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BETTER THAN A YARD
We look forward to seeing even more of our
members back in action in the weeks ahead. Since
we re-opened, we have been running close to
capacity, with 12-14 hour days of continuous play
each day. It has been wonderful to see players
flocking back to the court and making the most of
the opportunity to play again.
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Unrestricted Play Returns On
Monday 17 May 2021!!!

Real Tennis Online, the handicap system, is
expected to go live again from 17 May and scores
will again be taken after players come off court.

Relentlessly Positive
Positively Relentless
Tech Upgrade Update

…and now you can!

This club tech project is known as ‘RTV-21’, and as
the first bill for equipment for Phase One has now
arrived, the hardware cannot be far behind. We
look forward to moving onto the implementation
stage as soon as the College’s IT team is able to
schedule the work.

It has been signalled, signposted and roadmapped
for a couple of months, but from Monday 17 May, all
players can book singles and doubles. What a
relief, after months of restrictions, to have greater
normality restored, at least at the real tennis court.

‘RTV-21’ will enable the capturing and streaming of
on-court activity through the creation of a simple but
extendable system. It will include the provision of
shock-proof cameras, sound, scoring and data
overlay, with streaming via YouTube Live, made
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available through wall-mounted Smart TVs capable
of relaying the stream throughout the club.

The sports facilities that opened included the real
tennis court, which was extremely well used every
afternoon and evening during the three weeks until
the end of the Lent Term.

Appeal for Funds
We are, with regret, still not able to announce and
launch our fundraising Appeal, as there is still to-ing
and fro-ing on some essential matters, including the
source and nature of funding (see the article below
on p3 about MURTC) as well as design.

The boys returned on 19 April for the Summer Term
and are again using the court at set times during
term. After 17 May, club members will continue to
have access for the majority of each day, as usual.
Tournament News

However, we can pass on the vital detail that any
donations will be channelled through the Radley
Foundation (though, of course, they will be ringfenced for the Real Tennis Court Appeal). This
means that donations can be Gift-Aided and made
online, via the Foundation’s website, to the
considerable advantage of both the donors and the
project.

It remains the case that we do not expect it will be
possible to stage matches or any small or mediumsized larger gatherings at the court for the rest of the
2020-21 season, which ends on 31 August.
Happily, arrangements have already begun for some
tournament play in the 2021/22 season, beginning in
September.

We are most grateful to the College Foundation for
being so accommodating and allowing us to
structure the Appeal in this way. More details
ASAP.

‘Not the Varsity Match’, 2021
The 2021 iteration of the hugely enjoyable and Pol
Roger-sponsored (bless them!) tournament, ‘Not the
Varsity Match’, is booked in the club diary and will
take place on 18 and 19 September at Radley.

In a recent ‘Better Than The Last’ newsletter, we
discussed the matter of this planned fund-raising
and mused that if every member of the club were
prepared to donate to the Appeal the amount of
their annual subscription that the College
generously elected NOT debit from their account
because of the Covid closures, it would take us a
significant way to achieving our likely target figure.

All players who can claim a link (however tenuous),
with either Oxford or Cambridge University, and who
can prove beyond doubt that they never played in
the Real Tennis Varsity Match, will have the
opportunity to represent one or other of these
venerable institutions.

We had not anticipated the rapid response from so
many members immediately offering to donate
these sums. Thank you to all those who did so, and
I hope you understand that we are not quite ready
to finalise detail and accept any donations.

Make your application to Chris Lintott, the presiding
genius and chief arbiter of this event, at:
chris.lintott@physics.ox.ac.uk.
The trophy is even more diminutive than the urn that
contains The Ashes, and no less precious for that. It
has been made from the foil top of a bottle of Pol
Roger, cunningly fashioned into something
resembling a cup/trophy/thingy. Magnificent!

All in good time!
College Tennis

Radley members have been numerous and
enthusiastic players in this event in recent years. For
those who have not yet taken part, make this the year
that you do.

The College boys returned to Radley on Sunday 7
March, with live lessons starting the following day.
After months of ‘Virtual Radley’, the boys were
encouraged to make the most of being back with their
schoolfriends and almost all the school’s facilities
were made available to them.
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The crowdfunding page on their website summarises
what MURTC propose to do with the money raised.
To secure the match funding from Sport England,
they need to attract at least 100 donors as well as
raise £12,000.

