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Prologue A Match to Remember

Like all great contests, it pits David versus Goliath. Pancho Segura,
the little guy, five foot six, bandy-legged, pigeon-toed, with dark Indi-
an looks reminiscent of the ancient tribes of South America, blessed
with phenomenal speed and a devastating two-handed forehand,
against Pancho Gonzales, the tall, lithe, movie-star-handsome Mex-
ican-American, younger by seven years, moody and reckless in his
often-troubled journey to the top of the sport.

Both are called Pancho—the name white Americans in those days
gave to anyone south of the border, probably thinking of the only
Latino they were familiar with—Pancho Villa, the famous Mexican
freedom fighter. “I didn’t mind,” Segura said. Gonzales did.

The date is July 5, 1951. The place is the top tennis arena in the
United States—the West Side Tennis Club at Forest Hills, in Queens,
New York. The surface is grass, the traditional surface for the game of
tennis, and for many players the most challenging—fast, tricky, risky,
beautiful. The tournament is a round-robin, popular with audiences
who like to see their favorite players play several matches, rather than
knockout rounds that ensure quick elimination.

The two men have played each other several times before, but this
is their first meeting on grass. Segura, at the age of thirty-one, is play-
ing his best tennis. He holds the U.S. Pro title, having a year earlier
in Cleveland triumphed over the impossible-to-beat king of the “big
game” Jack Kramer, considered the best player on the circuit and the
defending professional champion. As for his opponent, after a stop-
and-start career as a pro, Gonzales, now twenty-four, is starting to
show his true brilliance, and fans have begun to sense that at some
point in the near future this ferociously aggressive tennis player will
attain the highest level in the game.
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Segura comes into the match without having lost a set in his four
other round-robin contests in this Forest Hills tournament. Gonzales
has won three out of four. The numbers favor Segura, but Gonzales'’s
size, athleticism, and power make the odds less certain. Gonzales
defeated Segura in a round-robin earlier this year in Philadelphia and
is ahead of him in the pro standings going into this tournament. The
contrast in their physical appearance is stark. Nobody is certain how
well Little Pancho, in spite of his triumphs, can compensate for his
obvious disadvantages.

The match is called for early afternoon. It's been raining, the re-
curring menace for grass-court players, who must not only cope with
irregular bounces and slippery hitting conditions but also the ever-
present danger of falling and causing serious physical injury. Four
thousand fans sit huddled in the stands, knowing that this duel will
offer spectacular tennis between two delightfully mismatched physi-
cal specimens. Old-timers are reminded of the great contests in the
early 1920s between “Big Bill” Tilden, at just over six foot one the tall-
est player in the game, and his constant rival, “Little Bill” Johnston,
at five foot eight a lightweight by comparison, whose speed and skill
were usually defeated in the end by Tilden's superior psychological
and physical strength.

Sports fans love an underdog, and like Johnston, Segura arous-
es the passionate support of the crowd with his underdog's arse-
nal—the “sneaky” shots that work their magic to get his opponents
out of position, the lapidary two-handed forehand that is so accurate
that it could knock over a single nail on the other side of the net, the
almost supernatural anticipation that takes the momentum away
from an opponent’s hard-hit ball that looks like a winner. When he
pulls off one of his disguised drop shots that leaves the other player
stranded in confusion, the Inca Warrior, as sportswriters call him,
looks up at the stands and taps his finger to his brain with a delight-
ed smile. The fans go wild.

On this wet, momentous day, Gonzales comes out swinging. His
famous huge serve-and-volley game is quickly put to the test, how-
ever, by the slippery court and Segura’s quicksilver response. Segura's
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return of serve—that most challenging and vital of shots—is relent-
less, putting Gonzales back on his heels. Segura’s own serve, not
as powerful a weapon as that of others on the tour, on this day is la-
ser-sharp, sending Gonzales into corners that he can't scramble out
of, or pinning the Mexican-American in the center of the box where
he is defenseless. Perhaps the most striking element of the match,
however, is Segura’s speed. The tricky surface seems not only not to
slow him down but actually to inject his legs with an unexpected and
ardent energy. As the match progresses, Gonzales begins to look like
an aging bumblebee beside this sparkling firefly of an opponent.

“| flew,” Pancho Segura concedes afterward with a smile.

First set, 6-3. Second set, 6—4. Now the fans are smelling victory
for the “little dynamo.” Segura continues to minimize his errors, while
Gonzales, angered and frustrated, begins to miss shots. It is now
that Big Pancho fatally loses confidence and stays back on the base-
line. At this critical moment, he chooses to avoid risk at the net, nor-
mally the most successful offensive position on grass, and where he
is usually so dominating.

Segura, that most intelligent of players, knows very well what this
means and takes quick advantage, drilling his forehand past the big-
ger man with the accuracy of a diamond cutter, mixing it up with cun-
ning drop shots, placing his backhands with such blistering clarity
that Gonzales is unable to respond effectively. Segura not only mi-
raculously saves some of Gonzales's best smashes but turns them
into winning points. No one has ever disputed Gonzales’s fighting
spirit, and he has turned many likely defeats into triumphs. But this
time, as the third set spirals out of control, he can do nothing to save
it. Segura is invincible and wins the last set 6—-2. The match is over
in an hour.

he sports reporters covering the match were awed by Little
Pancho's victory. Legendary tennis writer Allison Danzig,
writing in the New York Times, said that “Segura extracted
the sting from Gonzales’s potent service and net attack with the
virulence and accuracy of his calculated counter-measures until
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the big Californian was all but helpless under the relentless pres-
sure on the wet turf in the final set.” Jesse Abramson of the New
York Herald Tribune was no less impressed, describing “gritty and
skilful” Segura “mowing down” Gonzales. “[He] outsteadied his
taller foe from the baseline and frequently outplayed the mercu-
rial Gonzales at the net. . . . His speed and court coverage and un-
breakable defense were too much for Gonzales.”

Insiders knew that Segura’s performance was no surprise that
afternoon at Forest Hills. They knew how his mind worked in a
match, how his speed and anticipation worked for him on the test-
ing grass surface, how his physical and psychological approach
to tennis made him one of the most original players in the histo-
ry of the game. They knew how well he had done his homework,
studying Gonzales’s racket work and tirelessly practicing the shots
that would cause the bigger and stronger man to flounder. But for
many that day, watching the small, skinny, bowlegged Ecuadorian
explode against the athletically gifted, towering Californian, they
felt they were watching a rare comet streaking across the rain-dark
sky. The final score was unimaginable. Not worth even a minimal
bet. Segura was never supposed to win the match against Gonza-
les that afternoon. Yet he killed him in three short sets. How did
it happen?
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Miracle in Ecuador

the Guayaquil Tennis Club, hitting ball after ball against

the wall with a dilapidated-looking tennis racket. The boy
was alarmingly thin, with bandy, skinny legs that curved in like
bananas, and slender arms with fragile wrists, so fragile that in
order to stroke the ball hard enough for it to bounce back from
the wall, he had to keep both hands on the handle of the racket.
To the few members of the club who might have glanced at him
as they left the court and prepared to go back to their expensive
homes for a shower and a drink, he was just another poor little

N obody noticed the small dark-skinned boy in a corner of

kid from the barrio who was passing the time while waiting for
somebody to take him home.

