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Praise for The Rivals
“Together, match by match, final by final, Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova  changed women’s tennis forever. I watched their rivalry with pride: two remarkable athletes, fierce competitors—and good friends. It’s hard to remember what  it was like for women, and women athletes in particular, back then; Johnette  Howard captures it all in vivid detail. The Rivals  is must reading for anyone with  a passion for tennis and for anyone curious about Evert and Navratilova’s utter  transformation of the women’s side of the game.”
—Billie Jean King
“For all our seeming familiarity with Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova,  Johnette Howard takes us deep inside the greatest rivalry in tennis history to reveal how it took the two champions the length of their twenty-year tennis war to  truly know and love each other and themselves. With diligence and skill Howard  chronicles their magnificent battles on the court, turbulent times off the court,  and the civil wars they waged within their own fragile psyches. It makes the journey taken, the destinations reached all the more remarkable.”
—Mary Carillo, CBS Sports
“With Chrissie and Martina as the leading ladies, Johnette Howard insightfully  takes us on a marvelous tour through the panorama of the rise of professional  tennis. She digs well below the surface of a tennis court to probe celebrated psyches as never before.” 
—Bud Collins,  Boston Globe/NBC
“Finally, here is the definitive, inside-out look at one of the most gripping rivalries and relationships in sports. Johnette Howard’s insightful and writerly book  is the story of friendly enemies, and enormous friends; [the] two women were alternately competitors and confidantes. It places Evert and Navratilova alongside  Palmer and Nicklaus, Magic and Bird, and Ali and Frazier, but it also, rightly,  sets them apart, historically inseparable and unique.”
—Sally Jenkins, coauthor of It’s Not About the Bike and  Every Second Counts
“Newsday columnist Howard captivatingly tells the story of how [Evert and  Navratilova] came together from disparate worlds and founded a complicated  though lasting friendship . . . This work makes a fine contribution to the history  of women in sports.” 
—Publishers Weekly
“Howard nimbly alternates Evert’s and Navratilova’s stories like a riveting baseline rally, making a convincing case that their friendship and intertwined  careers—they faced each other eighty times—constitute sport’s ‘greatest and  longest-running individual rivalry.’ For tennis fans, this book is as gripping as the  action at center court.” 
— People (“Critic’s Choice,” four stars)
“An uplifting read.” 
—Chicago Tribune
“Brings a great rivalry to life amid the backdrop of gay rights, Title IX, and the  fall of communism.” 
—The Advocate
“Johnette Howard reveals the ways in which women’s tennis was changed for  good by the thrilling competition between Martina Navratilova and Chris  Evert.” 
—Vogue
“Johnette Howard unravels a lot of mythology about the two champions, presenting the reader with two fleshy, complicated personalities who still very much  deserve their place on a pedestal.”
�San Francisco Chronicle
“An opportunity to go behind the scenes and into the minds of two of tennis’s  best to see what made them tick and what drove them to the heights they  reached.” 
—Daily Tennis
“Player or not, anyone who follows professional tennis will likely want to get the  scoop on two of the game’s legendary stars.” 
— Ottawa Citizen
“It is wonderful to read of the uniqueness of the Evert-Navratilova interplay, for  when the last page is turned, one can’t help but be moved how two players combined such complications from off the court with such simple combativeness and  genuine affection on it.”
—Tennis Week
“Armed with meticulous research and interviews, Howard sheds new light on  the rivalry between the two players—but also reveals the genuine friendship they  shared.” 
—Tampa Tribune
“An intriguing, intelligent book about two great women, which anyone who  loves tennis will read in one entranced sitting.” 
—The Herald (Glasgow)
“The Rivals is an invigorating story of athleticism, competition, friendship, and  class, as displayed spectacularly on the tennis court during the long-running rivalry between Chris Evert and Martina Navratilova.”
—HoustonChronicle.com
“Expertly written and has equal appeal to tennis buffs and non-sports fans.”
—nashvillecitypaper.com
“Tennis, and the rest of sports, needs more rivalries like this one. And readers  need more books like this one.” 
—Fort Worth Star-Telegram 

PROLOGUE
REMEMBER  MY NAME
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She used to sit on the tram to Prague on the way to her tennis lesson as a child, notice the other passengers watching her as she  clutched her racket, and think to herself, One day you’ll know my  name. But by the time Martina Navratilova earned her first trip from  Czechoslovakia to America in early 1973, she was still an anonymous player on these shores. The iron curtain was still drawn. But  she knew who Chris Evert was.
A poster of Evert, just eighteen but already a star, hung on  the wall of Navratilova’s tennis club in Revnice, a village just outside Prague. Evert was celebrated in the tennis magazines that  Navratilova’s cousin Martin mailed back to Czechoslovakia after he  defected to Canada. Evert was the favorite player of Martina’s  grandmother, Andela Subertova. “You’re  the Chris Evert?” an  awestruck Subertova cooed when she met Evert for the first time, as  if Evert were some mythic figure and not her granddaughter’s friend  or flesh-and-blood tennis peer.
Navratilova was just sixteen when she left Prague on a bleak  winter day, connected through Frankfurt and New York, and   stepped off the plane in sun-drenched Miami. It was her first trip to  the United States, and she felt exhilarated. One of the first things she  did was pick a coconut off a palm tree near the Fort Lauderdale  Tennis Club, where she played her first tournament. She ate her firstever hamburger there, as well—the first of too many hamburgers,  as it turned out. She gained twenty pounds before her six-week  American tour was through.
As Navratilova walked across the tournament grounds in Fort  Lauderdale one day, her heart leaped. There sat Evert, playing  backgammon with the tournament referee. To Navratilova’s astonishment—even if she was gawking—Evert saw her and nodded. A  few days later, Navratilova passed Evert again and—lo and behold—  Evert smiled and said hello.
“I was excited, I was mesmerized,” Navratilova said. “Chris was  like a perfect blond goddess who was challenging Billie Jean King  and Virginia Wade. Before I even met her, she stood for everything I  admired about this country: poise, ability, sportsmanship, money,  style.”
“I remember Martina was really aggressive, real emotional, and  she screamed at herself on the court all the time,” Evert said with a  laugh.
