My Favorite Job-Tennis Ball Boy

By Tom Cook

As a boy, growing up in Forest Hills, NY in the 50’s, many of my dreams revolved around tennis and the U.S. National Tennis Championships, the predecessor to the US Open.  The village of Forest Hills, in Queens, New York City, was synonymous with the sport of tennis, much as the town of Wimbledon was in England.  The Yankees were in the Bronx, the Dodgers were in Brooklyn, and who cared where the Giants played.  The only thing that the Borough of Queens had was “The Nationals”, and we all wanted to be a part of it.  

Young men and boys had several employment options during the tournament. The West Side Tennis Club, which hosted the Nationals, had very few parking spaces so enterprising lads could earn a nice payday if they could help the spectators find “alternative” places to park.  Often boys would park the cars in private driveways, with or with out the permission of the homeowner.  In fact, many a unsuspecting homeowner returned from work in the city to find 3 or four strange cars parked in their drives.  Of course, the parking attendant would have left many hours before hand!   

Also, we sometimes could find jobs working at the stadium as program sellers, score keepers, ushers and even groundskeepers.  But to a young man, the most glamorous and visible job was ball boy.  They interacted constantly with the famous tennis players on and off of court and were frequently seen on TV and newspaper photos.  Plus they would get a great tan after two weeks in the NYC late summer sun.

Competitive public tryouts were held each year for ball boy positions.  It also really helped if your parents or you were members of the club. In 1959 and 1960, I won my chance to ball boy because of my agility, speed, knowledge of the game, great throwing arm and because my grandfather was a past president of the club.

Training was brief but professional.  When at the back of the court, we were taught to be still, with our arms crossed in front of us at all times during a point.  If we were at net, we would kneel, poised to run as soon as a ball hit the tape.  As soon as the point was completed, we would retrieve the ball and transfer all the balls to the server’s side of the court.  We fetched towels, water, OJ or spare racquets for the players during breaks.  There was nothing very hard about the job, but we took great pride in our work.  If we dropped a ball at the net, or tripped or otherwise screwed up, it was very visible and embarrassing.

The players were the most interesting part of the job.  Some like the Australians were uniformly pleasant and polite.  Rod Laver, Mal Anderson, Roy Emerson, Neale Frasier would make you secretly root for them because of their professional behavior.  Others, like many of the American men, seemed spoiled, demanding and rude.  Dennis Ralston, a future Davis Cup Captain, would curse in Spanish through out his matches.  Another American even went so far as to strike a ball at me when he was losing badly.  

The American women made up for the men.  Darleen Hard, winner of two National and one French singles championships, was a delight, and would actually remember ball boys’ names from one year to the next!  We would do anything for her.

The number of ball boys needed to work the matches decreased as the tournament progressed.  Our universal goal was to make it to the final weekend where most all of the matches were televised, and photographers and newspaper reporters would be ubiquitous.  

It was a great thrill to work a men’s or woman’s final.  There would be 20,000 or so excited fans cheering every point, packed into an ancient but still impressive stadium. The television cameras were broadcasting, and our friends and relatives around the nation were watching.  The tropical smells of orange and lime would waft across the court from the near bye bar.  The best tennis players in the world would be competing to win one of the world’s most important tournaments. We became very caught up in this atmosphere of excitement and suspense.  We felt that we were actually an integral part of the match, and so felt intense pressure to do our jobs well. 

Twenty years later, when I taught my first required college class, with 150 seniors staring at me blankly, I again faced similar pressure.  I survived.  Tennis had taught me a lot.