They would have been mistaken, and if they had paused to look
at the little boy more carefully, they might have realized their mis-
take. For the child’s expression was one of fierce concentration and
focus. He was not just passing the time. He was practicing hit-
ting tennis balls the only way he knew how—by doing it over and
over again with a passion that belied his young age. What was re-
flected in that boy’s eager, intent face was what audiences all over
the world would come to know and thrill to one day.

As it grew dark at the club and long shadows made it difficult
for the boy to see the ball anymore, a tall, strongly built man came
from the courts where he had been tidying up, collecting towels
and balls, unwinding the nets, locking doors, and closing up the
club. “Panchito, vamos a la casa. Let’s go home.”

Reluctantly, the little boy stopped his hitting, picked up the ball
he had been playing with, gave it to his father, and took his hand.
It was time for Domingo and Pancho Segura Cano to go home.



Francisco—Pancho—Segura (Cano was his mother’s name,
commonly used as the family name in Latin American countries)
was about seven years old when he first picked up a tennis racket.
By this time he had already been through illnesses and hardships
that might have deterred a less determined character. He was born
on June 20, 1921, on a bus traveling from Quevedo to Guayaquil.
“The roads at that time were in bad condition,” remembered Fran-
cisca Cano de Segura, Pancho's mother. “We had gone a short way
when I had to ask my husband to ask the bus driver, as a favor,
to return to Quevedo because I was going to give birth prema-
turely.” Thus “the little dark one” (morenito), as his mother called
him, entered the world.

There was nothing romantic about his birth. He was the first-
born son of Domingo Segura Paredes and Francisca Cano. His fa-
ther was Spanish in origin, his mother an Indian from Quevedo,
so their son was technically a cholo, of mixed blood. He was born
in June, which in some parts of the world is a lovely month, with
clear blue skies and gardens in bloom. In Guayaquil it is wretch-
edly hot and only a little less humid than in the officially rainy
months, December through April. From his very first moments,
Pancho, like everyone else in Guayaquil, had to learn to accommo-
date to the heavy, sticky, mosquito-infested air of his native city.

Guayaquil in the 1900s was a modest commercial city of
roughly 250,000 people, located in a sweltering region of the
southern coast not far from the Peruvian border. In those days it
had a third-world look, with small wooden houses with corrugated
iron roofs, dusty streets with horses and carts, very few cars, and
untended vegetation. After a devastating series of fires, most of
the new houses built in the city were built of cement.

Its primary source of employment was the port, which was the
major shipping entry into Ecuador through the El Salado estu-
ary, transporting cargo in and out of this small South American
country nestled in the Andes. The Guayas River delta is the larg-
est in the southern Pacific, and the maritime port still handles
three-quarters of the country’s imports and almost half of its ex-
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ports. Most of the inhabitants of Guayaquil who made money in
those years had import-export businesses, trading in such goods
as coffee and bananas. They lived in large houses to the north of
the city, surrounded by high walls and flowering trees, and be-
longed to the Union Club, with its fine view of the waterfront. It
was gentlemen like these who founded the first Guayaquil Ten-
nis Club in 19710.

Apart from the fine houses owned by the rich, perhaps the
most compelling aspect of Guayaquil was—and still is—its cem-
etery. Positioned on a hill above the city, it is the place where for
well over a century hundreds of thousands of Guayaquil's citizens
have been laid to rest. The grand residents of the town are buried
in an extended plateau within the city’s gates at the bottom of the
hill, where the imposing mausoleums, handsome statuary, and
sculptures reflect the importance of the departed they so impres-
sively memorialize. Rising up the hill in an increasingly crowded
jumble, the cemetery becomes more democratic, a ciudad blanco,
or white city, inhabited by the local dead, a poignant mass of dis-
orderly, crumbling, packed-together crosses and shrines, almost
uniformly painted white, with black inscriptions. Pancho Segura’s
parents are buried there.

In 1921, Guayaquil remained a place where long life was in
short supply. Pancho was the first of seven children (two more
boys and four girls came later) born to Domingo and Francisca.
(There was also a daughter from Domingo’s first marriage.) Noth-
ing came easily to them. But the eldest son, Francisco, seemed to
attract the most difficult challenges. His childhood was riddled
with sickness. The first major illness he suffered was a double her-
nia, an affliction fairly common in baby boys. A pediatric hernia
is related to the development and descent of the testes and causes
acute swelling and pain in the groin. It is likely that Pancho's par-
ents did not immediately recognize the problem, and allowed it
to go untreated. By the age of ten, Pancho remembered being al-
most unable to walk, the pain and swelling were so great. He was
finally operated on and the hernia was removed.
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Another hazard for those living in the Ecuadorian climate was
malaria, a disease endemic to travelers in the tropics. Mosquitoes
were a permanent threat in Guayaquil, both outside and in, for
with no air-conditioning, windows had always to be kept open to
capture the faintest breeze. Pancho caught malaria when he was
eight or nine, and suffered from it intermittently until he was
twenty. Malaria brings debilitating fever and weakness in the pa-
tient, and Pancho was often in bed with this recurring illness.
Once he had to go to the hospital for a “quinine cure,” where he
lay ravaged by “the shakes,” his mother sitting by anxiously.

But the most serious affliction endured by the young Ecuador-
ian was rickets. Rickets is a childhood disorder caused by malnu-
trition, in particular the lack of vitamin C, calcium, and phosphate.
Mercifully rare in developed countries, rickets causes skeletal de-
formities, most commonly bowlegs, Pancho’'s own disability. It is
hard to know what kind of food Pancho and his family ate, but the
incidence of rickets shows that poverty played a large role in their
struggle to survive. Pancho had rickets because as a young child he
did not have an adequate diet, and his body never forgave him.

Pancho'’s father, Domingo Cano, provided as best he could for
his growing family. A handsome, strong man, six-feet-two-inches
tall, he worked as guardian to the property of one of the wealthi-
est men in Guayaquil, Don Juan José Medina. Medina, who had
been educated in England and was an important banker in town,
became padrino, or godfather to little Pancho. Medina was very
concerned about the boy’s development and thought Pancho
should take up an activity that would strengthen his bones, fill
out his muscles, and add much-needed bulk to the child’s stunted
frame. Medina decided that that activity should be his own favor-
ite sport—the game of tennis.

