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Foreword


OPPORTUNITY is everything and Building Champions platforms the multitude of options women and girls now have to aspire to and achieve in the top level of tennis. The stories of the women featured in this book, and the different paths they followed to reach the same ultimate dream on the Grand Slam stage, chart the progress of women’s tennis today. It showcases the global reach tennis has. From how the Czech Republic continues to punch above its weight, to how immigrant families like Emma Raducanu’s can guide their daughter to a New York dream, and the way Iga Swiatek has created a tennis legacy in Poland that had never previously been possible. It also covers the game-changing milestones reached by these women: Kim Clijsters and her motherhood journey, the Williams sisters carving out space for themselves in a majority white sport, all the way through to Coco Gauff giving new meaning to the words ‘prodigal talent’. It highlights the power of teamwork within this individual sport through Ash Barty’s stellar career and the tenacity it took for a figure like Aryna Sabalenka, who fought through challenging moments on the court for years, to become a major champ.


Their individual stories paint a wider picture about how tennis has continued to grow and change, all the while remaining the leading sport for women to pursue professionally. As someone involved in ownership groups in women’s hockey, basketball and soccer, I can see how tennis has influenced the rise of women’s sports beyond our courts in recent years. Tennis continues to set a blueprint for what is possible. According to Forbes, in 2023 nine of the 10 top-paid female athletes in the world were tennis players. Considering it’s more than 50 years since I became the first woman to win $100,000 in a season, this is a remarkable measure of the relevance tennis continues to have when it comes to paying women what they’re worth.


There is still such a long way to go across women’s sport, and tennis is far from the finished product either. Prize money remains unequal, except at the four major tournaments, and unfair scheduling or even court allocation disparities still creep up at the majors. But that work feels achievable because of the progress we have made so far. The momentum is with us to make those changes too. Shouting from the rooftops about women’s sport is crucial to that momentum. It is why, as players, the Original Nine championed the role that journalists and the media could, and would, play in elevating our work, understanding that it could unlock further opportunities. Coverage of women’s sport is rising, with some athletes gaining global recognition. A new generation – Angel Reese, Caitlin Clark, Coco Gauff, Aitana Bonmati and Ilona Maher among them – are capturing the imagination of audiences right from the outset of their careers and are also being valued for their personalities beyond the field of play.


In this latest era, in the last 15 or so years, women’s tennis has shown itself to be diverse, dynamic and ever-evolving, with more champions, from more nations, bursting into our sport than we’ve previously seen. This book helps us gain a greater understanding of the way champions were moulded by their culture, community and tennis and are now shaping the sport themselves.


Billie Jean King




Introduction


BARBORA Krejcikova stood on Centre Court clutching the Venus Rosewater Dish in her hands, her mouth agape. ‘I think nobody really believes it,’ she told the 15,000 people in the crowd, and further four million watching on television across the United Kingdom. ‘Nobody believes that I got to the final. And nobody’s going to believe that I won Wimbledon.’ Her charge to the title in 2024, as the 31st seed, was one of the sport’s more unlikely storylines. Only, it was also exactly the kind of upset we have come to expect in the women’s game. The truth is, there have been plenty of those in recent times. In the last eight editions of Wimbledon, there have been eight different women’s champions. Krejcikova was the latest, and also the seventh consecutive first-time Wimbledon champion. The tournament has never seen such an extended period of changeable results in its 140 years of hosting the ladies’ singles event.


That unpredictability extends far beyond Wimbledon too. Krejcikova’s victory continued a trend that we have seen in women’s tennis for at least 15 years, and close to 20. Winning multiple major titles became extremely rare unless you were named Serena Williams. From 2014 to 2024, only Serena, Iga Swiatek, Aryna Sabalenka and Naomi Osaka won the same Grand Slam event more than once. If you stretch back to the last two decades, from 2004 to 2024, only seven women won the same Grand Slam back to back: Serena, Swiatek, Sabalenka, Justine Henin, Venus Williams, Victoria Azarenka and Kim Clijsters. These results mean that, since the turn of the century, there has been a massive boom in the number of women reaching tennis’s holy grail. From 2000 to 2024, 36 different women won Grand Slam titles (compared to 22 men). Just as soon as someone made their breakthrough, the tennis gods were already churning out another young star to nab their spot by the next major tournament. A production line, if you like, of fresh faces with fierce forehands and bruising backhands. At least that is how it has sometimes come to feel.


Winning a Grand Slam title is no mean feat; they are after all the most prestigious prizes available in tennis. In January, players battle it out for the Australian Open on the hard courts in sweltering Melbourne; in the spring, they switch to the clay at the chic Roland Garros club in Paris; in July they adapt to the fast grass and inevitable rain at the All England Lawn Tennis & Croquet Club in Wimbledon, before finishing in September back on hard courts, under the bright lights and heavy humidity of Flushing Meadows in Queens, New York. Taking home the trophy at any of these tournaments entails winning seven matches in a row during a 14 or 15-day period. Unlike at other smaller tournaments (which last between one week and 12 days), every fit member of the top 100 shows up to the majors. The calibre of opposition is the highest it can possibly be. The arenas are bigger, the crowds are much larger too, as is the prize money. At the 2024 US Open, singles champions Jannik Sinner and Aryna Sabalenka pocketed a cool $3.6 million each. If all of that doesn’t sound challenging enough, at certain slams players may well be completing their matches way past midnight, if they find themselves scheduled to play in the night session (apart from at Wimbledon, where there is thankfully a civilised curfew).


