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Celebrating 143 years of Wimbledon tennis: 
 

 
 

Did You Know…? 
Facts and traditions linked to the  

world’s most famous tennis championship. 
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The All England Club was originally for croquet enthusiasts. 

Founded in 1868 on Worple Road, Wimbledon, the All England Croquet Club was a private sports club.  

During the early 1870s Major Walter Clopton Wingfield popularised “sphairistike,” a form of lawn tennis that 

grew rapidly in popularity. By 1875 it was added to the programme of the All England Club  partly to  

counteract the declining enthusiasm for croquet. The Club grounds were remodelled and the All England 

Lawn Tennis  and Croquet Club was founded. The first of the famous Wimbledon tennis championships was 

held in 1877.  
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The first Wimbledon champion was Spencer Gore. 

He was born at West Side House, Wimbledon in 1850 

and came from an aristocratic background - he was the 

great-grandson of the Earl of Arran.  

 

Spencer William Gore was educated at Harrow and  

excelled at all sports, particularly football and cricket. 

He had a successful career with the Surrey XI, hitting 17 

runs off the first 4 balls of his debut match. 

 

In 1877, Spencer was one of only twenty-two players  

to compete at the first Wimbledon lawn tennis  

championship. Players paid a guinea ( £1.05 in modern 

money ) to compete. 21 matches were played over 5 

days and Spencer beat George Marshall in straight sets 

to become the first holder of the men’s singles title.  

He was rewarded with a 12 guinea prize ( £12.60 today ) 

and the original trophy - the silver Field Cup. 

 

Spencer is also famous for having developed the  

technique of volleying the ball - now a common part of 

the modern game. 
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The first Ladies Single championship was in 1884. 

Between 1877 and 1967 the Wimbledon championship 

was for “amateur” players only. For the first 7 years of its  

history the competition was a male-only affair. 

In 1884 Maud Watson ( pictured ) became the first  

Ladies Singles champion - she was one of only thirteen  

contenders. The Ladies game was then rather more  

sedate, not least due to clothing constraints.  

 

Between 1886 and 1921 Ladies first entered a  

knockout phase known as the All Comers’ Singles.  

The winner of this then faced the defending champion in 

a challenge round. 

 

From 1922 ( when the All England Club moved to Church 

Road, ) the ladies matches have all been based on the 

“best of three” sets. The tie-break was introduced in 

1971. 

 

The last British woman to have won the Singles  

competition was Virginia Wade in 1977. She was  

presented with the rose salver by Her Majesty the 

Queen, who was then celebrating her Silver Jubilee. 
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Wimbledon tennis proved too popular for the original All England Club. 

The annual tennis championships became “the” society event of the summer and crowds flocked to the  

Wimbledon courts from all over the country. The Worple Road grounds of the All England Club were enlarged  

several times prior to the First World War, however public demand soon outstripped the available facilities 

and the Club was forced to look for larger premises. 
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The current All England Club was opened by King George V. 

After the First World War a new site off Church Road was secured and  construction of the new All England 

Lawn Tennis Club was funded by club reserves and the sale of debentures ( share certificates. ) The new 

premises were officially opened on 26 June 1922 by King George and Queen Mary. Fears that the ground 

would be a “white elephant” proved unfounded - public demand for tickets was so high that a ballot system 

was adopted. This approach has been used for every subsequent Wimbledon championship. 
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The Wimbledon tennis championships were first televised in 1937 by a BBC outside broadcast unit. 

The tournament was also part of television history on 1 July 1967 when it featured in the first official colour 

broadcast in the UK. The All England ground now has extensive production suites, studios, camera  

stations and radio facilities to ensure that details of play can be broadcast throughout the tournament. 

The BBC retains the rights for Wimbledon up to and including 2017 and distributes the commercial-free 

footage to other media outlets worldwide. A Government mandate obliges the Wimbledon Finals to be 

shown live and in full on the main BBC channels. The first televised broadcasts were seen by just a few 

thousand people living with a 40 mile radius of BBC transmitters in North London. - today the tournament is 

seen by an audience of over 1 billion people in 200 territories worldwide. 
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The Wimbledon grass is cut to a height of precisely 8mm. 

The Wimbledon championship is the only tennis grand slam to be played on grass. During the early 20th 

century much of the grass on the Wimbledon courts was developed by Carter’s Tested Seeds, a leading 

horticultural firm based in Raynes Park from 1919 to 1967. Since 2001 the courts have been sewn with 

100% perennial rye grass, which is more durable than other varieties. The courts are carefully tended by a 

team of 28 ground staff.  9 tonnes of grass seed are used each year and the courts are relined, rolled and 

mown daily during the championship. A grass height of 8mm has been found to be the optimum for the 

modern two-week championship. 
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Players must wear tennis whites from the moment they enter the Wimbledon courts. 

