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ABSTRACT

From 1947 until his death in 1990, Ted Tinling created couture fashion pieces for the 
world’s top tennis stars. A dressmaker in London’s famed Mayfair fashion district, 
Tinling turned to women’s tennis fashion after World War II due to the constraints 
on his creativity that the post-war rationing of goods caused. Tinling created some 
of the most notable dresses in tennis fashion, including Gussy Moran’s dress and 
lace bloomers that shocked the Wimbledon crowds in 1949 and Billie Jean King’s 
‘Battle of the Sexes’ dress in 1973, which she wore as she defeated Bobby Riggs. His 
compulsion to push the limits of fashion, no matter how much the powers that be 
are offended, made him a couturier that will never be replicated. Tinling’s fashions, 
with their veil of femininity, allowed female athletes to compete unencumbered by 
cultural expectations. This would be Tinling’s greatest feat. 
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Ted Tinling was the clothing mastermind for women’s professional tennis. 
Although he worked as a chair umpire and player liaison at Wimbledon, his 
most notable contributions to tennis were the on-court ‘couture’ styles which 
he created for women players. Tinling ‘was a familiar figure at tournaments 
with his lanky 6-foot-7-inch frame, bald head and often modish apparel’ 
(Thomas 1990). In addition to being openly gay, donning a 1-carat diamond 
earring in his left ear (long before it was an aesthetic symbol for gay men), 
he had a personality that was much larger than his sizeable frame. He was 
‘gargantuan, bald and boldly opinionated’ (Finn 1990). Bud Collins, the tennis 
writer and historian, affectionately dubbed Tinling ‘the leaning tower of 
pizzazz’ (Collins and Hollander 1994). Tinling outfitted almost all of the great 
female tennis players in a fashion career that spanned over four decades from 
1947–1988 which he documented in three books: White Ladies (1963), Love 
and Faults: Personalities Who Have Changed the History of Tennis in My Lifetime 
(1979) and Tinling: Sixty Years in Tennis (1983), which is a reprint of Love and 
Faults (1979) with an additional four previously unpublished chapters. Tinling 
also wrote a small pamphlet for The Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum, The 
Story of Women’s Tennis Fashion (1977).

Tinling’s most remembered fashion creations were the daring bloomers of 
Gussie Moran and Ann White’s infamous one-piece bodysuit, worn, respec-
tively, at Wimbledon in 1949 and 1985. Wimbledon was ‘the tournament with 

Figure 1: Billie Jean King’s ‘Battle of the Sexes’ dress (c. 1973), designed and 
created by Ted Tinling. Photo courtesy of the American History Museum, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.

FSPC_3.3_Tredway_295-312.indd   296 7/7/16   10:40 AM



‘The Leaning Tower of Pizzazz’

297

which he waged a tempestuous lifelong love affair’ (Finn 1990). Tinling and 
the All-England Club (where Wimbledon is played) were locked in a continual 
tussle over the requirement of players to wear only white; this sparring contin-
ued for over four decades. (Another notable Tinling creation was the dress that 
Billie Jean King wore during her historic ‘Battle of the Sexes’ match.) Martina 
Navratilova’s 1979 Wimbledon singles title win was the last time a Tinling dress 
won a Grand Slam event. Indeed, Tinling’s dresses were worn by Wimbledon 
champions in twelve of the twenty years from 1959–1979. In 1984 Rosie Casals 
was the last player in the main draw at Wimbledon to wear a Tinling dress. In 
the early 1980s, with the emergence of lucrative contracts from sports clothing 
manufacturers, the need for a tennis couturier was waning.

This article documents the importance of Ted Tinling to the rise of women’s 
professional tennis. Tinling began his career in fashion design before World 
War II making embellished wedding gowns for the British upper class. But 
after the war, rather than focusing solely on gowns, he shifted his interest to 
tennis clothing. His efforts would forever alter the place of women in the sport 
of tennis. Through the creation of feminine, and sometimes hyper-feminine, 
tennis attire, Tinling was one of the chief marketing agents for the burgeoning 
women’s professional tennis scene. In many respects he also veiled this scene 
from naysayers who would choose to belittle and dismiss female athletes 
with assertions of a lack of femininity, or worse, manliness, through physical 
expressions of skill and power.

EARLY EXPERIENCES

Cuthbert Collingwood Tinling, Ted or Teddy to all who knew him, was born 
in Eastbourne, England, in 1910, the youngest of three sons. His father, James 
Alexander Tinling, was a member of the Institute of Chartered Accountants 
in London and a partner at the accounting firm Limebeer, Thomson & 
Tinling (now Plummer Parsons) in Eastbourne (Institute of Chartered 
Accountants 1897). His first fashion creations were scarves that he sewed for 
English servicemen in World War I while only 5-years-old (DeFord 1984). Due 
to severe bronchial asthma in childhood, Tinling’s parents moved him to the 
French Riviera on his doctor’s orders when he was only 13. Indeed, Tinling, in 
describing his childhood illness, wrote: ‘As an annual routine I would be put 
to bed with the first wheezy nose cold of October and most times remained 
there until the following April’ (Tinling 1979: 7).

