
Nationalism at 
War: Conflicting 
Narratives of 
Tennis, 1914-18

Robert J. Lake

Douglas College, Vancouver BC



Tennis in Scholarly Work: Sport 
in WWI

– Tennis largely ignored in previous scholarly work on sport in WWI 
(e.g. Mason & Reidi 2010; Taylor 2002)
– Assumption of a 4-year hiatus in play

– Underestimates of its presence as a leisure activity at home (in 
Britain) and at the front
– Ignoring potential role of tennis as platform to express ideas about the war:

– How we should approach/understand it

– How we should support Allied efforts in it



Aim

– Examine various narratives of how tennis featured in the Great War:
1. As a lens to view British responses to the war

– Reflecting amateur ideals

2. As a platform to both condemn and support the playing of recreational sport 
during war time

– ‘The gentleman in tennis flannels’ as a symbol of ridicule

3. As a means to understand how ‘regular’ people contributed to the war effort
– Enlistment of players; tennis club roles; charity

4. As a vehicle for propaganda, from both sides



Methodology

– Discourse analysis (Aug 1914-Dec 1918):
– Articles in the national press (mainly The Times, Sunday Times, 

Financial Times, and Daily Mail)
– Articles in the local press in Britain (limited to digital access)
– Articles in sport and tennis periodicals/magazines (especially 

Lawn Tennis & Badminton)
– Supplemented by player biographies, autobiographies and club 

histories where discussions of the war featured



1. Immediate Responses
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Reflecting on the immediate response to the war...



1. Immediate Responses

– LT&B reported cancelled tournaments abroad and queried ‘what 
effect the European conflagration will have on home tournaments’ 
(August 6 1914: 875).

– Numerous tournaments were abandoned as players immediately 
‘answered the call’, but there was a feeling of lament at the knee-
jerk reaction of cancelling tournaments
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Cancelling tournaments: ‘Some committees have been somewhat too precipitate in abandoning their meetings. Nor shall we be very surprised if the cutting-down of the fixture list does not result in serious over-crowding at some of the tournaments which have decided to “hang on”. ... Life in England must, in its broad lines, go on much the same in spite of the storm which is raging so near at hand’ (LT&B August 13 1914, 897).




1. Immediate Responses

– The tournament committee at Eastbourne, ‘wisely decided to 
adopt the policy of “Business as usual”’

– This reflected British stoicism and resoluteness – ‘stiff upper lip’

– Their approach to war matched their amateur approach to sport
– The language of one was peppered with the language of the other

– War is ‘the greater game’; sport is ‘mimic warfare’
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Approach to sport: This approach was criticised by the Germans: The Cologne Gazette complained of Britons as ‘a frivolous people, and ... lacking in understanding of the high seriousness of the war and in appreciation of its moral importance. The proof of this is that we use sporting expressions about it’ and fight with a ‘profane light-heartedness’ (cited in The Times 8 Oct 1914: 9). 



2. Appropriateness of Tennis 
Play: Advocates

– Tennis play as therapeutic
– Break from drudgery of war work

– Deflect minds from anxiety

– Entertainment to boost morale

– Tennis play as an act of defiance against the enemy
– Functional: for fitness

– Highlighting British stoicism/fortitude

– To cease playing would be propaganda                                                                   
for the enemy
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Boost morale: ‘For the life of us we cannot see why they should not, always provided that they are unable to do anything to help their country. We think that it would be a great mistake not to participate in tournaments. ... No good can be done by sitting still and twiddling one’s thumbs, and it is better to show that we can remain calm at this time of crisis by carrying out our plans than by cancelling all our arrangements as if the worst was to be feared’ (LT&B Aug 6 1914, 875).

Propaganda for the enemy: ‘If we lapse into a condition which paralyses trade and industry and produces widespread misery we shall be assisting our enemy in bringing about the state of things which it is one of the objects of the war to produce. Britons, be normal. Spend wisely and amuse yourselves rationally and so ease the stress upon which the Kaiser calculated as a weapon in his armoury when he set out to annihilate us’ (Referee: cited in LT&B Sep 24 1914, 989-90)



2. Appropriateness of Tennis 
Play: Opponents

– Tennis play as inappropriate or immoral
– To ‘play’ while countrymen fight abroad is 

disrespectful

– Frivolous distraction at a time of grave 
seriousness

– Tennis players misjudging the national 
mood; unpatriotic

– Building tennis courts                               
as a waste of resources
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Grave seriousness: ‘Yesterday afternoon, while Lord Kitchener was telling of the bravery of our wounded and dead, while he was asking for men to take their places, every lawn tennis court in the space near me was crowded by strapping young Englishmen and girls. Is there no way of shaming these laggards?’ (Times, 29 Aug 1914: 9).

Unpatriotic: It would not be easy to imagine a more infuriating sight, in the present state of the public temper, than that of a young man in flannels carrying a racket (Times 26 May 1915: 5).




