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INTRODUCTION 





Why do some doubles teams look like wooden soldiers and others like a pair of dancers whose movements seem synchronized to the sound of music only they can hear? All that running around on the court—where are they going?





How do they know where to be?





There are, essentially, three kinds of doubles teams: those who make things happen, those who watch what happens, and those who wonder what the hell happened. Did you ever play against a doubles team that didn’t seem to be particularly flashy, whose stroke production seemed inferior to yours, who didn’t serve any aces or make many winners, and yet when it was all over, hadn’t allowed you to win very many points, particularly the last one? Doubles isn’t about big forehands and aces and crowd-stunning winners. It is a subtle game of grace, ball placement, and movement, whose masters often make others feel foolish or simply tempt them to beat themselves.





Players who watch what happens come in many varieties. There’s the “I don’t need court position because I can make a hole in your navel!” species. Then there’s the “Come to the net all you want, sucker, because I’ll just lob you and watch you chase it” tribe. And finally, with patience to match the sunny disposition the tribe is noted for, there are the players who will just get every ball back into play. They wait, contentedly, for you to finally lose patience and control and hit the fence with your easy putaway, and they watch, panting and smiling with victory, as you explode your two-hundred-dollar graphite racket into the net post.





Players who wonder what the hell happened also come in several varieties, none of which is famous for tactical or strategic prowess. Some are devout baseliners, committed to the theory that doubles is just like singles without as much court to cover. Others distrust the mystery of doubles and tend to disparage those things that they do not understand and are not curious or courageous enough to learn. These are the players whom you have heard say, “I can’t think and play at the same time. I just hit the ball.” Freely translated, this means, “You can fill your head with fancy strategy all you want, but if I hit the ball hard enough at you, you’ll probably miss, so why do I need all those expensive strategy lessons?” These players seldom recognize or acknowledge superior skills across the net, generally chalking up their losses to the windy conditions on their side of the net, the shadows across the court, poor lighting, tamale pie for lunch, a new, too old or not-broken-in racquet, or the always useful pulled muscle.





The what-the-hell-happened players provide the naiveté of the doubles world, and it is to these species that I attribute what are probably the ten most misguided statements about doubles play.





1. The player whose forehand is in the center always takes the center ball.





2. When my partner is serving, he takes the lob over my head, and I cross but remain at the net.





3. I never poach at the net because I’ll get in my partner’s way. Better to let him take the ball.





4. I never come to the net on my second serve.





5. There is no point to serve-and-volley tennis because you jus get lobbed all the time.





6. I like to play the deuce court because my forehand is so good (right-handed misguided statement).





7. When my partner is pulled wide, I must follow him, maintaining our No More Than Ten Feet Apart Axiom.





8. I like to hit deep service returns.





9. The best way to win a point at the net is to hit right at an opponent.





10. If our team is getting lobbed, I just stay back and leave my partner at the net.





Neither category of doubles team, not those who watch what happens nor those who wonder what the hell happened, possesses sufficient weapons to bother the highly skilled team, whose superior court position and shot selection combine to dispatch the pretenders-to-the-doubles-throne rather quickly. However, young and inexperienced teams are often very frustrated in their attempts to beat players whose skill levels, court position, and tactics they recognize as inferior to their own. This disparity between the longed-for success in the future and the short-term bitter setback is a prime reason rising young teams become disillusioned and ultimately abandon the quest. As a coach, I send uninitiated and eager teams out to play matches every day, only to have them return with their tails between their legs because they were crucified by the dreaded “lob queens.” It is vital for players who aspire to be great doubles specialists to understand that it takes time to build the expertise and teamwork necessary for success. It takes far longer to develop a great volley, a penetrating overhead, good anticipation, and a feel for your partner’s court position and shot selection than it does to learn to hit a decent lob and a good drive from the baseline. If you and your partner commit the time necessary to become an accomplished team, you will discover that by making things happen, you can continue to improve as long as you play the game and that the “watchers” and “wonderers” are forever stuck with a deck of cards that has no aces.