Sefior Medina was on the board of the Guayaquil Tennis Club,
a small, elite club that consisted of only five hundred members.
In Ecuador, indeed all over the world, tennis was considered an
upper-class sport, a rich man’s game, available only to those who
could afford to spend their leisure time using expensively made
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rackets to hit expensively produced balls at each other across ex-
pensively woven nets on expensively cared-for surfaces in expen-
sively maintained clubs while wearing expensive, long, white
trousers and expensive white sweaters and expensively designed
shoes.

Medina decided to hire Domingo Cano to be caretaker of the
Guayaquil Tennis Club. This position gave Cano not only a regular
salary but also lodging. The family was given a small house on the
tennis club grounds. In return, Cano was to look after the courts,
maintain the grounds and the clubhouse, and provide services
for the members including, perhaps most importantly for tennis
players, ball boys. Panchito would become, in effect, assistant to
his father, and at the same time start to play tennis.

It was an entirely private arrangement, of course. The club
members did not see or think much about their staff. As long
as the club and the courts were kept in tip-top shape, and there
were ball boys to pick up the balls, who actually did these jobs
was not of much concern. Pancho, like three or four other little
boys hired by the club, scurried about collecting balls and throw-
ing them when required to the players, otherwise making them-
selves as invisible as possible. Pancho was the youngest. “My dad
had me picking up balls, brushing the lines, fixing the net, hand-
ing towels to members,” Pancho recalled. The club had only four
courts, all cement, which were mostly busy on weekends when
the members were not at work, but Pancho would come every day
after school to help his father.

In elementary school in Guayaquil, Pancho was a good stu-
dent, particularly in mathematics. “I was good at numbers.” He
had good teachers. But he was lonely. Because he was so frail
and undersized, his schoolmates teased him unmercifully and
called him maricon, fairy. Every day after school, instead of play-
ing sports or simply hanging out with friends, he went to the ten-
nis club, a place off-limits to his classmates. It was an isolated
life for a child.

One day, inevitably, he picked up a tennis racket. It was old,
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abandoned, thrown out by one of the members. It was far too big
for him. He almost had to lift it with both hands, let alone try to
hit the ball with it. But Pancho put his hands round the handle,
bounced a ball, and swiped. “At the beginning, I wasn't interested,”
he remembered. “All my friends at school played soccer. But when
I hit the ball against a wall, I liked it.”

There were perhaps other forces at play here. Pancho was small
and weak for his age at school. He could not play sports as well
as his classmates. While they played soccer and baseball, Pancho
was often on the sidelines. Tennis, this mysterious game that his
school friends knew nothing about, was something Pancho could
learn privately, with his father, at the club. When the courts were
empty, his father would pick up a racket and take his son to hit
with him sometimes. “We’d sneak on to the courts.”

His mother, however, was the athlete in the family. (It was not
only Pancho who inherited her genes. Pancho's sister, Elvira, be-
came a national champion basketball player.) Francisca Cano
would also play tennis with Panchito, and for a while, she beat
him. “He hated it so much, finally she let him beat her,” Elvira
remembered.

But tennis was not what Francisca wanted for her son. (Neither
was basketball what she wanted for her daughter. She expected her
five girls to stay home, to help in the house, and prepare for good
marriages.) Pancho's mother felt uneasy about her son’s growing
passion for tennis—it kept him away from the house, away from
her. Her firstborn, he was made even more precious to her by his
frailty. (Both his brothers grew to be over six feet tall.) She nur-
tured him, cared for him, nursed him, prayed for him. She loved
her other children as attentively, even binding her daughters’ legs
as infants in order to fend off the distressing bowlegged legacy
of her eldest son.

But Panchito, being the most vulnerable, was perhaps her favor-
ite. Very religious, Sefiora Cano wanted him to be more religious
also, and made him take his sisters to novenas. She insisted that
every time they passed a church he go in and take the holy water.
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She was also the disciplinarian in the family. “She used to give
us the belt,” Elvira said. “I remember Pancho objecting, saying
‘Mama, you're going to hit a tennis champion?»””

Pancho’s mother would go to the courts with her son, but she
often found the situation distressing. He did not have proper ten-
nis shoes; they were made from rubber tires. His socks were not
long and white, like those of the other players. She could not af-
ford such luxuries for her son. But there were worse things. She
saw how her boy was treated by the club members when he was
working as a ball boy, clearly recalling it all at the end of her life.
“I remember one game when he sat on the chair of one of the
sefiores. ‘What the hell are you doing sitting there?” he asked. “You
have to sit over there, on the stairs.” And so my son left quietly,
to sit on the stairs. He was also forbidden to use the bathroom of
the sefiores. But he, with a good sense of humor, used to tell me,
‘They tell me not to use their chairs or their bathroom, but when
they are not there I sit and I shower as many times as I want to
... and some day I will be sitting in those seats right in front of
all of them.”

So his mother grew to accept her son’s ambition and passion
for the game. As he grew older, she was drawn into his obsession
and began to encourage him. She would come to the club at twi-
light, after all the members had gone home, and take Pancho on
to the empty courts, hitting back and forth with her tireless son.
Once he became a teenager, there was no question of who was
beating whom. They would play until it was too dark to see the
ball. How he resented that coming of darkness. “I remember he
would cry because he couldn't play in the daytime,” his sister El-
vira said, “only at night.”

While Pancho was the eldest son and favorite of his mother,
he was also the most responsible in temperament. As is often the
case with the eldest son, he was acutely aware of his position in
the family. As a child, he would take a burro into the hillsides out-
side the city and bring back firewood. “There were times when my
son brought home up to one sucre that he had earned during the
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day,” his mother announced proudly. There was nothing he would
not do to help his parents, brothers, and sisters, an impulse and
a duty that later proved both complex and, in some ways, tragic.
He left school completely after two years, to work for his family.
It was a painful decision. He was twelve years old.

He admitted later that his childhood was sad, because his life at
the club, and leaving school early, separated him from his friends.
“They weren't allowed there. It was a private club, and we were
just servants. I couldn’t get them in.” The lack of money also iso-
lated him. “I never had a bike. I couldn’t go anywhere, not even
to the beach.”

Because of the family’s poverty, the larger world was closed to
him. “In those days,” he said, laughing at the recollection, “if we
saw a plane we thought it was a bird!” He would look longingly
at the magnificent Grace Line ships that sailed in and out of the
port of Guayaquil. How unthinkable it was to him that he would
ever be able to afford to travel on one of those huge liners. Sleek,
glamorous, they tantalized the boy with their noisy sirens, full of
empty promises. How often did he wistfully dream that one day he
might escape from Guayaquil on one of those Grace Line steam-
ers. “Some day I will go on a boat like that away from here,” he
would promise himself. “One day I will become somebody.”