While living in the French Riviera, Tinling met and became a close confi-
dante with the tennis great Suzanne Lenglen. At the Nice Club, where Lenglen 
played, Tinling was called upon to be chair umpire for one of Lenglen’s 
daily matches. He was just 14 at the time. After the match, Lenglen’s father 
requested that Tinling call all of his daughter’s matches and the club organiz-
ers, ‘accustomed to being scared to death of Suzanne’s tantrums, were greatly 
relieved at this prospect’ (Tinling 1979: 12). As Tinling explained further, 
‘There is always one lad in every stable who, by some unaccountable bond of 
telepathic sympathy, can hold the bridle of the star runner in peace and calm. 
For two teenage years I was that “stableboy” to the greatest tennis star ever 
known’ (Tinling 1979: 12).

In 1914, at the age of fourteen, Lenglen had been a French Championships 
finalist. However, her career was put on hold until 1919 due to the outbreak of 
World War I. Between 1919 and 1926, Lenglen won six Wimbledon titles, two 
French Championships, and a gold medal at the Olympics held in Antwerp, 
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Belgium, in 1920. It was through Lenglen that Tinling’s career in women’s 
tennis was born. Tennis fashion, though, was probably the unifying force 
between Tinling and Lenglen. Lenglen ‘was the ultimate “diva” of sport, and 
she contrived to bring a taste of highly sophisticated theater to a world previ-
ously centered only on a leisurely pastime’ (Tinling 1979: 14), and this theatre 
was often created through fashion. Of Lenglen, Tinling noted that she ‘taught 
me that tennis was show-biz and clothes had to be dramatic, too’ (Matheson 
1975). But he also learned the importance of comfort for the players. 

During the 1919 Wimbledon championships, Lenglen played in a dress 
designed by the famous Parisian couturier Jean Patou. According to Tinling, 
Lenglen ‘appeared in a flimsy, one-piece, cotton ‘frock’ which was calf-length, 
with short sleeves, and worn without petticoats’ (Tinling 1977: 8). Other play-
ers were still playing while completely covered in clothing from their neck to 
their wrists and ankles. It is difficult to know which caused more of a shock to 
the tennis world and Wimbledon high society: Lenglen’s risque tennis attire 
or her sipping of brandy between sets. 

Though no woman at Wimbledon had previously shown her ankles or 
arms, the dress itself allowed for Lenglen’s physicality and athleticism to be 
less constrained than in traditional tennis fashion. Tinling noted that Lenglen 
‘used to say that skill must come first and clothes must free the body. So she 
got rid of all the petticoats, stiff with starch as they were then’ (Matheson 1975). 
The next year, 1920, Lenglen added to her fashion-forward sense when she,

Figure 2: Francoise Dürr’s dress (c. 1965), designed and created by Ted Tinling. 
On display for the ‘Jeu, Set et Mode: L’Histoire du Style Tennis’ exhibit, Musée de 
la Fédération Française de Tennis, Paris, France. Photo courtesy of the author.
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returned to England with the new ‘bobbed’ hairstyle; to keep her 
hair attractively in place, she conceived what was soon to become the 
famous ‘Lenglen bandeau,’ two yards of brightly colored silk chiffon, 
tightly swathed around her head. Within weeks the Lenglen bandeau 
was copied by a million women, and for the next six years there was not 
a tennis girl who did not attempt some imitation of the Lenglen look. 

(Tinling 1979: 21)

There is no documentation of the relationship between Patou and Lenglen 
beyond the accounts that he designed her tennis dresses. He was, however, 
known for his sports clothing for women. Charles Creed, of the Parisian 
couture house which specialized in English tailoring, noted that Patou had a 
‘wonderful flair for publicity’ (Evans 2008: 256), and Lenglen’s status in tennis 
and in society certainly would have given Patou considerable publicity. 

LONDON FASHION HOUSE

Tinling began formal studies of dress design in London beginning in 1927. In 
1931, he had a following large enough to open up his own business and, within 
a year, was able to move his business to Mayfair, the upscale fashion district 
of London, and had shown his first collection of women’s dresses. By 1938, 
Tinling had a reputation in London that rivalled that of other designers in haute 

Figure 3: Barbara Scofield Davidson’s dress (c. 1960), designed and created by Ted 
Tinling. On display for the ‘Jeu, Set et Mode: L’Histoire du Style Tennis’ exhibit, Musée 
de la Fédération Française de Tennis, Paris, France. Photo courtesy of the author.
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couture, especially for lavish wedding dresses. During that year, he created four-
teen dresses for weddings at St. Margaret’s at Westminster Abbey, which at the 
time was the church for the most important high-society weddings in England. 

