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It was an article in the Journal  (2014/2) that inspired 
me to investigate the life and death of Tony Wilding, 
the best tennis player New Zealand ever produced. The 
cover story of that issue was titled ‘Peace and War at the 
Olympics’ and it carried the astonishing statistic that 154 
Olympic athletes died in First World War between 1914 
and 1918, which had a total of 10 million casualties. 

I have been covering national and international tennis 
for half a century, so I looked for tennis players among 
those deaths for an article in my Dutch publication 
TENNIS. There were three more tennis players who 
died.1 Tony Wilding was the most interesting figure in 
my opinion: the New Zealander had been four-times 
Wimbledon champion, from 1910 to 1913, he won six 
double titles in London and also won a bronze medal at 
the 1912 Olympics at Stockholm. 

It is an amazing story that a soldier from very Down 
Under died in a small French village, called Neuve-
Chapelle on 9th May 1915, less than a year after the start 
of the war on 28th July 1914. But perhaps not so strange, 
because charming Tony Wilding was not only one 
of the best players of his time, but also a kind of an 

international playboy – he was a friend of the Swedish 
King Gustaf V (with whom he played tennis and whom 
he addressed as ‘Gussie’), and with the British Prime 
Minister, Lord Balfour. He was invited to a ball by the 
German Emperor Wilhelm II.

The facts look simple, but it took me a month of chasing 
Internet sites, sending e-mails all over the world, 
making phone calls, making contact with his niece, the 
actress/producer Anna Wilding who herself took a world 
journey, because no one else of the Wilding family ever 
did, to eventually find his grave and photograph it. Other 
people2 helped me and the result was more facts about 
Tony Wilding’s life and death coming to light. Then there 
was the article in my tennis publication at a moment 
when the world was remembering that 100 years ago a 
world war started with so much tragedy.

Every war should be forbidden, war is useless and it’s 
always the innocent people who become victims. Tony 
Wilding died innocently. He even did not know he was 
going to die. At the time of attack he found himself in the 
wrong place. A grenade on the roof of the shelter where 
he was hiding caused his sudden death.

Born in New Zealand with English roots

When Tony Wilding won Wimbledon for the first time 
in 1910 at the age of 26, the tournament was called 
The Championships but it is known worldwide simply as 
Wimbledon. 

Wilding was born on 31st October 1883 in Opawa, near 
Christchurch, New Zealand, where his English parents 
had lived since 1879, and his roots brought him to 
England, where he studied law at Cambridge.

He first entered Wimbledon in 1904 and won the 
Australian Championships in 1906 and 1909. He also 
entered tournaments at the Riviera, in the south of 
France, where kings, queens, the rich and famour – and 
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tennis-players – gathered in winter and early spring. 
One of the players was young Suzanne Lenglen (b. 1899) 
who later became famous, winning both the French 
Open and Wimbledon six times and a gold medal at the 
1920 Olympic Games at Antwerp. Tony Wilding saw her 
playing and was interested in her game, so he invited her 
to play mixed doubles with him. And so they did.

In 1905 he participated in London his first Davis Cup 
matches in a team called Australasia, which included 

players from both Australia and New Zealand. There he 
met Australian Norman Brookes, winner of Wimbledon 
in 1907 and Australia in 1911. They won their first Davis 
Cup in 1907 in London, beating the USA in the only first 
round match and then beat the British Isles in the 
Challenge Round. Today it is called the Davis Cup Final, 
but until 1972 the winner of the Davis Cup automatically 
played the final the next year. Together the pair won it 
four times, including Melbourne in 1908, Sydney in 1909 
and New York in 1914. 

In 1912, a year after he was crowned world number 1, 
Tony Wilding participated in the indoor tournament at 
the Stockholm Olympics which was played in May, two 
months prior to the official opening (there was also an 
outdoor one in July but Wilding and other great players 
did not play, preferring to play at Wimbledon).  

The indoor tournament took place in a big bright red 
pavilion on a hill between Stadium and Östermalm 
Athletic Grounds. The hall was built in 1900 and was 
the leading hall in Stockholm until destroyed by fire in 
1920. The opening was described by Leif Yttergren and 
Hans Bolling in The 1912 Stockholm Olympics: “At 1.15 
pm precisely on May 5, 1912, the referee made signal to 
the umpire for the game to start. Carl Kempe gave the 
first serve [against Jaroslav Hainz of Bohemia] thereby 
beginning the Games of the Fifth Olympiad, a very 
simple ceremony.”

Wilding first beat Lennart Silferstolpe of Sweden, the 
next day another Swede, Thorsten Grönfors and in the 
quarter-final beat British player George Caridia. He only 
lost 16 games in three best of five matches. In the semi-

final he was beaten by the British toped Charles Dixon 
(6-0, 4-6, 6-4, 6-4) and then won the match for the third 
place (and bronze) against another British player, Gordon 
Low (4-6, 6-2, 7-5, 6-0). Frenchman André Gobert won 
gold in the final against Dixon (8-6, 6-4, 6-4).

Popular, dashing and handsome

What kind of a player was Tony Wilding? In Modern	
Encyclopedia of Tennis American friend and college Bud 
Collins, describes it thus: “Wilding played the classic 
game in vogue at the time. His drives were the strength 
of his attacks and his defense was outstanding (….) he 
played faultlessly from the baseline.” 

