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Interview with Jonathon Bell 
Session 1 (6/3/2021) 

Timed Log 
 
[00:00:00] 
Jonathon Bell was born in Bloomington, Indiana, in 1961. His family briefly moved to Tennessee before 
settling in Dallas, Texas, in 1966. His father completed his master's and doctorate at the University of 
Indiana. Both parents worked for Bishop College, a historically black institution.  
 
[00:01:38] 
The family moved into a predominantly white Dallas neighborhood that quickly became Black after 3-4 
years. Bell was introduced to tennis at age 12 [1973] at Mountain View College after he and his mother 
were asked to unenroll from a very physical karate class. They quickly discover his natural talent, and the 
family begins playing together every evening at Singing Hills Park.   
 
[00:04:39] 
His father was first exposed to tennis as a high schooler in Little Rock, Arkansas. After stopping to watch 
two white girls play tennis, he was arrested. Bell's father used his Ph.D. in kinesiology and body 
mechanics to teach him tennis based on physics and anatomy. His techniques for using topspin rather than 
eastern grip were ahead of time. He used innovative teaching strategies for hitting practice by attaching a 
tennis ball to a fish pole.   
 
[00:08:28] 
The family played together for fun every evening. However, after 2-3 months, his father began coaching 
him seriously, and their relationship shifted. They began practicing at Kiest Park, and Bell attended free 
summer clinics offered by the Dallas Tennis Association and led by professional players. 
 
[00:11:05] 
Bell did not see other minorities playing tennis in Dallas until around age 16 [in 1977], as Kiest was 
predominantly white. Winning the Arthur Ashe-sponsored National Junior Tennis League (NJTL) 
tournament in the 12 and under division became a turning point. Ashe arranged an all-expense-paid trip to 
a week-long training program at John Newcombe's Tennis Ranch in New Braunfels, Texas. Bell returned 
from camp and began competing in United States Tennis Association (USTA) tournaments [the following 
year].  
 
[00:15:00] 
Bell’s family perceived irregularities with the USTA tournament draws. He was consistently paired with 
top-seeded players in early tournament rounds. After the family ordered the USTA rulebook, his mother 
began attending the draw before every tournament to ensure its accuracy. His parents supported his tennis 
development in different ways, and his mom taught him, "Seeds are meant to be plucked." He increased 
his effort at age fourteen and began winning frequently.  
 
[00:18:09] 
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The Ashe-sponsored NJTL tournament marked his first tournament win. Though he only meets Ashe 
later, Ashe’s involvement in [NJTL] is clear, as his name is on all the signage and many Black children 
attend.  
 
[00:19:48] 
After returning from the Newcombe Tennis Camp, Bell continued NJTL tournaments through the summer 
and fall [of 1973]. He began participating in USTA tournaments and larger tournaments at Samuell Grand 
[Tennis Center] during the spring and summer of the following year. He began perceiving what appeared 
to be stacking in the draw in the USTA sanctioned. To prevent tournament officials from denying receipt 
of his application, he learned the nuances of the U.S. Postal Service and requesting certified mail receipts. 
A Samuell Grand tournament is forced to be redrawn on the spot after his name is excluded from the 
draw.  
 
[00:23:33] 
Bell recalls meeting other Black players, including the “Houston Crew” - Zina Garrison and Lori McNeil 
- around age fourteen. The lack of Black players was emblematic of the Black struggle in the 1960s, but it 
wasn't something he dwelled on. Some Black peers teased him for playing tennis rather than football or 
basketball. Still, many Blacks were supportive of Ashe, even if they didn't understand the sport.  
 
[00:27:08] 
Race made it difficult for Bell to get a doubles partner. However, his father's unique methods of 
motivation encouraged him to find a partner to avoid leaving tournaments early and doing lawn chores. 
Bell partnered with a talented poor white player from Louisiana. They won a tournament in Garland, 
Texas, in the 14 and under division [likely around 1974].  
 
[00:30:24] 
He partnered with another white player who came from a middle-class family and attended public school. 
Together, they ranked number one in the under 18 division by the end of high school. Though neither 
player was ever explicitly excluded [from the tennis establishment], they weren’t embraced. * 
 
* See also [01:42:49.02] for a description of Bell's other white doubles partner, who was seen as an 
outsider due to his hearing impairment. 
  
[00:32:05] 
Both parents were involved in the Civil Rights Movement during his childhood. His father left coaching 
at Bishop College sometime after 1968 to join the Office of Civil Rights in the [United States] 
Department of Education. * Tennis became an outlet for his father to unwind from work. His mother also 
taught at Bishop, which served as a feeder school for many international students from Africa but had 
many students who were below grade level. Even after the college lost funding, his mother continued 
teaching without pay. ** 
 
* The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) was created by the Department of Education Organization Act of 
1979 and established on May 4, 1980. According to records retrieved from the U.S. Federal Labor 



3 

Relations Authority website (flra.gov), Dr. John Bell was cited as the Branch Chief of the Office of Civil 
Rights in a record dated March 20, 1981. 
 