Tinling was a contemporary of Norman Hartnell, creator of Queen 
Elizabeth II’s coronation dress and the official dressmaker for the ladies of 
the royal family from 1938 until his death in 1979 (Pick 2007). Tinling’s and 
Hartnell’s paths must have crossed because they had at least one shared 
employee, Gnyuki Torimaru, who goes by his professional name Yuki. Yuki 
began his fashion career working with Tinling, as Yuki asserts, ‘because he 
liked my feel for fabric’ and, eventually, worked his way up through Hartnell’s 
design house from pattern cutter to designer (Donato 1986). 

In many respects Tinling’s personal dandy style guided his fashion aesthet-
ics. Indeed, ‘the self-proclaimed virtues of queerness and queer style lie in 
its shameless celebration of the artificial and the flamboyant – the decorative 
remainder to a stratified and utilitarian idea of society’ (Geczy and Karaminas 
2013: 82). To this end, Tinling’s creations seem to display an almost hyper-
femininity, using sequins and beads, each one hand-stitched, that glittered 
across a room, or, in the case of Tinling, across a tennis court. 

Between 1927–1939 and 1947–1949, the gap accounting for his service in 
World War II, the All England Club employed Tinling to serve as a player liaison 
during the two weeks of the Wimbledon Championships. The position required 
him to escort, players from the locker rooms to centre court and court no. 1. 
From 1939 to 1947, Tinling was an intelligence officer for England in World 
War II. He reached the rank of lieutenant-colonel and, only after his death was 
it discovered that, he had been a spy during the war. In 1947, following the war, 
Tinling returned to London to resume his work in fashion design. He quickly 
became frustrated. The post-war rationing of goods and products in England 
stifled his fashion creativity. It was then that Tinling began to focus on women’s 
tennis fashion. Tennis was a world that he already intimately understood and 
tennis dresses required much less fabric than elaborate wedding gowns.

He did not drop wedding gown design entirely, however, for between 
1950 and 1980 he created fourteen wedding gowns for tennis players includ-
ing Christine Truman in 1967 (British Pathé 1967a). His most notable wedding 
gown was Chris Evert’s marriage to the Englishman John Lloyd in 1979. 

PUSHING BOUNDARIES AT WIMBLEDON

Tinling was always pushing the boundaries of tennis fashion, especially the 
white only clothing rule at Wimbledon, which he continually tried to defy. Albert 
Camus asserted: ‘The dandy creates his own unity through aesthetic means. 
… He only maintains himself through defiance’ (Geczy and Karaminas 2013: 
73). This continual bucking of authority was a trademark of Tinling’s and made 
him the perfect fashion designer for the soon to emerge Virginia Slims tour. 
As early as the 1940s, Tinling was striving towards changing the perception 
that women’s tennis was ‘boring’ compared to men’s tennis and he did this by 
bringing attention to the players through his fashions they wore on the court. 

Tinling’s first tennis creation was a dress for Joy Gannon for the 1947 
Wimbledon tournament. This dress had a distinct feature that could only be 
seen from up close. Indeed, 

the dress had an unusual feature: a narrow blue and pink hem that went 
all but unnoticed by tournament officials, but not by the players. There 
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was soon such a clamor for even more colorful outfits that Wimbledon 
officials ruled that only white could be worn for the 1949 tournament. 

(Thomas 1990)

What catapulted Tinling to tennis fashion fame was his design of the contro-
versial ruffled lace bloomers for Gertrude ‘Gorgeous Gussie’ Moran at the 
1949 Wimbledon Championships which could be seen underneath the short-
est dress to have ever graced Centre Court at that time. Not only was the 
dress banned from Wimbledon for the subsequent rounds of play, Tinling was 
fired as player liaison for the tournament, a position he had held since 1927. 
Tinling asserts that ‘the furore [Gussie Moran] created across the world, once 
again revolutionised the entire field of sportswear, illustrating, as Lenglen did 
so convincingly, that to be functionally attired need not deprive women of 
their fundamental birthright to look attractive and pretty’ (Tinling 1977: 16). 
Despite having lost his job as player liason, this bold fashion move catapulted 
Tinling’s status as the premier fashion couturier for women’s tennis. 

The next year, in 1950, Tinling further pushed the boundaries of accept-
able tennis fashion with his dress designs for Beverly Baker. These dresses 
had clear insets around the hem that allowed more of Baker’s thigh to show 
than was acceptable. They were immediately condemned in England as being 
‘indecently transparent’ (Tinling 1977: 16).

