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To my two boys, Andre and Aaron: may you live big, beautiful lives and follow your wildest dreams. And to Wayne, who always supported mine.






INTRODUCTION

You may be young, but you’ve already got big dreams.

Maybe you want to be a better student or athlete. Or maybe you’re thinking ahead and aspire to be the best at whatever you do later in life. Whether your dreams are far off in the future or something you’re working on right now, it’s okay to wonder how to turn them into reality. Sometimes, all you need is a little inspiration. This book is full of inspirational stories about iconic Black athletes of today and the past who pursued their dreams and made them a reality.

If you’re familiar with names like Serena Williams, LeBron James, or Simone Biles, then you already know they are the best in the world at what they do. But how did they get there? What motivated them? What are their greatest achievements?

Those athletes may seem untouchable now, but did you know they were once like you? Just kids with a world of possibilities before them, trying to figure it all out. They had families, friends, problems, and worries like everyone else. But they also had an unstoppable dream.

This book will answer some of the questions you have about your favorite athletes. But it will also introduce you to other legendary Black athletes from the past who dreamed the impossible dream in the face of the hardest challenges.

We’ve come a long way from a time of segregation in the US, when Black people weren’t granted the same rights as white Americans. That inequality spread through all areas of American society, even sports. Where we are today rests solely on the shoulders of the Black sportsmen and women who fought for the inclusion of Black athletes in professional sports. These pioneers of recent history were the first to desegregate national teams, win Olympic gold, and set first-time records. They bore the brunt of racism while forever changing the face of the sports they played. It couldn’t have been easy, but they did it and, in so doing, changed a nation.

The same strength, resilience, and drive we admire in today’s Black athletes was abundant in those who’ve gone before. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget that someone had to be the first. But in this book, we’ll celebrate those firsts who made it possible for others to reach higher heights and set new standards.

Striving for your dreams can often be filled with pitfalls and setbacks, but the end is always worth the struggle. There’s so much to learn from these inspirational stories. And the biggest lesson is that what you do in between the dream and the reality makes it all possible.

The life stories of these great athletes will inspire you to dream big and keep reaching for your goals, even when times are hard, even when you’re unsure of yourself. Because when you believe in yourself and work toward those dreams, whatever they may be, you’ll find you can do anything.







CHAPTER 1 TENNIS SERENA WILLIAMS AND ALTHEA GIBSON









SERENA WILLIAMS
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“Whatever path you decide to take in the future and whether it’s tennis or some other field, I want you to remember this: You have to believe in yourself when no one else does. When I was growing up I went on the court with just a ball, racquet, hope, and a dream.”1
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EARLY YEARS

You know the name Serena Williams, but how exactly did the youngest of five girls become the biggest name in tennis? Determination, hard work, and a desire to be the best played a considerable part. But for Serena, winner of twenty-three Grand Slam singles titles, it all began by believing that she could.

Serena Williams’s story is as unique as yours. After all, we all have our own stories to tell. And those stories make us who we are. No great athlete wakes up one day and is suddenly at the top of their game. There are highs and lows, good times and bad, and in between, a whole lot of practice and hard work.

Born to Oracene Price, a nurse, and Richard Williams, a security firm owner, in 1981, Serena was just a baby when her family moved from Saginaw, Michigan, to Compton, California. Compton was a rough neighborhood known for gang violence, crime, and hard living. But that rough upbringing was exactly what Richard Williams sought for his daughters. While it sounds strange, this key decision would set his children on a path to greatness. You see, he wanted his daughters to face adversity, experience tough times, and come out the better for it. Serena’s parents had four other children—all girls. Serena was the youngest, and Venus was fifteen months older. Serena’s oldest sisters were Yetunde, Lyndrea, and Isha.

Richard Williams was many things: a hardworking father, a family man, and a visionary. When he moved his family to Compton, he did so with the future of his daughters in mind. He hoped to set his children up for success in whatever they chose to do and ensure they could handle anything that came their way. But he also had a plan.

A TV program gave him the idea to change the course of life for his family. While watching the televised French Open (a major tennis tournament) in 1978, he realized the opportunities afforded to those players, and he wanted the same opportunities for his children. So he set about getting it. He and his wife taught themselves tennis and then introduced it to the girls. Tennis became a way of life for the Williams family, and it was always a family affair, with both of Serena’s parents involved in training all their children.