Evert and Navratilova played the first of their eighty career  matches in Akron, Ohio, three weeks later, to no fanfare. It was  March 22, 1973, and Navratilova—who was merely hoping to make  Evert remember her name—lost the first-round encounter 7–6, 6–3  before a few hundred people. It wasn’t until two years later in  their sixth match, a 1975 quarterfinal in Washington, D.C., that  Navratilova beat Evert for the first time. Navratilova was so thrilled,  she didn’t sleep at all that night. It wasn’t until 1976 and their seventeenth meeting—after Navratilova had dropped weight and improved her game—that Evert, by now Navratilova’s friend and  sometime doubles partner, publicly betrayed her first scintilla of concern. Navratilova had just beaten her in Houston for the first time  ever in a final.
“If she keeps this up,” Evert said afterward, “she could be . . .”
Yes?
“Pretty good,” Evert allowed.
Even for Chris Evert, an inscrutable athlete given to understatement, choosing the words “pretty good” to describe Navratilova  seems comical now, given their eventual fixation on each other and  the way their showdowns evolved into the greatest and longest-running individual rivalry in sports history—a captivating, seesawing eighty-match set piece that unfolded over sixteen years, included  sixty finals, and is approached in individual sports annals only by  Joe Frazier’s fabled fights with Muhammad Ali.
“But how many times did Ali and Frazier fight?” Navratilova  once asked, knowing the answer: just three.
For nearly two decades, Evert and Navratilova drove each other  through storybook realms of pain and glory, epic duels and high-stakes drama. They defined an era. Evert and Navratilova came of  age just as women’s tennis was rising from backwater to big time,  thanks to the whip cracking and cajoling of Billie Jean King. The tennis they played wasn’t the polite pitty-pat game of the country club  set. They played tough, grimacing, pressure-laden matches. Their  lockstep career march, which began in the early 1970s, played out  against the backdrop of contentious change: the women’s movement;  the gay rights movement; the 1989 fall of the iron curtain; and the  fight for Title IX, the landmark 1972 federal law that led to the  women’s sports boom in America and beyond.
The performance standards and personal convictions that Evert  and Navratilova evinced influenced female athletes for years to  come. For twelve consecutive years, from 1975 through 1986, either  Evert or Navratilova finished the season ranked number one in the  world.
To Evert and Navratilova, tennis was more than just a game: it  was serious work, a self-defining push to see where their personal  limits might lie. They were among the new breed of fiercely independent, unapologetically ambitious women whose partners, boyfriends,   or husbands were often a peripheral presence in their public lives. At  those junctures when their love lives clashed with their careers,  Evert’s and Navratilova’s careers almost always won.
Evert foreshadowed the emerging new career woman who could  do it all. Years before Anna Kournikova or Serena Williams arrived,  Evert was women’s sports first crossover star. People magazine covered her romances. Andy Warhol asked her to sit for a portrait.  Saturday Night Live invited her to be the first female athlete to host  the show. She broadened conventional ideas about what so-called  feminine women were capable of.
“I wanted to be tough and I wanted to be a woman—I wanted  both,” Evert says.
Navratilova revolutionized the way in which women athletes  train and perform. She presaged what life would be like for people  who dared to be openly gay. She defected from the former Czechoslovakia in 1975 and rose to prominence before the cold war ended.  Along the way, she made us countenance the idea that being an  American is not just a birthright but also a state of mind.
To this day, a trace of Czech remains in Navratilova’s accent, her  syncopated cadence, but she has always believed she was meant to  land in America. “I felt it in my blood, even before I had reason to,”  she said. “I have always had this outrage at being told what to do,  how to act, whom to love.”
Over the years, people who followed the Evert-Navratilova rivalry came to refer to the players on a first-name basis: Chrissie  and Martina. It wasn’t athletic greatness alone that drew fans to  them. People fell in love with their stories. Evert and Navratilova  were a study in contrasts, a collision of styles and politics and looks.  Fans felt so attached to each player, many declared themselves either  “Chrissie fans” or “Martina fans,” as if that was some defining  choice, something akin to identifying oneself as a Democrat or a  Republican, a liberal or a conservative, a Hatfield or a McCoy.
But often the pat portrayals of Evert and Navratilova were too  simplistic or misguided. They were reduced to broad caricatures:  Evert the so-called Ice Maiden versus the shrieking, head-clutching,  blunt-to-the-bone Navratilova, or “Navrat the Brat.” Chrissie the  girl next door vs. Martina the lesbian outsider. Chris America vs.  Navratilova the Communist defector, the iron curtain Amazon  whose forearm veins stood out in bas-relief.
The truth, of course, was more complicated. Both Evert and  Navratilova made fascinating personal migrations during their careers. Evert, the strictly raised Catholic girl, admits that she spent a  significant portion of her twenties “making up for lost time.” She  dated actors and rock stars, television personalities, and even a president’s son. She was once engaged to Jimmy Connors, tennis’s king  of the vulgar gesture. Some of her postretirement interviews had a  confessional tone.
Three years into her retirement, Evert admitted a career-long discomfort with her squeaky-clean image because she knew she was  “no angel.” What didn’t people know about her? “Without getting  into it, just that I’m not as goody two-shoes as people think,” Evert  explained. “I’m a normal woman. I’ve dated a lot of guys, I’ve had  a few drinks . . . I’ve cursed, I’ve been rude to my parents. There’s  nothing in my life, no skeletons in my closet, that people should be  so shocked about. But I’ve lived a normal life.”
People tended to pigeonhole Evert anyway, dwelling on her good  looks, propping her up as some dainty feminine ideal, rarely giving  her enough credit for being the ruthlessly competitive jock that she  was. Evert was adept at mind games. One reporter said she had a  smile that could “chill wine.” She sometimes dug comments into rivals like velvet shivs. “She’s had one good year, I’ve had seven,”  Evert said when asked about Navratilova’s all-out campaigning for  the 1982 year-end number one ranking, which was still voted on by  a panel. “One year doesn’t get you immortality.”
Evert caused a stir in the early 1990s by saying she was pro-choice, and that she had tried marijuana. “I didn’t like it,” Evert   says. “It made me feel brain-dead.” Few people beyond the tennis  world knew that Evert was also considered the women’s tour leader  when it came to dirty jokes.
