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       For anyone who hasn’t scanned and 
rescanned the group schedule for World 
Cup Rio Edition, I regret to inform you that 
Cambodia, once again, failed to make the 
cut. Sorry. On the bright side, Cambodia’s 
national tennis team will be returning for their 
third Davis Cup berth, yes, that other World 
Cup. This year will be the national team’s 
second appearance in group III (out of IV), and 
possibly their last. That is, the team has their 
sets sight on a group II promotion. 
 If any of this has failed to penetrate the 
radio static emanating from Brazil, some 
background might boost the signal. If moving 
into group III proved that the Cambodian team 
wasn’t just a token addition to the Davis Cup 
lineup, a group II berth could help show the 
world that these guys are serious contenders. 
       Also, starting at group II, competing nations 
have the opportunity to host home matches. 

This would mean bringing a major world 
competition—the Davis Cup is the top team 
event in tennis—to Cambodia’s home turf. 
It’s hard to overstate the attention this would 
bring to one of the Kingdom’s fastest growing 
sports scenes.
 Starting on June 9th, the group III 
competition in Tehran follows previous Davis 
Cup formats. Cambodia’s Group III features 
eight teams from Asia/Oceana (including 
Malaysia, Singapore and the UAE), which will 
then be split into two groups of four. The top 
team from each group will play the other half’s 
runner up. The two winners of these matches 
get bumped up. And the bottom two finishers? 
They get “relegated” back into group IV. 
 Needless to say, Cambodia stands a lot 
to gain—or lose, when they fly to Iran. They 
will also have to contend with the Englehab 
Sports Complex’s red clay, a surface that is 

non-existent in Cambodia, where tennis players 
make due with 30 hard courts nationwide. 
        While Cambodia’s number one tennis 
player, Bun Kenny, mastered clay growing up in 
France, the team’s only native born Cambodian, 
Long Somneang, and its Cambodian-American 
brothers, Pannhara and Phalkun Mam, will 
benefit from a team trip to Thailand. There the 
players will brush up on their clay skills en route 
to Iran. In the meantime, head coach Braen 
Aneiros and Assistant Coach Chea Poev have 
been building up the team’s endurance for the 
longer points that come with the softer surface. 
 To even dwell on these specifics, however, 
neglects a bigger question. What could 
make ever-developing Cambodia a serious 
threat to its well-endowed, long-established 
counterparts overseas? 

Davis Cup Team Aims for Next Level
DREAM TEAM

YEAR ZERO
       One major asset the Cambodian team 
boasts is the tenacity that comes out of a 
culture that’s rebuilding—heck, rebranding—a 
tennis scene from scratch.  Tep Rithivit, Tennis 
Cambodia’s secretary general and the catalyst 
for the reemergence of tennis in the Kingdom, 
has come to expect adversity at every turn. 
       “I’m so used to setbacks,” says Rithi. During 
the heyday of Cambodian tennis in the 1960s 
and early 70s, Rithi learned tennis from his 
father, the national team captain Tep Khunnah. 
Then his family fled the country.
       When Rithi returned in 1992, he discovered 
that only three of the country’s some forty 
national players had survived the Pol Pot 
regime. How to even start rebuilding the 
tennis scene after such devastation would be 
daunting.
       Rithi began by giving lessons to local ball 
boys whose tennis chops caught his eye. 
He used the business acumen he acquired 
in Canada to raise money for the fledgling 
Tennis Federation. But when Cambodia made 
its postwar, international debut at the 1997 
Southeast Asian games, the team failed to win 
a single game.  
        “If you want it badly enough, the universe 
always puts things on your path to help you 
to go forward in the direction you want to go,” 
says Rithi. It’s the sort of attitude that kicked 
Rithi’s tennis renaissance into high gear.
       Ten years later, Tan Nyssan won a bronze 
at the games, with a repeat win in 2009. The 
group III promotion in Cambodia’s first Davis 
Cup berth was icing on the cake. But Rithi and 
company have always had more than just 
trophies on their mind. 
       Perhaps Tennis Cambodia’s crowning 
achievement is the scale of its outreach 
program. In addition to its National Training 
Center, Tennis Cambodia has also put 
racquets in the hands of orphans in Kep 
and the disabled in Battambang. Before 
that, the federation had established mini 
tennis in schools. The group’s “Tennis for All” 
program lets Riverside passersby test out their 
forehands on a pair of ad hoc courts. 
       For a sport that struggles to shed its elitist, 
country club rap elsewhere, Tennis Cambodia’s 
democratic rethink is unique. It has also given 
its professional side a boost. Like a tractor 
beam, the group’s holistic mission has pulled 
in top tennis talents looking to get involved 
with something different.

Phalkun Mam winds up his 
forehand. 

