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An Australian Tennis Champion

1

The Making 

of a Champion

The Australian Tennis Hall of Fame includes only thirty champions; thirty  
Australians who have made their own unique mark in Australia’s tennis 
history. They are the elite of tennis - revered sporting greats, including 

household names such as Margaret Court, Rod Laver, Evonne Goolagong Cawley, 
John Newcombe, Pat Cash, and Wendy Turnbull (inducted in 2009). These are 
exciting players, who found a way to push themselves to the limit, with that extra 
spark of magic that lifts a champion above his or her competition. In tennis that 
means pulling out the winners at those critical times when the points matter 
most. Only seven women have earned this highest of Australian tennis accolades.  
One of these women is Nancye Wynne Bolton. 

Nancye (with an e - and don’t you forget it!) Wynne was born on 2 December 1916. Her 
parents, Gladys Watts (1889-1938) and Herbert ‘Bert’ Meredith Wynne (1888-1940),  
a sales manager, married on 12 March 1914. 

Nancye attended Mentone Grammar for a couple of years, and then Lauriston Girls’ 
School. It was not until age ten at Lauriston that Nancye had her first grab at a tennis 
racquet, and even then, her father saw potential. Through his business and sporting 

Nancye Wynne,
aged 19
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connections, Bert knew of Leo Guiney, reported elsewhere as a ‘tennis trainer on a 
roof-top’. Leo had a bitumen tennis court atop a Melbourne city office block. He was 
a soft-hearted soul, and told Bert that if Nancye wanted to make the effort to catch 
the train into the city, he would give her tennis lessons at no charge - a favour for his 
mate. Nancye happily caught that train, and that was to be the dawn of an amazing 
sporting career. 

In 1933, at age sixteen, Nancye had reached her ultimate height of five-feet-ten, 
or 180 centimetres. Even if you had trouble recognising players’ faces, Nancye was 
always the tall one. If your hearing was normal, you soon found out that Nancye was 
the loud one who swore a lot, much to Leo’s annoyance! If this tall, cursing young 
tennis player lost a point, take cover, or you risked wearing a thrown Spalding on 
your head! But it was also Nancye who laughed the most, who sincerely apologised to 
her defeated opponents after their merciless drubbings, and who graciously thanked 
everyone watching or umpiring her matches. Her daughter Pam recalls that these 
girlhood qualities remained part of her personality in her later years too. Nancye had 
a loud clear voice; at any given time you could hear her voice, miles away! She was a 
very good sport and was gracious, whether winning or losing.  

In 1933, Nancye reached her first tennis milestone. The name Nancye Wynne first 
appeared in the Melbourne press in 1933 when she won the Victorian schoolgirl tennis 
championship. She loved it, but also felt genuinely sorry for the other girls who went 
home disappointed, having given their best. 

This marked the beginning of the Guiney campaign to produce a new Australian 
champion by 1936. Nancye joined the St. Kilda Tennis Club and immediately competed 
in metropolitan A grade tournaments, catching the attention of state selectors in the 
process. When not on club courts, Nancye spent hours on end belting balls against a 
wall on the Flinders Lane rooftop. A line on that wall indicated the net height. A line 
on the floor represented the baseline, and the harder she hit the balls, the quicker they 
came back at her. As one of Victoria’s four best players, she began playing in regional 
and interstate tournaments. 

In 1936, much Melbourne press speculation was directed at two seemingly abominable 
exclusions from the Victorian ladies team contesting state titles and ultimately the 
national title. Gwyn Stevenson more than matched her older sister, Dot, it seemed, 
but was not invited to take part in the try-outs. Under the headline:

“How are Victorian girl champions passed over? Storm brewing over choice of 
interstate team”, The Herald sports reporters asked: 

“And what about Nancye Wynne? How did she come to be left out of the team? 
Nancye, who played number one for St.Kilda throughout the season, is 18 years of 
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age and did not drop a set during the pennant season. It is amazing that she has 
been passed over. 

“What has she got to do? Beat Fred Perry and Jack Crawford? If results count for 
anything, Nancye Wynne should have been selected ahead of May Blick, but evidently 
results count for nothing.” 

Petite seventeen-year-old Thelma Coyne from Sydney had won all of the preliminary 
state tournaments, and with her clever stroke-play looked set to take out the national 
title. Nancye was eligible to contest the Australian title, but not as one of the Victorian 
team. She was able to partner Coyne and they took out the Australian doubles title. 
They subsequently went on to win ten successive Australian doubles titles together, an 
astonishing sporting record that still stands today. 

The singles semi-final brought about an unexpected defeat for the likeable Thelma 
Coyne, to the amazement of the gallery, and Nancye herself. Nancye was in her 
first Australian singles championship. Nancye lost that final 6-4, 6-4 to the more 
experienced and aggressive Joan Hartigan, a previous two-times title-holder and a 
worthy winner. But Nancye gained a great deal of experience, and went on to lose only 
one other match over the next twelve months. 