Asked once by an interviewer if she could tell a clean joke, Evert  thought about it, then finally cracked, “There are no clean jokes that  are funny.”
By the time anyone beyond tour had even the slightest inkling of  that side of her, Evert’s eyelet-and-lace image had its own unshakeable  inertia. She was Our Chrissie. The Ice Princess. The Baseline Machine.  “Just wind her up,” Evert drolly said of herself, “and she plays.”
Though Evert could do no wrong in the public’s eye, Navratilova’s career-long fight for acceptance got easier, but it remained a struggle. Navratilova was routinely marginalized as the  lesbian with the outrageous entourage in tow. For eight years her  partner was a divorced Texas beauty queen and mother of two. One  of her coaches was a six-foot-two transsexual ophthalmologist,  Renee Richards. Once Navratilova began to reverse her lopsided  early career history against Evert—improving from a 5–20 won-lost  record after their first twenty-five meetings to a 30–30 deadlock by  her 1984 Wimbledon win—she was increasingly cast as a villain. She  was transmogrified during her unbeatable years into a fearsome,  sneering colossus. But the truth is that she has always had a heart  that dents like a pillow. She is quick to cry.
Navratilova never stopped doing or saying what she believed as  she went on to dominate women’s tennis, even though endorsements  never came. People made wisecracks about her sexuality and the  physicality she brought to women’s sports, failing to acknowledge  that the sort of training regimen and support team she first embraced  is now commonplace for athletes.
Navratilova had many well-chronicled bouts of excess—too  much junk food, too much shopping, too much overboard largesse.  But at age twenty-five she hunkered down, determined to find out  how good she could be. And the results were astonishing.
Navratilova’s stunning reinvention of her body and game—combined with her refusal to tolerate Communist oppression and her  unwavering insistence on being treated with basic human decency—  was not unlike the young Cassius Clay converting to Islam and  changing his name to Muhammad Ali. It ranks as one of the most  daring and influential acts of self-creation in our time.
But the price for her freedom was steep. At age eighteen,  Navratilova left behind her parents, a younger sister, and her dear  grandmother when she defected in New York during the 1975 U.S.  Open. She was immediately declared a nonperson back home.  Remembering the two-year jail sentence she was threatened with if  she returned, she never took flights over Communist countries until  she received her U.S. citizenship in 1981, just in case the plane had  to make an emergency landing and she was detained.
Navratilova’s career didn’t take off until 1981, her eighth season, but her statistics are nonetheless amazing. From 1982 through  1986, Navratilova had shimmering annual won-lost records of 90–3,  86–1, 78–2, 84–5, and 89–3. She was ranked number one for 331  weeks in her career, second only to Steffi Graf. She once won 74  straight singles matches and 109 consecutive doubles contests with  partner Pam Shriver, both professional records. She amassed an unmatched 167 career singles crowns and 173 doubles titles by the  start of 2005.
Evert had impressive runs of dominance too. She won 125 consecutive matches on clay early in her career and posted a 103–7 mark  in 1974, still a one-season record for most singles wins. Though  Navratilova’s sheer athleticism shone brighter, Evert’s unique, spectacular consistency strains credulity. Her career winning percentage  of .900 (1,309–146) is the best in tennis history. Over the eighteen  years Evert competed from 1971 to 1989, she advanced to at least  the semifinals in the first thirty-four major (or “Grand Slam”) tournaments she played, and fifty-two of her fifty-six majors overall. Her  157 singles titles rank second only to Navratilova’s total.
Evert and Navratilova’s sixteen-year rivalry unfolded in three  fairly distinct phases. Evert dominated the early years, winning   twenty of the first twenty-five matches she and Navratilova played,  from 1973 in Akron to Navratilova’s first major title at Wimbledon  in 1978. The middle stage of the rivalry continues from that 1978  Wimbledon and runs through Navratilova’s 1981 Australian Open  win over Evert, a period in which both Evert and Navratilova also  grappled with fame and success and falling in love. Martina showed  rumblings of her dominant years to come in this period, winning ten  of her nineteen encounters with Chris, and three of their four Grand  Slam tournament meetings. The third stage was Navratilova’s near-invincible years from 1982 through Evert’s retirement in 1989, or  five years before Navratilova stopped playing full-time singles.
Evert and Navratilova each finished their careers with eighteen  Grand Slam singles titles, including a monopoly on eighteen of the  twenty contested between 1982 and 1986. The two of them exchanged the number one ranking seventeen times. Evert’s seven  French Open singles titles are a professional record. Navratilova  won an unprecedented nine singles titles and twenty titles overall at  Wimbledon—the last of them, remarkably enough, in 2003 in the  mixed doubles competition at Wimbledon, at the age of forty-six.
For excellence and longevity, import and drama, no other great  individual sports rivalry approaches Evert and Navratilova—not  Sampras against Agassi, Borg against McEnroe, Palmer against  Nicklaus, Chamberlain against Russell.
Yet, surprisingly, neither woman looks back with complete pride  or fondness on her untouchable years. “I was aware of all my [negative] qualities as a player,” Evert once told Sports Illustrated. “I recognized them and justified them. In my mind I thought, ‘Well, while  I’m playing, the people around me who are close to me have to understand that I’m going to be moody, that I’m going to have a short  temper at times, that I don’t have a lot of patience.’ You just get so  involved. And everything revolves around you. I was aware of it, and  the last three years, I didn’t like it.”
Navratilova has said, “I’m a much better person now, and a  much better human being.”
Evert and Navratilova’s ability to forge and maintain a friendship  during sixteen years of often cutthroat competition has always  provoked admiration and curiosity. At the start of their respective careers, both of them set out to be the best. But what each of them independently found was that the closer they got to their goal, the more  they began to question what it took to get there, and to stay there.
Therein lies one of the abiding mysteries about Navratilova and  Evert: How could two such supremely determined athletes indulge in  niceties such as sharing bagels an hour before taking the court to  compete for one of tennis’s biggest titles? And then, the match over,  how could they return to the locker room together with the winner  often consoling the heartbroken loser?
The answer is at the core of understanding Evert and Navratilova’s  remarkable story: They were two people who fervently wanted the  same thing, found the other blocking the way, and ultimately forgave  each other for it. They were bound by their athletic superiority. They  were operating so far above everyone else on tour, needing to fear only  each other, and they realized that they were the only two people who  really, truly understood what the other was going through.
