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PREFACE

For the past ten years, I have enjoyed playing doubles just about every Sunday morning on the soft courts of the St. Petersburg Tennis Center, where Arthur Ashe played his final match as an amateur in March 1969, the year I graduated from college. Playing under a high-blue, Florida sky with old friends: what more could one ask for, aside from a faster serve, a better backhand, and a little luck against left-handers? Of course, even Ashe had trouble against left-handers, especially his nemesis, the great Aussie Rod Laver. So I shouldn’t have been surprised in January 2016, when a crafty left-handed opponent hit a drop shot that caught me off guard, causing me to lunge awkwardly, lose my balance, and fall to the ground—breaking my left wrist in two places. Embarrassed, I joked with friends that my clumsiness proved, once and for all, that “I was no Arthur Ashe.”

Clearly, there is only so much a biographer can learn from his subject. As my doubles partners will attest, immersing myself in all things Ashe has not improved my tennis game, and I still play with more enthusiasm than skill. On the other hand, I feel my continuing encounter with Arthur (it took me several years to reach the point where I felt comfortable referring to him on a first-name basis) has been immensely helpful in other parts of my life. Of all the historical characters I have studied during my long scholarly career, he comes the closest to being an exemplary role model. He wasn’t perfect, as the chapters following will demonstrate, and he, like everyone else, was a flesh-and-blood human being limited by flaws and eccentricities. Yet, through a lifetime of challenges large and small, he came remarkably close to living up to his professed ideals.

As the first black man to reach the upper echelon of a notoriously elitist and racially segregated sport, Ashe exhibited an extraordinary strength of character that eventually made him the most beloved and honored figure in tennis. He was the Jackie Robinson of men’s tennis, but unlike the great Brooklyn Dodger star he was destined to soldier on alone throughout his playing career. On the men’s tour of the 1960s and 1970s, there was no counterpart to Robinson’s black peers—no Lary Doby, Willie Mays, or Hank Aaron. Though shy and generally reticent into his mid-twenties, Ashe took a sharp turn toward activism in 1968 and never looked back. By the close of his career, he had become a model of cosmopolitanism and a self-proclaimed “citizen of the world,” earning almost universal respect as a forceful civil rights activist, an independent-minded thinker and writer, a humanitarian philanthropist, and an unrivaled ambassador of sportsmanship and fair play. More than any other athlete of the modern era—with the possible exception of Muhammad Ali—he transcended the world of sports.

Arthur had a positive impact on virtually every part of the world he touched by adhering to a stringent code of personal ethics, an uncommon generosity and empathy in his dealings with all who crossed his path, a passionate belief in the salvific power of education and intellectual inquiry, an extraordinary work ethic, and a deep commitment to social and civic responsibility. Add his zest for life and capacity for true friendship and you have the full package of commendable personal traits. He did not live very long—dying five months short of his fiftieth birthday—but he jammed as much meaningful activity into his relatively brief lifetime as was humanly possible.

Ashe’s remarkable saga deserves a full biographical treatment that balances text and context, while paying careful attention to the multiple dimensions of his life. At its core, Arthur Ashe, A Life tells the story of an African American tennis player who overcame enormous obstacles to become one of the most successful and influential athletes of the twentieth century. Yet it also examines the lives of hundreds of other supporting characters—all connected in some way with Ashe’s struggle and ascent. Written in the form of a braided narrative, the analysis twists and turns through a series of interrelated stories involving Ashe, his contemporaries, and the profound economic, social, cultural, and political changes that marked the half century following the close of World War II.

These stories developed against a complex backdrop that included militarization and the Cold War, the African American freedom struggle, major waves of feminism and antiwar sentiment, wrenching challenges to the industrial order, consumption on an unprecedented level, revolutionary changes in the role of television and mass media, and the maturation of celebrity, sports, and leisure as all-encompassing phenomena. Accordingly, this book presents an extended meditation on three of the most important themes in modern American history—the consequences of racial discrimination, the movement to overcome that discrimination, and the emergence of professional sports as a dominating cultural and commercial force.