Meanwhile, there was no alternative for him except to go on
hitting balls against the wall at the Guayaquil Tennis Club. He
began to commit himself more and more to learning about the
game. Although he saw that all the grown-up players at the club
used one-handed forehands and backhands, he found he could hit
more powerfully by continuing to use both hands on his forehand.
(It wasn't until the 1960s that players began to use both hands
for forehand and backhand.) He watched the better players care-
fully, analyzing their strokes, their footwork, their technique, and
then copying them later by himself, playing against the wall. He
learned from the movements of the highly regarded, left-handed
player Don Nelson Uraga, who had the tenacious fighting spirit
that Pancho admired. He practiced his grip, his footwork, his po-
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sitioning. He worked on the abandoned old rackets at his disposal
as though they were priceless—binding the disintegrating strings
with tape to make them last longer.

He began to improve his game. “By playing against the wall all
the time I knew the ball came back fast, and I learned to hit the
ball early.” Born with instincts and coordination, in spite of his
physical disadvantages, Pancho began to develop compensatory
reflexes. He also started working out on a rowing machine, a new
addition to the club. His godfather, J. J. Medina, saw to it that his
godchild was smuggled into the hallowed exercise room when
nobody else was around. By about the age of eleven, the relent-
less practice, the intense concentration, and the focused mind of
the unlikely athlete started to pay dividends. He acquired a proper
racket, a well-worn Top Flight, abandoned at the club by a visiting
Brazilian. “He looked at it with pride,” recalled his mother, “as if
it were a treasure, and he used it for many years.”

People began to take notice. “Soon,” Pancho said with a glint
in his eye, “I began beating the big boys.” Working at the club, he
would sometimes be invited by members to hit with them. Not
that they saw it as competition exactly—who would think of a seri-
ous matchup between the experienced adult and the puny pata de
loro, or “parrot foot,” as he was called. He didn't even wear proper
shoes or socks. But he could hit the ball like the devil, and his con-
sistency made him almost like the ball machines that later domi-
nated tennis coaching. If nobody was around to play at the club,
and no pro was available, the members would call on the skinny
cholo. “I was a ball hitter for them and they would pay me thirty
cents, fifty cents, to play with them.”

Fifty cents doesn't sound like much, but for Pancho and his
family it was a small fortune. His parents’ struggle to provide for
such a large brood remained a constant anxiety, particularly for
his mother, who often could not pay the bills. His father’s attitude
toward money was more pragmatic. “Don’t go out in the rain, we
have no raincoats,” was the kind of advice he offered his children.
Or, “If you must buy a suit, buy a black one that you can wear
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to wakes and get free food.” For their unpromising son to bring
home money, however little it was, was a lifesaver.

To discover that tennis was a way to provide funds for the fam-
ily was a revelation that transformed Pancho's thinking about his
life and his future. “Playing tennis brought money to the house,
and so my parents encouraged it,” he said, recognizing the im-
mense implications of his gift.

He worked harder on his game, and soon the club members
could not help but be aware of this determined youngster always
hanging around the courts. By playing with the big boys, Pancho
developed his game and learned from them, revealing an intense
competitiveness that surprised his opponents. Soon, as well as
being their ball boy, he also became their regular hitter, making
small sums of money each time. “But they never paid up!” he re-
membered, laughing. “I would wait outside while they changed
and then ask for my thirty cents!” This was Pancho's first exposure
to the thoughtlessness of the wealthy, who would demand his time
and his talent and then walk away. Later, when he began his jour-
ney through the glamorous tennis world of the rich and famous,
he was to understand this callous habit only too well, and, just as
he did as a teenager at the Guayaquil Tennis Club, he would shrug
and offer a resigned smile at the irony of it all.

In 1935, when Pancho was thirteen, an important visitor came
to the club. He was Francisco Rodriguez Garzon, a well-known
journalist and editor of the sports section of the local daily news-
paper, El Telegrafo. He saw Pancho play, and a few days later, the
newspaper published a story about him that caused a minor sen-
sation. “As soon as I saw him,” Rodriguez wrote,

that young, simple, shy boy, who became even more nervous
when I told him to allow himself to be photographed, he en-
tered deep in my soul. He was afraid that the sefiores would get
upset and he did not want to say much of his passion for ten-
nis, of his abilities, and of what he can do. But upon talking to
the members of the tennis club I have begun thinking about
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what a young man . . . with such a familiarity of the racket, of
the ball, of the secrets of tennis, and with the ability to impress
the whole country with his talents, can achieve.

Thus began a lifelong love affair between El Telegrafo and its
new young star. This article also announced to the world for the
first time that Guayaquil had somebody in their midst who might
one day become a national hero. The members of the Guayaquil
Tennis Club could no longer ignore the little mestizo who had been
their ball boy for so long. Pancho began to beat their best play-
ers on a regular basis. “They did not always like it,” he grinned.
“They would call ‘foul!””

On one occasion a well-known North American player known
as Mr. Brown came to play at the club. He had heard about the ball
boy with the remarkable flair for tennis and was intrigued enough
to ask the club if he might play the kid. The club officials reluc-
tantly agreed. Pancho won the match in three sets with ease. Far
from being annoyed at this insult from a cholo ball boy, the visit-
ing gringo was very impressed, told the club they had a seriously
gifted player on their hands, and urged them to stop employing
him as a ball boy and allow him the opportunity to make a career
out of tennis. “This boy, when he is seventeen, will shine, and will
make his country shine.”

But while some of the club members still found it difficult to ac-
cept that the little Indian might be a serious contender as a tennis
player, one family in particular began to take an interest in this ex-
ceptional talent in their midst. In 1937, Luis Eduardo Bruckmann
Burton and his wife, Angela, decided to take personal charge of
the club’s unlikely prodigy. They invited Pancho to spend time
with them in their summer house in Quito. They did not know
then that he would become a great player, but they had heard the
stories and understood that they could help him by taking care of
him for a while.

Quito, the capital of Ecuador, is a beautiful city situated high up
in the mountains, where the air is much better and clearer than
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in Guayaquil, and where those who can afford it prefer to spend
the less attractive months of the year. The Bruckmann Burtons
offered Pancho a generous deal. They would feed him nourishing
food, see that he had proper sleep, and allow him to breathe good
air in a healthy environment. In return, he would teach tennis to
their two teenage daughters, Ilse and Olga. It was a splendid op-
portunity, and Pancho seized it with gratitude. The Bruckmann
Burtons kept their promise. In Quito, he ate well, became stron-
ger, exercised his growing limbs, adding muscle and tone. As for
the rest, he spent a delightful time with Ilse and Olga, who, as he
pointed out later, were both extremely pretty.

