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The 
Ultimate 
Tennis 
Hangover 
Cure

By Lizzie Garrett Mettler
Photos by Matthew Salacuse

POP Tennis, the 
“Alltime Psycho 
Sport,” Is Thriving 
on Venice Beach
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T he first time I prayed to God was 
on a tennis court. I was facing the 
12-and-under club champion and 
needed to win a clutch game, and 

then four more after that, and then another 
set after that. Hail Mary scenarios and cata-
strophist rebuttals swirled in my head at the 
baseline surrounded only by quiet swampy 
Chicago summer air. Stress knotted up my 
stomach and sweat ran over pieces of the clay 
court that caught my calf and pooled into my 
white socks, turning them eucalyptus green 
at my heel. To play on these courts, every 
item must be unadorned and white, even 
socks. “I’m quitting tennis tomorrow,” I’d 
whisper to myself, then I’d renegotiate mid-
serve. Tennis was tenuous until I finished my 
last match as a high school senior and quit 
for good. A decade later I got itchy to hold a 
racquet, to chase a ball, and to win a point. 
It was in Venice Beach that I discovered 
West Coast paddle tennis—now called POP 
tennis to avoid confusion with other paddle 
sports—and it was an epiphany. I’d make the 
long drive from my apartment underneath 
the Hollywood sign out to the Pacific Ocean 
and play until my shirt was soaked. The 
workout, the ocean breeze, and a postgame 
Bloody Mary became my Sunday ritual and 
the ultimate tennis hangover cure.   

On a spring Sunday morning, all 11 of the 
Venice Beach POP tennis courts are buzz-
ing. It’s hard not to buzz on the boardwalk 
courts—there’s a guy in the parking lot 
smoking a bowl and a few surfers walking 
from the beach with their wet suits hanging 
off their waists taking hits off a Dosist pot 
pen. Passing marijuana clouds are part of the 
permanent landscape of the boardwalk, as 
is the septuagenarian serious about his in-
terpretive roller-dance moves who glides by 
once or twice a set. Confused tourists from 
Japan searching for Abbot Kinney Boulevard 
stop to watch a few points. German tour-
ists ordering a lemonade and a funnel cake  

It’s all 
happening 
at the Venice 
Beach POP 
tennis courts.  
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before browsing the tiger-printed wheeled 
luggage and cheap sunglasses look on 
through the chain-link fence. Often the play-
ers take a break and ask where the onlookers 
are visiting from. “Welcome to California,” 
one player says in a neighborly tone before 
returning to serve a deuce point. The slaps 
of the hard paddle racquets hitting deadened 
tennis balls almost match up with the bass 
line of an A$AP Rocky song blaring from a 
boom box. It’s all so strangely utopian.

POP tennis, which is still called paddle by 
many players who took it up before its 2015 
rebrand, is an oddity of the L.A. sporting 
subculture. It’s one of those things about this 
city, like Langer’s Deli, that’s been known 
and loved by locals but relatively unbroad-
casted to the rest of the world. Los Angeles 
also has a tendency to import some of its 

essential assets, like palm trees, surfing, and 
water. Paddle tennis is no exception; it was 
originally invented by Rev. Frank Peer Beal, 
a civic leader in Manhattan who advocated 
for underprivileged children. Beal claims to 
have invented the sport in central Michigan 
as a teenager before the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, but it wasn’t until he was a playground 
director in Brooklyn in the 1920s that he in-
troduced the sport to children with a chick-
en-wire net, wooden paddles, and rubber 
balls on a court one quarter the dimensions 
of a tennis court. He thought of the game as 
a gateway for children to learn tennis. Mur-
ray Geller, known in the press as “Mr. Paddle 
Tennis,” modernized the sport for adults in 
the middle of the 20th century by lengthen-
ing the court and changing the ball to a dead-
ened tennis ball. Players usually puncture 

POP by Any 
Other Name

touchtennis
court 12m x 5m for 
singles, 12m x 6m for 
doubles (or a badminton 
court with a new service 
line taped out one meter 
away from the badminton 
service line toward the 
baseline)
origin London, 2002
inventor Rashid Ahmad
popular U.K., France
ball Foam

Pickle Ball
court 44’ x 20’
origin Bainbridge Island, 
Wash., 1965
inventor Joel Pritchard
popular Nationally
ball Wiffle ball

Platform Tennis 
court One-third the size 
of a tennis court, enclosed 
with chicken wire
origin Scarsdale, N.Y., 1928
inventors James 
Cogswell and Fessenden 
Blanchard
popular East Coast and 
Midwest
ball 2.5”-diameter  
spongy ball

Padel
court One-third the size 
of a tennis court, enclosed 
with walls
origin Acapulco, Mexico, 
1969
inventor Enrique 
Corcuera 
popular Spain, Portugal, 
Mexico, U.K.
ball Deflated tennis ball 
or tennis ball

Pass the 
Dutchie on the 
left-hand side. 
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their own with a sewing or hypodermic nee-
dle—Geller used the latter until it raised too 
many eyebrows and he switched to a safety 
pin. Tournaments ballooned, pros like Althea 
Gibson and Bobby Riggs started playing, and 
interest grew. By the 1970s, when the Venice 
courts were installed, Geller speculated that 
there were 200,000 active paddle players. 