With all of that at stake, you then add the media attention players receive into the mix. At Grand Slams, it becomes amplified to new levels as the world’s press descends on the tournaments. During the weekend before play begins and after their matches, top players are ferried between multiple media engagements. First, a 200-seater press conference room, where they are met by the questions of dozens of journalists after each win and loss. Then there are the multiple studios, where players are mic’d up and quickly moved along on a conveyor belt of national broadcasters. For the top talent, it could add up to a couple of hours’ worth of interviews and media commitments every other day, as the hype builds with each round they win. Then, when they get back to their hotel room (if they are brave enough to check), their phone will light up with thousands of social media notifications. Some will be messages of support, but others quite the opposite, as vitriol from furious gamblers or cruel trolls is sent their way.


All of that is to say that the mental focus and physical effort it takes to emerge as champion over an intense fortnight like this is a test unlike any other in tennis. It is a measure of endurance, speed, guile, tactical nous, temperament, psychological strength and skill while under the toughest scrutiny. The challenge to win one Grand Slam is immeasurably diﬃcult, let alone multiple. And yet, because there has been an influx of new winners in recent years, the perceived value of a Grand Slam win has changed. The term ‘one-slam wonder’ is more commonly bandied about across women’s tennis now. Can you really fluke a major title, though? The answer is obviously no, but context is key.


Women’s tennis has not always been so unpredictable. Actually, at the turn of the century, things were completely reversed. Jon Wertheim’s book Venus Envy, which gives a detailed, behind-thescenes look at the WTA Tour during the 2000 season, paints a completely alternate universe to the tennis world we’ve seen of late. ‘Insiders know that at the Grand Slams, the women’s draw doesn’t really start until the second week,’ Wertheim wrote. ‘Unlike the men’s brackets, which are riddled with upsets, the women’s side invariably follows form through the first week.’ As such, from 1980 to 1999, there were only 12 new women champions across the Grand Slams. The numbers don’t lie, and there has been an undeniable shift since then. But even back in the 1980s and 90s, women’s tennis had plenty of critics. When Martina Navratilova, Chris Evert, Steﬃ Graf and Monica Seles flourished, women’s tennis was accused of being boring. Now that there have been shock results aplenty, the women are regarded (by some) as too flaky.


That is partly because women’s sport is never valued entirely in a vacuum. Rather, it is too often based on how it compares to the men’s game. The long-term view of tennis history paints an even picture. In pure numbers terms, from 1968 (the start of the Open Era) to 2024, tennis saw 58 different men win Grand Slam titles. During that same period, 60 different women did so. That’s 56 years of tennis, where on average each tour saw one new champion crowned per year. So far, so (nearly) identical. But it is the trajectory that differs and, when you break down the numbers, it is the last two decades where we’ve seen the starkest difference in the two. In men’s tennis, we saw the rate of new champions drastically slow down, and in women’s we saw it accelerate. A good marker to begin from is the moment tennis changed forever: when Roger Federer won his maiden major title at Wimbledon in 2003. I recognise the irony in beginning a women’s tennis book from the date a male player won a tournament, but stick with me.


This most recent period of unpredictable results in women’s tennis has been measured – for good and for bad – alongside the era of men’s tennis it coincided with: the Big Three era of Federer, Rafael Nadal and Novak Djokovic. Where women’s tennis has been highly unpredictable, the men’s competition has been the opposite. Where the top end of the WTA rankings have fluctuated and changed on a dime, the ATP’s have been more stable (17 new female world No. 1s, to nine male). Where we have seen dozens of women champions emerge – some remaining close to the top, others stepping away or fizzling out – in men’s tennis the Big Three rewrote the history books with their three-way rivalry and near-complete monopoly over the Grand Slams. Three men had never previously won as large a share of top titles as this trio did for as long as they did (and, in Djokovic’s case, continues to do). Before, there was always room for shock winners and dark horses to slip through the draw and make their mark. Federer’s 2003 Wimbledon title began the era of the Big Three (or Big Four if you count three-time major champion Andy Murray). Since then (and up until the end of 2024), only 12 different men lifted a Grand Slam trophy for the first time. In women’s tennis, the same period saw 30 different new champions – more than double the rate.


That discrepancy is often used as a stick to beat the women’s game with. Critics complain about the lack of consistency. Sport is built on rivalries, they opine, and women’s tennis has lacked that in the last 15 or so years. Winning a Grand Slam in men’s tennis is more diﬃcult, they argue, simply based on the fact fewer men have done it during this period. There are both falsehoods and fair points across these arguments. For example, rivalries are extremely fun, and it is fair to say that women’s tennis has not lucked out in this department in recent times. But it is false to say winning a Grand Slam in women’s tennis is somehow easier because more women have done it. For some though, greatness can only be truly, unequivocally exciting when men are involved. It goes without saying that this book is not for them.