There are elements in common to all teams that truly make things happen to their advantage on the tennis court. Time and again, it becomes apparent that all great doubles teams appear to do the same things in very similar ways. It is not easy to quantify artistry, but that particular combination of elements inherent in the performances of distinguished doubles teams has the power to dispatch both the “watchers” and “wonderers” without missing a step and to create marvelous theater for the spectator.





Often these players do not possess superior stroke production. A one-hundred-mile-per-hour serve is not a strict requirement for an effective doubles player. The ability to bounce an overhead over the back fence is not essential. Further, this book enumerates the technical skills you need to achieve mastery and lists those that you don’t need at all. Mastering the skills of doubles play is primarily about court position and graceful movement and the intelligent understanding of those intangible factors that may not be obvious from the sidelines, but which combine to keep a great doubles team’s winning percentage consistently high. It is about these twelve elements displayed in common by all successful doubles partnerships:





Emotional and technical balance 






Communication 





1. Proper court position





2. Intelligent shot selection 





3. Superior poaching skills 





4. Control of the net 





5. Understanding the different jobs on the court 





6. Flexibility 





7. Command of the intangibles 





8. Mental toughness 





9. Knowledge of what it takes to win and what causes teams to lose 





10. Choosing the appropriate venue to showcase the team’s talents 







The Key 





Throughout this book, there are diagrams that help demonstrate the important points made and the skills that need to be learned. In order to understand how the diagrams are labeled, the below key has been provided.
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Creating and Nurturing a Balanced Doubles Team 





Imagination reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant qualities; of sameness, with difference.





Samuel Taylor Coleridge 





Picking the right person to share your tennis life is no small matter. If you have aspirations to win national doubles titles, whether in the U.S. Open or as a forty-five year old in a seniors championship, it is very serious business indeed. Even if your goals extend no further than local league play, the decision should be weighed more carefully than, “Hey, you wanna play?”





THE DREAM TEAM 





Your own version of “the dream team” should take into consideration not only your strengths and weaknesses as a player, but also your ability to complement a potential partner’s expertise.





When Billy Talbert and Bruce Old wrote The Game of Doubles in Tennis (published in 1956, it is regarded by many as the best book on doubles strategy ever written), they chose George M. Lott, Jr., John E. Bromwich, J. Donald Budge, and Jack Kramer as the best doubles players in the world and proceeded to ask each of them what he would look for in a perfect tennis partner. Their answers are as relevant to the game today as they were more than fifty years ago:





To choose the perfect, or dream doubles player, there are, of course, many things to look for. However, after giving it much thought, these are the requirements that I would prefer. It goes without saying that this player must possess all of the basic shots, and perhaps excel in a few. He would forget all about trying to serve aces except for rare occasions, and concentrate on getting his first serve in as consistently as possible. He would at all times play his volleys deep and down the middle, using the alleys only when they were wide open, but even then hating himself whilst doing so. (However, the time deep volleys wouldn’t be logical would be if the four players were in at the net; then a short or low shot at the opponent’s feet is the answer …) He should be able to play defensively as well as offensively. And he should have the type of personality that encourages talk during a match: there is nothing worse to me than having a doubles partner that won’t “talk it up.” There are always times when things aren’t going well in almost any match, and if you can talk about these with your partner in an honest way, you can usually circumvent them.





—J. Donald Budge 





As a first court doubles player [Mr. Bromwich is referring to the deuce court], I feel that to achieve success it is most essential for the player to understand the value of service returns which he must make with regular consistency. Returning-of-service is so important, and ability to appreciate the strength of your opponents against varying returns is essential. The player in the first court should endeavor to win the first point of each service, enabling his partner to try to force home the advantage and thus effect a breakthrough. He should be content to work for openings, be consistent with this return and prepared to forsake spectacular play in the best interests of developing teamwork and understanding with his partner.





—John E. Bromwich 





In commenting on the qualifications for the ideal doubles player, I would like to emphasize a factor which is all too often overlooked. … I want to stress anticipation. … The thing that separates the great from the near-great doubles players is the uncanny ability to anticipate the actions of their opponents. There are four parts to anticipation … placing your own shot and knowing what to look for … learning the give-away motions of stroke production … concentrating on the motions of the opponent as he is in the act of striking the ball … you and your partner shifting positions to meet the by-now well-anticipated return. Yes sir, give me a partner with the “feel” of anticipation and he will have made a long stride toward being the dream doubles player.