Tinling was greatly influenced by Christian Dior’s ‘New Look’ of 1947. 
‘This style was widely held to represent, as Teddy Tinling expressed it, ‘an 

Figure 4: Rosy Reyes Darmon’s dress (c. 1960), designed and created by Ted 
Tinling. On display for the ‘Jeu, Set et Mode: L’Histoire du Style Tennis’ exhibit, 
Musée de la Fédération Française de Tennis, Paris, France. Photo courtesy of the 
author.
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international hunger for a return to femininity and sexual attraction’. Tinling 
was determined to bring femininity back to the court and believed this was 
an advance for the women players’ (Wilson 2014: 149; quoting Tinling). To be 
sure, there was debate over whether making players more sexually attractive 
was an advancement. 

During the mid-1950s, Tinling was still restricted to creating all white 
tennis fashions. As Tinling noted, 

restricted, as we were, to all-white on the outside, I felt the compromise 
of some pretty, pastel ‘underneaths’ would be appealing and that lacy 
petticoats under tennis dresses would be attractive and acceptable to 
everybody concerned. In this second respect I was once again wrong. 

(1977: 19)

Apparently, when Wimbledon proclaimed all white, they meant everything, 
even the undergarments, needed to be completely white. (The first Grand 
Slam event where colour on clothing would be allowed did not occur until the 
1972 US Open.) 

The extent to which Tinling tennis designs entered the realm of popular 
culture can be seen in the collection of Pathé fashion films. (Pathé films were 

Figure 5: Portrait of Ted Tinling (c. late 1970s-early 1980s). Photo used courtesy 
of Rosie Casals.
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short film clips shown before feature films in movie theatres.) Most notable 
of these is ‘Wimbledon Fashion Preview’ (British Pathé 1967b) which shows 
top English tennis stars like Ann Haydon Jones and Virginia Wade model-
ling Tinling fashions and ‘Tennis Fashions’ (British Pathé 1953) in which the 
Americans Maureen Connolly and Julie Sampson display Tinling creations. 

Tinling created unique outfits for each individual player. Evonne 
Goolagong gives some insight into the process Tinling used for his fashion 
creations when she wrote:

Teddy Tinling was about forty years older than me. He was an extraor-
dinary-looking fellow, more than 2 metres (6-1/2 feet) tall and thin as 
a rake. In tennis, Teddy was couturier to the stars. He had been the 
last word in tennis fashion since he designed American player Gussie 
Moran’s lace panties that caused so much trouble at Wimbledon in 
1949. Now each year he selected a group of women – some of them 
established stars, some rising – and designed a range of tournament 
dresses for them.

(Goolagong Cawley 1993: 149)

In other words, Tinling was selecting real live mannequins for his tennis dress 
creations. Goolagong was hand-picked early by Tinling. She explained their 
first meeting:

After I’d won a couple of minor tournaments in England, Teddy 
contacted Mr. Edwards [her coach] and arranged for a fitting session at 
his studio in London. I was knocked out by the man. He was absolutely 
charming and he knew everything there was to know about women’s 
tennis. He boasted he had dressed ‘every Wimbledon champion from 
Suzanne Lenglen to Evonne Goolagong’. I laughed, but he said, ‘Your 
day is coming, my dear’.

(Goolagong Cawly 1993: 149)

Indeed, Goolagong became an elite player, winning two Wimbledon singles 
titles (1971, 1980), along with one French Open title (1971) and four Australian 
Open titles (1974–1977). Though Goolagong never won the US Open, she 
was a finalist there four times (1973–1976). 

Unfortunately, in the 1960s fashions began to move away from couture-
inspired clothing. Ready-to-wear tennis clothing was taking over the market. 
In the 1960s, the ‘Fred Perry-sponsored look, consisting of short-sleeved, 
white knitted shirts, worn with either kilted skirts or with tailored shorts, 
found a steadily increasing following’ (Tinling 1977: 20). This look was simply 
the men’s polo shirts and shorts only slightly recrafted for a woman’s body. 
However, these large companies – such as Lacoste, Ellesse, Fred Perry, and 
Sergio Tacchini – had the resources to offer players lucrative contracts to 
wear their clothing. Tinling could only offer one of a kind, personally tailored 
couture tennis dresses, but no lucrative clothing endorsements.

A REVOLUTION ARISES

Professional tennis also saw changes in the 1960s. Until 1968, men and 
women competed alongside each other as amateurs at the Grand Slam 
tennis events – the Australian Championships, the French Championships, 

FSPC_3.3_Tredway_295-312.indd   303 7/7/16   10:40 AM



Kristi Tredway

304

The Championships (held at Wimbledon), and the US Championships. There 
was essentially no prize money, however, it is likely that many men were 
making appearance fees. Granted, there were professionals, only men, who 
made a living playing events created for professional players, but these play-
ers were not allowed to play in the Grand Slam events because they were 
open only to amateurs at the time. In 1968, this all changed. The Grand Slam 
tennis events became ‘open’. That is, the tournaments were now open to both 
amateurs and professionals. And, for the first time, prize money was offered, 
but with a great discrepancy between men and women. All of the Grand 
Slam events altered their names to include the word ‘Open’, to demarcate 
the change, as in the ‘French Open’. Only Wimbledon retains the older name, 
The Championships. 