LOCAL SPORTS (English)
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The Davis Cup Team (l to r): Bun Kenny, Long Somneang, 
Phalkun Mam, Assistant Coach Chea Poev, Pannhara 
Mam, Tennis Cambodia's Secretary General Tep Rithivit 
(not pictured: Coach Braen Aneiros)
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       As workers drilled in a “Tennis Cambodia” 
sign to the group’s newly christened office 
at Olympic Stadium, Rithi reflected on the 
organization’s unique appeal to top tennis 
pros.  “They saw the effort we were putting 
in, they saw the result and they want to be 
part of this journey,” says Rithi. “If you’re able 
to inspire people and tell them that there’s a 
cause, there’s nothing better.” 
       Names as big as Leander Paes, (former 
doubles number one), and Pat Cash (former 
Wimbledon champ), to name just a couple 
people, have each made multiple trips 
to Cambodia to help develop its tennis 
programs—often pro bono. 
       “It’s the real thing,” says Rithi of Tennis 
Cambodia’s grassroots game plan. I want 
champions, but before you have champions, 
the foundation has to be laid.” 
       The aspiring champions on the Davis Cup 
team have found their own sort of afflatus in 
the training programs they conduct in Kep and 
Battambang. “I think all my players get their 
inspiration from the orphans and from the 
disabled tennis,” says Rithi. 
       Phalkun, also Tennis Cambodia’s Head of 
Junior Development, recently oversaw the 
establishment of the Kingdom’s first ever 
wheelchair tennis clinic. 
       “Our players also coach as well, they spend 
a lot of time with our juniors,” says Phalkun of 
the team’s development experience. “We work 
in such close proximity with the kids… they’re 
part of the Tennis Cambodia family.” 
       For the team, winning a group II promotion 
would mean just as much for this broader 
family. It’s the sort of inspiration the Davis Cup 
team—still relative newcomers—will rely on to 
reach the next level.

A BAND OF BROTHERS
        Of course, the team performs like a family 
within itself. As the tennis world’s prime team 
competition, the Davis Cup demands this sort 
of cohesiveness. The team’s intimate support 
network can help them muscle past adversity, 
even in a singles match.
 “It’s a family business,” says Phalkun. 
“We’re together almost every hour of the day.” 
In fact, Phalkun’s tennis career is largely a 
result of “family business.” 
       When he heard about Nyssan’s big win, 
Phalkun’s Cambodian-born father in Oregon 
got in touch with Rithi. When Cambodia’s first 
Davis Cup came around, Phalkun's brothers 
Pannhara and Vetu took a break from  
university tennis programs to compete in 

Doha. The brothers won all of their matches. 
 The players’ willingness to drop everything 
for Tennis Cambodia hardens the team’s 
collective resolve. “When someone is prepared 
to change his life for you, it reinforces all my 
beliefs and reinforces all the things I’ve tried 
to do and says that it’s working,” explains Rithi 
of guys like Phalkun, who “sold everything” to 
start fresh in Cambodia. 
         “I didn’t have much, [though] I did leave 
a girlfriend,” chuckles Phalkun. Still, the 
American admits, “it was a big move to come 
over here.”
 “We’re really close with each other,” says 
Kenny of the team’s chemistry. Stop by to 
catch a training session and you can see what 
Kenny’s talking about. 
        As Somneang and Phalkun play doubles 
against Kenny and a fourth teammate, 
an extended series of tiebreakers had the 
players screaming, laughing and shaking 
heads in disbelief. Every time the tide turns 
players exchange high fives and daps with 
their partner. When his shot just makes it 
inside the baseline, Somneang exclaims, 
“Crazy, or what?”

        “Hope you don’t have plans to be 
somewhere,” a sweaty Phalkun says to 
someone waiting to chat with the team. 
One can tell that the guys get a kick out of 
training—and each other. They’re in no hurry 
to finish. 
 Bonds like this help players trust the 
doubles partner hitting next to them—and the 
singles teammate competing after them—to 
do whatever it takes to win. After that, the 
player’s greatest challenge in Tehran might be 
trusting themselves.

THE GHOST IN THE 
MACHINE
       All of the players agree that tennis is more 
of a mental game than a physical one. Given 
the hurdles that Tennis Cambodia has cleared 
in the last couple decades, mental fortitude 
is a fairly standard ingredient amongst the 
organization’s personal. The trick might be 
maintaining this attitude at match time, 
thousands of kliks away from the team’s 
stomping grounds. 
 The mental resilience of a team can make 
for a surprising equalizer at the Davis Cup 

where B-teams are known to take out other 
country’s stars. “ “[Of] the eight countries [in 
group III],” says Kenny, “there is no one team 
that is better than the other.”
  “If you don’t believe you can win, you’re 
gonna have some obstacles out there,” says 
Phalkun. “I think Rithi really has a lot to do 
with the mental side of the game.”
 Rithi serves a “non-playing captain” role 
during Davis Cup matches. This distinction 
enables him to sit courtside where he can help 
his athletes muster the mental confidence to 
win. If the Davis Cup team is a family, call Rithi 
the team dad.
 “I have a roller coaster ride on every 
point—I’m there on every point with them, 
I make sure to tell them,” says Rithi. “I think 
[I’m] the necessary father figure they need next 
to them.” 
      That said, Rithi needs to have his "family" 
figured out. “I know that every player needs a 
certain way to be motivated, they’re not all the 
same,” says the captain. 
     

