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Interview with Otis Smith 
Session 1 (9/4/2020) 

Timed Log 
 
[00:00:00] 
Otis Smith is born in New York in 1965. His parents meet in New York at age 18 and get 
married. In 1969, they move to Los Angeles, California, when he is four years old. He grows up 
in LA, and his father works for ABC Records. 
 
[00:02:09] 
He first begins playing tennis at age six [1971]. The family lives near the Los Angeles Tennis 
Club (LATC). They want him to have an after-school activity, so they decide to put him into a 
private lesson at the Club. He initially begins with one thirty-minute lesson each week. As his 
interest grows, he begins playing tennis both at the Club and his teacher’s clinic three times a 
week. Tennis is popular in Los Angeles because of the weather. All of the kids in his 
neighborhood play tennis, but not many kids play who go to his school, Curtis School.  
 
[00:04:23] 
The Los Angeles Tennis Club is a private club, and though he’s taking private lessons and 
spending multiple days at the Club, he does not have a membership. One of the members asks 
why he’s spending so much time at the Club if he isn’t a member. His coach then wants to get 
him a club membership. However, the Club doesn’t have any Asian-Americans, Latino-
Americans, Jewish-Americans, or African-Americans members. So, becoming a junior member 
will likely be difficult. A club employee, Larry Tubelle, writes a letter to Arthur Ashe, who’s an 
honorary member of the board of directors in 1975. Ashe is popular because he’s just won 
Wimbledon. Ashe writes a letter to the board of directors, saying he will give up his seat on the 
board if Smith cannot become a junior member. Smith becomes the first African-American 
member of the tennis club at age nine or ten.  
 
[00:06:39] 
There are very few African-American people playing tennis. Knows only one other African-
American player in his age bracket who plays tournaments. Though he does not fully grasp the 
significance of Ashe writing a letter on his behalf, he looks up to him and wants to be just like 
him.  
 
[00:08:20] 
Becomes a member of the LA Tennis Club in 1975, shortly after Ashe wins Wimbledon. After 
becoming a member, he and his family meet with Ashe at the Alan King Tennis Classic in Las 
Vegas [Nevada]. He gets an opportunity to hit with Ashe, and Ashe invites his family to dinner; 
he begins realizing the significance of his experience. 
 
[00:09:51] 
Smith eventually sees Ashe’s letter in Inside Tennis and gets Tubelle’s letter. At the Alan King 
Tennis Classic, Smith and Ashe play behind the stadium court for 30-45 minutes. Initially, no 
one is watching, but later people gather. Afterwards, Ashe changes and has dinner with Smith’s 
family. 
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[00:11:20] 
While hitting with Ashe, he’s so nervous that he can barely hit anything in the court and ends up 
playing some of his worst tennis. As they’re playing, about 40 people gather around the court to 
take pictures and watch them play. At dinner, he’s so awestruck that he can’t eat.  
 
[00:13:19] 
His father keeps in touch with Ashe to give him updates. During dinner, Ashe talks with Smith’s 
parents about school and emphasizes that regardless of tennis, education is lifelong. He later 
attends an all-boys Catholic school and, eventually, the University of California, Los Angeles 
(UCLA).  
 
[00:14:59] 
About six months after their meeting, he talks to Ashe once on the phone. His father keeps in 
touch with Ashe for at least four or five years. His father’s conversations with Ashe are primarily 
about tennis and which direction and developmental milestones Smith should be reaching at 
different ages. In his own conversations with Ashe, the primary focus is on school and [to a 
lesser extent] the next steps to take in tennis.  
 
[00:17:37] 
First begins playing in junior tournaments locally at age eight [1973]. By age nine or ten, his 
ranking gets high enough in the southern California area that he’s able to play national 
tournaments. He plays two to three national tournaments every summer all across the country.  
 
[00:18:55] 
While in Louisiana for a tournament at age twelve [1977], he sees a Ku Klux Klan (KKK) rally 
for the first time when it is broadcasted on the news. The moment is eye-opening as he realizes 
that other parts of the country are different from Los Angeles. Though he just wants to be a kid 
and hit a tennis ball, this day doesn’t make him feel like he can, and it makes him grow up at a 
time in which he’s not ready. As a child, his focus is on having fun. So, though he does not see 
many African-Americans at tennis tournaments, it’s only later that he understands how Ashe is a 
symbol for getting more involved in the game.  
 
[00:22:36] 
When he’s fourteen years old [1979], he plays at a tournament in Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina. There are 127 other competitors, only one of whom is Black. He and the other Black 
player are forced to play each other in the first round, and his father protests. He wins the match, 
and though the tournament officials claim the matchup is by luck-of-the-draw, the odds seem 
incredible. His father ultimately sends a letter to the United States Tennis Association (USTA) 
after the match.  
 
[00:24:54] 
His parents are big fans of Ashe, and as Ashe carried himself with dignity, they expected the 
same of him from the first time he began playing. He is expected to be a gentleman on the court 
at all times, which helps him develop a focus for matches and avoid becoming emotional.  
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[00:26:53] 
Begins attending UCLA in 1985 after being recruited by Coach Glenn Bassett. Plays at UCLA 
for three years, from 1985-1987. Doesn’t play much his freshman year. Decides to redshirt* 
during his sophomore year after breaking his wrist. He begins as number four during junior year 
and wins the Southern California Collegiate Tennis Tournament. This win leads him to become 
number one on the team, like Ashe. Unlike Ashe’s time when there is a freshman and a varsity 
team, there’s just one team with about ten or eleven players. [Due to the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA) eligibility rules, freshmen can only begin playing all varsity sports 
in 1968, except football and basketball, which gain eligibility in 1972.] 
 
