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			Chapter 1: A - Agassi, All England, Ashe, Australian Open

			Agassi

			Lightning reactions, powerful groundstrokes and one of the best service returns in history helped Andre Agassi to win all four Grand Slam tournaments during his career – a feat only managed by five players to date.

			A favourite with the fans, in his early years he was renowned for his long hair and colourful dress sense. A renowned fighter (he is the son of an Olympic boxer), the Las Vegan wore his emotions on his sleeve and is probably best remembered for his moving 6-7, 6-4, 6-4, 1-6, 6-4 triumph over Goran Ivanisevic in the 1992 Wimbledon final.
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			*With his long hair and good looks, Agassi was a fans’ favourite.

			Despite the fact he had already played in three Grand Slam finals, few believed the American had what it took to win on grass, but victories over Boris Becker in the quarters and John McEnroe in the last four showed he could go all the way. After an intense struggle on the final Sunday, Ivanisevic’s famous service finally deserted him. Agassi seized his first match point opportunity and slumped to the ground, burying his face in the Wimbledon turf. Although he claimed another seven Major titles, an Olympic gold medal and a spell as world number one, he was unable to repeat his feat at SW19. 

			Married to seven-time ladies’ Wimbledon champion Steffi Graf, Agassi has two children – Jaden Gil and Jaz Elle. 

			All England

			Although it hosts the Wimbledon Championships at the end of June/beginning of July every year, few people realise the All England Tennis and Croquet Club is also a private members’ establishment.
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			*The new roof on Centre Court under construction, September 2008.

			Numerous permanent grounds staff and maintenance workers look after the extensive 42-acre site, which boasts 19 main and 22 practice grass courts, five red shale courts, three clay and five indoor courts.

			There are in the region of 400 full members of the All England, and each has access to the club’s facilities – other than Centre Court and No 1, which are saved for Wimbledon – all year round.
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			*Crowds watch the men’s singles final, 2008.

			As well as Wimbledon itself, the club is occasionally used for Davis Cup ties and in 2012 will be the venue for the Olympic tennis tournament – 90 years after it first moved to its present site in Church Road, SW19. Within the grounds, the Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum houses everything from the famous championship trophies to fascinating examples of tennis attire through the ages. 

			Ashe

			In tennis terms, Arthur Robert Ashe Jr will be remembered for his shock defeat of Jimmy Connors in the 1975 Wimbledon final. But the American’s legacy runs far deeper than that.

			Born in Virginia in the racially segregated South, Ashe had obstacles placed in his way from the outset. Forced to fight for the right to play in “whites-only” tournaments he quickly established his reputation as a gifted athlete.
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			*Arthur Ashe holds up his trophy after winning the US Open in 1968.

			Ashe retired after an unexpected heart attack in 1979 and later learned he had contracted Aids, probably from a tainted blood transfusion during surgery in 1983. Already a tireless charity campaigner, he launched the Arthur Ashe Foundation for the Defeat of Aids in 1992 but tragically died the following year.

			During his playing career Ashe won 33 singles titles, including the 1968 US Open and 1970 Australian Open. At the age of 31 and seeded sixth, he came up against firm favourite and world number one Jimmy Connors in the 1975 final at the All England. Using a well thought out strategy, Ashe employed subtle spins, changes of pace and wide, swinging serves to his opponent’s double-handed backhand, frustrating Connors and ultimately winning 6-1, 6-1, 5-7, 6-4. The first black male player to win a Grand Slam title, he remains the only black men’s Wimbledon singles champion.

			Australian Open

			The first of the four Grand Slam tennis tournaments held each year, the Australian Open is played at Melbourne Park in Victoria, south-east Australia.

			The championship was first held in 1905 on the lawns of the Warehouseman’s Cricket Club and it remained a grass court event until 1987, after which the tournament moved to its present home. Now a hard court competition it is currently played on a surface called Plexicushion.

			The competition has had various guises during its history. Originally named the “Australasian Men’s Championships”, it was actually held in New Zealand in 1906 and 1912, before changing its name to the “Australian Championships” in 1927. In 1969, the tournament was opened up to amateurs and took on the familiar “Open” tag we know today.

			Much has changed since those early days when Rodney Heath defeated Dr Arthur Curtis in front of a crowd of 5,000 in the very first final. For a start, women are very much involved – the first ladies’ championship was held in 1922, Margaret Molesworth overcoming Esna Boyd in the final.

			Nowadays more than half a million tennis fans surge through the gates during the course of Open fortnight each year and in excess of 17,000 watched the 2008 final showdown between Novak Djokovic and Jo-Wilfried Tsonga.
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			*The “True Blue” Plexicushion surface at the Australian Open.

			There are 24 courts at Melbourne Park, including five show courts. Two of these – the Rod Laver Arena and the Hisense Arena – have retractable roofs which means play can continue in extreme weather conditions.

			Australian legend Roy Emerson holds the record for the highest number of singles titles with six victories between 1961 and 1967, while Andre Agassi has set the “open” era benchmark with four wins, one more than both Sweden’s Mats Wilander and Swiss maestro Roger Federer. Another famous Aussie, Margaret Court, boasts the women’s record with 11 championships to her name.

