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      Chapter One: 1980-1985

      The Tennis Players

      
         One warm summer morning in 1984, a father loaded his Volkswagen van for a special trip. He carefully placed seven milk crates
         full of tennis balls and several tennis rackets in the back of the van. Then he went back in the house and called for his
         four-year-old daughter. They were going to go somewhere special.
      

      The little girl eagerly followed him. She loved going places with her father.

      They drove from their modest Compton, California, home toward a nearby public park. They wound through the city streets, surrounded
         by depressing scenery. Compton, an inner-city community near Los Angeles, would be described by most people as a ghetto. The
         city is poor, and many residents of the mostly African-American and Hispanic 
         community struggle to make ends meet. The buildings and many homes are run-down. Crime and poverty are rampant. While most
         residents are hardworking and law-abiding citizens, many live day-to-day, with little thought of the future.
      

      But the future was all the girl’s father was thinking about. Several years before, he’d watched a women’s tennis match on
         television. The winner, Virginia Ruzici, earned nearly thirty thousand dollars for winning the tournament. Richard Williams
         was impressed. Professional tennis players traveled the world, and the best made thousands of dollars playing one or two matches
         a day for three or four days every couple of weeks. Seeing that match had given him an idea.
      

      Now it was time to test that idea. Williams wanted his daughter to become a tennis player. He pulled into a small parking
         lot adjacent to the park.
      

      On the other side of a chain-link fence were several tennis courts, although no one was playing tennis on them. A few young
         men lingered on the sidelines, just hanging out. Glass from broken bottles glistened on the court, the surface of which was
         spray-painted with graffiti.
      

      
         Williams helped his daughter from the van and retrieved the crates of balls, a broom, and two tennis rackets. He led his daughter
         through the gate to the court and had her stand to the side for a few moments while he swept the court free of glass.
      

      Then he motioned for her to join him, put a racket in her hands, and showed her how to hold it. He grabbed a tennis ball,
         tossed it in the air, and gently used his racket to direct it toward his daughter. “Swing at the ball,” he called out.
      

      His little daughter giggled and tried to swing the racket. It was nearly as big as she was, and her momentum spun her almost
         completely around. She missed the ball, which bounced and rolled away.
      

      For the next hour they stood in the hot sun, father and daughter, as Williams patiently began to teach his young daughter
         how to strike a tennis ball with a tennis racket. At first she struck the ball mostly by accident.
      

      When the crates were empty, the two would gather up the loose balls, making a game of seeing who could get the most balls
         in the crate, and start over. The father would occasionally stop, place his hand around his daughter’s on the racket, and
         show 
         her how to sweep it through the air and strike the ball in the center of the racket’s strings.
      

      The young girl showed amazing patience for a four-year-old, and after an hour or so she began to make consistent contact with
         the ball. When the crate was empty again, the father held up the last ball. “Last one!” he called out.
      

      “Last one,” his daughter responded with a laugh. Then he gently knocked the ball toward her, and she swung.

      Thwack! The ball made a distinctive sound as it struck the racket.
      

      The father and daughter gathered up the tennis balls, loaded them back into the van, and returned home.

      When they got out of the car, the man’s other daughter, still several weeks shy of her third birthday, greeted them. She felt
         left out and was pouting. She hated being apart from her sister. The father explained to her that she’d soon be able to come
         along on the trips to the park.
      

      The tennis careers of Venus and Serena Williams had begun.

      Their father’s dream has come true, for now the 
         Williams sisters are two of the biggest stars in women’s tennis. They travel the world and make thousands of dollars playing
         tennis a few hours a day every couple of weeks. Endorsements earn each sister millions more.
      

      Such riches were only a dream when Richard Williams was growing up in Shreveport, Louisiana. His parents were sharecroppers,
         farmers who worked a small plot of land for the landowner, supporting themselves by exchanging their crop for rent and food.
         It is a hard way to make a living. Sharecroppers are often far in debt to their landlord and have to work long hours just
         to keep up.
      

      When he was a young boy, Richard often had to work in the field with his parents. As he grew up, he was determined to make
         a better life for his family.
      

      Sports became one of Richard’s few escapes from the rigors of working in the fields. He and his friends, the children of other
         sharecroppers, would spend what little free time they had playing sports like baseball, football, and basketball. But there
         were no organized youth leagues, and there was no time to play on school teams. Still, Richard was a good athlete, and he
         enjoyed playing.
      

      
         When he was a young man, Richard moved around a lot and worked a variety of jobs. He met a young nurse named Oracene, whom
         everyone called Brandi. She had grown up in a middle-class family in Michigan. Despite their different backgrounds, the two
         soon fell in love, married, and started a family.
      

