COURTESY LILLIAN LUM TSAI

N JULY 18, 1965, WHEN [ WAS 12 YEARS
old, my Aunt Ada called from Hong
Kong, where my father was on a business
trip, to break the news that he had passed
away. The next day, telegrams flooded
our home, and my dad’s picture was on
the front page of every Chinese and Eng-
lish newspaper in Hong Kong and North
Borneo (now a state of Malaysia), where we lived at the time.
The headlines read: TENNIS GREAT GORDON LUM BO WAH DIES
OF HEART ATTACK,

Thirty vears later, I found myself wishing that I had copies
of those condolences and newspaper articles when my son,
Lester, was assigned a high-school research project on his fam-
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Long after her father’s death, a
daughter revives his memory—and his
proud tennis legacy. By Lillian Lum Tsai

ily history. Though I had previously told Lester and his
younger sister, Lindsay, that the grandfather they never knew
was a famous Chinese tennis player, our Beaverton, Ore.,
home displayed little proof of it. My mother had saved neither
trophies nor clippings, and the few photographs in my posses-
sion weren’t sufficient to validate my claim. Plus, I had never
expressed much interest in Dad’s career.

The night before Lester’s report was due, he asked Lindsay
and me to go to the library with him. We weren’t
hopeful of finding anything about Gordon Lum (his
Westernized name). After all, it was so many years
ago, he wasn’t from this country, and he wasn’t
exactly an international household name.

We scanned the library computer for tennis
books. Perhaps there was one on the history of
Davis Cup; it seemed a logical place to start. Lester
ran a search that produced The Story of the Davis
Cup by Alan Trengove. We found the book, and
the three of us snuggled into a study desk. Before |
started flipping the pages, I calculated that Dad
would most likely have played Davis Cup in the
late 19205, With my teenage children peering over
my shoulder, I pored over the book, looking for
any mention of China or Lum. As we neared the
end of that decade, I put my hand over Lindsay’s
while she carefully traced each line. I began to
tremble. Perhaps my father had exaggerated his
past. I started to wonder whether all of the stories
he and my mother had told me about Davis Cup,

personal history

Wimbledon, and the other competitions were true.

My hand and heart stopped when we reached Page 333.
There we found a listing under “Second Round, 19287 that
read: “USA d. China 5-0, Kansas City: G.M. Lott d. P. Kong 6-
0, 6-0, 6-0, and d. G. Lum 6-3, 6-2, 6-0; |.F. Hennessey d. Lum
6-3, 6-4, 6-0, and d. Kong 6-1, 6-0, 6-1; W.T. Tilden-W.E Coen
d. Kong-Lum 6-2, 6-1, 6-3.” Here was evidence that my dad
had indeed played—and against the great Big Bill Tilden.

“Wow,” the kids said. “Granddad was famous!”

I leaned back in my chair. Tears welled up in my eyes. “Yes,
he was,” I whispered. “Yes, he was.” s

When we rerurned home, [ decided to find out more about
my father’s tennis past. I dug up some old black-and-white
photographs, one with my dad and a playing partner in tennis
attire. Was the other player Bill
Tilden? No, I later determined,
but my quest had merely begun.

During a visit I'd made to see
my mother in Vancouver, B.C., |
found that she had saved many
photos of my father. In one shot,
he was standing next to Vinnie
Richards, an American who won
seven Grand Slam doubles ritles.
Richards, the boy wonder of his
era (he played with Tilden in the
U.S. Nationals when he was 15), died at age 56 in 1959, the
same year he entered the Tennis Hall of Fame. My father, too,
was in his 50s when he died,

Although a stroke limited my mother’s ability to talk to me
about Dad’s accomplishments, she had written a chronology of
his life several years earlier. This helped me learn a lot more
about him, for my memories, while vivid, were limited. I recalled
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