Pancho spent two months with the Bruckmann Burton fam-
ily in Quito, and returned in far better shape than when he had
left. He was now sixteen years old, and his first big test as a ten-
nis player was about to take place.
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The Education of a Tennis Prodigy

ancho returned home from Quito in the spring of 1938.
P He had been three months away from home, in the cool

high altitude, playing tennis every day. When he appeared
at the Guayaquil Tennis Club for the first time after his absence, it
was clear he was transformed. Stronger, faster, fitter, he was play-
ing brilliant tennis. He was also extremely competitive. When he
played with the members, he played to win.

The club players were impressed. Some of them also realized
their little Pancho could be of immense use to them. Coming up
was the annual tennis tournament between Guayaquil and Quito.
The two major cities in Ecuador historically enjoyed an intense
political rivalry, and the tennis tournament was no different. It
was a fiercely fought match that represented the most important
championship in the country. This year a group of members of
the Guayaquil Tennis Club decided they should invite Pancho to
participate in the tournament.

Pancho Segura? Play for the Guayaquil Tennis Club? A lot of
people were outraged at the suggestion. The little cholo, the ball
boy? He wasn't a member, could never in a million years become
a member. The idea was ridiculous. How could this poor care-
taker’s son represent the cream of Guayaquil in such a socially
important sporting event? Moreover, he was professional, wasn't
he? Hadn't he taken money to play with the members over the
years? So what if it was only fifty cents? The club could not coun-
tenance any threat to its amateur status. The outcry was loud and
persistent.

This was the first time Pancho experienced the reality of his
position. He had innocently knocked on the door of a world that
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would never forget where he came from. At the age of sixteen, he
was discovering how many obstacles there were for him to face if
he continued his career in tennis, not only physical and mental
but social. The physical and mental barriers he had already proved
he could negotiate successfully; the social ones presented a more
intangible and complex threat.

It took some cunning maneuvering to solve the problem of get-
ting Pancho to Quito. There was no way he could represent the
Guayaquil Tennis Club. He wasn't a member and never could be
a member. That was that. But his supporters found a way around
this ruling by having the young player represent another club in
town, which was happy to sponsor him in the tournament.

So Pancho Segura went to Quito. Thrilling, yes. It was his first
major appearance on the national tennis circuit, a moment he had
been working toward for years. But he was made to pay a painful
price for his acceptance. His teammates were not at all pleased
at being told to play with this social upstart, and they expressed
themselves in the subtle and not-so-subtle ways of class superior-
ity. Pancho may have been part of the team, but he was absolutely
not a member of the club. They would not let him sit with them
on the train trip to Quito, forcing him to travel by himself in a
third-class compartment. He was not allowed to eat with them,
either. The club players went out for pork chops, leaving him be-
hind. Since, unlike them, he had no money, he was reduced to
buying plantain chips from a street vendor.

Pancho accepted this treatment without bitterness. His job was
to play tennis for Guayaquil, and with typical focus, he responded
fervently to the challenge. He won all three of his matches, con-
tributing to Guayaquil's defeat of their longtime rival. “We beat
the hell out of them,” Pancho observed with a satisfied grin. On
the way home, his teammates were more respectful of the little
cholo ball boy. He could win matches for them, it appeared. On
the train back to Guayaquil, he was allowed to sit with the rest of
the group.

After this triumph, Pancho was no longer an unknown player.
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Many people had watched him play in Quito, and they were not
about to forget him. The speed! The anticipation! The unheard-of,
two-handed forehand! Spectators were astonished at this phenom-
enon. One man in particular was startled by the talent shown by
the dark little teenager from Guayaquil. He was Galo Plaza Lasso,
president of the Ecuador Olympic Committee (he later became
president of Ecuador). Plaza had been educated at Georgetown
University in the United States and was an imposing, fair-haired
man of considerable elegance. He decided to invite Pancho to join
the Ecuador tennis team entering in the Bolivarian Olympics in
Bogota later that year.

Once more, there was resistance. Peru, a participating country,
again brought up the issue of Pancho’s professional status, and
again, his supporters scoffed at the allegation. Plaza went so far
as to threaten to boycott the games if Pancho were banned. The
Peruvians withdrew their objection, and Pancho was accepted as
part of the Ecuador delegation.

By this time, the people of Guayaquil knew that they had a new
popular hero. “The day he left,” his mother said, “he was seen
off by a musical band. As we, all of his family and friends, took a
bus from the Cuba neighborhood, we banged on the car, making
a lot of noise and cheering Pancho on.” Her pride in her son was
almost palpable. This was by far the biggest thing that had hap-
pened to her family, and she could only wave, weep, cheer, and
pray for him.

Tennis pundits believed that Venezuela and Colombia were
the favorites to win the medal, with Peru a close third. But a few
spies had heard about the little Ecuadorian sensation and were
openly saying that Pancho Segura was the man to beat. Right
from the start of the games, this seemed to be the case. Segura’s
first match was against the Colombian Gastén Moscoso. Although
heckled by the crowd who called him a “professional champion,”
Pancho ignored the distractions and beat Moscoso in three easy
sets. The Ecuadorian then faced the Peruvian champion, Carlos
Acuna y Rey, and beat him even more easily. Acuna was furi-
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ous at being defeated Dy this little nobody and refused to be pho-
tographed with him after the match. In the semifinals, Pancho
rolled to yet another three-set win against the Bolivian champion
Gastén Zamora.

On August 13, 1938, to everyone’s astonishment, the gold medal
final was between Pancho Segura of Ecuador and Jorge Comba-
riza of Colombia. By this time, the whole of the tournament was
in an uproar. Pancho's style of playing, his two-handed forehand,
his speed, his spirit, were the talk of the games. The buzz was in-
tense. All the players and fans wanted to see for themselves this
completely new kind of tennis played by an unknown player from
a small town in Ecuador. Crowds poured on to the court to see this
phenomenon play. Tickets were scarce, if not impossible. Back
home, El Telegrafo promised to transmit the game through Radio
Nueva Granada. People in Guayaquil poured into the streets, wait-
ing to hear about the triumph of their beloved prodigy.

Combariza was the favorite and received cheers from his sup-
porters as he appeared on the court. Pancho followed him to polite
applause. The contrast was striking—the athletic-looking Colom-
bian with his wealthy entourage, striding grandly on to the court
like a pasha, and little Segura, just eighteen years old and weigh-
ing 120 pounds, darting quickly to his side of the net, eager to be-
gin. Combariza served first. Pancho seemed nervous and lost five
games in a row. The Ecuadorian fans in the bleachers started to
urge him on with encouraging cheers, and he responded by win-
ning the next five games. But the price for that courageous come-
back was too great, and he lost the first set 7—s5.