There was the hellish pressure. The unforgiving expectations.  The stark way their self-images admittedly hinged on one question:  “Did I win or did I lose?” There was the pinhole focus. The isolating “me, me, me attitude”—Chris’s words—that it took to be a  champion. There were their overlapping personal dramas and the  strain of living very public lives. And then, after all that, there were  the unparalleled feelings that still came from somehow managing to  win, dominate, succeed.
Evert and Navratilova often confided in each other. They supported each other. Their relationship extended to off the court as  well.
It was Navratilova who coaxed Evert to Aspen for the 1986  Christmas holidays when Evert was dejected about her nearly complete divorce from British tennis star John Lloyd. At a New Year’s  Eve party, Navratilova introduced Evert to her current husband,  Andy Mill. Six months earlier, it was Evert who ignored a knee injury so she could play for the 1986 U.S. Federation Cup team  and accompany Navratilova on her emotional first return to  Czechoslovakia since Navratilova’s defection eleven years earlier.
The iron curtain was still intact. On the first day of play, when  the band in the sold-out arena in Prague began to play the Czech national anthem—ironically titled “Where Is My Home?”—Evert  reached over to a choked-up Navratilova and sweetly rubbed the  back of her neck. Days later, when Navratilova stood on the same  court and bade goodbye again to her countrymen after the U.S. team  won, she and Evert both wept as the stadium shook with waves of  deafening cheers.
Like those of most transfixing sports rivals, Navratilova’s and  Evert’s games were a classic contrast in styles—the swashbuckling serve-and-volleyer versus the methodical baseliner. That image  of the two of them—Navratilova rushing forward, always bravely,  and Evert determinedly answering every charge—is among the mental pictures that endure.
Evert, a self-described shy girl who “craved something I could be  good at,” and Navratilova, a woman so long without a country or  visible constituency to call her own, are proof that all serious daring  starts from within. They did more than challenge each other during  their careers. They revealed each other.
The circumstances that conspired to funnel them inexorably  toward each other started nearly five decades ago on two clay courts  half a world apart, one of them in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, and the  other in a sleepy Czechoslovakian village called Revnice.
As usual with Evert and Navratilova, the particulars were as different as they could be.

CHAPTER ONE
THE MAKING OF  THE ICE PRINCESS

[image: image]
In the beginning, it wasn’t Chris Evert’s idea to play tennis. She was  a small, slight girl with a distaste for adventure and an acute shyness around strangers. She was born smack in the middle of the  serene and ordered 1950s, came from the most loving and traditional of families, and liked to while away time with her younger sister, painting her nails and brushing each other’s hair. The foment and  tensions of the 1960s never reached her. She was so sheltered that  she recalls her main worries were the boy sitting next to her in class,  getting her first serve in, and deciding when she should start wearing  a bra. Had her exacting father been an accountant rather than a public parks tennis teaching pro, Evert might have willed herself to  become the best CPA of the twentieth century and not a tennis champion. She began her climb on a clay court in Fort Lauderdale,  Florida, at the age of five, hitting each ball that her father lobbed at  her from a supermarket cart brimming with hundreds more.
An uncanny number of legendary athletes speak of having some  monumental epiphany as a child, some unforgettable, crystalline  moment at which they knew, absolutely knew, that they would go on   to do remarkable things and, quite often, they just had to tell somebody about it. Evert’s great tennis rival, Martina Navratilova of  Czechoslovakia, was already dreaming sugar-plum visions of grandeur by age ten as the drab green commuter trains she rode went  hurtling through suburban Prague towns of Dorbrichovice and  Zsenory, Mokropsy and Radotin, whisking her toward her lessons  with her dashing first coach, George Parma. Tennis star Billie Jean  King, Evert’s friend and frequent sounding board in the pros, vividly  recalls “this burning, tingling, literally white-hot feeling” that came  over her one day at five years old, when she was washing dishes with  her mother: “All of a sudden I turned to my mother and I said,  ‘Mom, I am going to do something great one day! I know it! You just  watch.’ ”
Chris Evert never evinced such certainty as a young girl. Neither  did her disciplinarian father, Jimmy, the man who molded her.  Jimmy Evert was a two-time U.S. age-group champion who won a  tennis scholarship to the University of Notre Dame and notched the  best finish of his short-lived postcollege career in 1942, winning the  Canadian national championship. In many ways, Jimmy Evert was a  character sprung straight from a Frank Capra movie, a man who advocated virtues such as clean living and humility, a doting tennis father who deftly walked the tightrope of having ambitions for his five  children without ever making them the casualties of those dreams.
Jimmy Evert was a staunchly Catholic, conservative man who  grew up in Chicago during the Great Depression, endured deprivations like canned food rations as a boy, and never seemed to abandon the rigorous self-discipline that the two enduring influences in  his life—his faith and his austere upbringing—demanded. He saw his  own father switch from farming to the banking business only to lose  nearly everything in the stock market crash of 1929. Though Jimmy  and his family lived across the street from the Chicago Town and  Tennis Club, the Everts were never members. Jimmy earned his way  onto the courts there (and later at the Chicago Armory, one of two  indoor facilities in the city) by working as a ball boy for five cents an  hour. From the start, tennis enthralled him. He often spent ten hours   a day at the courts, sometimes stopping only to rush home for a  quick dinner before hurrying back again, with his mother calling after him that he hadn’t eaten enough.
By 1952, the same year he married Colette Thompson, a vivacious woman to whom he was introduced at a friend’s wedding,  Jimmy was working as the teaching pro at Holiday Park, a twenty-one-court municipal tennis facility in Fort Lauderdale. The features  of Chicago and Jimmy’s youth—the gunboat gray skies, biting  winds, and shoulders hunched against the cold—were a distant  memory. Jimmy’s daily existence now featured bone-warming sun,  swaying palms, and the white sand beaches of the Atlantic Ocean  just a few miles away. Yet one of Jimmy’s Holiday Park coworkers  quickly nicknamed him “Lash” because of his no-nonsense habits.  He routinely worked seven days a week, often twelve hours a day.  His adult life settled into a contented orbit of work, church, and  family, and the same was true for Colette and their five children:  Drew, Chris, Jeanne, John, and Clare. Theirs was a quintessentially  American, blue-collar existence. “Growing up, we were the most important thing in the world to my parents,” Chris said. “What I remember most is the time, the love they gave us.”