The change to open tournaments soon made women players realize that 
they needed to improve their position in the world of tennis. Prior to 1968 
there existed only a small offering of tennis events for women outside of the 
Grand Slam events, and now they were being short changed in regards to 
prize money with the new Open Grand Slams. Women players began to feel 
disgruntled. 

As early as 1926, women had shown discontentment with the pay struc-
ture of tennis. Suzanne Lenglen, with whom Tinling was a close confidante, 
was a very early advocate for tennis becoming professional. In 1926, Lenglen 
stated that:

In the twelve years I have been champion I have earned literally millions 
of francs for tennis and have paid thousands of francs in entrance fees to 
be allowed to do so. … Where did all this money go? … Why shouldn’t 
the players get something out of it? It meant years of practice and a life’s 
work for most of us. … The owners of these clubs at which I so often 
played were mostly shrewd businessmen and they saw to it that these 
tournaments netted them a handsome profit. … Under these absurd 
and antiquated amateur rulings only a wealthy person can compete. … 
Is that fair? Does it advance the sport? Does it make tennis more popu-
lar or does it tend to suppress and hinder an enormous amount of tennis 
talent … whose names are not in the social register?

(Little 1988: 83)

Had it not been stated beforehand that these words were spoken by Lenglen 
in 1926, one might have suspected that Billie Jean King had made these 
remarks in the 1970s. The same words would reflect the growing unrest in 
women’s tennis that finally came to a head in 1970.

Apparently there was a belief that women players did not draw the crowds 
to the tournaments and that they were less entertaining than men. This kind 
of prejudicial thinking and arguments that women should not be paid equally 
was countered by women players and their supporters with the argument that 
women’s tennis had as much entertainment value as men’s tennis. The play-
ers and their supporters soon developed a plan to increase the entertainment 
element of women’s tennis. This was done through a masterful consortium of 
sorts with Gladys Heldman, publisher of World Tennis magazine, a group of 
players known as the Original 9, Joseph Cullman, CEO of Philip Morris, and, 
of course, the couture fashion that the players wore created by Ted Tinling. 
They worked seamlessly together to make women’s professional tennis an 
entertainment spectacle. Interesting, too, is that these three were socially 

FSPC_3.3_Tredway_295-312.indd   304 7/7/16   10:40 AM



‘The Leaning Tower of Pizzazz’

305

marginalized – Heldman and Cullman were Jewish, and Tinling was gay – 
which must have fuelled their desire to see women’s tennis not only survive, 
but prosper.

Gladys Heldman was an enigma. She was charismatic, dominant and 
preferred conditions on her own terms that, because they were ethically sound, 
usually were convincing to others. A reporter once asked Gladys Heldman if 
she was the one who created the Virginia Slims Women’s Circuit. According 
to Tinling, Heldman quickly retorted, ‘No. It was Jack Kramer’ (Tinling 1979: 
305). Kramer, tournament director of the Pacific Southwest Championships, 
refused to equalize the prize money for men and women. It was the final 
straw. His refusal and limited tournament opportunities compelled Billie Jean 
King, Rosie Casals, Julie Heldman (Gladys’ daughter), Kristy Pigeon, Judy 
(Tegart) Dalton, Kerry (Melville) Reid, Jane ‘Peaches’ Bartkowicz, Valerie 
Zeigenfuss, and Nancy Richey to form as the Original 9, under the guidance 
of Gladys Heldman. 

Gladys Heldman went to work immediately. She put up $5000 of her own 
money and secured the sponsorship of Philip Morris, the cigarette company, 
through her friendship with the CEO Joseph Cullman 3rd, to support the 
Virginia Slims of Houston tournament scheduled to coincide with the Pacific 
Southwest Championships. In exchange for signing $1 contracts, not only 
were the players protected through anti-trust laws from the USLTA, the 
event became essentially an exhibition tournament instead of one needing 
sanctions.

The sponsorship by Philip Morris came easy because they were eager to 
find an advertising venue for the cigarette created for women which they 
had introduced in 1968. Their marketing slogans, especially ‘You’ve come a 
long way, baby!’, were a perfect fit for women’s professional tennis. Thus, 
the Virginia Slims tennis circuit was born. By the end of 1970, the Virginia 
Slims circuit had offered seven more tournaments, building on the success 
of the Virginia Sims of Houston, and had gained 31 more players beyond the 
Original 9. Boasting 40 players, the Virginia Slims circuit was assured to have 
an entire season of tournaments in 1971. 