The point of this book is not to say that women’s tennis is better than men’s either, or that one era is better than another, or to pit champions against each other at all. There will be no GOAT debates here, I’ll leave that to the last remaining survivors of tennis X to fight out. Rather, my aim is to point out that, when you peel back the men’s tennis narrative that has dominated the sport over the past 15 to 20 years, you will find rich stories and individuals who have emerged during this era of women’s tennis too. Stories about triumphing against the odds, of career turnarounds that defied expectations, of non-linear paths to success that changed our perception of just what can make someone a winner. This book showcases just how much these women’s stories can teach us about the sport and how, looked at together as a collective, they prove one fascinating principle of tennis: there is no one way to build a champion. Coexisting with the Big Three was always going to be a tall order, and it has inevitably given the last two decades in women’s tennis somewhat of a bad rap in some quarters. But if you flip that narrative, by bringing to the forefront the women’s tennis champions that have risen (and sometimes fallen) during this period, there are many angles left unexplored. There is variety, depth and sheer unpredictability that I believe is worth dissecting.


Since the turn of the century, the global sporting ecosystem has increasingly been driven by where the money falls, and results across too many leagues have become near-certainties. The Manchester City of it all in the men’s Premier League for example or Chelsea’s dominance in the Women’s Super League comes to mind. But I would argue that women’s tennis bucks that trend, as underdog wins and wild upsets are more prevalent here than in any other major sport in the world. That open field is what makes it interesting and is an overall strength, in my view, not a weakness. The range of champions makes it truly global too. Since 2014, women’s tennis has had champions from 17 different countries (more than double that of men’s tennis): Poland, the Czech Republic, USA, Australia, Kazakhstan, United Kingdom, Japan, Canada, Romania, Denmark, Germany, Spain, Latvia, Italy, Russia, Belarus and China. This book captures those stories and unravels the paths that were followed to make it on the women’s tennis tour in the past two decades.


In other sports, the route to professionalism is often much more prescriptive. In men’s football, top club academy systems have produced the vast majority of the best talent in the modern era. It is a similar story in rugby union and league. Across the pond in the US, college sport has almost exclusively helped to draft professional basketball, American football and baseball players. In individual Olympic sports, talent pathways guide British hopefuls from different age groups, depending on their sport. Coaches are assigned by federations or teams. But in tennis, there is no fixed pathway. On the contrary, there are any number of ways to plough your way to the top. Independent academies, many of which became hugely popular in the 1990s and cost tens of thousands of pounds a year, help some aspiring players. Some national tennis centres, run by governing bodies like the Lawn Tennis Association in the United Kingdom, are hubs for developing especially talented players from a young age too. Other players now go down the American college route, waiting to turn professional in their early twenties, to some success, as with Jessica Pegula and Cameron Norrie. The coaching options available to you will depend largely on where you grow up too, while some will have parents who completely wing it, coaching, steering and funnelling their child towards greatness, with little to no tennis background of their own to speak of. The only prevailing factor in everyone’s journey? Going all-in from a young age. For the 34 women so far this century who became first-time major champions, that risk paid off.


I will inevitably fall short of covering every single one of the women who has risen in the ranks over the last two decades. There was Marion Bartoli’s brilliant Wimbledon win in 2013, for example, where her quirky two-handed forehand and shuﬄing footwork prevailed, proving at the most traditional of tennis venues that there really is no ‘right way’ to play this sport. Or take the late bloomer Flavia Pennetta’s US Open triumph in 2015 at the ripe old age of 33 years and 199 days. She remains the oldest first-time champion in the Open Era by almost four years and retired promptly that very same day – the ultimate mic drop moment. Or even Maria Sharapova, whose family’s decision to move from north-west rural Russia to Florida in order to chase a tennis dream was rewarded in her becoming a five-time major champion and the most marketable female athlete the world had ever seen. Her story sparked countless others who followed her lead, and she remains a prominent figure in the sport, voted into the Hall of Fame in 2024, even after her legacy was somewhat tainted by an unintentional doping charge. Then there were disruptors like Latvian teen Jelena Ostapenko, who experienced the ultimate purple patch of form over a two-week period, snatching victory from fan favourite Simona Halep’s hands at the 2017 French Open. At the 2018 Australian Open, Caroline Wozniacki embodied gritty perseverance in winning her first major title at her 43rd attempt, nearly a decade after losing her first final.


There are simply too many stories to get your teeth into. This book will tell many of the wonderful, strange and awe-inspiring avenues tennis players have navigated to reach the top of this sport, as told by the players themselves or the coaches, colleagues and friends who knew them best. From pushy parenting, prodigal talents, mentality monsters, the mother of all comebacks and arguably the greatest underdog win sport has ever seen, each one of the individuals profiled will tell a wider story about just how many different ways you can build a champion. Turns out, they are endless.