Jimmy Evert went to Mass daily, and so did Chris and her four  siblings once they began Catholic school. Colette, who is as outgoing as Jimmy is introverted, worked in the school cafeteria and made  Chris’s tennis dresses. All the Evert children became state champions  and age-group national finalists, and all of them eventually made careers in tennis, same as their dad. Chris, who was born on December  21, 1954, shared a childhood bedroom with her sister Jeanne, who  is two years younger. The two girls were so close that they would  reach across the space between their twin beds and hold hands when  a noise frightened them in the middle of the night.
Jimmy thought it was important to take each of his children onto  the courts at Holiday Park as soon as they were able to swing a  racket. “There are a lot of great people associated with tennis,” he  always explained. “And besides, kids need goals. Kids without goals  come home from school and just wander. It’s not healthy. . . .” He   continued, “Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I like to have time to take  my kids to the tennis courts and knock balls to them. Why, if a man  can feed, clothe, and shelter his family, plus have good health and a  lot of fun with his kids, what else does he need?
“Tennis opened some great doors for me. I thought maybe it  would do the same for our kids.”
Though Chris collected state and national age-group titles from  ages eight to sixteen, any convictions about her future as a professional were slow to take hold. She was amassing junior titles, but  often only narrowly, her mother says, pulling out finals victories on  sheer determination.
The game that Chris’s father taught her was a patient, no-frills  baseline style that emphasized limiting errors more than going for  flashy winners. Laurie Fleming, a childhood friend and tennis rival,  says that for a long time there wasn’t one shot in young Chris’s  arsenal that made anyone say, “Wow.” Even Evert’s signature two-handed backhand—her most lethal stroke throughout her career—  developed by necessity, not as part of some grand design. Jimmy  Evert says Chris was too small and weak to hold a racket with one  hand when she first started to play. As she got older, Jimmy made  several attempts to get her to adopt a one-handed backhand, but,  seeing her revert to two hands once she was playing with friends, he  finally said, “Forget it.”
If Jimmy had any private, quietly percolating dreams that his  daughter might someday mature into someone capable of playing  the women’s tour, they slowed when Margaret Court, the great  Australian champion, came to Holiday Park in 1969 to practice for  a nearby women’s tournament. Chris was fourteen and still waiting  for her first adolescent growth spurt. When Jimmy strolled over to  one of the Holiday Park hard courts to watch Court hit with Judy  Dalton, another established pro, he thought, “Why, Chrissie can’t  stay with them at all. They hit the ball so hard! And she’s so darn  small.”
That was still Jimmy’s opinion when Chris won another title—  this one the national sixteen-and-under championship—and a sharp-eyed promoter named Clifford Brown telephoned him in September  of 1970. Brown was looking to fill out the tournament field in the  Carolinas International, his eight-player clay court tournament in  Charlotte. He offered to send a Learjet to pick up Chrissie and her  friend Laurie Fleming, another top junior player at Holiday Park. To  Jimmy, the offer looked to be one of those opening doors that he had  always spoken about, a way for his daughter to meet some great  people in tennis. Thinking it would be a flattering, unexpected reward for Chris’s hard work as well, Jimmy told Brown sure, his  daughter could make the trip.
Knowing that Court, Nancy Richey, and Françoise Durr of  France, all world-ranked players, would also be in the field, Colette  sent Chrissie off to Charlotte with just one change of clothes.
“I figured she’d be home the next day,” Colette says.
When Chris and Laurie Fleming arrived at the private family  housing in Charlotte that the tournament had arranged for  them, their hosts showed them to their room, and the two girls  stayed up well past midnight, talking and laughing and watching  television. Their parents had stayed in Fort Lauderdale, telling the  girls to be sure to call when their matches were over.
When Colette answered the telephone the next afternoon, Chris  excitedly told her she had beaten Françoise Durr, 6–1, 6–0. “You  did?” Colette said. She promptly called Jimmy at Holiday Park. “Are  you sure?” he asked.
Durr was the second-best clay court player in the world.
Chris’s next opponent was Margaret Court, the queen of tennis  the previous few months because of her just-completed calendar-year  sweep of tennis’s four major (or “Grand Slam”) titles: the Australian  Open, French Open, Wimbledon, and U.S. Open. Court was twenty-eight years old, she stood nearly six feet tall, and she was famously strong and fit. Her nickname on tour was “The Arm,” given   to her by five-foot-two Rosie Casals because of her seemingly post-to-post reach at the net. (Casals didn’t have a florid imagination.  When university researchers in England measured Court for a physiological study on athletes, they found Court’s arms were indeed  three inches longer than the average for a woman her size, and  Court’s grip strength was about the same as those of the male college  athletes the researchers tested.)
Evert, who still stood only five feet two and was a shade over  ninety pounds, shocked Court 7–6, 7–6, seizing both sets in tiebreakers. The slow clay court negated some of Court’s power advantage,  and Evert outrallied her from the baseline. She snapped off passing  shots that left the champion flummoxed and standing at the net, disconsolately watching the ball blur by.
“No!” Colette exclaimed when Chris called home again.
“Let me get up off the floor!” Jimmy said when Chris told him  the news. He and Colette caught a plane that night to Charlotte.
Evert lost the final in straight sets to Nancy Richey. But her performance didn’t go unnoticed. The following summer, the United  States Lawn Tennis Association invited Evert, now sixteen, to play in  the 1971 Wightman Cup, an annual competition between the United  States and Britain. Evert, the youngest player ever to appear in the  competition, again showed a startling imperviousness to pressure.  Evert led an American team playing without its two best players,  Billie Jean King and Rosie Casals, to an unexpected 4–3 victory with  wins in both of her singles matches. Evert dispatched Winnie Shaw,  a six-time Cup veteran, 6–0, 6–4, and clinched the Cup by drubbing  Virginia Wade, Britain’s number one player, 6–1, 6–1, in just thirty-eight minutes.
American veteran Julie Heldman, a perennial top ten player, was  sitting next to Evert on the sidelines during one particularly tense  part of the competition. She remembers Evert turning to her and remarking, “Huh. My hands are sweating more than usual.” Then,  crinkling up her teenage face as if nerves were a completely new sensation, Evert added, “I must be reacting to the atmosphere.”
