that moment, the greatest match
of his life, he is far beyond worrying about politics and police, winning and losing. He is playing tennis.
Tennis Week: You quote Deford at one point saying some speculated if Tilden ever spent one complete
night of his life with a lover, which suggests such a sad, lonely life. Was Tilden in denial about his
sexuality? Was Von Cramm in denial? As you point out he married Lisa von Dobeneck, his childhood
friend and a fine athlete herself, as a young man. And years later he married Barbara Hutton. Was Von
Cramm in denial or was he simply trying to adapt to cultural convention and avoid persecution?
Marshall Jon Fisher: I think Tilden was (in denial) for a long time. My impression of Cramm was that he
was pretty comfortable with himself. It was fashionable in Berlin at that time for people to explore a gay
life. There were a lot of gay men and gay clubs in Berlin then so it wasn’t that unusual. You couldn’t have
a real openly gay life once the Nazis came in. Cram did marry at a young age and remained friends with
his first wife. He used to visit her and her husband later in life and he married Barbara Hutton later on, but
I think that was more out of an effort to try to help her: they were friends for so long.
Tennis Week: You highlight the hypocrisy of the times: Hitler essentially makes homosexuality a crime
— anyone could make an accusation that could send someone to a concentration camp, and in some cases,
be executed right on the spot. There are these societal morals imposed on people yet the Nazis bring back
more than 7,000 prostitutes to Berlin provide service during the Olympic Games in Germany. The Nazi
propaganda says homosexuality is a product of the Stalinists and the Communists say its a product of
immoral Western world behavior. Yet one of Hitler’s right-hand men is gay. The United States and Britain
join forces to fight the Nazis yet after the war the Americans refuse to let Von Cramm in this country
because of the “moral delinquency” charge the Nazis hit him with. It would be absolutely ludicrous if it
http://blog.tennisweek.com/?p=502
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wasn’t true: the idea that America fought a World War to combat Hitler then they turn around and honor
the ruling of a judicial system Hitler’s regime ruled is astounding to me. What facts did you uncover the
surprised you the most?
Marshall Jon Fisher: A couple of things surprised me. I learned Von Cramm was barred from
Wimbledon in 1939. And whether the charges against him the Nazis used to arrest him were true or not —
and he disputed them — he was never let into the United States. The fact that both the United States and
England were influenced by charges filed against him by the Nazis is a disgrace when you stop and think
about it.
Tennis Week: You present a very poignant scene years after their match. Budge is playing in Germany,
Von Cramm goes to see him and kind of offers a shy half-wave through the fence. Almost as if he is
unsure if Budge will even want to talk to him and Budge, of course, is thrilled to see his friend and they
wind up playing together again. There was something humbling, touching about Von Cramm’s manner in
that scene. Why did he respond that way?
Marshall Jon Fisher: That was from Budge’s memory of that meeting. I think Cramm’s reaction was
probably for two reasons: one, many Germans were ashamed about the rise of Nazism and obviously all
the horrific things it caused and then in Cramm’s case he probably wasn’t sure how Budge regarded him
after his arrest. Budge was liberal in that way in that he didn’t let that bother him. Whenever he talked
about Cramm publicly, Budge did not acknowledge Cramm’s arrest though certainly he did know what
happened and certainly he did not let that come between them as friends. In fact, after Cramm’s arrest,
Budge organized a group of 25 leading sports figures from California to sign an open letter to the German
government demanding Cramm’s release from prison.
Tennis Week: Budge and Von Cramm are walking out to Centre Court to play this monumental match
and, as the story goes, the phone rings and it’s Hitler calling to wish Von Cramm luck right before he steps
on court. Budge describes the scene and how Von Cramm is summoned back to take this call from Hitler
yet you quote Von Cramm himself saying it never happened. He calls the story of the Hitler phone call “a
fairy tale.” It seems only three people know the truth — Budge, Von Cramm and Ted Tinling, who was
escorting them to the court when the call supposedly came. What is the truth? Did Hitler really call
Cramm?
Marshall Jon Fisher: That was such an interesting anecdote because anywhere you read about this match
you read that story. While I was researching it, I started looking for corroboration and I could not find any
mention of that story before 1969, which is when Budge’s book came out. Tinling mentions it in his
autobiography, it an interesting way. He starts to mention it and then he essentially quotes Budge’s
recollection of it from his book. So he only tells the story in Budge’s words. I talked to (Budge’s good
friend and Davis Cup teammate) Gene Mako, who still has a sharp mind — he remembers everything
from that time — and he says he was in the locker room and the Davis Cup captains should be in the
locker room at that time as well then and the people there don’t seem to recall it. I don’t dismiss it
completely. It’s hard to believe a man like Budge, who had such integrity, would make up the entire story.