Pancho began to find his form in the second set, and won it
6—4. By then, the little Indian was “in the zone,” as he would
say later. His shot-making became more precise, his speed more
daunting, his overheads immaculate, his baseline drives like bul-
lets, his volleying faultless. “I was too quick for him,” Pancho
said later. “I was at the net before the ball had landed on the other
side.” Combariza had no chance against this tireless whirlwind
and lost the last two sets by the humiliating score of 6-1, 6-1.
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The spectators rushed down from the stands to congratulate
the unexpected champion, and his delirious teammates hoisted
him up on their shoulders and marched him in a victory parade
round the court. El Telegrafo published an ar report that said, in
part, “Critics who went to the singles finals all agree that the en-
counter between Francisco Segura and Jorge Combariza was the
best match they saw in Bogota. They also affirm that Segura ex-
hibited the best tennis of all those observed throughout the tour-
nament.”

But the Guayaquilefios had to wait to celebrate. The Radio
Nueva broadcast never came through, and the news was ultimately
transmitted by phone from Rodriguez to the local firemen. As
their sirens began to reverberate throughout the city (for once not
warning about a fire), everyone started shouting and cheering and
jumping up and down that their “favored son, in this hour of tri-
umph . .. had snatched another shred of glory for his beloved Ec-
uador,” as El Telegrafo put it in its most patriotic language.

Segura was eighteen years old. His rise had been meteoric.
From a humble ball boy hitting for the club members in Guaya-
quil, he was now not only an internationally known tennis player
but the national champion. His return home to Guayaquil was
that of a hero. People flocked into the streets in droves to wel-
come him. A ticker-tape parade was organized. Kids shouted his
name as he walked in the streets, travelers on the buses stuck
their heads out of windows to salute him. “Everyone invited me
into their homes,” Pancho remembered. “The delegation gave me
a big welcome. I got medals, banners in my honor, everything!”
A street was named in his honor. It was only after this triumphal
recognition that the belated decision was made to accept him as
a member of the Guayaquil Tennis Club.

During 1939, Pancho Segura represented Ecuador in four ma-
jor South American championships—in Uruguay, Chile, Brazil,
and Argentina. He won all of these tournaments. Perhaps his big-
gest victory was at Millington Drake Stadium, in Carrasco, near
Montevideo, against the Argentine champion Lucilo Del Castillo.
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Most fans had not yet seen the notorious double-handed tennis
player from Ecuador, with the wicked ground strokes and excep-
tional speed. Anticipation ran high, and as play progressed it was
soon clear that Del Castillo was being seriously challenged. At one
set apiece, Del Castillo had a set point, which Segura negated and
went on to win 11—9. This long set victory was the turning point.
There was no more hope for Del Castillo after that. Pancho won
the match in four sets.

There was still one more match to play. It was for the tourna-
ment cup, played in the presence of the British ambassador, Sir
Eugen Millington Drake, for whom the Carrasco stadium was
named. Sir Eugen was a great tennis enthusiast and headed the
Uruguayan Tennis Federation that had initiated the tournament.
The ambassador shook Pancho's hand warmly as he entered the
stadium, perhaps aware of the significance of the contest ahead.
Pancho's opponent was the Uruguayan champion Sebastien Har-
reguy, playing here on his home turf. This gave him an immediate
advantage, and the crowd roared its support for him as the play-
ers walked on to the court.

On this tense occasion, Pancho found it more difficult than
usual to read the other man's game. After winning the first set 7—s,
he lost the second and third 1-6, 0—6, humiliating scores that he
had not racked up throughout the year so far. The crowd began
to mutter and murmur, wondering whether to write him off as
a one-day wonder after all. But under this intense pressure, Pan-
cho showed the spirit and tenacity that were to become the hall-
marks of his style. Like all great players, he found a way to raise
the level of his game, and by picking up speed and driving his
shots with more power and accuracy, he won the fourth set 6-1.
This unsettled the Uruguayan and his fans, who had tasted vic-
tory. Harreguy showed signs of fatigue at the start of the fifth set
and temporarily left the court with leg cramps. The delay failed
to restore him, and he lost the final set 6—3. Sir Eugen Millington
Drake, appreciating the fine tennis he had witnessed, presented
Segura with the trophy.
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This time the response was unanimous. Francisco Segura was
a tennis player for the ages. Even his opponents graciously rec-
ognized his talents and potential. Millington Drake, inspired to
literary heights by his appreciation of the fine match, described
the story of the tournament as the twilight of the gods of classical
tennis, Del Castillo and Harreguy, both of whom now found them-
selves in the shadow of Segura, the new shining star.

From this championship Pancho went on to others, in Chile,
Brazil, and Argentina again. Each time he returned home his
name was bigger. His image was everywhere, always the wiry,
dark-skinned young man holding his tennis racket in both hands,
his face illuminated by a wide, infectious grin that even then was
beginning to melt girls’ hearts.

The press wouldn't leave him alone. El Telegrafo now routinely
called him a Greek god, deserving of hosannas and victory wreaths.
“Segura has been the youthful exponent of our people, who has
shown our brother nations the vigor of our race, the unbreakable
strength of its will . . . its dignity, its discipline, and courage.” This
nationalistic language was in part an effort to give hope to the
poor and disenfranchised masses of this small, struggling coun-
try, whose sufferings might perhaps be forgotten in the tempo-
rary glory of one of their popular heroes. He belonged to the peo-
ple—that was the important fact. He was a criollo (a commoner),
not a sefior (a patrician), and his victories gave hope to thousands
of those sharing the poverty that he had endured.

In fact, the situation was deeply ironic, for becoming a national
hero meant nothing in financial terms. Winning tournaments did
not translate into economic success. Although his parents had be-
gun to enjoy the enormous public acclaim their eldest son was
receiving, their incomes did not change, and the same old diffi-
culties still haunted them as they continued to look for ways to
bring up their large family. “My parents began to think they were
aristocrats,” Pancho said. “They were made such a fuss of. But my
success didn't bring in any money.”

Ticker-tape parades were exciting, but they did not pay the
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bills. Only after newspapers and friends picked up the story of
the Segura Cano family’s continued poverty did the municipality
of Guayaquil respond and give them a piece of land on which to
build a house. It was on the corner of Cuenca and Quito streets.
The building contained a ground-floor shop to bring in rent, and
a modest upstairs apartment with four very small bedrooms, a
living-dining space, and a tiny kitchen. It was hardly big enough
for such a large family, but at least it was theirs, and members of
Pancho's family still live there. It was home, even if it was small
and inconveniently located. Still unable to afford transport, Pan-
cho had to make a twenty-minute walk every day to and from the
tennis club.