** Bishop College filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in April 1987 and closed in 1988.  
 
[00:36:48] 
Dr. Bell became the director [of the OCR] for the southwest [region of the U.S.], making him responsible 
for several southern states. * Bell recalls his father being escorted to a Louisiana parish by agents from 
the Federal Bureau of Investigations (FBI) for a case between a local Ku Klux Klan chapter and a school 
district [1978]. Upon a judge's direction, Dr. Bell attended a Ku Klux Klan rally with FBI protection to 
prove the group was not non-violent. ** Bell recalls the phone frequently ringing with death threats. Kiest 
Park was a stark contrast to the prejudice his father encountered through work.  
 
* According to several official documents included in the Investigation of Civil Rights Enforcement by the 
Department of Education - which included hearings on July 18 and September 11, 1985, before a 
subcommittee of the Committee on Government Operations in the House of Representatives of the 
Ninety-Ninth Congress - by August 29, 1983, Dr. John A. Bell was the Director of the Elementary and 
Secondary Division for the Office of Civil Rights (in the U.S. Department of Education). 
 
** Thomas Reuters Practical Law lists the proceedings in the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, Realm of 
Louisiana v. East Baton Rouge Parish School Board et al. (No. 76-2801). The case was filed on August 
25, 1978, in the U.S. Court of Appeals Fifth Circuit. Dr. John A. Bell is mentioned in the case synopsis. 
Circuit Judge [Thomas Gibbs] Gee reversed and remanded the case. In doing so, Gibbs held that the 
School Board's decision to deny the KKK from using public school facilities - after Dr. Bell threatened to 
withdraw federal funding under the Emergency School Aid Act - was not unconstitutional. 
 
[00:41:51] 
After Bell was wrongfully denied a spot on the Dallas city team in the National City Championships, he 
regained a spot after his father filed an injunction that temporarily locked the Samuell Grand courts. Bell 
was only allowed to play doubles and lost after being paired with a twelve-year-old [likely around 1978]. 
 
[00:45:09] 
Paul Assaiante recruited Bell to play tennis at the United States Military Academy at West Point. Though 
Bell knew very little about the school, he accepted after looking it up in the Encyclopedia Britannica. Bell 
recounts his first day [in 1979] where he met his friend, Mark Sullivan, at a welcome cookout hosted by 
Assaiante. Assaiante and Bell disagree periodically but never around race. Bell backed up his claim 
during "Beast Barracks'' to be the best on the team by playing in the number one spot all four years.  
 
[00:50:45] 
Bell entered West Point in September 1979 and graduated in 1983. Many people attended his first match 
to see him after all the talking he had done. During his junior year, Leila True [Class of 1985], an 
African-American woman, also became number one. 
 
[00:53:26] 
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Bell recalls how little he knew about West Point before attending and how his awestruck demeanor during 
R Day (Reorganization Day) even left one upperclassman lost for words. 
 
[00:59:25] 
Bell recalls his last tournament in San Antonio before leaving for West Point [1983]. Bell still beat the 
top-seeded player after requesting a linesman for the match who had previously demonstrated prejudice 
towards him. Bell's win drew media attention, and many sent hate mail to Assaiante at West Point, who 
never mentioned it to Bell. Bell respected Ashe for always keeping his cool. * 
 
* During the pre-interview, Bell mentioned that the San Antonio tournament was the first one he attended 
on his own, which his mother allowed him to do since he was already set to leave for college. He recalled 
how she had always told him never to talk to the media. Yet, when he spoke to the reporter after the San 
Antonio match, he mentioned going to West Point, and that's how people knew where he was going.  
 
[01:01:53] 
Bell describes Ashe’s involvement in the American Tennis Association (ATA) even after he “crossed 
over” to USTA tournaments. 
 
[01:03:24] 
In the hate mail sent to Coach Assaiante, people accused Bell of being a cheater after winning in San 
Antonio. Bell credits Assaiante for never bringing the letters up. Bell also reflects on Assaiante's rigorous 
training schedule and record as the "winningest coach in college sports history," as documented in 
Assaiante's book Run to the Roar: Coaching to Overcome Fear (2010). 
 
[01:07:15] 
Bell recalls seeing an advertisement and serving as a ball boy for Ashe in the under 12, 14, and 16 
divisions for World Championship Tennis tournaments before switching to the press booth in the under 
18s. He was always given the Ashe matches - including finals matches because he made so few errors. 
The other ball boy feeding Ashe struggles to keep up during a finals match at Moody Coliseum Stadium 
at Southern Methodist University [in University Park, Texas]. Ashe pauses during the match and calls 
Bell over, telling him to be prepared to feed him all the balls. 
 
[01:11:57] 
Bell recalls one of Ashe's particularly poor matches against Harold Solomon. * Bell meets Ashe again 
during senior year at West Point when he serves as his and Jeanne Moutoussamy-Ashe's escort while 
Ashe is there for speaking engagements [See Bill Malkemes oral history interview.] After Ashe 
discourages Bell from leaving college to play professionally, Bell recounts the Solomon match when 
Ashe played poorly and challenges him to a match, which never occurs. Bell summarizes Ashe's 
relationship with Bill Malkemes and his 1968 U.S. Open Victory during his assignment at West Point. ** 
Bell also recounts how Johnnie Ashe received an award from General Darryl Williams [at the 2018 U.S. 
Open] in Arthur Ashe Stadium. 
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* Despite being the defending champion, Ashe “loses in the opening match of the $10,000 World 
Championship Tennis singles finale 7‐5, 3–6, 6‐1, 6‐3” against Harold Solomon on May 4, 1976, 
according to The New York Times. 
 