UK Club News

Middlesex Uniersity Real Tennis Club

As a result of its successful application, Sport
England has invited Middlesex University Real
Tennis Club to speak at their next free Webinar
which will take place on 13th May. It wants to make
other clubs aware that this avenue is still open and
can be a great new way of gaining funding.
Here is a link to the webinar event: https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/crowdfund-sport-livelearn-introduction-to-crowdfunding-tickets132985931501?aff=ebdsoporgprofile.
Other UK Club News
The T&RA Tennis Handicaps Committee has
reviewed its position on dormancy during the
pandemic period.

Congratulations to MURTC, which has nearly
reached its fund-raising target of £20,000.

It is normal for handicaps to be adjusted up in
lengthy periods during which a player does not
register any match scores on Real Tennis Online.

Success in this campaign will return MURTC to a
firm financial footing and enable them to invest in:
•

Attracting new members of all ages and
abilities, potentially including wheelchair
users

•

Youth Programmes - Encouraging greater
schools and student participation

•

Updating the MURTC club room and
surrounding communal areas

It has been agreed that it is not appropriate to
continue with this practice during the Covid
Lockdowns, when no competitive play is possible.
There will be a short delay before handicaps are realigned, but RTO will be in operation from Monday
17 April, as normal.
We look forward to having a good deal of news to
report in the net edition of ‘Better Than The Last’, as
the UK tennis scene returns to near-normal, but still
Covid-aware, play.

MURTC is using crowdfunding to raise these funds
and this campaign is part of the Return to Play:
Active Together fund run by Sport England. It is a
rewards-based, crowdfunding matched-funding
initiative, to help sports clubs recover and return to
play following the past year’s Covid restrictions.

ENJOY YOUR TENNIS!

The MURTC website is https://murtc.co.uk/. The
includes an excellent video about the game and its
exclusive past and more inclusive present, which
you can also access by clicking on this link:
https://youtu.be/e2jATk-g1-o.
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International Tennis

Richard is a prolific writer on real tennis and
has chosen this time to focus on the early
history of the oldest sporting club in the
Southern Hemisphere.

Australia –
1. Melbourne:
There have been social events held at the
Melbourne club at the end of April and in early May
to celebrate the relaxing of government restrictions
on such gatherings. These dates were selected to
coincide with The Exhibition Street Cup, named
after the address of the first real tennis court in the
city.
One of the largest events by participation on the
tennis calendar, the Exhibition Street Cup is an
open handicap singles and doubles event, in which
the club’s Pro team and amateurs compete.
The range of handicaps is extremely wide,
stretching from +6 to 80+, which is enough to
ensure some tough competition and the need for
steely concentration for the better players.

There is a need for a new home for a unique
and lovingly crafted real table tennis table.
As you can see from the photo below, it is
quite a work of art. Hobart club member,
John Herbert's, now famous Real Tennis
table tennis table needs a new home. John
no longer has room for it in his studio and
would love to see it go to someone that has
space for it and a passion for the game.
The table was due to go into the Hobart
Museum some time back, but that has not
come to pass. If you would like to acquire
this piece of tennis memorabilia, contact
Brett at the club for further details, but be
prepared for a hefty shipping charge and
some import tax.

2. Hobart:
-

-

The Hobart club is advertising for a full-time
Assistant Professional to work with Brett
McFarlane.
There was a launch party at the club for
Richard Travers’s latest book ‘Real Tennis
in Hobart – The Pioneers’.

Holland –
The design and planning stage of ‘The Strip’
multisport centre, with a real tennis court as its
centrepiece, is continuing. A public launch of the
plans took place at the end of April and this led to
some coverage in local papers in The Hague. We
hope many of those involved will come to ‘Dutch
Week’ at Radley in August and tell us more news.
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USA –

Ten of the top twenty players in the world will be
participating and you will be able to see Riviere vs.
Virgona vs. Stout vs. Lumley vs. Chisholm within a
five-day period.

Boston:
Some of the US Professionals are looking forward
to playing in their first tournament tennis for 14
months when they meet in Boston for the 2021
National League, which will run from 12-16 May.
The good news for those of us not able to travel to
see it live, is that the play will be streamed on the
USCTA YouTube channel:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC4WDwBaWNe
fcrJNwpFUdAFg
and then made available to view as part of the
channel’s extensive archive.

Each match will comprise a number 2 singles,
number 1 singles and a doubles match.
There will be two matches a day and by the end of
the five days each team will have played each of
the other teams.

5

Charleston:
Yes, good news is again coming from Charleston,
which is splendid, as we feared that this new court
project had stalled and perhaps been superseded
by the court building project at Westwood Country
Club of the replacement Washington court.
It seems that the rapid success of the Virginia
project has given a helpful boost to the South
Carolinian endeavour and we look forward to more
good news soon.