			Wilander was the youngest ever men’s singles champion when he defeated Ivan Lendl in the 1983 final aged 19 years 111 days. Meanwhile, Ken Rosewall was the oldest ever champion at 37 years two months when he beat fellow Aussie Mal Anderson 7-6, 6-3, 7-5 in 1972. The youngest women’s singles champion in history was Martina Hingis, who defeated Mary Pierce aged 16 years three months in 1997. In the women’s game, Thelma Long took the 1954 title four months short of her 36th birthday.
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			*Jo-Wilfried Tsonga plays a forehand return at the Australian Open. 

			Sadly, the Australian crowds have been without a “home-grown” winner since Christine O’Neil in 1978 – Lleyton Hewitt was the last native star to reach a singles final (against Marat Safin in 2005). 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2: B - Ball, Becker, Blake, Borg, Budge, Burn-Out

			Ball

			“The ball shall have a uniform outer surface consisting of a fabric cover and shall be white or yellow in colour. If there are any seams they shall be stitchless.” So reads Appendix 1a in the International Tennis Federation’s rules but the exact regulations governing balls run to several hundred words.

			[image: 73001601.tif]

			*Yellow Wilson balls are the preferred option at the Australian Open.

			There are three main types of ball approved for competition today, designed for play on slow, medium and fast paced courts. All must fall within set “rebound” parameters – they must bounce between 53in and 58in when dropped from a height of 100in onto a “smooth, rigid and horizontal surface”. Furthermore there are strict size limits and rules governing the amount a ball “deforms” – there are even guidelines for high altitude tennis.

			The modern pressurised tennis ball consists of two rubber “half-shells” which are moulded together to produce a core. This is covered in a wool or nylon cloth that is usually yellow – Wimbledon used traditional white balls until 1986.

			Becker

			“Boom Boom” Boris Becker exploded into the public consciousness in 1985 when, aged just 17 years seven months, he claimed the biggest prize of them all. Becker’s unexpected victory over America’s Kevin Curren in the Wimbledon final heralded a new era in “power” tennis and the German remains the youngest ever champion at the All England.

			While nobody had expected Becker to win the championship, the seeds of his momentous victory were sewn a year earlier when he reached the third round at SW19 before being forced to retire through injury.

			Becker then reached the quarter-finals of the Australian Open before claiming his first ATP Tour title – at Queen’s Club – on June 17 1985. His decisive 6-2, 6-3 defeat of Johan Kriek in the final on the grass courts of West Kensington was the shape of things to come.
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			*Boris Becker, the youngest ever Wimbledon male champion, receiving the trophy from the Duke and Duchess of Kent.

			At the All England, the young German survived a scare against Joakim Nystrom in the second round and staved off two match points against Tim Mayotte in the last 16. Four-set wins over Henri Leconte and Anders Jarryd put the boy from Leimen in the final against Curren, 10 years his senior.

			Curren himself was in fine form having beaten defending champion John McEnroe and two-time Wimbledon winner Jimmy Connors on his way to the final, but the American had no answer to Becker’s aggressive groundstrokes, accurate, powerful serving and athletic net game. The youngster triumphed 6-3, 6-7, 7-6, 6-4 to become the first German and first unseeded player to win Wimbledon. 

			Becker went on to beat Ivan Lendl in the 1986 final but came up against Sweden’s Stefan Edberg in the last two in ’88. This was the beginning of one of tennis’ famous rivalries, the Swede taking the title that year, the German triumphing in ’89 and Edberg once again winning in ’90. Becker would reach the final one more time but was forced to give way to another German with a mighty serve – Michael Stich.
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			*Boris Becker in action at Wimbledon.

			Becker claimed three more Grand Slam titles during his career, taking the Australian Opens of 1991 and ’96 and the US Open in ’89. He also added two Davis Cup victories and an Olympic gold medal to his CV, but the German will forever be associated with Wimbledon. He finally bade goodbye to the Centre Court after losing in the fourth round in 1999. “It was a great love affair,” Becker said afterwards. “It was like nowhere else in the world. The place was always very special to me. It made who I am today.”

			Blake

			A world top-10 ranking, good looks and more than £3.5 million banked in prize money to date – you’d think James Riley Blake had it all. But success hasn’t come easy to the American, who has overcome a series of setbacks to become the superstar he is today.

			Diagnosed with scoliosis (curvature of the spine) when he was a teenager, for five years Blake was forced to spend 18 hours a day in a back brace. But the talented youngster with the fast footwork and huge forehand didn’t let it hold him back and by his second season at Harvard was the number one player on the collegiate circuit.

			[image: 83763911.tif]

			*A look of concentration on the face of James Blake.

			He turned pro in 1999 and quickly rose up the rankings until in 2004 he had an accident that threatened to put an end to his tennis career. During practice he stumbled while running at full speed and collided with the net post, breaking his neck. His father tragically died of cancer the same year and Blake was later diagnosed with shingles which temporarily paralysed the left side of his face and gave him sight problems.