2. Appropriateness of Tennis 
Play: Opponents

– The ‘gentleman in tennis flannels’                                              
became a source of derision in                                                     
various letters to editors:
– ‘I will not insult our brave boys in khaki by calling them men’; they are 

‘flannelled fools’
– Rejecting tennis play as emasculating

– ‘Tennis is a game for swanks’; ‘such foolery’
– Rejecting tennis play as pretentious/elitist
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Letters to editors: ‘While we are in the throes of the most horrible war known to history, while our brothers are dying in their thousands for the security and well-being of the world ... dozens of strong, lusty persons – I will not insult our brave boys in khaki by calling them men – dozens of flannelled fools are strutting about tennis courts ... as proudly and as vain-gloriously as the bantam-cocks around our backyard. I ask you, sir, should that be? Should those wastrels, those slackers, go hopping round a court like a cat on hot bricks, ogling silly, insipid girls’ (Aberdare Leader 12 June 1915).

Critiques of such men not only touched on their gender but also their class: ‘… no, railwaymen and colliers wouldn’t be “swank” enough to mix with the very select crowd who play tennis every night. ... Moreover, tennis is an expensive game to follow. It is a game for “swanks”. In these days when strict economy is so essential, how can so many able-bodied young men justify the wasting of time and treasure on such foolery?’ (Aberdare Leader 26 Jun 1915) (pic of headline)

https://www.allposters.com/-sp/Tennis-Champion-Anthony-Wilding-at-Cannes-Posters_i12737656_.htm?ac=true



3. Tennis in the War Effort 

1. Enlistment of club members

2. Clubs offered up for the war effort

– Courts to officers on leave and convalescent soldiers, e.g. Carnoustie TC: 
‘wounded soldiers would be allowed free use of the east-most tennis courts 
on the links free of charge during certain hours’ (Courier & Argus 2 May 
1916: 2)

3. Clubs converting courts to vegetable gardens to ease the food shortage

– Punch sketch poking fun at this…
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Club members: Many clubs noted with consummate pride that they had sent many men to the front. Blairgowie LTC had 12 members fighting overseas, while twenty enlisted from Newington LTC, and the same number also for Livilands TC in Stirling. These were small clubs, but these numbers represent a significant proportion of their memberships. Indeed, Appleby Bowling and Tennis Club reckoned at half its membership enlisted; both Lochee LTC and Vale of Aylesbury reported more than half of their male members enlisted; and Springwells TC noted nearly all of its male members were ‘serving with the colours’. Similarly, Highbury Quadrant LTC in Oxfordshire saw 40 of its 65 members ‘engaged in various branches of the war service’, and Milagavie and Bearsden Cricket and Tennis Club, the 31 serving members left just 19 members in the lawn tennis section. These are just a handful of examples.

War effort: In 1915, the tennis court and grounds of Clivedon, Buckinghamshire, were converted to a hospital for Canadian forces. The following summer, directors of the Blackheath Lawn Tennis Company placed their ground (Rectory Field) at the disposal of the Woolwich garrison, and provided facilities including ‘a canteen, shower baths and dressing rooms for officers and men’. Numerous clubs offered free memberships to soldiers on leave and those convalescing at hospitals nearby.

Food shortage: The Daily Mail (March 11 1916, p.3) reported that ‘the officers’ tennis court at St. Pancras poor law schools is to grow vegetables’, while numerous papers noted the lawn tennis courts in the grounds of Brynawelon, the Premier’s ‘beautifully situated residence’ at Criccieth in North Wales are to be ‘dug up for the conversion into a vegetable garden’ (Daily Mail January 25 1917, p.3). The Daily Mail encouraged members of the general public to dig up their own tennis courts to prevent food shortages (DM 2 Jun 1917: 2)

Punch (23 Aug 1916: 145) 



3. Tennis in the War Effort 



3. Tennis in the
War Effort 
4. Fundraising efforts

– Charity matches & tournaments

5. Lawn tennis encouraged for 
women at home
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Matches and tournaments: A survey of local/regional newspaper articles uncovered an impressive 233 fundraising tournaments/exhibitions that were staged by clubs over the four years. The chief beneficiaries were the Prince of Wales Fund, the Red Cross and The Times Fund, but other national or international charitable organisations to receive donations from tennis clubs and their players included the ‘Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Families Association’, the ‘Serbian Fund’, the ‘Star and Garter Fund’, the ‘Kitchener Memorial Fund’, the YMCA and even, as a sign of the times, the ‘Smokes for Soldiers and Sailors Fund’.

Women at home: A tennis club was established for Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs) at Devonshire House (Times 22 May 1918: 7). Alongside the tax concession on firms supplying sport and leisure for women, ‘it was less than twelve months ago that the Health and Welfare Department set seriously about the task of promoting the playing of outdoor games in spare hours at the factories. Already the results are apparent. To women there has been presented a new interest in life and a salutary one. ... Sport has produced esprit de corps where previously little existed. ... Games have done a lot towards providing that influence [of keeping factory workers together]. And they have made the industrial women of Britain love the open air’ (DM 23 May 1918: 2).