But the courts in Compton didn’t lend themselves to world-class status. They played in less-than-perfect conditions on the two run-down, neglected courts in Serena’s neighborhood. But they played nonetheless. Richard Williams and his family made it work. He often took the kids from neighborhood to neighborhood in his van so they could experience playing at different locations and on different courts. And even when those courts were as dilapidated as the ones in their own neighborhood, the girls played and played and played.

As a kid, Serena loved the time she spent with her family. When she was a toddler, she’d watch her sisters play, but when she turned three, her father gave her a tennis racquet and set the wheels in motion.

Serena grew up in a loving and tight-knit family. And while her parents could be strict and disciplined, they also taught the girls to work as a unit and to support and help each other. The sisters were very close throughout their lives. Serena was closest in age to Venus. And much of Serena’s story is intertwined with Venus’s, a world-renowned, record-breaking tennis star in her own right. And because of tennis and their path as professional tennis players, Venus and Serena’s connection would be made even stronger.

All five sisters practiced every day—sometimes before school, sometimes after school, and whenever they could get it in. And while all the sisters were decent players, it soon became apparent that Venus and Serena had something special. As the older sister, Venus was the first to stand out, though Serena would eventually catch up to and surpass her sister. But that would come much later.

The sisters didn’t feel burdened by all the tennis practice because this was what they knew. And Richard Williams wasn’t a harsh taskmaster. It was important to him that the girls have fun while practicing on the courts, improving their skills, and gaining the confidence they needed to succeed. He often posted motivational signs around the tennis courts so the girls could read them as they played. This was something Serena would later copy on a smaller scale when she got older. During her tournaments, she kept journals, her “matchbooks,” as she called them. They were full of motivational notes, observations, and entries. She would also post motivational sticky notes on her racquet bag and read them repeatedly during breaks or when switching sides.

Richard Williams made sure his daughters had access to many opportunities. And two of those opportunities became defining moments for Serena. Her first was a tennis clinic run by Billie Jean King, a world-famous tennis star. Seven-year-old Serena was excited about the clinic and saw it as an opportunity to show off her stuff. She thought she would be a standout among the other young players and thereby catch the attention of King. But unfortunately, she didn’t play well and cried when Venus did better than she did. While the day didn’t go how she wanted it to, she learned that it’s okay if things don’t work out as planned. This lesson would help carry her through other difficult times.

Her other defining moment came when she was eight years old. As Venus’s star rose, Serena was seen as a tagalong. She was always happy for her sister’s wins, even when they were adults. But like any younger sibling, Serena wanted to do everything her big sister did. That’s how she ended up entering herself into her first recreational tournament. No one other than little Serena knew she had mailed off the entrance form to a tournament Venus was already signed up for. On the tournament day, her parents were shocked to find out Serena was registered. Maybe they were amused at her boldness, or maybe they wanted to see how far she could go, but either way, they let her play. Serena was delighted. And she surprised them even more by winning all her matches; that is, until she was in the finals against Venus. She lost against her sister but won the silver trophy. From then on, her parents and many others saw Serena was as much of a contender as Venus.

When Serena was nine, her family made another move—this time to West Palm Beach, Florida, where acclaimed tennis coach Rick Macci would train her and Venus at his tennis academy, the Rick Macci Tennis Academy. Macci was a strong influence on their careers and helped them hone their skills. The sisters trained at the academy for upwards of six hours a day. During their time in Florida, the Williams girls, like other kids their age, were also actively involved in activities such as ballet, gymnastics, and karate. But for Serena, nothing held a candle to tennis.




PATH TO SUCCESS

The Williams family, improving on the fundamentals of the game, stayed at the academy for four years. During that time, the girls didn’t play any junior tournaments. This was an unusual move by Richard Williams and Macci, as playing in the junior circuits was commonly done before entering the major tournaments. But their father kept the girls away from the pressures of the circuit so they could stay interested in the game. He didn’t want them to burn out from tennis at an early age, as he had seen happen to other young players. Instead he wanted to foster a real love for the art of the game. But soon enough, they would make their debut.

In 1995, Serena made her professional tournament debut at the Bell Challenge in Quebec City. She was fourteen years old and still young, and maybe her age played a part in the outcome. It wasn’t the debut she imagined it would be. She lost her match. But this was when she also began to understand that winning was up to her. She’d have to earn it and fight for it. No one was going to do it for her. She didn’t play another tournament until March 1997 at Indian Wells, California, using the time to train, mature, and improve her game.