In Encyclopedia	op	New	Zealand: “Anthony Wilding 
was popular, dashing and handsome, and was described 
by his first biographer as tennis’s first matinée idol. 
Women were said to swoon at the sight of his ‘manly 
brand of tennis’. Wilding was renowned for his attention 
to physical fitness, something that was inculcated in him 
by his parents and distinguished him from other players, 
particularly the British.”

That’s why he chose to practice with the world boxing 
champion Bob Fitzsimmons, also a New Zealander. ‘He 
was in prime physical condition’, wrote British tennis 
authority A. Wallis Myers. 

John Barrett in 100 Wimbledon Championships wrote:  
“He was suave and the unbeatable amateur in all he 
did. He replaced the Doherty brothers3 as Wimbledon’s 
idol and his popularity caused congestion at the 
Championships. He was also a pioneer motorcyclist and 
aviator.” His motor brought him from one tournament 
to another and later helped him gain promotion in the 
British Army.

Wilding’s last match was the Davis Cup 

Wilding’s career culminated in 1914 in New York when 
he won the Davis Cup again with the Australasia team 
that beat the USA: 3-2. Tony Wilding beat Richard Norris 
Williams in the first rubber in straight sets and with 
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Norman Brookes won the doubles. After Brookes had 
secured the victory, Wilding lost to a great American 
player, Maurice McLoughlin, known as the Californian 
Comet. 

It must had been his last tennis match: because of 
the war he chose not to play the US Championships but 
returned to England, where Navy Secretary Winston 
Churchill advised him to join the Royal Marines. He 
became Second Lieutenant, moved to the Intelligence 
Corps. Because he was familiar with Europe and, 
moreover, was a good motorcyclist, he joined the Royal 
Naval Armoured Car Division in Northern France. On 16th 
March 1915 he was promoted to First Lieutenant in a new 
squadron equipped with armoured Rolls Royces and on 
2nd May became Captain.

In May he found himself in the thick of the fighting 
in northern France. On 9th May 1915 fighting continued 
at the Battle of Artois near Arras, where 1909 Tour de 
France winner Francois Faber from Luxembourg died on 
the same day as Wilding. It was in the Battle of Aubers 

Ridge, about half an hour south of Arras, that the life of 
Tony Wilding came to an end. The night before his death 
he wrote a letter:

For really the first time in seven and a half months I 
have	a	job	on	hand	which	is	likely	to	end	in	gun,	I,	
and the whole outfit being blown to hell. However if 
we succeed we will help our infantry no end.

Before falling asleep in Neuve-Chapelle he spoke with 
another soldier about his defeats by Norman Brookes in 
the Wimbledon 1914 final and McLoughlin in the Davis 
Cup final: ‘We can’t always be at our best.’ The next day, 
at 17.15 he was killed instantly. Only his face was intact 
and a gold cigarette box that had fallen out of his pocket.

Captain Tony Wilding was buried the next day and a 
second time, 10 kilometres further on at the military 
cemetery in Rue-des-Berceaux in the French village of 
Richebourg-l’Avoué,  about 30 kilometres west of  Lille, 
where 238 more soldiers are buried. Tony’s grave is at 
D37. His niece Anna Wilding, whom I tracked down by 
Internet, took me there, with Italian journalist Stefano 
Semeraro. He sent me more information and also the 
picture of Anna at her uncle Tony’s grave. She was very 
much impressed to see the lawns so beautifully cut: ‘It 
looks like a tennis court.’

Handsome Tony Wilding never married but was 
engaged to Broadway star Maxine Elliott, 15 years his 
senior. Most probably she was not far from him when 
he died, serving as a nurse and helping the Belgian 
population financially, for which she later received the 
Order of the Belgian Crown. She too never married.  �

1 Other tennis players who died in First World War: Briton Kenneth 
Powell who played doubles in the 1908 Olympic Games at  London, 
Canadian Bobby Powell (no family), also participant in the 1908 
 Olympics and Arthur Wear, semi-finalist at the 1904 Olympics in 
St. Louis. He died five days before the Armistice. Another soldier who 
just died before the war ended was not an Olympian, neither a great 
tennis player. He died on 5th October, just one day before his 20th 
birthday. This French aviator was never a famous sportsman but his 
name is well-known nowadays all over the world: Roland  Garros. 
Also the Scottish 400 m Olympic champion from 1908, Wyndham 
Halswelle, was killed on 31st March 1915 near Neuve-Chapelle.

2 May thanks and respect goes to Tony’s niece Anna Wilding, Italian 
journalists Stefano Semeraro and Gianni Clerici, Bud Collins from 
Massachussets, USA, John Barrett from Great Britain, Swedish writers 
Leif Yttergren and Hans Bolling and Dutch sports historians Jurryt van 
de Vooren and Tony Bijkerk. Also to Robbert Peter van Koldenhoven, 
who helped with the translation.

3 Laurence Doherty (1875-1919) played with his elder brother Reggie 
(1872-1910). Laurence developed into one of the most  spectacular, 
 aggressive, stylish and successful of British players. He and  Reggie 
were one of the greatest doubles partnerships in the history of 
the game. Together they were eight-times  Wimbledon doubles 
 winners. Reggie won the Wimbledon singles from 1897 to 1900 
(beating his brother in the 1898 final) and Laurence won from 1902 
to 1906.  Reggie was a notable stylist of early lawn tennis. Contem-
porary  observers called his backhand a model of perfection. (John 
Barrett in his book World of Tennis.) Laurie also fought in the war, 
was invalided out and died in 1919.
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