4. Tennis as Propaganda

– German criticisms of British approaches to war:
– Continuation of tennis play during the war:

– ‘Frivolous’; ‘lacking in understanding                                                                 
of the high seriousness of the war’;                                                               
fight with a ‘profane light-heartedness’                                                
(Cologne Gazette Oct 1914)

– Viennese sketch (in Die Muskete) poking fun at this…
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During the war: The Cologne Gazette complained of Britons as ‘a frivolous people, and ... lacking in understanding of the high seriousness of the war and in appreciation of its moral importance. The proof of this is that we use sporting expressions about it’ and fight with a ‘profane light-heartedness’ (cited in The Times 8 Oct 1914: 9).





4. Tennis as Propaganda

– Germans derided as ‘unsporting’ in their approach to warfare (Adams 2015; 
Mason & Reidi 2010; Phillips 1996; Williams 1998)
– ‘An English commander might, in his vulgar sporting                                                  

jargon, say that it was not cricket to make war on                                                    
women and children’ (Times 8 Oct 1914: 9)

– Comparing POW camps in                                                                                                
Britain and Germany

– Tennis playing opponents                                                                                                
as enemies in war
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Very start: British apply ideals of ‘fair play’ to their approach to war. ‘The essential reason for the solidarity of the British Empire at the present crisis of its fate is that English officials have played the game wherever they have had to rule. … In war, the greatest game of all, we give our opponent credit not only for technical skill but for honesty. We go up against him determined to play fair and do our level best. We believe that a spirit such as this will invariably outlast’ (cited in LT&B, Oct 22 1914, 1038).

Britain and Germany: The St. Mary’s Institute, housing 750 German prisoners, which has new tennis courts among other leisure facilities, was contrasted with the Wittenburg camp where a thousand typhus patients (all Allied soldiers) were left to die (DM 28 Jun 1916: 4). German prisoners in London: ‘They had basket and deck chairs, tennis racquets, and every conceivable form of luxury which could be given even to those we honoured. Yet these men belonged to a country from which every form of chivalry had long since departed’ (Times 14 Jun 1918: 3).

Enemies in war: ‘The German soldier is the most pitiful creature that crawls on the face of the earth. Though a well-educated and intelligent man he deliberately places his very soul at the disposal of his superior, with the result that if his superiors are brutes he also becomes a brute. I regard it, therefore as probable that some of our German lawn tennis “friends” have been actual accessories in the nameless outrages in question, and, further, I regard it an absolute certainty that all of them would unhesitatingly commit such acts if they were ordered to do so by superior authority. ... As a British citizen, I feel strongly that there must be no half measures with Germany whether politically or socially, and almost every newspaper I open strengthens that feeling’ (Mar 18 1915, 241).



4. Tennis as
Propaganda

– British play as superior in 
tennis and war
– German play: reckless 

attacking, ruthless

– British play: patient, 
measured

– Imagining the spread of 
German ‘sporting’ ideals to 
Britain – in Punch cartoon
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Tennis and war: ‘It is curious to note the remarkable similarity between German methods of fighting and German methods of playing lawn tennis. In both there is the same prevailing spirit, that of the attack in force regardless of consequences. ... [At a match in Eastbourne some years ago] the Germans attacked furiously from the start. They drove and smashed like demons and looked like winners all through. And yet they lost. In some mysterious way the Englishmen – though apparently over-matched – managed to stave them off. The fierce ground shots were scratched back, the “Jack Johnson” smashes retrieved and lobbed with indomitable persistence. And so eventually they won – which is a way we have in [what the Germans describe as] our contemptible little armies’ (LT&B Mar 4 1915, 218).

Image is from Punch (13 Sep 1916: 185): Kamerad is the term German soldiers employ when offering to surrender to Allied troops.



Aftermath

– Germany and its allies were banned from competitions, including 
Wimbledon and the Davis Cup, until the mid-1920s
– These competitions became sites of national and international importance, 

as sporting successes became recognized increasingly as barometers of 
national vitality and strength

– Tennis progressed through a period of democratization and also opened 
itself up to greater participation of women

– Britain experienced a decline in its global authority, but sustained its 
hold on amateur ideals in sport



Summary

– Analysis of tennis provided a context to:
– Understand immediate responses to the war as reflective of distinctly 

‘British’ character traits, underpinned by amateur sporting ideals

– Discuss the appropriateness of leisure and sport among civilians ‘at home’
– The image of tennis as an effeminate activity during this time revealed  in 

discourse around ‘shirkers’ playing tennis

– Derided as unpatriotic, less than a man, and pretentious

– Consider the overall  role the sport, mainly through its clubs, played in the 
war effort

– Understand sport as a platform to compare approaches to war, through 
propaganda



Many thanks for 
listening…

roblake29@hotmail.com
@roblake29
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