The general outline of Ashe’s life is well known. He has not been forgotten, and invoking his name still triggers recognition and respect among millions of tennis fans, especially among those who are African American. His legacy lives on in several organizations that he helped to found, including the Association of Tennis Professionals and the National Junior Tennis Learning Network. Indeed, with his continuing presence on television—either in the documentaries that often appear on ESPN, HBO, or Tennis Channel, or in the annual tributes accompanying broadcasts of the U.S. Open matches played at Arthur Ashe Stadium—the situation could hardly be otherwise.

What has been missing, however, is access to the intricate web of his life—to the tangled strands of experience accumulated over nearly half a century. Today, twenty-five years after Ashe’s death in 1993, the absence of a full-scale biographical treatment is striking. With this in mind, I offer Arthur Ashe, A Life as an attempt to do justice to the nuances and subtleties of a personal saga worthy of our full attention. Such books were once a rarity in the historical literature on sports. But in recent years there has been a proliferation of carefully crafted sports biographies, several of which deal with African American athletes. The best of these “black” biographies—studies of Hank Aaron, Willie Mays, Jesse Owens, Joe Louis, Satchel Paige, Muhammad Ali, Roberto Clemente, Jackie Robinson, Sugar Ray Robinson, and Bill Russell—have placed individual experiences in the broader context of American history, illuminating the frequently overlooked cultural dimension of the national struggle for civil rights.1

Books on figures from the realms of baseball, basketball, and boxing dominate this list, while many other sports, including tennis, are conspicuous by their absence. The closest we have come to a major tennis biography are Frank Deford’s groundbreaking Big Bill Tilden (1976), Susan Ware’s excellent Game, Set, Match: Billie Jean King and the Revolution in Women’s Sports (2011), and Chris Bowers’s recently published Federer (2016).2

Fortunately, the tennis world has produced a number of candid and revealing autobiographies, including no fewer than four by Arthur Ashe. Each of Ashe’s published memoirs has been instrumental to my reconstruction of his life, and collectively Advantage Ashe (1967), Arthur Ashe: Portrait in Motion (1975), Off the Court (1981), and Days of Grace: A Memoir (1993) provide an indispensable view of his saga on and off the court. Spaced throughout his adult life, they allow us to gauge change over time and the evolution of both his private persona and expanding role as a public figure.3

Ashe’s memoirs complement the wealth of archival material in the Arthur Ashe Papers located at the New York Public Library’s Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture—as well as the material gleaned from more than one hundred interviews with individuals who knew him well. Together these sources make it possible for a biographer to give voice to a man who has been dead for a quarter century. Whenever possible, I have allowed Arthur to speak for himself. Quoting liberally from his published writings, I have tried to recapture the texture and meaning of his experiences, from his early years in Richmond to his final days as a public intellectual and activist holding forth on a range of important social and political issues.

After eight years of immersing myself in the details of Ashe’s life, I am more convinced than ever that his unique story is worth telling. As one of the first black sports celebrities to be valued not only for his athletic accomplishments but also for his intellectual prowess and moral stature, he occupies an important position in the interrelated history of race and sports. In his ability to represent the best of what the sports world could offer to a nation in dire need of real heroes, he had no peer during his lifetime. And sadly, during the past twenty-five years—despite a measure of progress on several fronts—no one has emerged to take his place. In this sense, he resembles the irreplaceable Martin Luther King Jr., a man whom he revered and tried to emulate. Uniqueness is a grossly overused word in the modern lexicon, but sometimes it is appropriate. Sometimes remarkable individuals from unexpected sources such as the streets of Jim Crow Richmond or Atlanta soar above the rest of us and point the way to a brighter future. Arthur Ashe was such a man.


