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One of the most popular series ever published for young Americans, these classics have been praised alike by parents, teachers, and librarians. With these lively, inspiring, fictionalized biographies—easily read by children of eight and up—today’s youngster is swept right into history.
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ILLUSTRATIONS


Arthur asks a white man to give up his seat for his pregnant mother.


Mom and Arthur reading.


Arthur and Johnnie meet Mrs. Berry.


Arthur shows Charity his swing.


Arthur falls off his bike and injures his shoulder.


Someone puts an ax through the door of Arthur’s room.


Arthur and Howard try to enter a whites-only tournament.


Arthur Ashe Day in Richmond.


Arthur with his dad after winning the U.S. Open.


Visiting a black township in South Africa.


Arthur looking at his plan to beat Connors.


Nelson Mandela visits Arthur in the hospital.





Big News
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“Arthur Ashe Jr.! Come home this instant!”


Arthur heard his mother calling him from the upstairs window of the house across the street. She sounded annoyed.


He pretended not to hear her. He would come home, all right—just as soon as he was through playing tag. He wasn’t worried that she’d be mad. She always forgave him when he did something wrong.


It was different with his father. If Mr. Ashe had been home, Arthur would have raced inside at once. But during the day his dad was never home. Mr. Ashe worked at many different jobs—chauffeur, gardener, carpenter—scraping together what little money he could. Back then, in 1947, that was how it was for most African-American men.


Arthur turned his attention back to the game. He was the fastest boy in the whole neighborhood, and everybody knew it. Small and thin and just four years old, he could outrun boys twice his age and size.


The only trouble was Arthur didn’t get to run around very often. It seemed like he was always getting sick. He’d spent weeks in bed with measles, mumps, chicken pox, diphtheria, whooping cough, and who knew what else.


But he hadn’t been sick now for almost a month. He felt fine, and that meant he was going to run around and play until he was good and tired of it—even if it did make his mother angry.


“Arthur!”


That was his father’s voice!


Arthur Ashe Sr. was home, in the middle of the day—and he didn’t like being ignored.


“Coming, Dad!”


Art crossed the street and ran inside the big house where he, his mom and dad, his baby brother, Johnnie, and lots of uncles, aunts, and cousins all lived. The house was near Brookfield Park, Richmond’s largest playground for black people. Arthur rarely saw white people in the park. They didn’t come around the neighborhood much at all.


Richmond, Virginia, the city where Arthur’s family lived, had been the capital of the South, also called the Confederacy, during the Civil War. Along the city’s main street there were still statues of Confederate Civil War heroes riding on horses, their swords raised to the sky. They had fought for slavery—but in Richmond they were still heroes.


Black Americans were no longer slaves by the 1940s. But in many ways things in the South—and in Richmond in particular—hadn’t changed very much by the time Arthur was a child.


In the South blacks and whites still lived apart. Blacks had to use separate restrooms, eat at different restaurants, sit in the backs of buses, live in separate neighborhoods, and go to separate schools and parks. The places set aside for blacks were never as nice as those for whites. Nowhere near as nice.


African Americans were called Negroes then, from the Spanish word for black. Some white people called them much worse names.


Southern Negroes lived in fear. Sometimes they were beaten up—or worse—for no reason at all except that they were black.


Arthur didn’t pay much attention to any of this—he was still just a little boy. But one time, when his mother was pregnant with Johnnie, she took Art shopping downtown. There were no seats on the bus, so little Art asked a man to get up and let his mother sit.
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The man was white. By law only whites could sit in the front section. But the man didn’t get angry. He smiled and said, “Well, little boy, you’ve got spirit. Since you dared to ask me to get up and let your mama sit down, I’m going to do just that.”


And he did.


Only years later did Arthur understand how unusual his courage had been. It was the first time Arthur Ashe Jr. showed the courage he was to display all his life.


Arthur’s mother was waiting for him upstairs, in the room the four of them shared. Baby Johnnie sat in her lap. At the window stood Mr. Ashe with his arms folded across his chest.


“Didn’t you hear me calling you, son?”


“Sure, Dad, but—”


“Don’t ‘but’ me. Didn’t you hear your mother calling you?”


“Um . . . I guess so.”


“You guess so. When your mama calls you, you answer her, do you hear?”


“Yes, Dad.”


“I don’t want you running around like that,” his mother said, looking anxious. “You’ll get chilled and catch pneumonia.”


“Now, Mattie,” Mr. Ashe said. “Boys need to get exercise. It keeps them healthy.”


Then Mr. Ashe turned to Arthur, who wondered if he was about to be punished. Instead his father asked him a surprising question.


“You’re pretty fast, aren’t you, son?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Well, good. Because you’re gonna have lots of room to run at our new house.”


“Our . . . our new house?”


His father broke out into a big smile. Arthur leaped into his arms.


“I got a new job with the city of Richmond,” Mr. Ashe told them all. “Special police officer. I’m going to be in charge of all of Brookfield Park!”


He pointed out the window, and they came over to look. The park was spread out before them. It had baseball fields, basketball courts, an Olympic-size swimming pool, tennis courts, and horseshoe pitches. They weren’t in the best condition, but blacks in the South were happy to have any place to play at all.