Heldman just stared at her in disbelief.
When Evert also won the national eighteen-and-under junior title that summer, she landed her most prestigious invitation yet: a  spot in the 1971 U.S. Open at the West Side Tennis Club in Forest  Hills, New York. It would be her first Grand Slam tournament, and  what happened there was so outrageous, it left her life and the sport  of tennis irrevocably changed.
Only a few American teenagers had achieved renown in tennis  before Evert, most notably Maureen “Little Mo” Connolly, a  Californian who won the 1953 Grand Slam at eighteen but suffered  a calamitous horseback riding accident less than a year later that  forced her to retire by age twenty-one. But Evert was the first tennis  phenom to come along after the 1968 start of tennis’s Open era, a  time when tournaments began offering aboveboard prize money and  allowing amateurs to compete alongside pros for the first time.
In so many ways, the timing of Evert’s arrival was impeccable.
The Virginia Slims circuit, the first pro tour for women, had just  been founded one year earlier, in 1970, and its prize money and media coverage were all growing, thanks to the unstinting work of its  brightest star, Billie Jean King. Unlike Connolly or even King, Evert  enjoyed another inestimable advantage: her entire career, starting  with her thunderclap debut at the 1971 U.S. Open, unfolded in the  television age of sports.
During her scintillating debut at the U.S. Open that September,  Evert went from a virtual unknown to an overnight sensation, a  coast-to-coast curiosity. Spectators were stunned by her unfathomable calm under pressure, her expressionless game face, the surprising sting on her two-handed backhand for such a small player.
Everything about Evert was arresting, right down to the way she  delicately splayed the fingers on her left hand as she lashed back  forehand shots with her right.
The crowds packed the stadium court to see her as she tore to  the semifinals, and newspaper and magazine editors ordered their  writers to find out more. Who was this ponytailed high school junior   with the hoop earrings, hair ribbons, and frilly white dresses of ruffles and lace? Where did she come from? How was she pulling off  these implausible wins?
From the Everts’ tidy three-bedroom ranch house on Northeast  Seventh Place in Fort Lauderdale, Chris would make the fiveblock walk down the road and then over a well-worn path to  Holiday Park, the city-owned complex where Jimmy Evert worked  giving lessons, stringing rackets in a room off his tiny office, and presiding over one of the most distinguished tennis hotbeds in Florida.
“I can still see Jimmy working with Chrissie on Court Ten—that  was his private teaching court—and I can still remember laughing  and thinking to myself, ‘Jimmy Evert has to be the most monotone  instructor in the history of tennis,’ ” says Harold Solomon, one of  seven Holiday Park regulars who went on to play the men’s or  women’s pro tours. “Even after it was obvious how good Chrissie  was, it was always interesting to watch Jimmy out there with her,  never raising his voice, never changing the intonation, just always  talking in that same flat monotone: ‘Okay, good, Chris. Bend your  knees. Great. Follow through. Yes . . . now do it like this.’ He  stressed endless repetition. Everything about him was calm and  quiet. But once you were on the court, you knew there was no fooling around. To him the court was like the office. He had this presence that you just felt, even though he wasn’t physically imposing.”
Jimmy Evert was a slender man of five feet, nine inches, with a  pigeon-toed gait and a habit of walking with his head down and his  hands stuffed in his pockets. He had a lifelong aversion to large  crowds and a stubborn case of high blood pressure that made watching Chris’s matches intolerable for him. While his wife, Colette, traveled the world with Chris during her first few years on tour, Jimmy  preferred to stay home, tending to his duties at Holiday Park and  looking after their other four children. Even a decade into her pro  career, Chris would hustle to find a courtside telephone to call her father immediately after her matches to let him know how she had  fared.
“In the beginning, especially, I played for my father,” Evert admits.
But Jimmy was a shy man who expressed himself in so few  words, even to his family, that Chris was often left yearning to hear  him prattle on to her about how proud she made him feel. “That just  wasn’t his personality,” says Dennis Ralston, who helped coach  Evert during the last half of her pro career. “I remember different  times where she said, ‘I just wish my dad would have called to say,  “Nice going, Chrissie.” ’ I think all daughters want their father to  think well of them. And he absolutely did. He just wasn’t real comfortable expressing it.”
No, Jimmy Evert was a serious man who worked hard to make  ends meet, never bought anything on credit, and never, ever allowed  himself or his children to presume that success was guaranteed, not  even when they were visited by great amounts of success—or in  Chris’s case, rapidly accumulating snowdrifts of success and money  and fame. Many of the traits Evert would become famous for during  her career—her dislike of pretense, her laserlike focus and brutally  honest self-assessments, her inability to allow herself to savor her  successes—started with her father back at Holiday Park.
Praise seemed to genuinely embarrass Jimmy. He had no use for  hyperbole. Brian Gottfried, another Holiday Park player who enjoyed success on the men’s pro tour, says, “That first year Chrissie  played U.S. Open, I can remember standing around Holiday Park  one night when Jimmy got a phone call. Somebody wanted to plan  a welcome home event for Chrissie—I think a parade down Main  Street or something. All Jimmy said was ‘No. She didn’t win the  event.’ Then he hung up.
“But that was Jimmy,” Gottfried says with a chuckle. “He kept  things in perspective. His take was ‘Yeah, getting to semifinals of the  Open is a pretty good effort at her age. At any age. But there’s more  to do. Better stay grounded.’ ”
Even at the height of Chris’s career, Jimmy Evert charged just ten  dollars for a lesson at Holiday Park, grudgingly raising his rate from  six dollars at Chris’s urging. He carefully managed her playing  schedule and endorsements after she turned pro at eighteen, once vetoing a pre-Wimbledon Converse ad in which she was photographed  wearing a crown because he feared it could be construed as disrespectful to the queen of England. He kept his pro job at Holiday  Park for forty-nine years, shunning numerous offers to start his own  private tennis academy or write an instructional book. “Nobody will  read it,” Jimmy Evert told sportswriter Jim Martz—this though  Chris’s splashdown at the 1971 U.S. Open soon sparked a boom of  ponytailed little girls honing their copycat backhands on tennis  courts across America.