CHAPTER 1


Women’s tennis as we knew it


TO TELL you the story of where women’s tennis is now, you have to look at how far it has come. Unlike in other sports, women have been a part of the fabric of the game for almost as long as lawn tennis has been established. The first Wimbledon ladies’ singles title was contested in 1884, seven years after the gentlemen’s version, and has continued to grow ever since. While the rules of the game have largely remained the same, style and personalities over different eras have helped to shape the sport. The first true star of tennis – and that’s including men and women – was France’s Suzanne Lenglen, who made her name during the 1920s. She was brought up on tennis by her father, whom historians regard as the first pushy parent – or worse – of the sport. Many more, including those featured in this book, have emerged in the century since, following in ‘Papa’ Lenglen’s footsteps.


Aside from her father’s influence, Lenglen was a beguiling figure because she was so unapologetically herself. Her game was crafted with aggressive shot-making and an overhand serve, which was much closer to how the men played at that time than her fellow women competitors. Her radical decision not to wear a corset and petticoat like the other women players drew shock too. She preferred to don a short-sleeved dress that ran just beyond her knees, plus a silk scarf wrapped around her bob haircut and a swathe of red lipstick across her mouth. To add to the scandal, she also sipped from a brandy-filled hip flask between sets, until umpires put a stop to the practice.


Most of all, she was the supremely dominant sporting figure of the post-war 1920s. She took the world by storm, collecting 12 Grand Slam trophies in singles and receiving recognition across popular culture – nicknamed ‘La Divine’ (the Goddess) by the French press and even getting a mention in Ernest Hemingway’s novel The Sun Also Rises. Her popularity was part of the reason Wimbledon moved from Worple Road to its current, larger venue on Church Road in 1922 – the fans could not get enough of Lenglen. It was no exaggeration to call her the most famous European celebrity figure by the end of the decade. Notably, she was also the first woman to turn professional in 1926 and cited leaving amateurism behind as like ‘an escape from slavery’. During her tour of the US that year, she earned $50,000. Lenglen was a pioneer not only on the court but also in demanding to be paid.


Her breakaway from convention would be replicated 40 years later when the Open Era of professional tennis began in 1968, which quite literally opened up all tournaments to professional players – including the Grand Slams. Throughout this book I will mostly be referring to tennis in what is known as the Open Era, i.e. tennis since the French Open in 1968. Before that, tennis was a mixture of amateur and professional events, with players only allowed to compete in one or the other. Many will debate whether the decades before 1968 should be discounted or not. After all, the four majors ran for decades before then – and in Wimbledon’s case, since the late 1800s. The Open Era is not a perfect beginning point as for many years the Australian Open had smaller draws and top players (including Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova) skipped the long-haul travel to the less lucrative Grand Slam regularly. But the Open Era was the start of tennis as we know it today, from a professional sense, so it feels like the most appropriate – if imperfect – point to count from.


A couple of years later, an equally seminal shift occurred in world tennis when Billie Jean King and the rest of the Original Nine broke away from the governing bodies of tennis to form the Virginia Slims Circuit, which became the Women’s Tennis Association in 1973. It was arguably the moment that changed tennis – and maybe sport as a whole – forever as it marked the start of women’s tennis taking control of its own destiny. Women on tour were sick of being treated like second-class citizens. Their male colleagues were outspoken about how they viewed them as inferior and actively supported their exclusion. Prize money for women at some tournaments was as much as 12 times less than what the men received, and the number of events where women were invited to play had started dwindling as promoters began cutting them out.


The women took matters into their own hands in 1970, when eight leading female players signed a makeshift one-dollar-contract with promoter Gladys Heldman to play a tournament in Houston sponsored by cigarette brand Virginia Slims. Their goals were that any girl in the world, if good enough, would have a place to compete, that women and girl athletes would be appreciated for what they could achieve, not for the way they looked, and that they would be able to make a living. The women took a huge risk by extricating themselves from the established order, defying the United States Lawn Tennis Association for one, risking suspension from the Grand Slam events. It meant leaving behind tournaments that had decades of legacy, security, income (however paltry) and sponsors already involved. Forming an entirely new tour required a massive amount of administration, determination and sheer guts to believe they could make a go of it on their own – without the men.


Later, ahead of Wimbledon 1973, a group of 60 leading female players met at the Gloucester Hotel in London and formalised this breakaway tour more widely. King assigned Dutch player Betty Stove to stand by the door and instructed her not to let anybody in or out. This group of women voted to launch the WTA and then signed on the dotted line to make it oﬃcial. With the players’ buy-in achieved, the WTA had more power than ever to create a sport that benefitted women, and did not limit them.


‘For us, a tour with women in charge was a dream come true,’ King wrote in her memoir, All In. ‘From our $1 rebellion, women’s tennis grew into a profession where the US Open singles winner earned $3.85 million in 2019.’


Breaking away from the natural tennis order helped propel King to negotiate the first example of equal prize money at the slams at the US Open in 1973. It would take another 34 years before Wimbledon would bring up the rear in 2007, becoming the final major event to put women and men on equal terms. The All England Club were finally convinced after Venus Williams penned an op-ed in The Times of London on the eve of the Championships, shaming them for undervaluing women like her. Fittingly, she went on to win the title that year too, after continuing to push for equality during private meetings that fortnight.