When she reemerged, it was with the drive and athleticism of a true athlete. She won her first professional doubles title in 1998 at Oklahoma City with Venus. How fitting that she would win the doubles tournament with her sister Venus by her side. Together, they won the gold and began an epic story that would endure their entire professional careers, playing as each other’s greatest rival and partner.

From that day forward, the eyes of the tennis world and the media would be on Serena. Winning or losing, she brought attention and excitement to the game and herself wherever she went.

In 2000, Serena and Venus won the Olympic gold medal for women’s doubles in tennis. It was Serena’s first Olympic medal. It was a momentous occasion and a source of pride for the sisters, though they would go on to win others.

And then there was the “Serena Slam.” Imagine having something named after you because you were the best to do it. Well, that was the case here.

So, what’s a Serena Slam? In tennis, four major tournaments, also known as Grand Slams (the French Open, Wimbledon, US Open, and the Australian Open) are played throughout the year. Winning one of these is a big deal; winning all four is incredible. Serena was twenty-one and twenty-two when she achieved her first Serena Slam in 1999 and 2000, winning all four Grand Slam titles, though not in the same season. Hence, a new tennis term was coined.




TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS

Serena’s life wasn’t without heartbreak. Her golden career has also had some major setbacks and hardships. But it was within those times she found her greatest strength.

The first major test of her fortitude came when she played the Indian Wells Open in 2001. Here, she came face to face with racial prejudice and injustice, and it would shape her game moving forward.

Serena was scheduled to play a semifinal match against her sister Venus, but Venus withdrew due to an injury. Rumors of cheating swirled around the Williams family, and the crowd was angry and unsympathetic. The crowd booed and jeered at Serena as she played in the finals, slinging racist comments while applauding her opponent. The taunts continued for the entire match. It blew her concentration, but more than this, it was shocking and deeply hurtful.

But Serena found strength from deep within and recalled the story of Althea Gibson. Gibson, another great tennis player from the 1950s, endured much racism during her career. Serena told herself she needed to be tough. She thought, “If Althea Gibson could fight her way through much worse, she had an obligation to fight through this.”2 And she did. While Serena ended up winning the game, she and Venus wouldn’t play Indian Wells for another fourteen years in protest against the treatment of her family and to call attention to the racism that was pervasive in the sport.

Serena, like many athletes, suffered throughout her career with physical injuries. From knee surgery to back pain, she has experienced it all. She was even diagnosed with blood clots in her legs in 2011. Sometimes, she played through those injuries, and sometimes, they kept her out of the game.

During one of her rehabilitation periods for an injured knee, her oldest sister, Yetunde, died. Serena was adrift after her sister’s death and fell into a depression that would keep her from playing for many months. But a goodwill mission to Africa in 2006 helped her overcome her depression. She felt a connection and responsibility to her heritage that changed how she saw herself and her game. When she returned to the sport, it was with a vengeance and a renewed confidence in her abilities.

During the time away from the sport, her tennis ranking slipped. She had dropped to No. 139, far from when she had left at No. 10. She had a long way to go before reaching the top again.

But she fought hard and battled back. A pivotal point in Serena’s career came in 2007 at the Australian Open. She entered the tournament ranked only at No. 89; no one expected her to win. She was under a lot of pressure from her sponsors and the focus of much body shaming and negativity from the media. Serena herself didn’t expect to win.

She had to play against six top players to make it to the finals, which seemed impossible given her time away from the court and her ranking. But like always, Serena gave it 100 percent, even playing with an injury. Each round, she gained more confidence as she played. She would later say, “The real push came from taking all those negatives and mashing them together into a great big positive. I put it in my head that I would not be beaten down. By my critics. By my peers. By my sponsors. By my opponents.”3 Sheer willpower helped Serena triumph over adversity, and despite the negative press, the pressure she felt, and the physical pain her body was experiencing, she won. She overtook top-ranked Maria Sharapova in the finals, beating her 6-1, 6-2.

With a renewed sense of purpose and a focus on Grand Slams, she went from being a great player to the stuff of legends. She shifted her mindset and focused on winning all the major tournaments. And that she did, over the years, accumulating title after title and breaking records as she played.

In 2017, after giving birth to her first child, Serena experienced a life-threatening medical emergency. Thankfully, she recovered and used her experience to champion the rights of mothers and babies.