			Undeterred, this athlete-cum-model fought back and has become a permanent fixture in the top 20 since January 2006. Although he has never progressed beyond the quarter-finals of a Grand Slam singles, his victory over Roger Federer in the last eight at the Beijing Olympics shows the New Yorker’s potential. He has bagged 10 singles titles to date and helped his country to victory in the 2007 Davis Cup.

			Borg

			With 11 Grand Slam tournament wins to his name, Bjorn Borg sits fourth in the all-time list, but it is for his five consecutive Wimbledon victories that the steely Swede is best remembered.

			Supremely fit, mentally untouchable and boasting rock-solid, heavily top-spun groundstrokes, the Ice Man made Centre Court his own between 1976 and 1980.

			His most impressive triumphs were perhaps his first and last. In ’76 the Swede outclassed all opposition to win the championship without dropping a set – a feat that has not been equalled since. His opponent in the final that year was the wonderfully talented Ilie Nastase, but the Romanian had no answer to the flaxen-haired double-hander, succumbing 6-4, 6-2, 9-7.
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			*Borg with the Wimbledon trophy in 1978.

			Four years later Borg was to face John McEnroe on Centre Court in what many believe was the greatest Wimbledon final of all time. The Swede had two championship points at 5-4 in the fourth set but his 21-year-old opponent – playing in his first Wimbledon final – clung on to force a tie-break that defined both men’s careers.

			The pair traded blows for an incredible 22 minutes in that tie-break, each holding a series of set or, in Borg’s case, championship points. Ultimately it was McEnroe who triumphed, driving a top-spin backhand which the Swede could only half-volley into the net. 

			A lesser player would have been demoralised by such an outcome but Borg fought on to the bitter end, eventually taking his eighth match point with a cross-court backhand against the McEnroe serve.

			Borg would face McEnroe again in the final of 1981, but although he won the first set he later said he lacked “that sparkling feeling”. McEnroe then won two tie-breaks and took the fourth set 6-4 to end Borg’s 41-match unbeaten streak at the All England. The Swede went on to reach the US Open final that year but his Wimbledon defeat was the beginning of the end. Borg played just one tournament in 1982 and retired the following year, aged just 26.
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			*Borg prepares to play a low backhand shot.

			Of course, there was more to Borg than Wimbledon. The Swede won a record six Roland Garros titles and, until Rafael Nadal in 2008, was the last player to do the Wimbledon-French Open double in the same season. Over a period of four years between 1977 and ’81 he traded the world number one ranking with Jimmy Connors and his great rival McEnroe, the Swede holding the top spot for a total of 109 weeks.

			Budge

			John Donald Budge was the first man to claim a singles Grand Slam – that is he won Wimbledon and the Australian, French and US Opens in the same calendar year – and is believed by many to have been the greatest player of them all.

			Having won Wimbledon and the US Open in 1937, Budge had been tempted to turn professional but decided to remain in the unpaid ranks for what would turn out to be an incredible final year.

			A straight sets Australian Open final victory over John Bromwich was followed by a 6-3, 6-2, 6-4 triumph over Czechoslovakia’s Roderich Menzel at Roland Garros. Big-serving Budge would drop just four games in the 1938 Wimbledon final against home favourite Bunny Austin, and he completed the perfect set at Forest Hills soon after, defeating fellow Davis Cupper Gene Mako 6-3, 6-8, 6-2, 6-1 in the US Open final. The Grand Slam was his and the feat would not be equalled for another 24 years.
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			*An athletic Don Budge in action.

			Budge is also remembered for one of the most thrilling Davis Cup matches of all time. In the deciding game of the Cup’s inter-zone final against Germany in 1937, Budge recovered from two sets and 4-1 down to defeat Baron Gottfried von Cramm taking the US into the Challenge round against Britain. The States went on to beat the home side at Wimbledon, Budge winning each of his three matches.

			Burn-out

			The tennis world is a uniquely pressurised one and the physical and mental demands of the sport can affect the strongest of players. Alongside the major success stories there are plenty of stars who have found it difficult to cope and slipped down the rankings or quit the sport altogether. Often referred to as “burn-out” many of these players have endured “too much, too young”.
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			*Shoulder injuries forced Andrea Jaeger out of the game at a young age.

			One of the classic cases of burn-out was experienced by America’s Andrea Jaeger. Winning US collegiate tournaments at the age of 13, she was claiming pro titles at 14 and by 15 had reached the semi-finals of the US Open. She is best remembered for reaching the Wimbledon final in 1983. Although she had only just turned 18, Jaeger stormed through the draw at SW19 without losing a set, defeating Billie Jean King 6-1, 6-1 in the semi-final. But in the final against Martina Navratilova, Jaeger seemed a shadow of her usual self, losing 6-0, 6-3 in under an hour. Sadly we had seen the best of the young American – a shoulder injury and disillusionment with the game saw her retire by 1987. Nowadays she devotes her life to the Episcopal Church and has raised millions for sick or disadvantaged children through her Little Star Foundation.
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