      Their first daughter, Yetunde, was born in 1972. She was followed a year later by Isha, then five years later by Lyndrell.
         Venus was born on June 17, 1980, and Serena a little over a year later, on September 26, 1981.
      

      The family moved around a lot, going back and forth across the country several times before finally settling in Compton. Brandi
         worried about raising the girls in such a rough place, but Richard believed his daughters would benefit from growing up in
         such an environment. He wanted them to learn to be strong.
      

      While Brandi worked as a nurse, Richard ran a small security company. With some friends in the neighborhood, he also learned
         how to play tennis.
      

      Before going to work in the morning, he would meet a group of friends to play at a city park. Richard had never played before.
         At first, he learned by 
         watching, but he soon began to teach himself, studying books about the game and watching matches on television.
      

      He couldn’t help but notice that there were very few African Americans who played tennis, particularly professionally.

      The game had evolved from a French game known as paume, which is similar to handball. Players eventually began using rackets to strike the ball, and it evolved into an indoor game
         known as “court tennis.” Court tennis required an indoor court and was played mainly by royalty and other very wealthy people
         who could afford to build an indoor court.
      

      In the 1870s, the English took the game outside, changed the rules slightly, and began to play on grass. Lawn tennis was born.
         Two players, standing on opposite sides of a court, strike the ball back and forth across a net hung in the middle. The player
         who hits the ball over the net the most times before his or her opponent misses it or makes an error earns a point. The first
         player to earn four points, with at least a two-point advantage, wins the game. And the first player to win six games wins
         the set. Most tennis competitions are best-two-out-of-three 
         set matches, although some championships are best of five, particularly for men.
      

      The game soon proved very popular with both sexes. Variations of lawn tennis evolved, such as doubles, in which two teams
         of two players play each other. But it remained a game played primarily by the wealthy.
      

      Only private clubs could afford to build and maintain grass courts. Grass courts required a lot of upkeep to remain playable,
         which cost a lot of money. That’s why tennis remained a game for the wealthy for so long.
      

      And since most wealthy people in the countries where tennis was popular were white, so were most tennis players. For many
         years, in fact, tennis players had to be amateurs, which meant that only those who didn’t have to work very much could afford the time to play, all but making
         certain the game would remain a pastime of the wealthy and privileged.
      

      Then in the 1920s, some players began to play for money and turned professional. This opened up the sport to those who otherwise
         wouldn’t be able to play. By the late 1960s, most big tournaments allowed professionals.
      

      
         At the same time, many cities began to build and maintain public courts. Lawn tennis began to be played on other surfaces
         that were easier to maintain, like clay, and so-called hard courts, which are similar to pavement. These factors all combined
         to make the game accessible to everyone.
      

      The first great African-American tennis player was a woman named Althea Gibson. In 1956, she became the first African American
         to win one of the four Grand Slam tournaments when she won the French Open. The other Grand Slam tournaments are the Australian
         Open, Wimbledon, and the U.S. Open. Gibson later won both the U.S. Open and Wimbledon. A decade later, the African American
         Arthur Ashe emerged from the public courts of St. Louis to become one of the best players in men’s tennis, winning the U.S.
         Open in 1968, the Australian Open in 1970, and Wimbledon in 1975.
      

      Despite the success of Ashe and Gibson, very few African Americans played tennis. Most people first learn a sport from friends
         and family. So few African Americans had played the game that there was little tennis tradition to build on.
      

      Richard Williams began his own tennis tradition. 
         After learning the game himself, he taught all his daughters and his wife to play. But Brandi and the older girls didn’t enjoy
         the game as much as Richard did. When Venus and Serena were born, Williams decided he would teach his two youngest daughters
         how to play the game when they were still young. He believed that if they started early enough, each might someday become
         a professional player. A year after he began taking Venus to the courts, he started teaching Serena as well.
      

      After he taught the girls how to strike the ball, he began to teach them the rules of the game and basic tennis strategy.
         Soon the two girls began playing against each other.
      

      The Williams sisters were tennis players.

   
      Chapter Two: 1985-1991

      Potential Prodigy

      
         Soon Venus and Serena were in the park with their father every day, playing and practicing for hours. But Richard Williams
         knew he couldn’t force the sport on his children. He made it clear to each that there were other things in life and that they
         were free to stop playing anytime they wished.
      

OEBPS/images/9780316094092.jpg
1‘ TT CHRISTOPHER

On the Court with...
Vaiills i eai'a I