ACHIEVEMENTS

So now that you know a little more about Serena’s life, let’s get to her extraordinary accomplishments and what made her the icon she is today.

With seventy-three career titles, Serena established herself as one of the most powerful players ever to play tennis. Serena is a celebrated icon in the world of tennis, and her name can be found at the top of every ranking as one of the best players in the game’s history.

Serena broke numerous records and collected many titles in her long-standing career. She has won twenty-three Grand Slam titles, the most of any female player in the modern era of the sport.

And with her sister Venus by her side, Serena also won fourteen Grand Slam doubles tournaments, three of which were Olympic wins. Aside from the Olympic gold medals she won with Venus, she also won gold for women’s singles at the 2012 London Olympics.

Serena has also attained the very rare Golden Slam title—all four majors combined with an Olympic win. She is only the second woman to have ever done this. The first was Steffi Graf in 1988.

Serena accomplished her namesake Serena Slam twice, first in the 2002/2003 season and again in the 2014/2015 season.

Over the span of her career, she was ranked No. 1 for a whopping 319 weeks, including 186 weeks in a row at the height of her career. In total, she has won a record-setting 367 matches.

Serena’s last Grand Slam win was in 2017 against her sister Venus.




LIFE LESSONS

Serena’s athletic prowess, powerful serves, and never-back-down philosophy have made her a star and a legend in her time. But what we can learn from Serena’s story is more than just how to win but how to thrive in any situation.

In a sport that lacked diversity and minority representation, Serena made a name for herself and her family. And her story couldn’t be told without speaking on the tremendous influence of her family. With their support, Serena was able to achieve incredible things. But it was her own drive and determination that became the fuel she needed to keep her dream alive.

What she’s shown is a winning mentality can be cultivated and shaped to help you achieve whatever you want in life. Do what you love, take your time and learn, dig deep within yourself for motivation, and believe in yourself even when others don’t. These are the things that Serena did to create her winning mentality, and you can, too.

From 1995 to 2022, Serena has been a force in professional tennis. And what a monumental career she’s had. The imprint she has left on tennis will be long-lasting. From Naomi Osaka to Coco Gauff, contemporary Black players credit Serena as their childhood influence. And seeing another Black woman dominate the sport factored into their decision to pick up a racquet.

Serena announced in 2022 that she would retire from tennis. At her last match, held at the 2022 US Open, Serena received a standing ovation from fans as she waved a tearful goodbye to a crowded stadium. In her post interview, when asked what she hoped to be remembered by, she said, “I really brought something and bring something to tennis.”4 She was right on that count. There has never been a player like Serena, and she leaves behind a legacy that will stand the test of time. Will there be another Serena? Could it be you? We’ll have to wait and see.
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ALTHEA GIBSON
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“I always wanted to be somebody. If I made it, it’s half because I was game enough to take a lot of punishment along the way and half because there were a lot of people who cared enough to help me.”5
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EARLY YEARS

Sometimes, life can seem like it’s all laid out for you, as with Serena Williams, who held her first tennis racquet at the age of three. And other times, it might seem like you’ve stumbled into it. Certain events and people may appear on your path at just the right time and ultimately change the course of your life. That’s what happened to Althea Gibson, the first African American to win a Grand Slam tennis tournament, among many other achievements.

A self-described “wild child,” Althea was a rule breaker and misfit who seemed unlikely to take the world by storm, but that’s exactly what she did.

Althea was born on August 25, 1927, in the small town of Silver, South Carolina. She grew up in a time in America when segregation, the laws that divided Black and white people, were legal in the South. Her parents, Daniel and Annie Bell Gibson, sharecroppers on a cotton farm, were eager to leave the repression of the Deep South. They set their sights on New York. Though the rest of the country still struggled with racial inequalities and tension, segregation didn’t exist in the northern states, and many Black people migrated north in search of prosperity and new beginnings.

When Althea’s parents made the move, she was just three years old and their only child. But later, Althea’s siblings, Millie, Ann, Lillian, and David, were born in New York.

During their first years in the city, Althea and her parents lived with her aunt, but the family eventually moved to an apartment on 143rd Street in Harlem. Remember the name of this street; it will play an important part in Althea’s journey.