THE VIRGINIA SLIMS CIRCUIT, 1970–1973

Joseph Cullman was eager to support the fledgling women’s tennis tour. 
Describing the original tournament in Houston, Cullman wrote: 

The women’s tournament, to be held at the Houston Racquet Club, 
was originally to be called the Houston Invitational, but when Gladys – 
who was a good friend of mine – told me what was going on and that 
she was looking for corporate support, I saw a unique opportunity to 
support women’s tennis. I saw the Houston tournament as a chance to 
support the women’s game and as a unique sponsorship opportunity 
for Philip Morris. So we put up $2,500 and had the name of the event 
changed to the Virginia Slims Invitational. The tournament, which had 
total prize money of $7,500, was won by Rosie Casals and marked the 
birth of the women’s professional tennis tour.

(1998: 176)

In response to the formation of this alternate tournament to the Pacific South 
west Championships, ‘the USLTA [United States Lawn Tennis Association]  
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responded by taking away the eligibility cards of those players who 
competed in Houston, which meant they could no longer play in USLTA 
sanctioned events’ (Cullman 1998: 176). Not only were the players barred 
from playing in USLTA sanctioned tournaments, which included the US 
Open, the USLTA could block the players from playing in the other Grand 
Slam events.

The Virginia Slims Circuit was born when, 

within a week after the first Virginia Slims Invitational [in Houston] in 
November 1970, we were able to announce that Virginia Slims would 
sponsor eight women’s tournaments, each in a sixteen-draw format 
beginning in January 1971. And the rest is tennis history. … By the end 
of 1971 there were sixty-four women competing in tournaments for 
about $225,000.

(Cullman 1998: 177)

Furthermore, 

in 1972, with Virginia Slims’ continued support, two $100,000 events 
took place, one in Boca Raton, Florida, and the other in Hilton Head, 
South Carolina. That same year Billie Jean King became the first female 
athlete in history to win $100,000 in prize money – a lot of money at 
that time – in a single year.

(Cullman 1998: 177)

Indeed, women’s tennis was growing at an incredibly rapid pace, not only 
terms of prize money distribution but the increase in players as well. Cullman 
sums the history of the tour up nicely when he says, ‘the Virginia Slims Tour, 
which culminated annually with the women’s championship at Madison 
Square Garden, became one of the most successful promotions in women’s 
sports history and lasted for more than twenty years’ (1998: 177). 

Adding to the entertainment value of women’s tennis and the success of 
the Virginia Slims tour were the tennis fashions created for each player by 
Teddy Tinling. At the time he helped establish the Virginia Slims tennis circuit, 
Cullman named Tinling the official clothing designer for the tour. As such, 
by the mid-1970s, Tinling eventually oversaw a $500,000 per year budget for 
dresses for the Virginia Slims players (Thomas 1990). Tinling described his 
method for creating individualized dresses for each player when he stated that:

You see, when you dress a player you must take into account both her 
personality and the way she hits a ball. I would never dare dress a player 
without seeing her play. And sometimes the person and the player can 
be quite contradictory. I originally objected when Billie Jean wanted 
frillier dresses, but I went along with her and put her into the sequin 
business – I called it my firefly collection – because she was big enough 
to pull it off. They said she looked like an aging rock queen, but in the 
context of her majesty, that was a compliment.

(DeFord 1984)

Dresses and the Virginia Slims tour were never without controversy, espe-
cially, it seemed, at Wimbledon. In 1972, Rosie Casals was forced to change 
her Tinling dress mid-match to a dress that was predominantly white 
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(Liberti 2015). The dress she had been wearing was white with a purple pattern 
across the front that Wimbledon officials believed spelled ‘VS’, Virginia Slims, 
the primary sponsor of women’s tennis. Casals later jokingly quipped that this 
dress became so famous that it got a place in the International Tennis Hall of 
Fame before she did. A few days later, Casals arrived for her match wearing 
a white dress with the Virginia Slims icon ‘Ginny’ embroidered on the front. 
What disturbed Wimbledon officials most was that ‘Ginny’, in her traditional 
pose, is holding a racket in one hand and a long-stem cigarette in the other. 
Two reprimands in two days led Wimbledon officials to seriously reconsider 
whether she should be allowed to play at Wimbledon in the future, which she 
was. Casals responded by stating: 

Capt. Gibson [the head referee] said he couldn’t allow such blatant 
advertising but they can’t have it both ways. … If they won’t allow 
Virginia Slims advertising then they shouldn’t allow the Fred Perry leaf 
on shirts, the British Leyland cars that take the players to their hotels, or 
the Commercial Union results board giving the placings to date in the 
Grand Prix organized by the firm.

(Evening Independent 1972)

Indeed, Casals was not advertising cigarettes. She was advertising the Virginia 
Slims tour. Its ever-growing success, however, disrupted the tennis establish-
ment which was still controlled by men.