In between that period, women’s tennis produced some of the greatest storylines in world sport – and its most consistent champions. Those with shorter memories refer to Roger Federer, Rafael Nadal and Novak Djokovic as the sport’s greatest rivalry, men who dominated the tour in a way that few had previously been able to do. They were consistent rivals for the best part of two decades (along with the injury-ravaged Andy Murray, who matched them for a few glorious seasons). Federer, Nadal and Djokovic remained atop the pecking order at the same time, gobbling up almost every opportunity for major silverware. In the 10 seasons from 2004 to 2013, the Big Three won 35 out of 40 major titles on offer. In the 10 seasons after that – even as they aged and Federer eventually retired – they still shared 30 of the 39 trophies (one Wimbledon was cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic). It is a mind-boggling haul, and one which few expect will ever be repeated.


Before they came along though, it was women who had experienced the most dominant periods in Open Era tennis. Three women – Steﬃ Graf, Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova – led the list of all-time Grand Slam champions in the Open Era (with 22, 18 and 18 titles respectively), ahead of all male players before the Big Three arrived. Evert and Navratilova shared 22 of 27 major titles on offer between 1980 and 1986, not a number to be sniffed at. They also played a whopping 80 matches against each other, 60 of which were finals (which, by the way, eclipses Nadal and Djokovic’s 60 total matches). The Graf era was remarkable too as she won 20 of her 22 Grand Slam titles during a rammed eight-year period from 1988 to 1996. During that time, for three stunning seasons, she was also pushed to the brink by Monica Seles. Their short-lived tussle for the top of tennis (which saw Seles win seven of her nine Grand Slams in less than three seasons between 1991 and 1993) could have been the start of a legendary rivalry, if not for Seles being stabbed on court in 1993, a horrific incident which curtailed her career.


Later, alongside the Big Three, there was Serena Williams’s 23-major-title career. She had various worthy rivals over time, including Martina Hingis and Justine Henin, but her rise alongside sister Venus remains one of the best stories global sport has ever seen. As for Serena’s overall career, she may have had lulls or time spent away from the court, but it was all the more impressive for its longevity – nearly 18 years separated her first and last Grand Slam titles in 1999 and 2017. Those streaks in the women’s game were not always perceived positively while they were happening. In fact, the women’s game often came up against accusations of being too predictable and boring. When things completely shifted in the last decade and a half, and women’s tennis became more unpredictable than ever, it was derided in some corners for having no outright stars or reliable champions. Quite simply, women’s tennis cannot win. Broadcaster and co-founder of The Tennis Podcast Catherine Whitaker puts it plainly: ‘It feels like everything is looked at through a male lens – where men’s tennis would be perceived as fun chaos, in women’s tennis it’s weak flakiness, or failure from any one person to have the chops to be dominant.’ The same applies to the periods of dominance: for the women it was regarded as boring, for the men – and the Big Three in particular – any negative takes are glossed over by their success and popularity. ‘I’ve enjoyed the men’s Grand Slam race as much as anyone,’ Whitaker says. ‘But history remembers week two of the slams: the winners, the incredible matches between them in the latter stages. History is not remembering the completely turgid first weeks of slams on the men’s side for 15 years, where everything felt like a procession and a foregone conclusion.’


Whichever way you look at it, this latest era in tennis has seen men’s and women’s tennis exist on opposite ends of the spectrum: the Big Three have monopolised the Grand Slams in men’s tennis, while there have been more winners than ever in women’s. There are various theories as to why the rate of women’s champions might have accelerated. For one, some top champions took earlier retirement than their male counterparts or self-imposed breaks. ‘Something interesting happened,’ John Dolan, who has worked in player relations and communications roles for the WTA and LTA, as well as being the author of Women’s Tennis 1968–84, says. ‘Justine Henin suddenly retired at No. 1 in the world, Venus and Serena had breaks from the game – due to injury and mental health, because of the murder of their sister – and Kim Clijsters retired. [Lindsay] Davenport and Mary Pierce had also retired. So very quickly, in 2008, there was a bit of a lull in the women’s game. Put all of those things together, and you start to get those surprise winners.’


As Dolan says, Henin retired in 2008 when she was just 25, after her sweep of seven major titles. Kim Clijsters also had hiatuses away from the game in her twenties, during her four-major career. Later, Ash Barty retired at 25 in 2022, while Naomi Osaka won four major titles and then took a mental health break and pregnancy leave, which kept her away for the best part of two years. From a physical standpoint, Whitaker points to the impact of the menstrual cycle as compounding sporting performance too. According to studies, at certain stages in the menstrual cycle, women can be far less coordinated and also suffer from chronic pain – and players including Heather Watson and Qinwen Zheng have referred to their period affecting their ability to excel. Others simply think there are more top level players on tour now than there were before. Opportunities to play and make a living out of tennis as a young woman developed over time, and the decades of growth since King and her cohort established the tour in the 1970s has had a huge impact. ‘What people don’t understand is there is so much more depth than the eighties – I played then!’ 18-time major champion Evert tweeted in August 2024, in response to those critiquing player complaints about the unforgiving player schedule. ‘The players now have to bring their A game in the first round; we didn’t.’