Though she loved her parents, and they loved her, Althea’s home life was not ideal. Her parents found it difficult to manage her wild spirit. She didn’t want to follow their rules or, really, anyone’s rules. She spent much of her time in the neighborhood on her own, fighting with local kids or looking for adventure with her friends. Her desire for independence caused many arguments with her parents. She would often spend nights away from home with friends, much to the disappointment and worry of her parents.

Althea also didn’t love school. She regularly skipped her classes to spend her days doing what she wanted to do. This often meant going to the movies, hanging out with friends, or playing ball. She was a tough, streetwise kid who knew how to take care of herself. But her parents were understandably upset on those days and nights when they couldn’t find her.

One thing Althea did love was sports. She was tall, broadly built, fast, and enjoyed playing games that showcased her competitiveness and natural abilities. She especially liked sports like basketball and football but excelled at everything she played.

Luckily for Althea, finding games to play was as easy as walking out her front door. As part of a New York Police Athletic League program, 143rd Street was closed to traffic during the day and used as a playground for the local kids. It was on this street where Althea first learned to play paddle tennis. A cross between tennis and squash, paddle tennis would introduce her to a whole new world.

This is also the street where she met Buddy Walker. Buddy, a local entertainer and saxophone player, worked as a play leader at the playground. He spotted Althea playing paddle tennis and knew she had something special—special enough, even, to play tennis. Buddy was the first of many supporters Althea would meet who directly changed the course of her life. He took her under his wing, bought Althea her first tennis racquet, and began to train her in the sport of tennis.

Althea was intrigued by this new sport, and like every other sport, she gave it her best. She had a strong sense of confidence, even though she was young. And she didn’t like to lose. After all, she had become the city-wide paddle tennis champion at the age of twelve, so why wouldn’t she succeed at tennis too? She turned her paddle board skills into tennis skills and figured she could play with the best of them if given a chance.

As a well-known personality in the neighborhood, Buddy had a lot of connections. And he used those connections to get Althea into the Cosmopolitan Tennis Club, a private club for Black tennis players. At the club, Althea met Dr. Hubert Eaton and Dr. Robert W. Johnson. These two men were undoubtedly the most influential in Althea’s life. The doctors, impressed by her ability on the court and her potential, offered to become her mentors. They gave her training and the opportunity to grow skills that she wouldn’t have had otherwise.

The doctors entered her into her first ATA (American Tennis Association) tournament. The ATA was an organization created for Black tennis players. It existed because the USTA (US Lawn Tennis Association) didn’t allow Black people to compete in their tournaments or play on their courts. So, while entry into the ATA was a big step, it was as far as Althea could go. But little did the world know then that Althea would be the one to bring the USTA barriers crashing down.

In 1942, she debuted with a bang at the ATA New York State Girls’ Championship at the age of fourteen. She easily won her matches, and Althea was overjoyed by her first tennis championship. It proved to others what she already knew—she was better than good; she had the potential to be great. She won the Girls’ Championship again in 1944 and 1945. In 1947, Althea, now an adult, won her first ATA National Women’s Singles Championship title. It was the first in a string of ten consecutive women’s singles wins, solidifying her place as the best female Black tennis player of the time.




PATH TO SUCCESS

Drs. Eaton and Johnson knew Althea could go further with tennis. And soon, they made her an offer she couldn’t refuse. They urged her to move to the South, where they could guide her tennis career. With their support, she packed her things and moved to Wilmington, Virginia, to Dr. Eaton’s home. They also encouraged Althea to finish high school. Althea, who had dropped out of high school in New York, wasn’t keen. But they insisted that a high school education was a necessary foundation for her future plans.

Althea was hesitant to take on such a big move. Everything and everyone she knew was in New York. But she also knew there was great opportunity for her if she followed this path. Friends encouraged her to try it out, and she followed their advice.

When she arrived at Dr. Eaton’s home, Althea felt out of place. The Eatons were well off. They had nice things. Everything was clean and fresh—so different from what she was used to while living in New York. Althea couldn’t believe her eyes or her luck. But everyone was welcoming, and soon Althea felt like she belonged.

Dr. Eaton, a prominent leader in the county, maintained a clay tennis court in the back of his home. Due to segregation, Black people weren’t allowed on public courts in Wilmington. So, Dr. Eaton’s home, with the only tennis court in the area, was always a hub of activity. This meant Althea always had partners to compete against and improve her skills.