THE BATTLE OF THE SEXES, 1973

After more than three years of working to get women’s professional tennis off 
the ground and independently viable, another spectacle was about to occur. 
For the sake of all womankind, a woman needed to beat Bobby Riggs once 
and for all. Possibly knowing that women’s professional tennis had arrived, 
Bobby Riggs had, for months, asked Billie Jean King to play against him. King 
always refused since she could see no gains in beating, essentially, an old man 
in a tennis match. Riggs persisted and eventually convinced Margaret Court, 
then the #1 player in the world, to play against him. Dubbed, ‘the Mother’s 
Day Massacre’, Court, who was not prepared to face the theatrics of a Riggs 
match, lost 6-2 6-1, a resounding defeat. King knew what she had to do; She 
had to play Riggs, and beat him.

Tinling created King’s dress for this event which has become the leading 
symbol for women’s athletic equality. The dress King wore for the event, actu-
ally, was the back-up dress that Tinling had made in case there were problems 
with the primary dress. The original dress for the match was made out 

of truly beautiful and unusual fabric, which was composed of opalescent 
cellophane stitched in wavy stripes onto thin nylon net. By candlelight 
[which is all the lighting there was when Tinling showed the fabric to 
King due to a power outage] all its rainbow shades shimmered like an 
oil slick in the sun. Billie Jean was ecstatic. ‘I love it. I love it,’ she cried. 

(Tinling 1979: 290)

Of the job, Tinling asserted: ‘I had the job of designing the all-important 
dress for the Great Challenge [the Battle of the Sexes match]. I was 
particularly delighted because, that year, every major championship in the 
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world had already been won by a player wearing a T.T. [Ted Tinling] design. 
I thought Billie Jean would beat Riggs and this would be MY Grand Slam’ 
(Tinling 1979: 290).

All of Tinling’s years in fashion, however, had taught him to always be 
prepared. He told Margaret Goatson Kirgin, his assistant from 1959 until his 
death in 1990, that they must make a standby dress for the event. With so 
little turnaround time, Tinling decided to recreate King’s winning Wimbledon 
dress into one with colour. What he created was a dress ‘in mint green with a 
royal-blue insert across the bodice, matching her royal-blue tennis shoes, and 
embroidered with rhinestones and sequins in a “VS” [Virginia Slims] design’ 
(Tinling 1977: 25). 

When the day of the match came, King rejected the first dress because when 
she rubbed her palm on the dress she did not like the feel of the cellophane: 
‘I have never felt anything like this before’, she said. ‘I could not risk upsetting 
my concentration with this strange sensation on my hand’ (Tinling 1979: 291). 
The details of the standby dress, however, could only be seen from up close, 
whereas the fabric from the primary dress was shimmery and could be seen 
from far away. To be visible from the upper seats at the Houston Astrodome, 
Tinling felt he needed to add 200 rhinestones and 200 sequins to the backup 
dress. He sewed these on by hand up to the minute that King’s entourage left 
for the arena. Only after the rhinestones and sequins had been hand-stitched, 
Tinling felt that ‘Cinderella Standby could really go to the ball’ (Leibowitz 2003).

King soundly beat Riggs 6-4, 6-3, 6-3. The women’s sports revolution had 
arrived. As evidenced by the media and corporate hype, the entertainment 
value of women’s tennis had become realized. Tinling achieved his Grand 
Slam in 1973 and added ‘The Battle of the Sexes’ – the most important tennis 
match to date – to feathers in his cap.

LEAVING ENGLAND; MOVING TO PHILADELPHIA

In 1975, just after the conclusion of Wimbledon, Tinling left England and 
established his dressmaking shop in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Of the move, 
he said, ‘I’m leaving England for good. They can get on with Wimbledon look-
ing like a vicarage garden party. I’m tired of outdated white’ (Matheson 1975). 
Yet it was not only Wimbledon that discouraged Tinling so. It was all of 
England, as Tinling asserts:

In America they said they wanted only the best. They took me up 
because they thought I was tops. They think of me as young – though I 
am 65. But in Britain nobody wants to know. My business is up for sale 
but nobody wants to buy. When I once asked all five leading colleges 
of fashion in London to send a student to help out during Wimbledon 
week, all refused. An amateur took the job. A Greek boy. Now he has 
his own boutique. I’ve never been asked to lecture on fashion in Britain, 
though I am a couturier of the old school and know my craft through 
and through. … I find myself getting contentious all the time. England 
is not ready for the BIG TIME, the lifestyle I find so invigorating. I need 
to be buoyed up to work. Then there is the financial aspect. Most of 
my income comes from overseas. My clothes are made under license 
in many countries. I am so heavily taxed bringing my profits on foreign 
earnings back to sterling I am always the loser.

(Matheson 1975)
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By this time, Neiman Marcus and other high-end American department stores 
carried a line of Tinling tennis dresses. Tinling designed the dresses, and then 
they were mass-produced from his original. Some were also replicas of the 
dresses the stars of women’s tennis were wearing. The dresses for the players, 
though, were made exclusively by hand for each player.