PROLOGUE
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IT WAS LATE JUNE 1955, and a boys and girls tournament sponsored by the all-black American Tennis Association (ATA) was about to begin on the public courts at Turkey Thicket Park, in the University Heights section of Northeast Washington, D.C. One girl eager to play that day was Doris Cammack—an up-and-coming fifteen-year-old harboring dreams of becoming the next Althea Gibson—the talented young woman from Harlem who six years earlier had become the first black female to breach the color line in competitive tennis. A victory in the Washington tournament would solidify Doris’s ranking as a regional star, but as the first round began she faced an unexpected problem. On that sultry Saturday morning in June, her dreams took a tumble when she learned an odd number of competitors had registered for the girls draw, leaving her with no girl to play in the opening round. Her only option, the ATA organizers explained, was to play a first-round exhibition match against an eleven-year-old boy borrowed from the male draw.

Though disappointed, Doris reluctantly agreed to the unusual arrangement. Yet when she saw how small and scrawny her opponent actually was—a boy with arms as thin as the handle of his wooden racket—she balked. “I’m not playing against him,” she sneered, convinced she had been set up as a foil in what would almost certainly be a farcical match. Only after sensing that pulling out of the match would hurt the little boy’s feelings—and after being assured by ATA officials that he was “pretty good”—did she agree to take the court against her four-foot-eight-inch, seventy-pound opponent.

What happened next stunned the small crowd of spectators that had gathered to watch an impromptu battle of the sexes. Brandishing amazing foot speed and a slingshot forehand that allowed him to hit the ball with surprising power and accuracy, the little boy took poor Doris to the proverbial cleaners. Losing only a handful of games, he needed less than an hour to win two sets and the match. Doris did her best to smile in defeat as she walked to the net and reached down to shake the boy’s hand, but whatever confidence she had mustered before the match was gone. A few weeks later she gave up her ATA dreams altogether, disabused of any notion that she would find glory on a tennis court.

Little Art, as he was known then, was polite and respectful in victory, just as his parents had taught him to be. Yet he also felt the full flush of victory, even at the age of eleven. Soon his aspirations would move beyond mere victory as he began to dream of becoming a tennis star, but he never lost his manners or his sportsmanship—or, for that matter, his boyish enthusiasm for a game that brought him so much joy and satisfaction. Years later, Doris, who kept close tabs on her young conqueror’s path to stardom, had difficulty keeping her composure when recounting her brief brush with a life ultimately marked as much by tragedy as by triumph. While laughing at the story of her own demise as a competitive tennis player, she could not help but tear up when recalling the fate of Arthur Ashe, a valiant and courageous man who would succumb to complications related to AIDS at the age of forty-nine.1

Nearly forty years after Doris Cammack’s humiliation and more than a decade after the close of his storied career, Arthur found himself at the center of a more serious but equally telling scene unfolding in the nation’s capital. This time he was in Washington to participate in a protest march outside the White House. The issue that had drawn him there was the mistreatment of Haitian refugees by immigration and law enforcement officials representing the administration of President George H. W. Bush. Randall Robinson—who grew up with Arthur in Richmond and later collaborated with him on issues related to Africa, race, and colonialism—had asked his old friend to come, and Arthur, loyal to a fault, could not in good conscience say no. Jointly sponsored by the NAACP and Robinson’s twenty-year-old organization TransAfrica, the protest march drew a diverse group of two thousand participants and resulted in nearly one hundred arrests. Only one of those arrested was a sports celebrity. For years, Ashe had urged his fellow athletes to speak out on social justice issues, but relatively few had answered his call. In the Haitian protest, he was the lone representative of the sports world—a situation that did not surprise anyone familiar with American politics.

What was surprising, however, was Ashe’s decision to take part in the protest even though he knew a terminal disease had reduced his medical condition to the breaking point. For nearly ten years, he had struggled with AIDS, a disease acquired from a blood transfusion administered during recovery from heart surgery in 1983. While he had first learned of his AIDS diagnosis in 1988—and his condition had only been public knowledge for five months at the time of the Washington march—his identification with this dreaded disease had already changed his life beyond recognition. Many of the changes were burdensome, and few observers would have blamed him if he had chosen to retreat from public view, spending what remained of his life with family and close friends.

But withdrawal was never an option for a man who had long identified with civic and social responsibility. Ashe followed his conscience even when it meant putting his comfort—or even his life—at risk. The racial prejudice that inspired the differential treatment of light-skinned Cuban refugees and their dark-skinned counterparts from Haiti was, in his view, simply too malevolent to ignore, whatever the personal consequences of an action against it might be.