Paddle surged in popularity alongside the 
tennis boom of the ’70s and ’80s, but never 
adopted the priggishness. Perhaps because it 
is rooted in the public playgrounds of Brook-
lyn and thrives in the beach communities of 
California, it lacks stuffy traditions and rules. 
It wasn’t uncommon to see a player wearing 
faded blue jeans at a USPTA tournament in 
Brooklyn, and beachwear has always been 
appropriate on California courts. And de-
spite being immediately branded as “libbers,” 
women were allowed to play in tournaments 
in the 1970s against men without much ado, 
an egalitarian approach unique among mod-
ern sports.

Although there are several private clubs 
that helped popularize the sport in South-
ern California in the 20th century, like the 
California Yacht Club, the Jonathan Beach 
Club and Jonathan Town Club (which fea-
tures a rooftop court in the heart of down-
town Los Angeles), and the Bel-Air Bay Club, 
which is known as “the paddle tennis club” 
and currently fetches an $85,000 member-
ship buy-in, it’s anecdotally unanimous that 
the public Venice courts are the center of 
the POP tennis universe. A man with a stiff-
ly coiffed shock of gray hair known on the 
courts as “Dr. Bob” admits he’s a member of 
the Jonathan Beach Club just three miles up 
the coast, but would rather play in Venice be-
cause he likes the eclecticism. “I grew up in 
Coney Island—I prefer this mix of people,” 
he says.

Dr. Bob is right, the Venice courts have 
cultivated a community effortlessly diverse 
in age, race, class, gender, and ability. Perhaps 
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it’s the type of player that appreciates a freak 
show in their periphery that is already ami-
cable to all walks of life. Or perhaps it’s the 
simple fact that the Venice courts are the 
most well-kept public POP courts in L.A. 
County; a forced acceptance. Unlike other 
highly trafficked public courts, there aren’t 
reservations—you lean your paddle against 
the fence of the court in use to “call next,” 
just like the famous pickup basketball games 
played paces away. 

While the small court and underhand 
serve certainly make the barrier to entry 
lower on the athletic spectrum, it’s not a 
geriatric sport. Don’t confuse a lack of a 
muscly serve for a lack of intensity; you will 
certainly hear grunting, swearing, and shots 
that could lead to serious injury. Brian Lee, 
a tournament paddle player, told Sports Illus-
trated in 1978 that paddle tennis is “the all-
time psycho sport. You’re at close quarters, 
the ball bounces off bodies, and people get 
ticked off.” 

Today the first court in Venice is taken for 
a men’s doubles match. Most of the four look 
like Nick Nolte with knee braces. It wouldn’t 
be surprising to anyone around if one of 
the players actually was Nick Nolte. In this 
game, part of the entertainment is watching 
hard-hit balls whiz right into the net tape 
and drop, followed by an amplified verbal 
self-lashing. It happens often enough that 
a spectator can quickly learn all the names 
in the match. “You’ve got to be kidding me, 
Jeff!” “Follow through, Steve!” “Goddammit, 
Larry!” Next to “the Noltes” there’s a father 
in jean shorts teaching his young son how to 
put spin on the ball; they have matching top-
knots and green juices on the bench—this is 
still Venice, after all. And there’s a family of 
French nationals rallying and laughing who 
just rented their paddles at the bikini bodega 
on the boardwalk for $10. Part of the beauty 
of these courts is that the first game you ever 
play could be next to a former professional 
like Derrick Rostagno, who has taken down 
McEnroe and Sampras at Wimbledon, and 
shows up to play in Venice on occasion, still 

wowing spectators and players who look on. 
Austin Doerner is a regular on the Venice 

courts and one of POP tennis’ biggest boost-
ers. He says he’s probably a 15-time POP 
tennis champion but has lost count, and is 
currently ranked No. 1 in the world. Doerner 
dominates in singles and doubles with his 
brother Scott at the three POP tennis ma-
jors: the St. Augustine Florida Beach Nation-
als (played on beach sand, the Roland-Garros 
of POP, if you will), the New York Open (re-
cently moved to the USTA Billie Jean King 
National Tennis Center), and the National 
POP Tennis Championship at Venice Beach, 
which Doerner believes to be the absolute 
mecca of POP. 

Doerner has a sizable sneaker fetish and 
Austin 
Doerner
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often plays in a pair of covetable Air Jordans, 
unlaced. But while his style is unstuffy, his 
game is serious. He found the sport after 
playing in college at DePaul. “It scratched 
my competitive itch. It was exactly what I 
needed but couldn’t easily get from tennis 
after college,” Doerner said. “It’s so fun and 
accessible, and because the game is so fast, I 
know I’m going to get a great workout. And 
I love that I can hop onto one of the Ven-
ice courts at any time and find a competitive 
game to join.” 

When the sun starts breaking through 
the marine layer around noon, the Venice 
courts become more shirtless, the gyro stand 
becomes more fragrant, the agua fresca carts 
on wheels more abundant. This is when Aus-
tin asks me to jump in as his partner for a 
mixed doubles set with some of the regu-

lars, like Jessie Irvine, a former professional 
tennis player who can no longer serve over-
hand due to a shoulder injury. A woman with 
teased hair on the boardwalk is pulling her 
dog on a skateboard while playing a ukulele 
and singing “What’s Up” by 4 Non Blondes. 
It may be the most apt soundtrack available 
for the Venice courts. As she sings, “I real-
ized quickly when I knew I should, that the 
world was made up of this brotherhood of 
man, for whatever that means,” I run down a 
lob and send it back to my opponent; it’s just 
long, not enough spin. I share a glance with 
the street performer, who gives me a nod of 
her head and a side smile as if to say, “Good 
hustle, though.” I smile back and laugh a lit-
tle. I’m still unsure of the whole God thing, 
but I am convinced that paddle tennis is my 
salvation. 