Philadelphia was the host city of Billie Jean King’s World Team Tennis 
team, the Philadelphia Freedom, the same ‘Philadelphia Freedom’ of 
Elton John’s 1975 hit tribute to Billie Jean King. He was a huge fan of the 
Philadelphia Freedom team, as King explained: 

I remember I got him one of our uniforms, made by Ted Tinling, our 
designer, who was English as well. I had Elton fitted at a hotel, and he 
would come to the matches and sit on the bench in his uniform and 
he’d just go nuts and scream at me to do better. It was hysterical! It was 
great. He was really intense … so enthusiastic.

(EltonJohn.com)

Nine years after moving to Philadelphia, in 1984, Tinling described his delay 
in moving to the United States as his only regret in life. He said,

I don’t deal in regrets, but the single regret I have in all my life is that 
I didn’t move to America right after the war. But I was chicken then, 
and I needed someone to tell me I’m good. I always do. In England, 
you see, you’re taught that it’s immodest to speak up about yourself. 
You shouldn’t flaunt. There is the assurance that if you are capable at 
something it will show itself. But in America there is this enormous 
determination to make an identity – a desire to be somebody out of 
220 million.

(DeFord 1984)

Tinling dressed the stars of tennis, helping create their on-court personas, but 
he had a desire to be a star himself in the world of fashion.

In a surprising turn of events that showed the turning tide of Tinling’s 
reputation in England, in 1982, Wimbledon asked him to return as the liaison 
between tournament officials and the players. It took Wimbledon 33 years to 
develop an appreciation for Tinling. In 1986, Tinling was inducted into the 
International Tennis Hall of Fame.

CONCLUSION

In May 1990, Tinling travelled to England to see his physician regarding 
recurring and worsening respiratory complications, similar to those which first 
provided him the opportunity to meet and become the confidante of Suzanne 
Lenglen in the French Riviera. He passed away in his sleep on 23 May at the 
age of 79. 

Of Tinling, Martina Navratilova said, ‘Ted was such an integral part of 
the tennis community, it’s hard to imagine it without him. … He was one of 
a kind, and he will be missed. Wimbledon will not be the same without him’ 
(Bonk 1990). Rosie Casals asserted that Tinling’s 

personality was as colorful as he dressed and dressed us. He could 
praise you with his quick words or dress you down with his acid tongue. 
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He was someone who could make you laugh with a word and a look. 
He was definitely special and I’m so glad I got to know him and that he 
got to dress me. He loved stars and he was a star in his field of couturier. 

(private interview, 2015)

Agreeing with Casals, Chris Evert noted that ‘when he complimented you, 
you were on top of the world…but sometimes when he insulted you, he 
could level the mightiest of egos. He was never afraid to utter the unspoken’ 
(Finn 1990). According to Billie Jean King, too, ‘Ted has been everything in 
the sport of tennis. … He lived through so much history, he was a walking 
encyclopedia. He was always on the cutting edge’ (Bonk 1990).

Tinling’s dresses were always individualized for the particular player 
who would be wearing the dress. He made over 50 dresses for Judy Dalton 
alone across the two decades of her career. Her favourite dresses were 
one embellished in the green and gold of the Australian flag, a couple 
that displayed Dalton’s star sign, and the dress made especially for her 
appearance in the final at Wimbledon in 1968 which ‘had lace and purple 
ribbon trimmings’ (Dalton, private interview, 2015). Tinling instructed 
Dalton to keep the dresses because they would be of interest some day. A 
few of Dalton’s dresses are on display at the National Sports Museum in 
Melbourne, Australia, the Wimbledon Museum, and her tennis club, the 
Royal South Yarra Lawn Tennis Club in Toorak, Australia (Dalton, private 
interview, 2015). The International Tennis Hall of Fame, of which Tinling 
was inducted in 1986, also holds a variety of his dresses from various play-
ers and from his estate. King’s winning ‘Battle of the Sexes’ dress is in the 
Smithsonian’s American History Museum collection. Clearly, Tinling’s 
couture fashions were works of art, but they are also cultural artefacts for 
the women’s sporting revolution.

Tinling’s mark upon women’s tennis, and popular culture more gener-
ally, is indisputable. His compulsion to push the limits of fashion, no matter 
how much the powers that be are offended, made him a couturier that will 
never be replicated. This mindset was created through his own marginali-
zation as a gay man. His dandy flair was both a performance and a push 
against convention. He obliterated convention by inscribing convention, 
especially conventional gender norms, on his clothing to such an extent 
that the convention was torn apart and made into something new. What 
was new was the female athlete in all of her glory. He appreciated super-
stars; however, these superstars were elite-level professional athletes. 
Tinling’s fashions, with their veil of femininity, allowed female athletes to 
compete unencumbered by cultural expectations. This would be Tinling’s 
greatest feat. 
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