•

We received news that the City
of Charleston would like to
assist in closing the funding
gap!

•

We had a very constructive
conference call with Daniel
Island Club, Westwood Country
Club and both the Charleston
and Washington Committees.

•

Greatly assisted by the
Washington Committee, we
expect the work on final
contracts and documents to take
less time than expected.

•

Fundraiser in Tuxedo Park
outdoors on June 13th

Here is an announcement from the Chairman of the
Charleston Court Committee:

CHARLESTON
UPDATE
by Greg Van Schaack

Washington

Greetings from CCT!

Haven Pell, a.k.a. ‘The Pundificator’ (here is the link
to his website and blog: https://pundificator.com/),
is a lifelong tennis fanatic, who is compiling ‘Around
the World in Fifty Courts’, which is a memoir of his
personal Odyssey (although Odysseus took only 10
years to complete his journey home after the Trojan
Wars…) to almost all of the real tennis courts of the
world. The book is due to be published before the
end of 2021 by Ronaldson Publications.

Charleston Court Tennis has made some
significant progress in the last couple
months on all fronts.
•

With cash in hand, pledges, and
personal guarantees we are
within $170,000 of the
completion goal. That being
said, we still have $70,000 in
uncollected aging pledges which
would really help groundbreaking happen this
summer. We recently received
several payments on pledges
three to seven years old. Please
don’t wait till we are playing our
first 4-day tournament (The
Palmetto Cup) to fulfil your
pledge… we need your money
now!

Writing in the latest edition of the USCTA’s
newsletter ‘Chase The First’, Haven reminisces
about a visit in 2010 to play some of the courts of
France and England. It includes the following
paragraph that we are sure will strike a chord with
our readers:
‘We retraced our steps from Pau to Bordeaux and
then to Luton Airport, located conveniently to
absolutely nowhere and largely accessed by a
crime against nature known as EasyJet. The roundtrip from Luton to Bordeaux was my first and
absolutely last experience with one of life’s most
miserable false economies. They pioneered the
bait-and-switch online temptation fare.
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EasyJet is a thumping reminder that you get what
you pay for and money just might not be
everything.’

presumably exceeded the carpentry skills of the
young artilleryman.
There are none of the openings that characterize a
court tennis court nor is there a tambour as those
features would also have required for more
carpentry skills than were at hand.

Haven mentions the courts at Knightshayes, Devon
(owned by The National Trust) and Hartham,
Wiltshire, which look tantalisingly like small real
tennis courts from the outside but are for the
Victorian derivative game of stické tennis.

The game must originally have been played with
standard lawn tennis rackets and balls, but now the
custom is to use balls that have been depressurized
by spearing them with ice picks, and rackets strung
to the tension of butterfly nets…

‘There are stické courts in each location and they
are the only two playable ones on earth. Apparently,
there are also remains of a stické court in India, but
it is unplayable [it is in the Viceregal Lodge complex
in Shimla, but now functions as a badminton court,
we understand, Ed.].

Our host was Geoff Thomas who had bought the
house for use as an event venue. There are about
25 court tennis courts for every stické court and
perhaps 75 to 100 times more players. News of our
arrival had spread, and a few of the stické
enthusiasts turned out to meet the “court tennis
delegation.” It was as if we were the International
Olympic Committee and, perhaps to them, it might
have appeared that we were. They asked all sorts
of questions about how our game had become so
big and so successful.

The name stické comes from the Greek sphairistiké,
which means “skill in playing at ball.” Major Walter
Clopton Wingfield borrowed the Greek name for the
game he invented that evolved into lawn tennis.
Like Falkland Palace, the court at Hartham Park is a
cousin game to court tennis with an interesting
provenance. British soldiers were often posted far
from home and some of them must have missed
their games.

Stické itself is far easier than court tennis and is
similar to lawn tennis from which it draws its rules.
The primary differences between lawn tennis and
stické are the sidewalls that are in play and the
serve, which must travel along the sloping
penthouse as in court tennis. Unlike court tennis,
the stické players take turns serving and they serve
from either end.