“But the one thing no one could copy was Chris’s mind,” said  British tennis star Virginia Wade. “Her mind is what made her  great.”
Ask any Holiday Park regular what it was like to play Chris Evert  when she was a teenager, let alone a battle-hardened pro, and  what often follows is a knowing laugh . . . a wince . . . then perhaps  a groan. The trait everyone invariably mentions first is Evert’s unshakeable, remorseless will.
Junior opponents told stories of walking by Evert at the net and  having her toss off a comment like “I see you’ve been working on  your backhand. Hmm . . .” After that, Evert’s self-conscious opponent might not be able to hit a backhand the rest of the day.
Laurie Fleming, a frequent victim of Evert’s merciless drubbings  throughout high school, laughs and says, “You almost cringed even  if you did beat Chris at something.” Fleming remembers defeating  Evert in a Ping-Pong game once. Without speaking, Evert calmly  put down her paddle, silently walked back to Holiday Park with  Fleming, and didn’t say another word to her the rest of the day.
“We used to joke that even if you were Chrissie’s best friend, all  she’d give you is ice in the wintertime,” Harold Solomon says, laughing. “That attitude was from Jimmy too. There was no giving anything away. Nothing. That’s how Jimmy taught her. When you’re out  there on the court it’s your job. You go out there and destroy the  other person if you can.”
Even as a teenager Evert already had “The Look”—that squinting,  stern-looking mask of concentration that Navratilova, even during her  invincible years, would see across the net and then think, Oh no. 
Evert didn’t reserve The Look for matches. It could surface during workouts too, if, say, Evert felt her practice partner was too scattershot. Then—oh no, all right—here it came: the withering glare,  and perhaps an incinerating one- or two-word remark. It wasn’t unheard of for Evert’s sister Jeanne or younger brother John to storm  off the practice court, yelling over their shoulder, “Just look at yourself, Chris . . . You are HORRIBLE!”
Billie Jean King says, “Oh my God, she was hysterical. After  Chris joined the women’s tour, people were petrified to practice with  her. I’d say, ‘Chris.’ She’d say, ‘What, Billie?’ I would tell her, ‘Chris,  I will practice with you, but the minute you give me that look, I am  gone. Understand?’ Because I knew. Sometimes she would get so  mad at me, I would find myself yelling at her: ‘CHRIS, I AM TRYING MY BEST, OKAY? BUT MY GROUND STROKES ARE JUST  NOT AS GOOD AS YOURS, OKAY? I DO NOT GET EVERY  BALL RIGHT BACK WHERE YOU WANT IT.’ ”
Evert would look back impassively and await the next ball.
Chris Evert was initially unhappy when her father told her it was  time for her tennis education to begin. “I was still in kindergarten,” she says, “and just getting used to these wonderful pool  parties at my friend Cara Bennett’s house.” But it wasn’t long before  her attitude began to change. Evert and Laurie Fleming, Harold  Solomon, and Brian Gottfried all describe Holiday Park as an idyllic, bustling place where they would happily while away entire days.  Demand for playing time on the twenty-one courts was so great  that Jimmy and his staff installed a buzzer that could be heard across   the grounds to signal when one group’s forty-five-minute session  was up and the next group could begin. When Chris and the other  kids were shooed off the courts, they’d often go across the street and  play football or tag until they could get back to tennis again.
“It was a great way to grow up,” Chris says. “Everything was always boys and girls together, and everything was competitive. This  was my life. And it was great because I got to spend time with my  dad. I was sort of fearful of my dad. He was the authority figure at  home and at the courts.”
Evert always described herself as a plain and introverted girl. “I  was the last one along the wall at the school dance.” Even at the  height of her celebrity in her late twenties, when asked by a reporter  if she considered herself pretty, Evert smiled poignantly and said,  “Just missed.”
But Evert was secretly delighted when she overheard her class-mates whispering, “There goes Chris Evert” as she walked the school  hallways after her latest tennis success. “As soon as you win that first  trophy, the work is all worth it,” she says. “You feel great about yourself.” After she started winning titles at age eight and nine, the spectators who paused to watch her Holiday Park practices thrilled her  too. Evert often said that she was raised to work hard and keep her  mouth shut, but tennis became a condoned means to vent whatever  ambition or emotion or ego she kept tamped down inside. “It was  really good for my ego,” she admits with a laugh. She began to feel  that tennis gave her an identity, a foothold that made her feel special.  And the better she did, the more she came to love the game.
“I know Chris says she was shy,” says her friend Laurie Fleming.  “But I think she was ‘shy’ like a lot of actors and actresses say they  were shy, and so they honed their craft to express themselves, you  know? You look at them later and it’s like, ‘You? Shy? Gimme a  break.’ I think ‘reserved’ is a better word for Chrissie. She was more  reserved and held in—like, don’t show how you feel, not just in tennis, but all things.”
There were occasions when Evert’s devotion to tennis wavered,  especially as she moved into high school and contemplated trying   out for cheerleading or joining an after-school club. She sometimes  wished it would rain so she could get a reprieve from her daily tennis practices, which typically ran two hours on school days and  twice a day on weekends. Once she began playing junior tournaments, she was rarely permitted to sleep over at friends’ houses anymore, though friends could sometimes stay at the Everts’ home. “I  think Jimmy thought if she was up all night talking and goofing  around at my house, it would ruin the next day of tennis,” Fleming  says.
Parties became out of the question too, especially during tournament season. “My dad was totally against it, so my mom would actually sneak me to them,” Evert says with a smile. “It was my mom  who tried to make sure I had as normal a life as I could.”
Sometimes Colette would cup her hand over her mouth and  whisper to Chris, “You go ahead to the party and I’ll pick you up at  ten-thirty.” When Jimmy returned home from Holiday Park he  would invariably say, “Hey, where’s Chrissie?” And Colette would  sit up with a start and say, “Ah! I forgot to tell you. She’s at a party.  But I’ll go pick her up.”
Colette liked to joke that an artfully won compromise with  Jimmy often felt like a victory to her and Chris.