Speaking at Wimbledon this past year, 2023 US Open champion Coco Gauff agreed with that sentiment. ‘I feel like when I look at the past champions of this tournament, you’ll see people winning like three, four times in a row. If you’re Martina [Navratilova], a couple more than that. I do think when you see seven different champions in the past few years, I think that just shows there’s so much depth in the game. I think it’s great. I think it makes the sport entertaining. Again, there’s no easy matches. I think in the past you would almost look at a player and say, “Yeah, she’s guaranteed a spot in the quarter-final,” in the past, maybe decades ago. You can’t really say that now. I think that’s great. I think it pushes me as a player to want to be better.’


Perhaps the most obvious reason for women’s tennis producing more Grand Slam champions is that they play best of three sets, while the men play best of five. That has long been the case. But as the sport has evolved since the turn of the century to become a more gruelling test of attrition played at the baseline, with longer rallies and much longer matches – stretching beyond four hours in some cases – across five sets it is simply more diﬃcult for an underdog to beat the top players. The longer you have to keep up with the best opponents, the harder it is going to get to maintain that level. Top men can suffer nerves in a dodgy first set and still have plenty of time to recover. Djokovic has arguably made a habit of dropping the odd set during early rounds of the majors before getting into a rhythm later in the match. But the women’s best-of-three format is not so forgiving. ‘It absolutely, statistically lends itself to more diversity of champions, more upsets,’ Whitaker says of the women’s best-of-three format. ‘If you take away best-of-five sets for the men at the slams, you would not have had the Big Three/Big Four stranglehold that you had. They became masters at that specific form of the sport, particularly Novak Djokovic.’


The reality is that it is a combination of all of these things. More players being in with a chance of winning does not make it inferior to the men’s side. It just makes it different. There are undeniable downsides. For fans, it might be more diﬃcult to root for players if results are harder to count on than in other sports. For sponsors and advertisers, a higher volume of lesser-known champions can be perceived as less star power. For broadcasters and media coverage, it means constantly needing to introduce new characters to audiences, and less rivalry narratives to pin coverage around. Whitaker experienced this in her work, both on mainstream television and hosting The Tennis Podcast, which has been running since 2012. ‘There’s no doubt it’s a tougher sell. Obviously some personalities are better than others. Jelena Jankovic at world No. 1 is probably, objectively a tough sell, even taking all the male gaze goggles off. But definitely a lot of those stories, it felt like pushing a rock up a hill to sell them when that shouldn’t have been the case. People like consistency; they enjoy a familiarity. With a Grand Slam there’s a sweet spot for upsets. One or two is fine, that’s fun. But there is absolutely a tipping point of overwhelm and lack of familiarity, where you get to, “Oh, I don’t know any of these people,” for fans, a slight feeling of underwhelm. That balance applies in the macro-sense as well.’ But there is an upside too: ‘The positives are pretty obvious: so many of those players are fascinating and have interesting stories in their own right. Also, the more players there are that are genuine threats for a title, you’re increasing the odds of something special happening within them, or stories interacting.’


These breakthrough storylines add freshness, raise questions and spark debate. They can catch the media itself off guard too. At the Grand Slams, rows upon rows of individual cubicles house hundreds of newspaper and online journalists within windowless or basement rooms in the bowels of a stadium. The journalists breathlessly scuttle from court to court, trying to capture the biggest stories, with hundreds of options to choose from over nearly three weeks of action. Inevitably, some fall through the cracks. The surprise package player of the tournament will emerge as a contender by reaching the quarter-finals, and suddenly sports hacks will be making frantic calls to contacts and cornering compatriots of the player to gain a slither of insight on said dark horse. Do they have any weird hobbies or interests? What’s their cat’s name? Who coaches them? And, crucially, how did they get their start in tennis?


That final question is often the most intriguing as, especially in this sport, it could literally be any multitude of ways. ‘It’s a minefield of options,’ former British No. 1 Laura Robson says. ‘There are different ways to get to the top. You can work with your parents, through a coach, through an academy. It really doesn’t matter; the best ones will make it to the top somehow. There’s not one way that’s preferred or better than the other. It’s about figuring out what works for you.’


Robson, for instance, left school at 13 to be taught at home and headed to the National Tennis Centre in Roehampton, opting against the trendy academy set-ups in sunny Florida which some of her peers went to. To her mind, it all comes down to personality: ‘I remember talking about it with my mum when I was younger. I knew I didn’t want to go to an academy straight away; I felt my personality may have been a bit lost in a group like that. If I didn’t have my mum there I probably wouldn’t have asked for additional coaching or things I knew I needed for my game. I went for the more individual route and I had the same coach from age 14 to 18. Equally, Heather Watson did the academy route at Bollettieri’s (now IMG Academy) and loved it, went to school there, loved the social aspect, that she could still be in a class and go to training later the same day. I think it’s really an individual experience. It’s also trial and error.’