The most imaginative of these discovered artillery
targets, which were 9 ft.² reinforced wood panels.
These could be lined up side-by-side and one on
top of the other to create a comparable shoebox
effect to a court tennis court. It was even possible to
create a penthouse along one side, but not on the
ends as that would have required mitering, which
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The best doubles teams include a left-hander who
serves from one end and a right hander who serves
from the other. If you are right-handed and have
coveted a court tennis railroad serve, which must be
served awkwardly to impart the desired spin,
definitely try stické, in which you can serve it
normally but from the “wrong” end.
Sometimes it is nice to be reminded that, no matter
how small or obscure your game might be, there is
usually one that is even smaller and more obscure.
It would love to be what you are.’
Pettitt’s racquet in the ITHF collection at Newport, RI

US Professional Recruitment

A Bit of Tennis History

It has recently been announced:

Tom Pettitt was a Kentish lad who worked his
passage to the US in 1876, aged 17. He joined the
Boston Tennis and Racquet Club in the humblest of
roles, but his ability and ambition were rewarded by
rapid progression as a player and coach.

‘The US Court Tennis Association, which is the
governing body of the game in the USA, has
responded to the need to generate homegrown
professionals by launching a new recruitment
initiative.’ Over the past hundred years or so,
American clubs have been able to attract Pros from
overseas, particularly from the UK, but work permits
for non-Americans are likely to become increasingly
difficult to obtain.

Only eight years after starting the game, he beat the
incumbent men’s World Champion, Englishman
George Lambert, at RTC, Hampton Court in 1885,
winning by 7 sets to 5. With brazen chauvinism,
The Field commented: ‘Foreigner as he now is, he
is, after all, by birth English. It is some consolation
to feel that our champion has only been defeated,
when past his prime, by a young man of English
birth, taught by English players.’

The United States Court Tennis Association has
launched a new program, the Thomas Pettitt
Fellowship. The purpose is to boost the numbers of
American court tennis professionals by creating a
new apprenticeship programme lasting 3-6 months.

Pettitt had travelled to England in search of higherlevel play in 1883 and 1884, then to RTC in 1885
for the World Championship match against
Saunders and visited Ireland in 1890. This latter
visit was preceded by considerable controversy.

The Fellowship is named after Tom Pettitt, the
original American apprentice (see below). In 1877
at the age of seventeen, Pettitt was promoted from
locker room assistant to be apprenticed to the
professional at the Buckingham Street court in
Boston.

On 1 January 1890, Pettitt had written a strongly
worded letter to The Field, in which he accused
Charles Saunders of unsportsmanlike behaviour
and, effectively, of cowardice, and urged him to
issue a formal challenge for Pettitt’s World
Championship. Inter alia, he also said it should be
played in Ireland, that neither player should be
allowed practise on that court and that they should
play the match with French balls.

Pettitt went on to become the head professional at
four different clubs in the U.S. and was world
champion from 1885 to 1890. Pettitt was inducted
into the International Court Tennis Hall of Fame
(ICTHF), within the International Tennis Hall of
Fame, which adjoins the tennis club at Newport,
Rhode Island, in 2015. Pettitt is buried in Newport.
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He had, apparently, not taken the trouble to ask Sir
Edward Guinness whether the match could be
staged at his private court in Dublin. Perhaps Pettitt
had not expected Saunders to agree to the other
terms of the match. When the cable agreeing to the
terms came rapidly from Saunders, there was some
scrambling to obtain permission of the owner of the
court for the match.

Pettitt was, however, tempted out of retirement in
1898 to challenge Peter Latham for the World title
at Brighton, which he lost 7-0, being out of match
practise and well past his peak as a player.
‘Dexter’ writing in The Field in 1919 described him
in these terms: ‘Pettitt was no stylist, but he was a
grand athlete of wonderful physique and muscular
power, and was a born ball game player, with a
determined temperament. He was consistently the
hardest hitter ever known at the game, though
others might have been able to hit individual strokes
harder. His best years were perhaps from about
1880-1895…His style of his first appearance in
England was strange, wild, barbaric, untutored.’

Thus, it was that Pettitt defended his title against
Charles Saunders at the Guinness family’s court
near St Stephen’s Green, Dublin. The Hon. Neville
Lytton, British Amateur Champion, quoted Pettitt:’
“When I get a fair sight of the ball, I hit it and I hit it
d…..d hard.” So he murdered poor Charles
Saunders and drove him from the court.’

Appearing in the same magazine in 1884, a full
thirty-five years earlier, was a rather more flattering
description: ‘Pettitt is entirely self-taught. Never
having seen any first-class play until lately, he
evolved a game of his own, which is of a very
remarkable character, and which differs in some
respects from our traditional play……

Pettit won that encounter in Ireland by 7 sets to 2,
thereby retaining his World Championship, but he
resigned the title in September later that year,
presumably wanting to go out at the top,
undefeated.