If Evert at times resisted her daily tennis regime, there was no denying the beneficial effect her sessions with her father had on her  game. Chris was always a nerveless, pinpoint shot maker, a skill she  honed as a girl by slamming hundreds of ground strokes in a row at  the little orange cones her father set up as targets. Jimmy emphasized  the sort of fundamental skills preached in all the tennis instructional  booklets until they were second nature to Chris—things like racket  preparation, or maintaining the proper footwork to hit a winner  whether from a standstill or on the run.
During Evert’s headline-grabbing run at the 1971 U.S. Open,  one fact often overlooked was that though she was young, she was  not an inexperienced player. By age sixteen, she had already put in   eleven years of work with her father on the courts at Holiday Park.  She had no illusions about her game or what she had to do to win a  match.
Unlike for a serve-and-volley player, who tries to end points  quickly, committing to the life of a baseliner demands surrendering  to a long list of grueling realities. That was especially true for Evert  and her fellow Holiday Park players, who grew up performing in  searing heat on slow clay.
Being a baseliner also first demands that you be exceptionally fit.  Your ground strokes must be unerring and precise. More than  merely patient, a baseliner must be obstinate, uncompromising, unyielding. Helen Wills Moody, the legendary American champion of  the 1920s and ’30s, used to propel herself after every ball while  silently repeating, Every point, every point, every point . . .
A great baseliner also must have unwavering powers of concentration to win long rallies. The best of them have a diamond cutter’s  nerve too—a jaw-dropping ability to ignore pressure and execute an  exquisitely placed passing shot or a clean winner when a sliver of  daylight or hard-earned patch of open court is finally won.
To say it’s a punishing way to play is an understatement. Evert  took the baseliner’s credo to the extreme. In addition to the Ice  Maiden label that Evert picked up during her first Wimbledon in  1972, another of her early nicknames was “Little Miss Metronome.”  Some of her matches had the feel of a hypnotically swinging watch.  During one of her late-1970s wars against Tracy Austin, her younger  mirror image, a reporter wrote that Evert and Austin averaged an exhausting twenty-eight strokes per point during their match. Whether  the man’s math was off or not, the more salient point is that it could  have been true. As Julie Heldman, Evert’s frequent opponent after  their Wightman Cup days, joked, “Chris played points like a siege  war during the Middle Ages.”
Nearly all the top Holiday Park players had a conceit about their  toughness, especially once they began traveling the country to play  tournaments. Nearly all of them were the same kind of never-say-die   baseline player as Evert. And still, says Laurie Fleming, Chris’s tenacity stood out.
“You know how you’re driving on the turnpike and maybe five  minutes later you haven’t noticed a thing?” Fleming asks. “You can’t  remember where you’ve just been, and you think, ‘Wait a minute. I  don’t even know how I got here’? As a baseliner, you sort of do that  on the court. You just hit it back, hit it back, hit it back—you almost  let your mind blank out—and then, all of a sudden, you pop back in.  It’s like you get in a zone or some rhythm that’s beyond fatigue, and  hitting the ball back becomes almost automatic.
“But even if you were used to playing that way,” Fleming continues, “playing Chris would still discourage you. Because you knew  she would stay out there for fifteen minutes and put her head  through the wall for a single point. One point. Beforehand, you’d  sometimes think, Ugh. Am I really up for this today?”
Evert always was. That constancy is partly what made her a  marvel. Her career winning percentage of .900—1,309 wins against,  remarkably, just 146 losses—is the highest in professional tennis history. Whereas a player like Navratilova joked about having to “concentrate on concentrating,” Evert explains, “Concentrating was just  something I always had. On every point. And it always seemed to  come easier for me than it did for other players.”
At times Evert was almost apologetic about her style, maintaining that her matches weren’t much fun to watch. But that wasn’t  true, especially to a trained tennis eye. Evert had a great feel for the  nuances of the game. She knew how to hit shots at wicked angles  that opened up the court, and when to suddenly change the pace of  her shots during a rally, causing the ball to go ticking off her surprised opponent’s racket frame in a mistimed swing.
Sports commentator Mary Carillo, who played three injury-shortened years on the pro tour, winning a 1977 French Open mixed  doubles title with her childhood friend John McEnroe, says she used  to love watching Evert’s practices with her father just to hear what was  being said. Carillo noticed that Chris would often do tiny, imperceptible things right after Jimmy quietly told her something—maybe some  minor hip adjustment, maybe something you couldn’t really even see.
“And it wouldn’t necessarily mean that Chrissie was just looking  for extra power,” Carillo says. “It could just mean she was looking  for disguise. Because that’s another thing that made her so tough.  Her strokes were so clean, everything looked the same.”
Because the way Evert took back her racket never changed, opponents usually couldn’t read what shot Evert was about to hit,  especially on her backhand side. They didn’t know if Evert was  preparing to hit a drop shot or a lob, slam the ball crosscourt, or rifle a passing shot down the line.
“The funny thing was, people always thought, ‘God, she’s just  doing the same thing over and over again,’ when she wasn’t doing  the same thing over and over again,” Carillo says. “Chrissie would  hit one shot down the line. Then she’d hit another shot down the  line, but this time it was hit a little bit harder, or a little bit deeper,  or with a little bit more spin. It was all very intentional, and her opponents often weren’t noticing, say, that their contact point, where  they hit the ball, was shifting imperceptibly. So they’d lose a little  length on their reply. Maybe she’d have moved them a little bit farther off the court, a little bit farther off the court, and then”—here  Carillo smiles in admiration—“she had ’em.”
Evert’s comprehension of such details from a young age, combined with her ferocious will to win, explains how she mowed down  a career-long succession of rivals who were supposedly more physically gifted than she, including Margaret Court and Billie Jean King  and Navratilova.
In tennis, the term of art is called “constructing a point.”  Shockingly enough, many successful pros, even major tournament  winners, never really learn how to do it.
Diana Nyad, the long-distance swimmer who also hails from Fort  Lauderdale, is four years older than Chris Evert. She remembers  going to Holiday Park in the early 1980s to take a few tennis lessons   from Jimmy Evert before she was to compete in Superstars, a multi-sport made-for-TV challenge among top athletes of the day. To  Nyad’s surprise, Jimmy Evert began by interviewing her.
“He’d say, ‘I’m just wondering, Diana, when you swim in those  oceans, when there’s a shark sighting or you’ve been in that water  for fifty hours and you want to give up, what do you do?’ He was  curious
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