In 1963 a rule was introduced that required players at the Wimbledon championships to be dressed  

“predominantly in white.” This was changed to “almost entirely in white” in 1995 and accessories were  

included from 2014. Guidelines state that tennis attire should include no mass of solid colouring, little or no 

dark or bold colours and no fluorescent colours. The back of all shirts, tennis shorts, skirts, hats, socks and 

shoes must be entirely white. The match referee decides whether a player’s clothing is suitable at the start 

of play. In 2013, Wimbledon champion Roger Federer was told to switch his shoes for his next match as 

they had orange soles. 
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Over 23 tonnes of strawberries are consumed during the Wimbledon championships. 

Laid end to end, the fruit would stretch from Wimbledon to Reading. All the tournament berries are grown in 

Kent and of the highest quality. Picked the day before sale, they arrive at the All England Club at 5.30am 

where they are inspected and hulled, ready for serving. In addition to this summery treat, tennis spectators 

will consume 330,000 cups of tea and coffee, 320,000 glasses of Pimm’s, 230,000 bottles of water,  

86,000 ice creams, 76,000 sandwiches, 30,000 pizzas, 29,000 bottles of champagne, 25,000 scones,  

16,000 portions of fish and chips, plus 5000kg of bananas. 
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Around 54,250 tennis balls are used during the Wimbledon championships.  

During the early history of the Wimbledon tournament white tennis balls were used. These were replaced by  

the brighter yellow version in 1986, as these modern balls are more visible for television cameras. Stored at 

20º C to keep them in good shape, new balls are rolled out after the first seven games of each match.  

They are then renewed every nine games. A ball is only in play for around 20 minutes of an average 2.5 hour 

match. They can then be sold to clubs affiliated to the Lawn Tennis Association, or purchased by spectators 

at the All England Club. In recent years recycled balls have also been used very successfully to create  

artificial nests for the endangered British dormouse. 
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Wimbledon ball boy and girls have the speed of an athlete, the neatness of a gymnast and the  

intelligence of a games player.” ( Ed. Fisk, Senior instructor. ) 

A team of 250 ball boys and girls are in action during the annual Wimbledon championships. From the 1920s 

onwards ball boys were provided by the Shaftesbury Children’s Home, however since 1969 they have been 

nominated by the head teachers of local schools. The first ball girls appeared on the Wimbledon courts in 1977. 

To be selected the “BBGs” must pass a written exam on tennis rules, fitness, mobility and stamina tests.  

They then undergo a rigorous training regime over several weeks in order to be able to pass and control balls 

moving around the courts, assist players at the start of each game and during breaks in play. Teams of 6 BBGs 

are rotated each hour, with two on court and four at the corners. At the end of the tournament, each ball boy or 

girl is given a certificate, a can of used match balls, a group photograph and a championship programme. 
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The Men’s Singles trophy is topped by a pineapple. 

First  presented in 1887, the current trophy replaced 
the original Field Cup and Challenge Cup. Made from 
silver-gilt, it is Classical in style and under each handle 
is a head wearing a winged helmet. 
 
The trophy bears the inscription “The All England Lawn 
Tennis Club Single Handed Champion of the World.” 
Around the bowl of the trophy are the names of every 
champion from 1877 onwards. Due to lack of space, a 
black plinth was added in 2009, with a silver band for 
carrying the names of subsequent champions. 
 
The trophy is retained by the Club. It stands just over 
45 cms tall. Between 1949 and 2006, title winners were 
given a 21 cm replica as a souvenir of their singles 
victory. Since 2007, winners of the Men’s Singles have 
been given a three-quarter size replica of the original 
trophy, complete with the names of previous  
champions. 
 
In addition to the miniature trophy, the male champion 
will receive a cash prize of £2.2 million. 
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The Ladies Singles trophy is the Venus Rose Dish. 
Made in 1864 by Elkington & Co. of Birmingham, this 
silver salver is also known as the Rosewater dish. 
It is  copy of a pewter vessel held in the Louvre, Paris. 
 
Created from part-gilded sterling silver, the dish is just 
over 48 cms wide. It features several mythological 
motifs and the central boss has a figure of  
Temperance seated on a chest, with a lamp in her 
right hand and a jug in her left. The surrounding  
images show the goddess Minerva presiding over the 
liberal arts - astrology, geometry arithmetic, music, 
rhetoric, dialectics and grammar. 
 

Between 1949 and 2006, the Ladies single champion 
received a 20cm replica. Since 2007,  a slightly larger 
35cm replica has been awarded. The original salver is 
retained by the Club. 
 
In 2017, the Ladies champion will also receive a 
£2.2 million cash award. 
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The Centre Court roof weighs 3,000 tonnes. 

In 2012 the All England Club completed stage 3 of a multi-million pound redevelopment to improve facilities, 

increase capacity and ensure greater continuity of play. In addition to a new broadcast centre and removal of 

the old No.1 court, a self-cleaning all-weather roof was added to Centre Court. This not only prevents rain 

from stopping high profile matches, it also allows for night play up to 11pm. The roof can be closed in less 

than 10 minutes and the court environment is then carefully controlled. 8 litres of fresh air per person is 

pumped into the bowl every second. 
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You can find more historic images of the  

All England Club and Wimbledon tennis on the 

Merton Memories webpage: 

www.merton.gov.uk/memories 
 

Did You Know…? 

 
 