If he misjudges a ball, he returns it behind his back
or between his legs or under his arm…A word to the
gentlemen who say this is not tennis. It may not be
their tennis, but when… it wins eight games out of
ten…it is quite good enough to pass for tennis.’
Pettitt was also a talented player of lawn tennis and
after spending summers at Newport as one of its
first lawn tennis professionals, he worked there fulltime, remaining on the staff as a ‘Supervisor’ until
his death in 1946.
(With acknowledgement to ‘The First and The Foremost – A Gallery
of Champions’, by Kathryn McNicoll, Ronaldson Publications, 2015,
from which material for this brief portrait has been extracted)
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Literary Corner
Prose

Rupert Henson is not only one of our most frequent
players of singles and doubles but has introduced
more new members to the club than anyone else.

Lockdown III is over, which means that many
aspects of life are returning to greater normality.
Although we need fewer tennis-related ideas to
keep us all entertained at home, there is a new
book you may want on your shelf.

He is possessed of a competitive spirit that has
softened almost not at all since his days at Radley
College in the 1970s. His bellows of self-criticism
are as unique as they are stentorian, as he
acknowledges in his autobiographical limerick:

CJR’s latest and, perhaps, last (but never say
never), book has been published.

There is a textbook, they say,
Called “Not The Ronaldson Way”.
But the wily old pro
Says read it and know
You’ll never compete with Rob Fahey.
Its first rule is hit the ball hard.
Never mind about chasing a yard.
Keep trying to force
at the dedans of course.
You’re sure to burst through his guard.
Rule number two is stand tall.
The third is to use every wall.
Four is to boast
- more often wins most:
a sign of success is square balls.
Lastly: its ok to shout.
Feel free to let it all out!
Its fine to rage,
and not act your age,
though many will think you a lout.
I’ve tried to do all this, but
Despite my aggression and cut,
Without a good serve
and an icy cold nerve,
I am stuck in a thirty-nine rut.

The book is available in two formats: the limited
Library Edition at £75 has nearly sold out but copies
of the standard hardback edition are available at £15.

Rupert Henson
(reprinted with permission)
…and a verse from Willie Wilks:

‘Marking 50 Years’ can be ordered via the website
https://ronpubs.com/catalogue or is available to buy
at the club, through your club account.

A lady called Henderson-Tew
Promotes a more positive view:
No need to play badly.
With lessons at Radley
We’ll all be world champions too.

Poetry
The return to play, albeit on a restricted basis over
the past few weeks, has meant that the Radley
court has echoed once again to ‘the Henson Roar’.

William Wilks
(reprinted with permission)
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…and the final limerick is from the Chairman of the
T&RA:

Huub is a member of the Dutch Real Tennis
Association and deeply involved in its efforts to build
the first real tennis court in Holland for over 400
years.

When Prince’s was threatened with closure
It’s members all cried out “No, sir..
We built it before
We can do it once more
And we’ll get it done by October*!“
David Watson
(reprinted with permission)
•

He may be fairly new to real tennis, but he is very
well used to handling a wooden racquet. Huub is a
retired professional lawn tennis player who was one
of its leading players in the 1980s, playing Davis Cup
for Holland for five years in succession. A righthander, Huub reached his highest singles ranking on
the ATP Tour on 21 October 1985, when he became
World Number 93. In that same year, he played Boris
Becker at the US Open, and the photo below shows
Huub at the changeover, with BB in the background.

Although the planning process means that
completion will probably be in April 2022.

A last literary thought for this edition is to pose the
question of whether ‘fat’ is the past participle of ‘fit’,
or is it the other way around?

We are glad to see that Huub ran Boris around so
much that the latter needed to change his shirt!

Foot note

…and lastly…
Possibly the coolest shoes in the world?

Please remember, now that normal tennis play has
returned, that the club’s account for court and lesson
fees and shop item has changed to:

Yes, those are chase numbers on the side.

Huub Van Boeckel set up a shoe company, ‘HUB’, in
2004, which has been extremely successful, and
Huub has been able to reflect his passion for real
tennis in the design of one of the brand’s sportsinspired leisure shoes.

Radley College Leisure Ltd - Real Tennis
Sort code: 60-01-01
Account number: 46625836

Huub started playing real tennis at Radley about six
years ago, when he and his wife and fellow-player,
Kim, came over in August for ‘Dutch Week’ at the
College court. It did not take long for them both to
become hooked on the game.

This Newsletter, the fifth of 2021,
was compiled by
Maggie Henderson-Tew, Club Captain.
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