Newspapers of the day referred to females under twenty-one as ‘girls’ so Nancye was 
still described as a girl when she reached that first Australian Singles Championship 
Final in 1936. She was just eighteen years of age. The next year she reached the final 
again and defeated Emily Hood in three sets, 6-3, 5-7, 6-4 winning her very first 
Australian Singles Championship. 

It was to be the first of six such Australian title victories for Nancye Wynne, a record 
only surpassed many years later by another Australian tennis legend, the great Margaret 
Court, who won an amazing 11 Australian Women’s championships in her career. But 
no other star has ever matched Nancye’s six singles titles. Even modern day greats like 
Evonne Cawley, Martina Navratilova, Steffi Graf, Monica Seles and Serena Williams 
have each only managed to win the Australian title four times. Daphne Akhurst was a 
five-time winner. The press convention of the day was to name married and unmarried 
females differently. For example, in a single article you would see reference to  
Mrs. Harry Hopman and Miss Nancye Wynne. (For clarity here, married players such as 
Mrs. Harry Hopman, for example, will be referred to simply as Nell Hopman.) 

Newspaper sports writers came to know Nancye’s game, her demeanour, her 
determination, dress and antics better than most. Their eye-witness accounts serve 
to deliver a fair portrait of Nancye, often by unnamed reporters. One writer whose 
byline often appeared was that of well known Davis Cup player Harry Hopman, 
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writing for Melbourne’s popular evening newspaper, The Herald. Harry seemed more 
conservative in his early praise of Nancye, probably because his wife, Nell, was of the 
same tennis generation and a team-mate of Nancye’s. Others with famous bylines were 
Wimbledon champions Adrian Quist and Jack Crawford. Newspapers and magazines 
reporting tennis at the time, and sometimes quoted here, include Australian Golf & 
Tennis, The Sun News Pictorial, Table Talk, The Age, Argus and The Herald. 

In 1936, an unnamed reporter wrote enthusiastically: “Nancye is the greatest natural  
woman player I have seen.” However, he then went on to report: 

“As a girl she was allowed plenty of freedom, and that is how she plays, with freedom 
that shows her natural grace of movement and her boyish audacity to an advantage 
that makes watching her a pleasure, mixed with the excitement of guessing what is 
to come next. 

She began when a schoolgirl at Lauriston, and immediately showed natural aptitude 
in ability to hit a moving ball, but her impetuosity in wanting to crack everything 
that came her way with gay abandon kept her among the ruck. She could play all 
day without tiring. She could run fast, jump high and bend low, but could not keep 
the ball in court. 

When she did begin to make headway her career was checked by her impulsive 
actions, such as throwing her racquet into the air when missing strokes or making a 
carefree swipe at the ball going out of court, and giving vent to her feelings in words 
and actions that did not impress officials who selected women’s teams. 

However, Nancye while going through this stage had much helpful advice from 
her coach, Leo Guiney, not a great player, but one who understood her moods and 
temperament. He gradually changed her outlook, with the help of others, to one 
where feelings were suppressed and cloaked with cultivated nonchalance. 

As Nancye says, ‘I used to swear horribly when I missed a ball once, but now, since 
I found it was not doing me any good, I say little worse than “bother”!

She sometimes loses her poise, she fell when chasing a hot return of Mrs. Westacott’s 
and momentarily lost her grace, but quickly recovered to win the next point.” 

Nancye’s only child, daughter Pam Stockley, explains that in newspaper articles 
written at the time, her famous mother was often referred to as “Nonchalant Nancye”. 
However, she did have a temperamental side. Article after article talked about Nancye’s 
‘temperament’. “One day, she was on the centre court at Kooyong, when it was the main 
Melbourne stadium. She whacked the ball and nearly took the head off the then Premier 
of Victoria!” Nancye was very much her own person. She did things her own way, and 
maintained her strong character right up to the day she died.
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The players didn’t train in those days; Nancye smoked, rolling her own, which started 
during the war when you couldn’t get the tailor-made cigarettes. She was a tall, old-
fashioned style of girl. We have lots of great photos of her. She’d curse a bit! She might 
have said ‘bloody’ or that sort of thing, but absolutely no four-letter words! 

There were several occasions when Nancye fell out of grace with tennis officials. One 
such occasion was when she dared to be so brash as to walk on to a court before a 
public gallery, wearing … SHORTS! Whilst many of the male gallery may also have 
been wearing shorts in the searing Melbourne summer climate, this situation caused 
a stir. One member of the public, “Lex”, felt moved to write to the Editor in Nancye’s 
defence: 

 “Sir, I left the Albert Ground tennis matches today with a feeling of disgust that 
 a lady competitor, Miss Nancye Wynne, had been treated by the committee in  
charge of the tournament in an apparently autocratic and unfair way. 

 Miss Wynne took part in the recent Victorian and Australian championships as a  
chosen State representative and wore during those matches the same, or similar 
costume, as that in which she started the present tournament. Not even the sourest 
critic could suggest any impropriety in her dress. 