Arthur’s wife and doctors worried that the trip to Washington would tax his strength beyond acceptable limits—not an unreasonable assumption considering he had lost nearly 20 percent of his weight in the last year, reducing his body to a gaunt 128 pounds hanging on a six-foot-one frame. Unfortunately, his caretakers’ fears were soon confirmed. The day after his arrest, and within hours of his return to his home in New York City, he suffered a mild heart attack. Only brief hospitalization was necessary, and his recovery was substantial enough to allow him to live for another five months before succumbing to pneumonia. The Washington episode spoke volumes about the depth of his commitment to active and responsible citizenship. Those who marched with him that day—or anyone else who read the newspaper accounts of his arrest—could not help but admire his determination to stand up for his belief in justice.2

These two anecdotes, separated by decades of history and experience, represent a small sample of the stories that make Arthur Ashe’s saga one of the most distinctive in American history. No one, it seems safe to say, will ever duplicate his extraordinary life, which could have been conjured by an imaginative novelist. The stories that punctuate his biography are real, however, and both the nation and the world are better for them. The dynamic arc of his experiences—from a childhood of limited promise in the Jim Crow South to iconic status as a world-class athlete—followed an upward and sometimes soaring trajectory of maturation and growth. Never complacent, he had a restless spirit and an ever-searching intellect. Ironically enough, all of this philosophical and experiential turmoil was expressed in a reasoned, deliberate style that became his personal trademark. How he became this man, so calm and poised on the outside yet so driven and turbulent on the inside, is the subject of this book.


ONE

UNDER THE DOMINION
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ARTHUR ROBERT ASHE JR. entered the world at 12:55 p.m., on July 10, 1943, at St. Phillip Hospital for Negroes, in the city of Richmond, the current capital of the Commonwealth of Virginia and the former capital of the Confederacy. His birth certificate recorded his arrival and clarified his assigned place within the hierarchy of Virginia’s centuries-old racial caste system. As the son of Arthur Robert Ashe Sr. and Mattie Cordell Cunningham Ashe, both brown-skinned descendants of African-born slaves, he was classified as a “Negro.” Under the laws of the commonwealth, he was a citizen with certain rights and privileges. But, in truth, he was legally consigned to second-class citizenship. Arthur Jr., like 700,000 other “colored” Virginians, had a special status defined by a long list of legal restrictions. Whatever his abilities and talents, there were places where he could not go and things he could not do. As he would learn, there were schools he could not attend, bus and streetcar seats he could not occupy, hospitals where he could not be treated, public parks he could not enter, and even tennis courts upon which he could not play. Born on the cusp of the civil rights revolution, he outlived these and other Jim Crow restrictions. But the indignities of his childhood and adolescence survived long enough to bruise his psyche and complicate his path to personal fulfillment and adulthood. To succeed, he would have to overcome.1

Variously known as the “Old Dominion” and the “Land of the Cavaliers,” Virginia cultivated a distinct mythic identity rooted in a curious mix of aristocratic heritage and republican virtue. The commonwealth’s assertive elite evolved from seventeenth-century Royalists into eighteenth-century revolutionaries, before rising and falling as Confederate defenders of slavery and state’s rights—and later morphing into the post-Reconstruction and New South architects of Jim Crow. No one, black or white, could grow up in Virginia without acquiring a strong sense of place and a firm realization that history exerted a powerful influence over individuals as well as institutions. Vestiges of the past were everywhere, taking form in grand plantation houses and rustic shacks, historic churches and imposing county courthouses, Confederate monuments and memorialized battlefields. Living in Virginia in the mid-twentieth century as a white person was like living in a sprawling museum dedicated to an array of imposing ancestors, ranging from colonial and revolutionary ghosts to gallant Confederate brigadiers. Heritage and lineage were of paramount importance, especially in Richmond, where the statues of Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jefferson Davis lined Monument Avenue in a sacred procession of marble reverence. All of this was refracted through the dominant cultural prisms of white supremacist and patriarchal ideology. The thought that a statue of Arthur Ashe, or anyone else of allegedly inferior stock, would ever grace the city’s most hallowed avenue was inconceivable in 1943.2