*In U.S. college athletics, this is the practice of delaying or suspending an athlete’s participation 
to lengthen their period of eligibility.  
 
[00:28:58] 
They play [and practice] on the Sunset Tennis Courts below Sproul Hall. The Los Angeles 
Tennis Center is completed [in 1984 in anticipation] for the [Summer] Olympics. Initially, the 
Center only has one court. More courts are added after the Olympics, so the team begins playing 
there during his sophomore or junior year.  
 
[00:31:04] 
Relationship amongst players on the UCLA tennis team. While there is a team aspect, it’s also 
very competitive as everyone wants to play as the number one, two, or three. This is the first 
time being on a team because he didn’t play high school tennis. There are no other Black players 
on the team; however, there had been other Black players since Ashe, like Marcel Freeman [See 
Freeman’s oral history interview for more information].  
 
[00:32:44] 
The rigor of the tennis schedule doesn’t allow him to be involved in anything else on campus. 
Tennis training or conditioning begins between 7:30 and 8:30 in the morning before classes. 
Practice runs from 2-5:30 in the afternoon every day. The pressure of tennis is a constant 
motivation to be at your best daily, or your teammate might take your spot.  
 
[00:34:25] 
He leaves UCLA [1988] to play tennis professionally after winning the Southern California 
intercollegiate tournament during his junior year. Feels confident in his game and ready to take 
the next step and see how far his skillset can take him. Through tennis, he travels to places he 
would never have experienced. Plays in the pros for nine years on the Association of Tennis 
Professionals (ATP) tour, playing for himself and his family. Initially, his parents pay for his 
expenses until he begins making a bit of money to cover his expenses. Reaches the highest 
singles ranking of 290 and doubles 180. Receives free racquets from Head tennis and clothing 
from Adidas.  
 
[00:37:13] 
Entering the pro circuit after Ashe, he recognizes the high standard Ashe has set. He doesn’t 
want to ruin his legacy or hurt African-Americans in tennis since there are so few.  
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[00:38:44] 
After nine years of playing professionally, he returns to Los Angeles and UCLA to spend two 
years completing a history degree. Compared to being at UCLA as a student-athlete, this time, 
he’s able to experience more. Goes to his first UCLA concert, visits Powell Library, and walks 
on different parts of campus.  
 
[00:42:41] 
Graduates from UCLA in 2001. Upon returning to UCLA to complete his degree, he believes 
he’s done with tennis and is ready to move on to something else. Yet, he realizes how much he 
loves the game and discovers he enjoys teaching tennis. Teaches tennis at the Beverly Hills 
Tennis. Moves to [the Ritz-Carlton] Bacara [Resort and Spa] in Santa Barbara and becomes the 
tennis director. Most recently, he’s serving as the tennis director of the Tennis Club of Santa 
Barbara.  
 
[00:45:55] 
Becomes involved in the National Junior Tennis League (NJTL) while leading the tennis 
program at Bacara and coming to a realization that it’s time to give back. Reaches out to his 
friend Marty Woods who runs the Pete Brown [Junior Tennis Program], an NJTL in Los 
Angeles. Begins volunteering regularly on Saturday mornings with the program. Eventually 
decides to apply for the NJTL national board [2018]. Learns while working with the NJTL that 
Ashe started them [in 1969].  
 
[00:48:32] 
Serves on the twelve person NJTL national board. The board meets monthly and discusses how 
to get more funds to existing programs, creating new programs, making educational changes, and 
tennis changes. Ashe began the program 50 years ago intending to get racquets in kids’ hands 
who would never play tennis. Though he doesn’t initially know that Ashe started the NJTL, 
learning this motivates him to apply to the national board.  
 
[00:50:45] 
Estimating the amount of youth served through NJTL. Through the Pete Brown program, Marty 
Woods has served over 5,000 kids throughout the years. There are chapters in 39 states, with 
some operating with multimillion-dollar budgets while others operate with thousands of dollars. 
 
[00:52:38] 
The biggest impact of NJTL is through education. To create and NJTL, there must be both a 
tennis and an educational component. One alumni of the program, Kent Hunter, earned a full 
scholarship to the University of California, Berkeley (UC Berkeley) [in 2019]. While there are 
many tennis stories, there are more stories about education. Thinking about how many lives Ashe 
has affected through the NJTL demonstrates the legacy he’s left throughout the world and within 
the inner-city.  
 
[00:55:08] 
Anticipates reapplying to the NJTL national board and still volunteering even if not on the board. 
He will also be joining the Southern California Tennis Foundation board and hopes to continue 
getting more tennis racquets in kids’ hands to make a difference and follow in Ashe’s legacy.  
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[00:56:10] 
Most of the stories about Ashe involve him going out of his way to help people when he didn’t 
have to, even without knowing them. Thanks. 
 
 