From time to time, Pancho's rich friends at the club slipped him
money, clothes, supplies. On one occasion while playing abroad,
Agustin Febres Cordero, his old supporter, friend, and former
president of the club, gave him five hundred dollars to send to
his mother. But other influential friends had greater ambitions
for their gifted native son. Galo Plaza, his old patron, was now
president of Ecuador. Continuing his interest in the local hero,
he suggested that Pancho go to study tennis in France. France
was one of the foremost tennis-playing countries in the world,
along with Great Britain, Australia, and the United States. Plaza
thought France would be an easier place for the inexperienced,
poorly educated young South American to feel at home in than
the cutthroat competitive world of the United States. In France
he would have the opportunity to refine his game and become an
international star for Ecuador, indeed, put Ecuador on the map
in the most spectacular fashion. No other Ecuadorian athlete to
that point had come close to Pancho’s international success, and
Ecuador was prepared to sponsor their young prize by giving him
an allowance to live abroad.

But the world had other plans. Pancho was playing in a tourna-
ment in Argentina when war broke out in Europe. “I saw German
warships in the harbor in Buenos Aires,” Pancho said. “I knew
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what that meant.” It was now impossible for him to go to France
to play tennis. (“It was the greatest break of my life,” he declared
later.) In spite of this setback, again fortune shone on him. His
fame had spread and was to reach the shores of a country he had
only dreamed about.

Elwood Cooke was one of the top amateur tennis players in the
United States. In 1939 he had lost in the finals at Wimbledon to
Bobby Riggs (who was his partner that same year in their title-
winning doubles.) Cooke had read in an English version of New
York’s Spanish-language newspaper La Prensa about the young
sensation from Ecuador, Francisco Segura, and when he made a
visit to Guayaquil in the spring of 1940, on a goodwill mission
with Wilson Sporting Goods, he asked to see the little champion.
What he thought is not recorded, but in June 1940, Pancho Se-
gura, with the support of Elwood Cooke, Wilson Sporting Goods,
and a promised monthly stipend of one hundred dollars from the
Guayaquil Tennis Club, set off for the United States of America
as a “special representative of the Sports Ministry.” The arrange-
ment was to last for one year.

“A tender silence of sadness and tears is spreading step by step
and from corner to corner,” sighed Ralph Del Camp, the poetically
inspired writer for El Telegrafo, describing the people’s grief at Pan-
cho's departure. “Let us remember how upon crossing a sidewalk
a small child watched you and uttered in a strangled voice (con voz
en cuello), “There goes Pancho Segura, champion of champions.”
Words of advice followed. “Pancho, the chance that you most de-
sired has come. You go to the city of skyscrapers and clamorous
noise. But I remind you of this: do not change anything, even if
they offer you the National Bank. Be the modest and simple young
man that I met, the friend of all.”

What did his poor mother think? “Mama,” Pancho told her one
day, “they have given me a grant, but I think I will not use it. I am
sure that you will not let me go. Verdad, mamita?” But Francisca
Cano Segura was made of sterner stuff. “I was a little sad because
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my son was leaving me,” she conceded later, “but I saw the reality
of things and I told him, ‘But son, why do you think that I won't
let you go? Of course I want you to go, so that you will get to know
... and understand what life is (de lo que es la vida).”

With the last farewells completed, Pancho Segura was ready. He
sailed on a Grace Line ship, one of those huge white steamers he
had gazed at so longingly from a distance as a child. Now at last,
his yearning was a reality. Accompanied by Juan Aguirre, another
tennis player from Guayaquil, he was finally on board one of the
magnificent vessels of his dreams.

The sea voyage was thrilling to the novice traveler, particularly
crossing the Panama Canal. He was enthralled by the miracle of
engineering that created it—to be able so quickly to cross from
one continent to the other. Throughout the long journey, Pancho
had a wild and wonderful time. He used to spend hours in the
ship’s nightclub, where the performers were singing one of the
biggest popular hits of 1940:

Oh, Johnny, Oh, Johnny, how you can love!
Oh, Johnny, Oh Johnny, Heavens above!
You make my sad heart jump for joy,

And when you're near me

I can't keep still a minute

Because it's Oh Johnny, Oh Johnny,

I love you so!

Pancho would listen, loving it, learning it by heart. “But of course
I didn't understand a word!”

The young Ecuadorian was free for the first time from the re-
straints of his home life and the culture of his country, and he
could hardly contain his delight. “There was a girl on the boat
who liked me a little bit, but I couldn’t speak English so I couldn’t
make any moves!”

He was traveling to a strange country, where he didn't know a
soul. He had no money. He faced an unknown future, speaking
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not a word of English. But for the eager cholo from Guayaquil, this
was one of the most exciting moments of his life.

Galo Plaza Lasso had feared that the United States would be too
tough for the little Ecuadorian prodigy to make a name for him-
self playing tennis. But Pancho had other plans, and now there
was no turning back.
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Hasta Luego!

n July 29, 1940, Pancho Segura arrived in New York City.
O He wore a card with his name on it round his neck, like

an immigrant just off the boat. Elwood Cooke and his
tennis-playing wife, Sarah, met him at the pier with a represen-
tative of Wilson Sporting Goods, and without any more ado, they
put him on a train for Southampton, Long Island. He was told he
was going to the Meadow Club to play tennis.

Perhaps it was a blessing that at that time Pancho spoke no
English. He had no idea that he was about to cross the threshold
of one of the most exclusive private clubs in the United States.
He had no idea that there were rules of clothing and deportment
that the club members most definitely required. He had no idea
of his most glaring deficiencies—that he was not white, rich, or
college educated.

The Meadow Club had never seen anything like it.

Clutching his shabby tennis racket and a small bag of unsuit-
able clothes, he arrived in Southampton in time to play in the
men’s doubles (with his traveling companion, Juan Aguirre), in
the Fifteenth Annual Tournament of the Meadow Club.

It was a rout. They lost at once in straight sets, 6-1, 6-2.

Friends put it down to the long journey, to nerves, to the alien
environment. But the loss was more simply explained. The match
was played on grass, and Pancho had never played on grass in his
life. (“Grass? I thought it was something you smoked,” he joked
later.) These days, players know precisely how to adjust their game
from cement or clay to the much faster, quirky surface of grass.
Segura and Aguirre had no idea what was happening to their
game. Faced with low, fast, skidding balls, they could not adjust
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their footwork, they could not anticipate, they lost their timing.
“My opponent hit a kicker and I missed and people thought I had
done it deliberately!” Their tennis looked amateurish in the face
of their more skilled opponents. (Pancho also lost a singles match
during that tournament.)