Like all small children, Arthur Jr., or Art, as he was often called, had a vague sense of his place in the world during the 1940s. Only later did he learn the hard lessons of race, that his status as a “Negro” defined and limited his prospects for recognized achievement and personal fulfillment. His earliest experiences with whites were actually quite positive, limited as they were to Mr. Paul, the kindly Jewish owner of a nearby corner grocery store (“He even gave us free candy,” Ashe recalled), and Claire McCarthy, his father’s supervisor in the city parks and recreation department, who “always gave me all the pennies in her pocket” when she stopped by the house to talk with Arthur Sr.

Over time he became acutely aware that most whites were considerably less generous in their dealings with blacks. “Growing up black in the South, for survival and protection your antennae were always out,” he observed in 1981. “My grandmother often used the phrase ‘good white people’ to describe those who helped us. She also talked about ‘bad white people’; the ultimate bad people were the Klan—the Ku Klux Klan.” He also came to appreciate the significance of his own mixed racial background, as he developed an increasing sensitivity to the nuances of color and class that often determined matters of identity and self-image in his community. “You knew there was something different about being black,” he recalled years later, “and it even came down to gradations of skin color within the black community itself. The lighter your skin, the more status you enjoyed in the black community.”3

He was always grateful to his mother’s cousin, Thelma Doswell, for her dogged thirty-year effort “to piece our story together.” No ordinary genealogist, Cousin Thelma had “the results of her research painted on a large canvas in her home in Hyattsville, Maryland,” where Ashe and other family members sometimes came to marvel at her findings. The family tree carried a special meaning for Ashe, especially in his later years. “For black Americans,” he explained in his 1981 memoir, Off the Court, “research into our origins is a kind of shield against a barrage of propaganda about our alleged inferiority, our supposed lack of history, our response to the challenge that we should prove ourselves before we can be treated equally.”4

Ashe took a particular interest in his enslaved ancestors, the most difficult to track. While he was reasonably sure his cousin had correctly traced his maternal ancestry to a slave woman transported from West Africa on HMS Doddington and sold at auction in Portsmouth, Virginia, in 1735, it bothered him that “my first American ancestor didn’t count enough to record-keepers in the eighteenth century to warrant a name.” He knew she was sold to Robert Blackwell, a prosperous Virginia tobacco planter, but he couldn’t help but wonder about her ordeal. “I have tried to imagine the terror, rage, and fear of my nameless ancestor,” he wrote in Off the Court, “born free, captured and transported to a strange and brutal world. I would like to think that she tried to escape, as thousands tried, or that she joined one of the sporadic rebellions that were crushed harshly by masters who could not imagine that blacks were human beings. But along with her name, any record of rebellion or resistance has been lost.”5

Fortunately, the record was somewhat clearer for the generations that followed, and Ashe was able to recapture the names of several pre–Civil War ancestors, including a Sauk Indian named Mike, who married Jinney Blackwell, the great-great-granddaughter of the nameless woman bought by Robert Blackwell a century earlier. Their son, Hammett Blackwell, born in 1839, would be the first of Ashe’s ancestors to experience a measure of freedom after emancipation. By the end of Reconstruction, Hammett and his wife, Julia, had produced nearly two dozen children, including Ashe’s great-grandmother Sadie, who raised a large family of her own. Sadie and her husband, Willy Johnson, lived on a small corn and tobacco farm near Kenbridge, Virginia, fifty miles southwest of Richmond. Among the more fortunate members of the local black community, the landowning Johnsons had high hopes their children would be able to escape the grinding poverty that afflicted most of the black population in south-central Virginia. So they were less than pleased when their young teenage daughter Amelia married Pinkney Avery “Pink” Ashe, a man of questionable reputation almost twice her age.