—Jack Kramer 





As we know, doubles is mainly a matter of getting a service break, and then hanging on for dear life. Therefore, it behooves us to devise ways and means to obtain that service break. One way, of course, is through sheer power, but so few of us are able to do that that it is necessary to rely on cunning and cleverness. I suggest that, like a baseball pitcher who throws his fastball, curve, and change-of-pace ball all with the same motion, the doubles player learn to make a forehand drive, a lob, and a soft, tantalizing shot …with the same motion.





—George M. Lott, Jr.





Not one of these experts is seeking the spotlight-grabbing power hitter who likes to hit through his opponents’ navels. Each stresses intelligence, patience, communication, teamwork, and artistic shot selection—skills that anyone with a commitment to becoming a winner can acquire.





Winners Hate Losing; Losers Hate Winning 





A winner makes commitments. A loser makes promises. A winner says, “I’m good, but not as good as I want to be.” A loser says, “I’m not as bad as a lot of other people.” A winner listens. A loser just waits until it’s his turn to talk.





—Anonymous 





If it were really true that it’s not whether you win or lose that matters, but only how kindly you play the game, then the rules of tennis would not have included keeping score. The game is, after all, a competition designed to produce a victor. When shopping for a partner, bear in mind that winners hate losing and losers can’t stand winning. Losers will find a way to fail in every close match you play, filling the air with excuses for every missed shot along the way. We all choke points and make mistakes, but a real loser has an emotional investment in continued failure and fears being successful. Loss after loss becomes a very comfortable easy chair, and the possibility of a win disturbs the status quo. These are the players who say to their partners, “I’m so bad. I just can’t hit a ball,” or “Those guys across the net are just too good. Maybe we’ll get a few points if they double fault.” This kind of attitude is just too discouraging for a partner and not likely to change without some serious soul-searching. Better to make sure you pick a winner— preferably a tall, fast, and crafty winner.





Scenario for a Winner 





Once you’ve canvassed the field and have your eye on a few winners, look for someone in this group who complements you emotionally. If you tend to rush through matches, sometimes even holding your breath during points, don’t pick someone who is in as mad a rush as you are. Your play will look like a fast-forward image. You will never gain balance as a team and will probably wear each other out before the first set is over. Choose someone whose internal clock runs a little more slowly than yours and who can get you to pause and take an occasional deep breath. Conversely, if you are a plodder who prefers to think slowly and carefully, pick someone who can rev your motor a little and help you turn up the tempo of a match.





Emotional balance may not seem so vital, but it is critical to the rhythm of your teamwork. During a match, the time you spend not hitting a ball—the between-points time—far exceeds the time you actually spend playing a point. What a team does during the between-points time will often determine whether it can maintain momentum within a match, and whether it can steal momentum from the opposition while they are napping. In addition, the team that manages this down time better, using it to change strategy, suggest a play, or give added encouragement to one another, will almost always be the victor in a tight match. If you and your partner have just lost a must service game, you have also lost momentum. A doubles team of two fast-forward types is not likely to slow down in the next game and is probably not capable of the careful execution needed to wrest momentum back. These are the players who will try to “hurry up to catch up” and will likely make far too many unforced errors. The match may slip through their hands while they are bustling around the court. On the other hand, two plodders are likely to brood and sulk over the lost service game, thereby elating the opposition by their sullen behavior to the point that momentum is so entirely in the opponents’ hands that the match cannot be saved.





WHO PLAYS WHICH COURT?





Having chosen a tall, fast, and smart winner who complements your emotional makeup, you must decide who should play which side of the court.





