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BROADCASTER Q&A

F

 Q&A: 

TONY  
TRABERT
From humble beginnings in Cincinnati, Tony Trabert 
developed into an international tennis superstar. 

FEW PROS CAN BOAST a tennis career as 
successful and varied as Tony Trabert’s: NCAA 
Champion, 10 Grand Slam wins, No. 1 world 
ranking, Davis Cup Captain, bestselling author, 
and 30 years of color commenting for CBS 
Television. In 1955, Trabert put together one of 
the greatest runs in the history of American men’s 
tennis, winning the French Open, Wimbledon, 
and the U.S. Open. That year, Trabert won 18 
tournaments with a spectacular record of 106 wins 
to only 7 losses. In 1970, Trabert was inducted into 
the International Tennis Hall of Fame. 

And it all began in Cincinnati. We sat down 
with Trabert, now 83, to recall his amazing run in 
international tennis.

You were born and raised in Cincinnati. 
When did you first get involved in tennis?
I was born at Christ Hospital in 1930, with the 
Depression going on. We lived in Bond Hill on 
Franklin Avenue, which was a dead-end street 
that ran into the Bond Hill Playground. I was the 
youngest of three boys. I remember my dad saying 
to us that he wanted to keep us involved in sports 
so that, “you don’t have time to be a drugstore 
cowboy—sit around in the afternoon and get in 
trouble.” We had a lot of kids in the neighborhood, 
so growing up I spent all day, every day at the 
playground, which had four clay courts, a baseball 
diamond, a swimming pool, and enough area to 
play touch football. I hit my first tennis ball when I 
was 6. We had some of the better city players play 
at the playground some evenings after work and 
I began to be a ball boy for them, and then some 
would hit a few with me. They were very nice to me 
and one of the ladies gave me one of her racquets 
and that’s when, at age 6, I really started to play.  

When did you get competitive? I played my 
first local tournament at Eden Park when I was 
10. The spot I drew was to play the No. 1 seed in 〉〉 INTERVIEW BY PETE HOLTERMANN // INTRO BY STEVE SMITH

the tournament, a 15-year-old named Don 
White.

Both of our dads were sitting on a bench 
outside the court. Don White had me 6–0, 
3–0. We changed courts and I noticed 
Don’s dad talking to him. After that my 
game miraculously picked up and I won 
the next game. He beat me 6–0, 6–1. When 
we went home my Dad asked me about 
the tournament and I said I thought it was 
fun, that he was way too good for me, but 
it was a good experience and at least I won 
one game. A couple years later I realized 
that when they were talking, Don’s dad 
had said to him, “This is this little guy’s 
first tournament, he’s not a threat, so give 
him a game.” I always remembered that 
throughout my career and if I was playing 
somebody that I knew wasn’t a real threat, 
I’d try to do the same thing.

 
Cincinnati tennis pro Bill Talbert was 
a big influence on you, and you met 
him while he was playing in the Tri-
State (now known as the Western 
& Southern Open) at the Cincinnati 
Tennis Club. When I was 12, I was three 
or four courts down from the clubhouse and 
Bill Talbert came over to play his match. I 
was this little guy with a sun visor working 
on swinging at volleys, and probably looking 
not very mechanically sound. He asked 
somebody if they thought I would mind if he 
gave me a tip or two. So he came over and 
helped me, and I was thrilled. He showed me 
how to punch a volley instead of swing at 
it. So then he played his match, showered, 
changed, and was on his way out and I was 
still down there punching volleys. I think 
seeing that, he felt like he wanted to help me 
and sort of took me under his wing. 

You’ve had such an impressive, 
accomplished career in tennis. What 
was the biggest highlight? I played on 
five Davis Cup teams, and we won it once. 
Bill Talbert was the captain of the team in 
1953 and we came so close to winning it, 
but didn’t. So Vic Seixas and Talbert and I 
really dedicated ourselves to winning the 
cup the next year. I played Lew Hoad the 
first day and beat him in four sets. Vic beat 
Ken Rosewall and then he and I won the 
doubles, and thus the cup in 1954. That 
was by far the highlight of my tennis career, 
personally—having the opportunity to 

represent your nation, whether in the service 
or as a sportsman, was really special. 

And you followed up that win with 
an incredible year in 1955. I lost in 
the semis at the Australian Open, which 
was two weeks after the Davis Cup. Then 
I won the French, Wimbledon, and the U.S. 
So that was back-to-back at Forest Hills, 
and then at Wimbledon I didn’t lose a set. 
I think I played in 22 tournaments that year 
and won 18 of them, plus 17 doubles events. 
It was a good year, and then I turned pro 

and played professional tennis into the early 
1960s. [In the 1950s the world’s Grand Slam 
tournaments were amateur events.]

H ow d id  you  t r ans i t i on  i n t o 
television? In 1971 I started in television 
with CBS. I did 30 years of the U.S. Open 
for CBS and then 23 years with Australian 
Network. 

I had disagreed with some of the 
things being said on televised tennis and a 
friend of mine said you ought to be doing 
television. I called the director at CBS and 
expressed my interest in possibly doing color 
commentating. We had lunch, and he said 
we’ll give you a try. So I started working and 
I was paired with Pat Summerall. He was the 
ultimate pro, always ready, always did his 
homework. Not many people know that Pat 
was a junior champion in tennis in Florida. 

At dinners he would ask me a lot about 
tennis, and he had an almost photographic 
memory. And we just got along very well 
and had fun together. 

You played basketball growing up, 
and in fact played on the University 
of Cincinnati basketball team. Later, 
you served as captain of the U.S. 
Davis Cup team from 1976 to 1980, 
and your teams won the Cup twice. 
How did your experience with team 
sports influence you during those 
Davis Cup experiences? I think that 
playing team sports was important in the 
sense that you have to be coachable to be any 
good. When the basketball coach tells you 
to pass the ball to your teammate and then 
go block the opposition’s guy, you have to 
do that or you end up sitting on the bench. 
That’s all there is to it. And that doesn’t hurt 
you when you get to running a group of guys. 
So it definitely helped me. And having played 
in Davis Cups as a player, I also understood 
the nuances. The most challenging part was 
picking which players for which surface, and 
who to play against whom.

John McEnroe was on your Davis 
Cup team. What was he like to 
coach? John McEnroe played his first 
Davis Cup ever when I was captain. And he 
played great. With all sincerity, he was the 
most coachable player I had on those teams. 
The only thing I couldn’t get him to do was 
to behave on the court. And I talked to him 
the whole time about that. He came to all 
the team meetings, he came to all the team 
dinners, and when we worked out a strategy 
for a given match he would use it to a tee. 
And he was very gifted. Conversely, [Jimmy] 
Connors was not coachable at all. 

You must look at the growth of tennis 
today and marvel, especially the 
tournament here in Cincinnati. After 
the service, I stopped living in Cincinnati, 
but I’ve always felt very strongly about 
the area as being my home. When I took 
my wife back to visit, she said, “Boy these 
people are nice.” You know, just good, solid, 
Midwest people. I’m still a die-hard Reds 
fan. I think Cincinnati has done a marvelous 
job with the tournament; it’s one of the 
biggest tournaments in tennis, really just a 
little step below the Grand Slams.  
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