Though her home base during summers was with Dr. Johnson in Lynchburg, Tennessee, they spent much of the time on the road. They traveled throughout the country to various tournaments where she could play against other top players in the ATA. Althea enjoyed the summers with Dr. Johnson, practicing at his home court and touring the ATA circuit with other fellow players under Dr. Johnson’s tutelage. Althea got to visit new cities like Washington, Philadelphia, and other places.

Althea continued to play other sports during her high school years in Wilmington. She was on the school baseball team and was even elected basketball team captain. Althea had other talents, too. Musically inclined from a young age, she loved singing and playing the saxophone, an instrument she learned to play back in New York.

Althea spent three years with Dr. Eaton and her summers on the circuit route with Dr. Johnson. All these experiences helped her transform into an elite player. She also graduated high school at the end of her time in Wilmington. She went on to attend Florida A&M University on a full sports scholarship. Althea started her time in the South as a scared, unsure high school dropout and ended up a confident, self-assured undergraduate.

With her track record on the court at an all-time high, Althea continued to set herself apart from other players. She was considered the best Black female player in the country. And that distinction helped set the foundation for the significant changes that would come next.

Drs. Eaton and Johnson, while happy for Althea’s progress in the ATA, had bigger plans for her. They wanted her to compete in the USTA Outdoor Nationals. This would be a momentous accomplishment if they could pull it off. No African American had ever done it before.

The doctors, various press outlets, the Black media, and other notable personalities pressed the USTA to accept Athea’s application to play at one of the games. Under so much pressure, the USTA relented, relaxing their rule to receive her application to play in the Forest Hills tournament in New York in 1950. This was a historic event. With the eyes of the press and the tennis community on Althea, she became the first Black person to play at a USTA National game. While Althea didn’t win the tournament, she played with such power and ability that no one could deny she was a serious contender in the sport.

Althea was thankful for all the people who believed in her and fought for her to have the opportunity to play in this historic match. And despite her loss, she was confident that she could play on a national stage and on the same level as any white opponent. Her star was on the rise, and the country was watching.

From there, Althea was invited to play in another tournament in Miami, where she became the first Black person to play a mixed tournament. The smaller USTA matches were stepping stones on the road to the greatest opportunity yet—the chance to play at Wimbledon.

With pressure on the USTA still strong and sixteen tournament wins under her belt, Althea was invited to play at Wimbledon in 1950. She would be the first African American to play on England’s oldest and most famous court. Althea made it as far as the quarter finals, but she lost against Beverly Seed, 6-1, 6-3. Althea was devastated. She had come so far and done so well along the way to the biggest competition of her life. Despite the outcome, she had tried her hardest, and her outstanding performance made headlines and sparked debate on the inclusion of African Americans in sports. Althea was not yet at her peak, and before she would get there, circumstances would set her back a few years before becoming a legend.




TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS

After her loss at Wimbledon in 1950, Althea tried again in 1951, ’52, and ’53 with no luck. Imagine working so hard and breaking so many boundaries to get to these competitions only to keep losing again and again. It was devastating for Althea and made her question her place in the tennis world.

Despite her presence on the court and inclusion by some in the tennis community, Althea was constantly scrutinized because she was Black. Her skin color made her the topic of conversation wherever she played and drew both good and bad attention. She felt like an object of curiosity by the press and the tennis community. It made her lonely and left her feeling like she could never really be herself or relax because no one else looked like her.

Althea, of course, wasn’t new to this. After all, she went to school in the South and experienced segregation firsthand. There were rules that forbade Black people from interacting with or sharing the same space as whites. She was used to sitting at the back of the bus or movie theater and being denied access to places like tennis courts, hotels, and diners meant for whites only. But the familiarity of it didn’t make experiencing it any easier. Segregation made no sense to her, and she was disheartened by it. “It disgusted me and made me feel ashamed in a way I’d never been ashamed back in New York,”6 she said of her experiences with segregation in the South. Similarly, being the only Black person in the white-dominated world of tennis made her feel sad. It was a lonely path.

As her winning streak plummeted in the early 1950s, so did her love for the game. And even though she completed tournaments, she couldn’t make a living off tennis. At the time, amateur players didn’t receive prize money like professional players do today. Back then, the major tournaments, like the Grand Slams, only allowed amateur players to compete, and no prize money was given out. For this reason, tennis was predominantly a game for the rich or the elite, who could afford to play without pay. Things changed in 1968, when the Grand Slam tournaments opened up to both professional and amateur players, ushering in the modern era of tennis known as the Open Era.
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