* Clarification: Ashe was unable to receive the $14,000 prize money for winning the U.S. Open as he was 
still an amateur. As a result, the prize money was given to the runner-up, Tom Okker. However, 
according to The New York Times, an anonymous donor gifted Ashe 100 shares of General Motors 
(G.M.) stock worth nearly $9,000 in October 1968. 
 
[01:16:44] 
Bell illustrates how tennis has opened opportunities for people, including a childhood friend who became 
a physician. When Samuell Grand was redone in 1966 so that Ashe could play there after a private club 
refused to allow him to play, Bell and many other players benefitted from the improved courts. * 
 
* In Raymond Arsenault’s Arthur Ashe: A Life (2018), two events are documented relating to Samuell 
Grand. The 1965 U.S.-Mexico Davis Cup tie match was held on the new Samuell Grand courts to avoid 
Ashe being turned away from the Dallas Country Club. The next year, the Dallas Country Club organized 
an invitational tournament for several Davis Cup players, initially excluding Ashe, then Black spectators. 
As a result, the tournament was moved to Samuell Grand Tennis Center as well (Arsenault 141 & 173). 
 
[01:18:59] 
During Ashe's 1979 West Point visit, he addressed the Corps of Cadets, dignitaries, and several student 
groups, including the gospel choir or contemporary affairs, which were both primarily Black groups. Bell 
was responsible for Ashe's logistics during the visit. When he mentioned he'd been a ball boy for Ashe, 
Ashe candidly admitted he didn't remember him. Bell remembers Ashe as being gracious and stylish, and 
he still wishes he could play a match against him to give him a run for his money.  
 
[01:24:00] 
Bell graduated from West Point in 1983. He continued playing for several years until knee injuries forced 
his retirement from professional play. He played for a semi-pro team [during his last two years] in 
Germany while stationed there from 1984 - 87.  
 
[01:26:53] 
Bell served in an artillery unit with nuclear capacity during the Cold War. He served as an army officer 
for ten years. After returning to the States and going to Oklahoma, Bell was promoted from captain to 
major. With help from Mark Sullivan, Bell secured a position with Lehman Brothers after resigning from 
the military.  
 
[01:30:23] 
Bell last interacted with Ashe at dinner during his West Point visit [in 1983] and followed his post-
playing career peripherally. After recently rewatching Ashe's 1975 Wimbledon match against Jimmy 
Connors, Bell admits Ashe was a stronger volleyer than himself; however, he still believes he had the 
bigger forehand and could beat Ashe with the proper strategy.  
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[01:34:58] 
Bell recounts Ashe's increased activism towards the end of his life. He was always struck by Ashe's 
insistence to do things his way. He remembers Ashe wearing puka shells and beads, marching, and 
getting arrested. * Ashe was stately and classy, even when being arrested. Seeing Ashe arrested was like 
"the king" being in the back of the van. Before Ashe's diagnosis, Bell knew little about Human 
immunodeficiency virus infection and acquired immune deficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS). However, he 
likens the impact of Ashe's announcement [on April 8, 1992] to the assassination of President John F. 
Kennedy [on November 22, 1963] as he recalls where he was exactly. Bell recalls Ashe saying he'd see 
the best doctors, including some at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), who were at the 
forefront of research. **  
 
* Ashe was arrested twice, once in 1985 during an anti-apartheid protest and again in 1992. 
** According to UCLA Health, in 1981, UCLA physicians reported the first cases of "newly acquired 
immunodeficiency" — the disease we now know as AIDS. In 1992, the UCLA AIDS Institute was 
founded. 
 
[01:38:40] 
Ashe was unmatched in class and presence, such that Bell always saw him as Mr. Ashe. Ashe's court 
behavior served as a model for Bell. He recalls other players at the Dallas 40 Love Tennis Club 
fashioning their clothing after Ashe. 40 Love began in Dallas, Texas, and expanded to Houston, 
exemplifying how Blacks formed their own clubs to avoid discrimination. 
 
[01:42:49] 
Bell recalls playing doubles in Dallas 40 Love tournaments with his partially deaf white doubles partner.  
 
[01:45:42] 
Despite the impact of race in his life, Bell doesn't want to be defined by it. He encountered 3-4 great 
people for every bad person, including Randy Beavers at Kiest Park. 
 
[01:48:35] 
Bell considers what he would do differently if he were to go pro in a fantasy world. He reflects on his 
tennis experiences and the impacts Ashe and Billie Jean King both had on the sport. Bell finds it sad that 
more children don't know who Ashe was.   
 
[01:51:58] 
Closing remarks and thanks. Bell hopes this series will share Ashe's legacy with a new generation because 
everyone knew who he was and respected him in his day. 
 
 
 