But the experience was not a total disaster. Although he lost
his matches, audiences could not help noticing the five-foot-six,
leather-dark dynamo with his curly jet-black hair, crooked legs,
and astonishing double-handed forehand. “Nobody had ever seen
anyone play with two hands,” Pancho said. “They thought it was
all wrong!” Right from the start, the odd-looking player, with his
huge grin, had an exotic quality that people found intriguing. They
sensed his speed, his energy, his gamesmanship.

One day, as Pancho was making his way back to town on foot
from the Meadow Club (of course he had no car), the player who
won the Southampton singles championship that year drove by
and, seeing the solitary little figure with his odd gait walking along
the road, stopped and gave him a ride. The driver's name was
Bobby Riggs. Riggs had no idea who the dark-skinned kid was,
and Pancho could not speak English, so not much was said on that
occasion. But from that moment on, Segura and Riggs struck up
a friendship that was to greatly enliven the history of American
tennis. They became two of the most popular players on the tour
and remained friendly rivals and gambling companions through-
out their lives.

A young teenager also paid particular attention to this unlikely
new arrival. She was Rosalind Palmer, a young member of the club
who had been appointed as Junior Hostess for the weekend, to
act as escort for the visiting players. She had been assigned to the
young South American while he played in the tournament.

He could not have had better luck in his life.

Rosalind Palmer was fifteen years old. Her father was chair-
man of the board of E. R. Squibb, and her mother was a poet and
playwright, with a graduate degree from Columbia University,
who had served as a nurse during World War I. Mrs. Palmer was
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also a New Deal Democrat who worked with Eleanor Roosevelt in
the 1930s and was extremely left-wing in her politics. With such
an unconventional background, Rosalind was the product of a
stimulating socialist childhood. Later, she got into Smith College,
but America had entered the European war, and her mother de-
cided she would do better doing war work. Rosalind got a job in
an aircraft plant and gained immortality as the model for Rosie
the Riveter.

Considering the type of Meadow Club member who might have
been selected as Pancho's “greeter,” Rosalind could hardly have
been a more brilliant choice to welcome to America a colored
cholo from a country riddled with class hierarchies and devas-
tating poverty. Oblivious to the obvious shock value of this little
dark-skinned imp mingling with the tall, stylish wasp members
of the tennis establishment, she took to her scandalous assign-
ment with enthusiasm.

“I watched him play,” she remembered. “And I saw his flash-
ing smile. It didn't matter to me if he lost. He made a great im-
pression.”

Rosalind Palmer was smitten. So she spoke no Spanish and he
spoke no English. Who cared? She understood him perfectly. They
got along right from the start. She accompanied him to the courts
and to dinners for the players on Friday and Saturday night. After
she went home to her parents, Pancho slept in the locker room.
He didn't mind. He was nineteen years old, he was in America,
he was playing tennis, and he was being looked after by a lovely
young girl. What a delightful introduction to the New World!

It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship, one of many that
Segura, with his extraordinary talent for finding and keeping
friends, found more and more precious over the years. The feel-
ing was mutual. Decades later, Rosalind would express the same
feeling of warmth and affection for the little Indian that she had
experienced when she first met him at the Meadow Club so long
ago.

The week after the Southampton tournament, Pancho was sent
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to East Orange, New Jersey, for the Eastern Clay Court Champi-
onships. On this occasion he felt a little more comfortable—clay,
after all, was a surface he knew well. “I loved clay,” he explained,
“because I had a good drop shot and drop shots are very effective
on clay.” Pancho worked out a good strategy on the slower surface.
“I would look as though I was hitting it low, my opponent would
think I'm going to hit a long drive, and at the last minute I would
turn my wrist and produce a drop shot. Good fake!”

This cunning play worked very effectively in one of the most
important matches he played in the tournament. It was against
Jack Kramer, who was to become a key figure in Pancho's career.
Kramer, who was only nineteen, the same age as Pancho, had al-
ready won the National Boys’ Championship, moved on to the
Davis Cup and had beaten most of the top players in the coun-
try. Later that year he won the U.S. Nationals in men’'s doubles.
His experience far exceeded that of the little Ecuadorian, he was
already famous for his big serve, and it seemed it would be an
easy match.

But as Kramer later recalled, “Pancho sort of knocked me off
the court in the first set. I was trying to find his weaker shot,
which was his backhand, a rather mediocre slice at that time. But
it was very hard to get to that shot because Pancho was so quick
and he anticipated so well that almost no matter where you hit
the ball, he was able to get around it and hit his favorite shot, the
two-hander.” Kramer went on to say that this was also Pancho's
undoing in those days, since he wore himself out running extra
steps all the time trying to get to his lethal forehand. “I think he
beat me 6-love in the first set, and then I was able to slow him
down a little and finally beat him.”

In spite of increasing recognition of his talent by other play-
ers, Pancho was still coming up with losing scores. His first major
assignment on grass after the embarrassing showing in South-
ampton was at Forest Hills, then the center of U.S. tennis. He
was slated to play Frank Parker in the first round on September
4, 1940. It was a tough draw. Frank Parker at this time had been
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playing Davis Cup since 1937, and was to go on to win two U.S.
singles titles in 1944 and 1945, as well as being a finalist in 1942.
He knew the grass surface well and was a clever strategist. Ten-
nis writer Eugene L. Scott called him perhaps “the most unsung
American hero in tennis of his time.” This was to be Pancho’s
first opponent on grass after the Ecuadorian’s humiliating debut
in Southampton.

It is to Pancho's great credit that even in those few short weeks,
he had already begun to examine the question of playing on grass.
He had little opportunity to practice, since he didn't know anybody
and had no money, but when he faced Frank Parker he did not dis-
grace himself. The score was 6-3, 6-1, 7—5 in favor of the more ex-
perienced player, a very respectable performance. The plucky last
set in particular, when Pancho began to show off to best advan-
tage his crushing two-handed forehand, precision ground strokes,
and irresistible tenacity, created a wave of interest and sympathy
amongst the spectators, who cheered him warmly at the end.

In October 1940, he won his first grass-court victory in the
United States. In a tournament organized by the Hispanic Tennis
Club, he beat the Irish champion and Davis Cup player George
Lyttleton 6-2, 6—4. Segura’s fast-improving tennis now showed a
repertoire of devastating shots—deep crosscourt drives, smashes,
and drop shots, and of course the vicious two-handed forehand.
As Manuel Laverde, tennis writer for La Prensa, wrote: “Rogers
could not conceal his astonishment each time Segura gave him
his celebrated two-handed stroke (guanton) that left the Irishman
standing at the baseline.” Pancho was beginning to get the mea-
sure of this strange new green surface and was turning it to his
advantage.

But if his tennis was improving, his living conditions were not.
Originally it had been arranged for Segura to stay with the Ecua-
dorian consul in New York, Sixto Duran Ballén. But becau