One consistent theme across tennis success stories is how early each player specialised. The likes of the Williams sisters were committed to their family dream from the age of five, according to their father Richard’s recollection of things. Most of the women profiled in this book started to seriously target a career in tennis from at least the age of 11. Compared to other sports, where you hear of athletes like British runner Anya Culling stumbling into marathon competition in her mid-twenties or Katie Taylor who transitioned from playing football for Ireland to becoming an undisputed world champion boxer, tennis requires players to put the blinkers on as soon as possible. ‘You’re definitely putting all your eggs in one basket,’ Robson says. ‘For the ones that don’t make it, I always wonder what they’re up to.’ The risk is huge, but women’s tennis provides the kind of rewards few other sports do for female athletes. The women in this book are a testament to that.




CHAPTER 2


Serena Williams and Venus Williams:
The family project


12 MARCH 1997. Venus Williams was speaking to the press after playing the 25th singles match of her professional career. ‘I don’t plan to be on the tour very long,’ she said. ‘I can’t see myself playing through pain and injuries, year after year doing the same thing. I can’t see it. I don’t want to say that I spent all my youth on tennis and didn’t do anything else.’ On 28 January 2017, nearly 20 years later, Venus was very much still playing. It marked the end of an era: the day the Williams sisters played each other in a major final for the last time, and likely picked up their last Grand Slam trophy too. Of course nobody knew that for sure at the time.


Serena won a record-breaking 23rd Grand Slam title at the Australian Open that day, and everyone fully expected her to win many more, even though she was 35. Conversely, by reaching a championship match for the first time in eight years, this was the resurgence Venus needed in her career aged 36, after constant questions about when she was planning to retire. She went on to make the Wimbledon final and the last four at the US Open later that year. She is still an active player on tour in 2025, at the age of 44.


Watching the footage of that day in 2017 now, of Venus embracing her younger sister Serena at the net, of Serena graciously paying tribute to Venus in her victory speech, of the pair posing with their respective trophies, there is a sense of this being a full circle moment. Twenty years on from their first season on tour together, and 19 years on from their first ever match against each other on tour, at the second round in Melbourne, Venus and Serena were capping off their last big win at the very same tournament in their ninth Grand Slam final. Serena won 6-4 6-4 in what proved to be a straightforward, if intense, match. ‘She’s the only reason that the Williams sisters exist,’ Serena said of Venus while cradling her Australian Open trophy, her elder sister standing behind, her eyes glistening with tears. It turned out to be the last Grand Slam title of her career, and the pair’s final meeting at a major event. A few weeks later, Serena would reveal that she was actually seven weeks pregnant while playing the Australian Open. Despite going on to reach four Grand Slam finals after giving birth to her first daughter in September 2017, 23 remains her total tally of major singles titles.


The last four years of Serena’s career were marked by her pursuit of number 24, but looking back now it feels mostly appropriate that her very last major title came across the net from her sister Venus. On one level, they are different players with very separate achievements. Just based on the numbers, Serena’s tally of majors far eclipses Venus’s seven, for example. But their lives have been lived in tandem with each other and are more intertwined than any sporting siblings in history. On the same day Serena won her first singles title in Paris in 1999, her sister Venus was winning a trophy on the other side of the world too. Nine of their collective 30 major titles were won on the opposite side of the net to each other. Venus lost nine of her 16 major finals in her career – and seven losses came at the hands of her sister. What they accomplished individually and together was phenomenal, and all came as a result of sport’s most well-loved family project, a sibling rivalry and a tennis dream realised against all odds.


*


Telling the story of the Williams sisters feels somewhat futile as it has been told countless times before. Even people who have never picked up a tennis racket know the names Venus and Serena. They have transcended the sport like no one before them. Dozens of documentaries have tracked the sisters’ lives and books have been written. Even a feature-length Hollywood film, King Richard, charted the origin story of these two tennis giants and their family. Telling their story in a new way is nigh-on impossible, but writing a version of the last 20 years in women’s tennis without featuring these two players would make it incomplete. For all their fame and the recognition they have received, the way they have shaped the sport is what interests me most. First because of their remarkable rivalry, and then because of how Serena was able to march on ahead without the same challenge of her elder sister.


Much of the discourse in women’s tennis over the last two decades has centred on the lack of rivalries compared to the men’s game. But for about a decade at the sport’s epicentre, there existed perhaps the greatest pair of rivals to ever feature in tennis. If we’re talking purely in storyline terms, the Williams sisters’ time together at the top of tennis is incomparable to any other. This was not a rivalry that ever had to build or grow with time. There was no sense of a young pretender usurping the elder stateswoman. No contrasting styles or yin and yang personalities to clash at the championship matches. This was a ready-made rivalry, delivered and planned out by their parents Richard Williams and Oracene Price, nurtured on the Compton courts of their youth. Venus and Serena were born only 15 months apart in the early 1980s and were pulled along on this tennis dream when they were still only toddlers. The girls never had to wonder what it would be like to be challenged each day on the court, as across the net was their toughest test: their sister.