 In deference to the expressions by the committee that her dress was objectionable  
to them, she today played in a costume to which she was unaccustomed, while 
another player wore, apparently with the approval of the committee, a dress open to 
the same attack and equally unobjectionable. 

 Miss Wynne would not be human if she did not feel ill at ease and resentful at such 
treatment. I think that the Victorian LawnTennis Association, the governing body 
in Victoria, should protect its members from such insulting bullying in a public 
tournament by clubs under their control.” 

Pam explains that her mother did wear shorts when she played, which wasn’t the ‘done 
thing’ for young ladies, but they were really just a divided skirt or culottes. 
“They were practical for playing tennis. It was made clear to her that they weren’t acceptable 
… but she always kept wearing them anyway!”

Around the same time commercial influence in amateur sport began to become an 
issue. Nancye had been coaxed to quit school and take up employment with Krak-shot 
Company, a sporting goods company which had the Australian agency for American 
Spalding. Her job title was ‘stenographer’ but her shorthand skills did not really match 
it. One of her bosses was Harry Hopman. 
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These were the early days of the fight against the constrictions of amateur sporting 
status, in tennis, cricket, golf, track and field. 

Nancye was called to account for her attendance at a Cessnock NSW tournament, 
without approval, carrying Spalding racquets and gear. She was on an exhibition 
tour whilst in receipt of a salary as a stenographer. She might not have been a great 
stenographer, but did she earn her keep? And was it fair to question sportsmen and 
women about their ‘amateurism’? 

A council of the Lawn Tennis Association of Victoria (LTAV) accepted her written 
explanation about how she found herself somewhere in the heart of NSW doing what 
she did best, and giving Cessnock tennis enthusiasts a good day out. 

It would take several more decades for the blurry distinction between amateur and 
professional to be dealt with. Nancye’s salary with Krak-shot in 1936 was three pounds 
per week. 

Nancye began to develop as a name in tennis in 1936. She won the South Australian 
title, defeating Miss D. Maugher in three sets. Then she dealt in grand style with Joan 
Hartigan in the Queensland title and won again in NSW. It was in Victoria that she 
lost the national title to NSW girl, Joan Hartigan. Of that tournament Sideline wrote 
for The Argus: 
 “There is in every lawn tennis tournament some special source of interest for the  
 players, the gallery, and the critics. The Melbourne Cricket Club’s autumn champ- 
 ionship meeting had many pleasing aspects. The bright displays of women competitors  
 left a particularly good impression. 

 The women indulged in fine, free hitting, and attracted by far the greatest interest.  
 This may seem strange to those who have not followed Victorian tennis closely in recent  
 years. However, the fact remains that at present a championship match in which some  
 of our brilliant young women players are engaged, claims far more interest than similar  
 contests between leading men. 

 Gone from the women’s matches are the long, monotonous rallies that were always  
 associated with their play a few years ago. Spectacular, courageous stroking has made  
 the play of our talented women more attractive. They do not hit wildly, but they never  
 lose an opportunity to go for winners when openings are presented. Many of them  
 advance confidently to the net to clinch their scoring chances with volleying coups. 

 The honour of being the main attraction at this tournament fell to the young St.Kilda  
 player, Nancye Wynne. Winner of the South Australian women’s singles and doubles  
 championships the previous week, Miss Wynne, aged just 19 years, reached the three  
 senior finals, only to be runner-up in all three. Her defeat of Nell Hopman in the  
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 semi-final established her as the leading Victorian player. She has won her last three  
 encounters against Mrs. Hopman. In her match against Joan Hartigan in the final,  
 she showed herself to be a very close third in Australian women’s tennis to Thelma  
 Coyne and Joan Hartigan. There seems to be no limits to her possibilities. That  
 discerning English critic, Mr. Wallis Myers, who wrote a series of articles for The Argus  
 during his Australian visit last year, forecast an even greater future for Miss Wynne  
 than for Miss Coyne. 

 It certainly seems certain that Miss Wynne will lead all Australian players. She has  
 the best and most natural style of all leading players. She has more power and a wider  
 margin against error than Miss Coyne, and her game is better balanced and has  
 greater variety than that of Miss Hartigan.” 

Both Sideline and Wallis Myers may well have been surprised at how soon these 
predictions would come to pass, and there was yet a chance that the Aussie team might 
launch an assault on Europe before Hitler did. 

So it followed that Nancye eclipsed all-comers throughout 1937, and the Lawn Tennis 
Association of Australia (LTAA) began rethinking their resistance to sending what they 
had previously regarded as a non-competitive team of female players overseas in 1938.

Bert and Gladys  
with their pets

Far right: 
Gladys with puss

Gladys playing 
tennis
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Nancye with her dolls

Baby Nancye, 
approximately  
6 months of age

Family photo, 
L-R:
Back: Grandma Watts 
Front: Bert (Herbert) Wynne, 
Daisy Watts and Gladys with 
Nancye on her lap
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Gladys and Nancye at 
Lisson Grove - home of 

her grandparents

Nancye in  
school uniform

Nancye and  
her dogs
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Roof Top bitumen court at Leo Guiney’s coaching school