Bun Kenny tracks the ball 
during training.

Mam brothers Pannhara 
(left) and Phalkun chat 
druing a break at the '13 
Davis Cup in Dubai.
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       For Kenny, living up to his top Cambodian 
ranking comes with some baggage.
         "Personally, I know if I play my game I can 
beat a lot of good guys, that’s what happened 
in the past,” says Kenny. “But of course this 
is the hardest part because you play for the 
country so there’s more pressure.”
 Rithi worked this pressure out first hand 
during the team’s 2012 campaign. All the 
team needed to launch into group III was 
one more win from Kenny, this time against 
Turkmenistan.  
 Even though Rithi thought he had shut his 
phone off, his wife called him for an update 
during a courtside break. Rithi walked off and 
assured her that the promotion was a done 
deal. Rithi, after all, believes in his guys. 
       He also thought his star player hadn’t heard 
him—but Kenny had. Gradually Cambodia’s 
number one started dropping games.
 “Never sell the bear skin until you kill the 
bear,” quotes Rithi, translating a French proverb 
that Kenny hurled at him during a changeover. 

 Rithi acknowledges that certain situations 
call for more patient encouragement. Others 
require tough love. Rithi decided that Kenny 
needed option two.
       After a stern pep talk, the captain offered his 
player in ultimatum: “[Do] I give in the towel? 
Or are you gonna go out there and kick his ass?” 
Kenny also took the second option. He went on 
to dominate the match 6-3, 6-1. Kenny’s bold 
adjustment launched the Cambodian Team into 
group III. 
 “I was in another state,” Kenny recalls, 
thinking about his performance. “I was really 
hungry on the court.” 
 The Cambodian team’s top priority will be 
staying hungry in Tehran. “We have our own 
fears, our own uncertainties, we have our own 
strengths, but we gotta deal with all that, just 
leave that aside,” muses Rithy. “This is wartime 
right now. ‘Go for it, project yourself shaking 
[your opponent’s] hand and winning this 
match,’ that’s what I tell them.”

“COLLECTING FIRSTS”
       For Kenny, a win for his adopted country 
would be a game-changer—something far 
greater than the world rankings or the major 
victories he has racked up outside the Cup. “It 
would be a big change for everything,” says 
Kenny of a group II promotion. “When I stop 
playing tennis and finish my career, I want 
to tell people that one day I played for my 
country and played Davis Cup.”
       Everyone on the Davis Cup team knows 
that they’re taking part in something much 
bigger than themselves. After bringing tennis 
back from the verge of extinction to fielding 
a Davis Cup team, the urge to keep breaking 
boundaries is huge. Assuming Cambodia does 
break into group II, what’s next? And, more 
importantly, what’s it all for?
 Someone once asked Rithi if he’d relax 
once he saw one of his players competing at 
Wimbledon. “I aim much higher than this,” he 
replied. “[I aim] way past my departure—it has 
to go on.”

 More than accumulating accolades and 
trophies, Tennis Cambodia and its Davis 
Cup contenders want to fortify the base 
they’ve established in Cambodia and build 
up a greater presence on the world stage. 
Having seen how an entire sporting culture 
gets annihilated, the organization has come 
to respect the value of sustainability.
  “I have to build a foundation that is 
strong enough that will be able to make this 
thing grow,” reflects Rithy. “I have to create 
that culture of passing that baton to the next 
guy in line in order to carry the dream.” 
 A major Davis Cup win would be one 
helluva a baton to pass on to aspiring tennis 
stars in the Kingdom. Twenty years ago, even 
playing at the Davis Cup would have seemed 
impossible—just a dream—for Cambodian 
tennis. The best dreams, however, often 
seem impossible, at least at first. Regardless 
of what happens in Tehran, the journey of 
Cambodia’s national team teaches aspiring 
Cambodian players to dream big.

Supporters and family join the team in Dubai. Coach Braen Aneiros stands third from right.

Long Somneang lines up his return.

Tennis Cambodia's Global 
Goodwill Ambassador, Hisae Arai 
(right), and her sister Kiko, sup-
port the team.

Rithi (right) gives Phalkun 
a pep talk at match time.

Kenny (left) and Phalkun 
take to the court.

Davis Cup 2013: Dubai