Family projects in sport are not unique, let alone in tennis. In almost every chapter of this book, a parent is one of the guiding influences in the player’s life, and often the person nudging them towards what, eventually, becomes a shared dream. Suzanne Lenglen’s ‘Papa’ is regarded as the first of the pushy parents in tennis and was said to chastise her with brutal criticism during training sessions. In the 1990s, Mary Pierce’s father Jim was known for his outwardly outlandish and privately abusive behaviour – he famously yelled, ‘Mary, kill the bitch,’ when she was playing a junior tournament. Martina Hingis’s mother, Melanie Molitor, who was a former player herself, literally named her daughter after Martina Navratilova, and made it her mission to coach her to tennis stardom from when she was just two years old.


As for tennis siblings, the Williams sisters were far from the first. Former world No. 1 Arantxa Sanchez Vicario had two brothers, Javier and Emilio, who also played professionally. In the early 1990s, Cara, Wayne and Byron Black were a trio of Zimbabwean siblings who reached the upper echelons of the doubles tour, with Byron and Cara both achieving the top ranking. The Maleeva sister trio – Manuela, Katerina and Magdalena – from Bulgaria all reached the top 10 in singles. In the US, John and Patrick McEnroe were the most famous examples of tennis siblings, the former being world No. 1 and the latter reaching the top 30. ‘That there were two of them wasn’t that unusual,’ says John Dolan, who was a WTA communications manager during the early years of the Williams era. ‘There’s a danger that, to the wider non-tennis public, they could be perceived as the only siblings who had done that. But tennis has always been a family production. You’ll have a very invested family force behind them. You cannot succeed unless you’ve got a very dedicated parent there with your coach too. In some ways it’s not a surprise that it goes through families: you invest so much into one sibling, and that knowledge is transferable.’


The Williams family’s story took sibling rivalries to new heights though, in that they literally competed in major finals against each other for the most prestigious prizes in their sport. Their story captivated people in a different way from the outset. One obvious reason was race. These were two Black sisters conquering a predominantly white sport in the late 1990s. They were also doing so through the unerring belief of their father, Richard, a man who grew up in Louisiana in the 1940s and ’50s, where racism and Jim Crow law impacted his earliest experiences.


Neither Richard Williams nor the girls’ mother, Oracene Price, had a tennis background when they first took the girls to the public courts in their neighbourhood in Compton, California. Richard was inspired by watching Virginia Ruzici win a hefty prize cheque during television coverage of a Salt Lake City tennis tournament. He read up on every tennis book he could find and put together a 78-page plan to get his young daughters targeting professional careers. Filling an old shopping cart with more than 500 balls, Richard and Oracene took the girls down to the local tennis courts and started to build their champions. This was no country club, nor were there any professional advisers on hand at the start. It was the ill-maintained courts on a street in a deprived neighbourhood. He called his daughters his ‘ghetto Cinderellas’, and Venus has recalled she and her sister hitting the ground for cover when a drive-by shooting broke out near their courts. Starting from the age of four or five, neither girl had a choice as to whether they wanted to pursue tennis or not. This path was one picked out by their father Richard, but they quickly adapted to the idea. ‘They were our parents and there was a very thin line between being our parents and our coach,’ Serena said in her recent documentary series In the Arena: Serena Williams. ‘Sometimes it wasn’t great. But I say at the end it was all worth it.’


Richard’s dream was the family dream and he would tell anyone who would listen that his daughters were going to be No. 1. Journalists with news cameras would descend on the courts to pay witness to the Compton girls who wanted to be tennis stars. The likes of the Today show and national newspapers were paying witness to these confident pre-teens and their eccentric father. The New York Times first ran a story about Venus when she was just 10, after she won the Southern California junior sectional championships in 1990. Richard was front and centre, telling reporters about their East Compton Park facilities: ‘It’s a radical neighbourhood. A lot of dope is sold. The gangs look out for Venus and they come and talk to her about the mistakes they’ve made . . . [Venus and Serena] want to be able to be No. 1 in the world and say they came from the worst neighbourhood.’ A few months later, Venus’s face was on the front page of the newspaper for a story about child prodigies and the agents vying to sign her up. ‘I don’t want her to peak at 12 and fall to pieces at 15,’ Richard is quoted in the article as saying, when asked why he had rejected all contract offers to that stage. ‘Who wouldn’t want a million dollars? But I need a healthy daughter more than I need a million dollars.’


There is footage from that time of Richard tossing balls to the girls and telling them: ‘This is you serving for the US Open – boom!’ He was adamant he had the next two sporting giants in his family and talked them up as such. As much as he was often accused of being deluded and would make outlandish, inaccurate statements, his methods meant he was guaranteed to always get the attention that he wanted for the family mission. ‘I think my dad was a marketing genius,’ Serena said in recent years. ‘He had such a genius way of putting our story out there and making sure it was told. He got my sister out there, and then he started to say that I was going to be better. He used to call me a pitbull. I honestly never believed that he thought I was going to be better. I don’t know if it was that I never believed in myself, and that’s why I never believed it. I always thought my dad was doing that just so I could get some recognition, to make sure I had an opportunity to play professional tennis.’ His wholehearted faith in their destiny to be the best rubbed off on his older daughter, Venus, though. ‘I guess I always knew I’d be a champ,’ Venus said in a 2002 interview with the Observer. ‘That’s what I was told, and at that age that’s what you believe.’
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