“And right in the middle of the park is our new house!” Mr. Ashe said. “Five rooms! Isn’t that something?”


“Oh, honey!” his wife said, her eyes glowing with happiness. “Finally a home of our own!”


“Five whole rooms of our own!” Art’s father crowed.


Art knew the little house. It was right next to the tennis courts. He’d passed by it a hundred times and always wondered who lived there. Now it would be his and his family’s!


“Just think, Mattie,” Mr. Ashe said, his voice hushed. “Just think, Arthur—a home of our own!”





A Mother’s Love
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Every time he entered or left the new house, Arthur saw people playing tennis. He could look out his window at the courts and the nearby backboard, where you could hit the ball to yourself if you couldn’t find anyone to play with.


Arthur wondered if he’d be any good at tennis. He was fast and athletic, and it did look like fun. Maybe someday he’d try it—when he was older and bigger and strong enough to swing a tennis racket really hard.


Art’s favorite sport was definitely baseball. Even at four years old he could throw and catch, and run the bases really well. He wasn’t too good at hitting yet—the bats were all too heavy for him—but that would come in time.


The winds of change were blowing in America, even if they hadn’t reached Richmond yet. It was 1947, the year Jackie Robinson became the first Negro player to play baseball in the major leagues. Until then Negroes had not been allowed to play with whites.


There were many white fans who didn’t like Negroes, and they booed Robinson, even threatened to hurt him. But Robinson never answered back—even though deep down inside it must have hurt terribly.


In Art’s neighborhood Robinson was everybody’s hero. When Arthur played baseball, he wore an old T-shirt with the number forty-two drawn on it—Robinson’s number. After playing ball, he would head back home through the park, imagining that someday he’d be a baseball star like Jackie Robinson.


Passing the tennis courts, he wondered if there was a Negro tennis star he could pretend to be. That night at dinner he asked his father about it.


Mr. Ashe frowned and shook his head. “No, son,” he said. “Tennis is a white man’s game.”


“Then, how come we’ve got black folks playing right here?”


His father didn’t answer, and Arthur could tell it would be a mistake to bother him about it anymore.


Still, in his own mind he tried to figure it out. If tennis was a white man’s game, that could change, couldn’t it? Jackie Robinson had changed baseball, hadn’t he? And hadn’t that been a white man’s game too?


“Can’t we read some more, Mama?” Arthur asked as she reached over to turn off the light.


She had taught him to read two years ago, at the age of four—before he had ever set foot in a school. From the very beginning he’d loved books. Magazines, too—National Geographic was his favorite. It made him want to travel all over the world someday and see everything there was to see.


“My word, Arthur, we’ve been reading for over an hour! Aren’t you sleepy yet?”


“Nuh-uh. Besides, I was only reading half that time. The rest of the time you were reading to me.”


His mother laughed. Then she bent over and kissed him, although it was difficult now because her belly was so big. She said good night and left the room, turning off the light.


A while back she had told Art and Johnnie that there was going to be a new baby in the family. Then a month ago she’d let them feel how the baby moved around in her belly. Arthur was excited about having a new brother or sister.


Lately, though, he had become more and more worried about his mom. She didn’t look good. Her ankles were terribly swollen, and she was tired all the time. Arthur could tell that his dad was worried too, although Mr. Ashe never said anything about it.
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Art looked over at Johnnie, who was snoring peacefully. He wished he could sleep too. But he kept thinking of all those times he’d wandered off when his mom had called for him to come home.


Once, the summer before, he’d gotten lost and didn’t find his way home till long after dark. When he did, he discovered that all the neighbors had been out looking for him. His mom said she’d been “worried sick.”


Arthur wondered if that was why she was sick now. Why, oh, why hadn’t he come when she’d called him?


Tomorrow she would be going to the hospital for a “procedure.” Art didn’t know what a procedure was, and no one seemed to want to tell him anything about it. All he knew was he had the best mother in the world, and he would try never to disappoint her again.


A day went by, and his mother did not return from the hospital. His father came home late that evening, looking sadder than Art had ever seen him.


“There were complications after the surgery,” he said.


“Is she going to be all right, Dad?”


For a moment his father didn’t answer. Then he said, “I have faith she will be. Now, you go pray for her, and get to bed.”


Another day went by and another, and still Arthur’s mother did not come home. Each night when he returned from the hospital, Mr. Ashe looked sadder and wearier than the day before.


Still, Arthur was sure that his mother would be better soon. Hadn’t his father said to have faith?


A few nights later Art and Johnnie were lying in bed with the lights out. Art thought Johnnie must be asleep, he was so quiet. So Arthur began to pray out loud—softly.


“Dear God, please let Mama get well. Please don’t let her die. I’m sorry for whenever I was bad to her or made her cry.” He felt tears welling up in his own eyes as he spoke.


“Mama gonna die?” Johnnie suddenly piped up, his little voice sounding scared.


“No, silly. Moms don’t die.”


“You said ‘don’t let her die.’”
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