At the same time I could not corroborate it. I think it will remain a mystery as to whether it happened or
not. There’s another famous story about Bobby Riggs betting on himself to win the Wimbledon singles,
doubles and mixed doubles titles, which he did, and winning a lot of money and in turns out that is
probably not true either — or at least the amount of money he is reported to have won does not seem to be
not true.
Tennis Week: You’re writing about a tennis match played 70 years ago, but when I finished the book it
struck me that the issues you explore here still resonate to this day. Obviously, this is nowhere near the
level of Nazism, but you look at Dubai denying a visa to Shahar Peer because she’s from Israel earlier this
year, look at Sweden hosting its recent Davis Cup tie against Israel before an empty arena because the
Malmo government could not guarantee safety for Israel’s players. Look at the fact that while Martina
Navratilova came out we’ve yet to see a top male tennis champion come out. We’re often told that sports
and politics should remain separate almost like separation of church and state in this country yet reading
this story I began to wonder: is that the case? Are there times when a volatile political climate demands
athletes take a stand or take action? I am thinking of Arthur Ashe visiting South Africa in his fight against
apartheid or more recently Andy Roddick making a stand in refusing to defend his Dubai title in the wake
of the nation banning Peer. What do you think about that issue and if you had to highlight a lesson of this
story and this book what is it?
Marshall Jon Fisher: I think the lesson is that these men, particularly Von Cramm, retained their dignity
in spite of all that was going on around them. Von Cramm was a gentleman and a sportsman who outlasted
Hitler and lived a long, dignified life afterward. As for the sports and politics question, I think it can be
dangerous to mix the two. I think if you do mix sports and politics you often end up ignoring terrible
political facts. Yet at the same time there are times that yes, you do have to make a stand.
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Tennis Week: One of the most striking passages of the book comes about an hour after this monumental,
almost mythic match. Budge walks back out onto the empty court just to look at it. You write: “To his
surprise, there were still thousands of people there, gathered in clusters all about the stadium. Ghostly
presences in the twilight. They didn’t seem to be talking much to each other, or moving about. It was as if
they didn’t want to leave the scene of what they had just witnessed.” That’s beautifully, descriptively
written. It tranforms you to that place in that time. How did you write that scene?
Marshall Jon Fisher: I got that mostly from Budge’s memory that he wrote in his book. You take a
description and kind of imagine or try to imagine what it was like to be there. Aside from Mako, I didn’t
talk to too many people who were there because most are not living anymore. There was one guy in
Switzerland who had been there to see Budge. What I learned is that oral history is not always all that
reliable. I found you really have to go back to the accounts and diaries of people who were there and wrote
it down that day or shortly after. That’s why Ralph Bunche’s diary was very important. He was there and
wrote it down and those are the best sources.

Don Budge (Photo courtesy of Jeff Budge)
Tennis Week: I know you spoke to Budge’s sons about their dad. Did you learn anything insightful from
them?
Marshall Jon Fisher: They were both great. They were very cooperative and friendly. I got some good
insight into the type of man he was. He was a champion player and in many ways a regular, down-to-earth
family man. He and his first wife eventually did get divorced, but by all accounts — both from his family
and from those who knew him — Budge was a great father, who really cared for his family.
Tennis Week: He seems like such a classy sportsman and a man of integrity throughout the book. I
wonder: how is Gottfried Von Cramm perceived and remembered in Germany now?
Marshall Jon Fisher: I think he is very well remembered here. In Germany, he is still a pretty wellknown name. He was certainly the greatest-ever male player in Germany in the pre-Open Era before Boris
Becker. My sense is he is very well regarded in Germany. The book is going to be published in Germany
this summer and I am curious to see how it will be received. I hope it will be well received.
Tennis Week: You did a tremendous job: it’s meticulously-researched and beautifully written. For me,
this book is right here with Gordon Forbes’ “A Handful of Summers” and John McPhee’s “Levels of the
Game” as one of the most memorable books on tennis I’ve ever read and yet it’s so much more than
tennis. Would you consider writing a screen play.
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Marshall Jon Fisher: Thank you very much for saying that. I can tell from your questions you’ve read it
very closely. Others have asked about doing a film. I would be interested in doing something and
hopefully it will work out.

Don Budge and actress Olivia DeHavilland (Photo courtesy of Jeff Budge)
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