Most good doubles players serve down the middle at least 80 percent of the time. If both you and your partner are right-handed, consider putting the stronger backhand service return, and/or backhand volley, in the deuce (right) court and the stronger forehand service return, and/or forehand volley, in the ad (left) court. If your partner is a lefty, contemplate his effectiveness in the ad court. Most lefties have an uncanny ability to step around a serve and execute a topspin forehand that drops on an onrushing server’s shoes at a viciously sharp, short angle. Lefties seem to do this naturally in a way most right-handers can never hope to duplicate. If your partner is a left-hander, you might want him in the ad court simply for this wicked service return.





On a right-handed team, the player in the ad court will take most of the overheads. Make sure that player is up to the task. If you have a lefty in the ad court for that devastating service return, the lob down the middle is a problem and requires some fancy footwork by both players to assure that the ball can be played as an overhead. If your lefty partner is in the deuce court and you, a right-hander, are in the ad court, it could be a racquet-clashing free-for-all on the lob unless your communication is superb.





Finally, every team should have a “setter” and a “hitter.” Often, though this is not a hard-and-fast rule, the “setter,” as alluded to by John Bromwich in his comments about the “first court player,” plays the deuce court and should be both psychologically and technically suited to the role. This player should be content to set the point up and allow the ad court player to claim the glory. Steadiness and dependability, percentage tennis (see percentage tennis for a discussion of percentage tennis), and much “plain vanilla” should be this person’s forte. The setter’s skills should also allow extensive use of the offensive lob as service return (because the ball carries over the backhand of a right-hander’s opponent and often produces a weak lob that can be handled as an overhead smash by a right-handed hitter positioned in the ad court).





The “hitter” should be the team member whose personality is more that of a risk-taker and whose technical skills include the ability to hit clean winners and low percentage returns of serve. This player is generally positioned in the ad court because the score is always uneven when he is returning serve. The ad court player receives serve at every “break point” (except the 15-40 point) and at the beginning of every service rotation in a tiebreak. At certain critical points in the match, he must have the courage to go for the winner rather than rely on his opponent to make an error.





Not all of the factors leading to court assignments will fall on the proper side of the issue. You may own a rapier backhand but be a “setter” at heart. You may have a great overhead but don’t trust your right-handed forehand down the middle under pressure. Your partner may definitely be the “hitter” but is also wedded to the deuce court. Ultimately, you evaluate each of your strengths and arrange to display those while hiding your weaknesses as best you can. But regardless of the considerations, you both must return serve well. If you can’t break serve, you can’t beat anybody. While you’re at it, it is an excellent idea to decide who should serve first for your team. Whoever serves first will be the player serving at the critical 4-5 or 5-4 juncture in the match. The decision should not just be based solely on who has the better serve. You want the first server to be the player who is more likely to have nerves of steel under the pressure of serving for the set or serving to stay in the set.





NURTURE TEAM CHARACTER 





Out of the balancing of sameness with difference comes the character of your team. Playing well as a team is the common goal, and each of you, while bringing unique contributions to the endeavor, is responsible for making sure that the confluence of skills results in a smoothly running machine. If your partner’s lob volley is the envy of the circuit but you can’t execute it, stop trying and keep enough balls in play to allow him to showcase it. If he gets anxious and worried when you’re behind, develop the skills to keep his head in the match and learn to act confident and unconcerned. If he tends to become serious and withdrawn under pressure, balance it out. Take a class in stand-up comedy. Trust your partner and his judgment. Have pride in your team and learn to carry yourselves confidently on the court—shoulders back, racquets up. You win together and you lose together.





THE DUMP 





One of the most painful experiences in the life of a doubles player is the moment of the “dump.” Whether you are the “dump-er” or the “dump-ee,” it is not a pleasant experience and can seldom be managed without someone feeling rejected or ill-used.





There are times and situations in a partnership when it is in both players’ best interests to find new partners, and the split ends up mutually beneficial. And there are times when the “dump-er” perceives a real or imagined advantage to breaking off the partnership while the “dump-ee” would have been quite content with the status quo.





Sometimes it takes playing together for as long as a year before partners discover that they are simply incompatible and don’t complement one another’s talents. It may be as obvious as two personalities that don’t mesh or as subtle as an inability to regulate the internal clock speed. If you play your matches at a speed of around eight and your partner likes
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