Born in North Carolina in 1878 and descended from a slave family once owned by Samuel Ashe, the noted Revolutionary War leader and three-term governor of North Carolina, Pink was known as something of a local character in Kenbridge and nearby South Hill. A charming hustler and a restless roamer, he also turned out to be a serial bigamist who ultimately fathered twenty-seven children by a passel of women, some wives and some mistresses. “He was said to be half redskin and half Mexican,” his grandson recalled in 1967, repeating family lore. “There could have been some white mixed in too, to make me as light-skinned as I am. Pink’s hair was long and black and he wore a huge handlebar moustache. He loved drinks, hijinks, and girls. . . . He didn’t mind fights either.” For a time, Pink was a good provider, working fairly steadily as a carpenter and a bricklayer, and he stayed with Amelia long enough to father seven children, including Arthur Robert Ashe, born in 1920. But in 1932, just as the Great Depression was tightening its grip on rural Virginia, he abandoned his Lunenberg County family, reportedly to spend time with “another wife in Washington, D.C.”6

Pink Ashe’s departure made hard times even harder for his wife and children. Twelve-year-old Arthur had no choice but to quit school and look for work to help support his brothers and sisters. After three years of struggling to find steady employment in South Hill, he joined the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), which trained him as a carpenter, auto mechanic, and jack-of-all-trades. Though essentially illiterate, he gained enough confidence from his experiences in the CCC camps to move to Richmond in the late 1930s. The capital city of nearly 200,000 was also an industrial and commercial center and generally one of the best places in the state to find work. Obtaining gainful employment was never easy for a black teenager, and Arthur soon discovered that Richmond was among the most segregated communities in the South. Divided into racial residential zones, the city practiced an extreme form of codified Jim Crow that maintained cradle-to-grave segregation. The only force providing a measure of mitigation was a strong tradition of paternalism that sometimes benefited individual blacks fortunate enough to secure white patrons.7

One such individual was Arthur Ashe Sr., who found work as a chauffeur, butler, and handyman for Charles Gregory, one of Richmond’s most prominent Jewish merchants. For five years he served Mr. and Mrs. Gregory, “driving them around the city, or answering the door as butler or waiting at table in a white coat.” Eventually, with a little luck and a lot of hard work, he found supplementary employment with several other prominent Jewish families. By 1938, through his attachment to this network of Jewish merchants, he could claim a decent livelihood and a growing circle of influential friends. And he soon added a beautiful young wife to his blessings. One of his weekly tasks for the Gregorys was a laundry drop on Glenburnie Road, “just down the street from the Westwood Baptist Church,” and next door to the house of one of Westwood’s parishioners, Mattie Cordell Cunningham. Spying “a young, slender brown-skinned woman with long hair hanging her family wash on a clothesline,” he somehow found the courage to strike up a conversation. Even though he was Presbyterian and she was Baptist, they soon discovered they had enough in common to form a relationship. A romance blossomed, and several months later they were married in the living room of her mother’s house.8

The marriage of Arthur and Mattie was, by all accounts, a near perfect match, though it would take the young couple five years to bring their first child into the world. By then, the entire world was at war. On the very day that Arthur Jr. was born, Allied forces under the command of Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery and General George S. Patton landed on the shores of Sicily, initiating the long-awaited invasion of Axis-controlled Europe.

Mobilization for combat energized and transformed Richmond just as it changed virtually every American city. Only the most privileged local citizens carried on with their prewar lives without disruption, but Arthur Jr. was fortunate to be blessed with a family resilient enough to make the best of a turbulent and unsettling time. Like many African Americans, the Ashes dreamed of a “Double Victory”—a twin triumph over totalitarianism abroad and discrimination at home. Their new son, they hoped, would grow up in a postwar society where liberty and justice for all was more than an empty shibboleth.

During the final two years of the war, the Ashes suffered several anxious moments wondering if their frail and sickly son would even make it to the postwar era. Chronically undersized, with arms and legs that resembled pipe stems, Arthur Jr. looked more like a pitiable figure from a refugee camp than a boy destined to become a world-class athlete. In his preschool years, he contracted just about every childhood disease, any one of which might have overwhelmed his seemingly undernourished and unhealthy constitution. Yet, despite these physical challenges, he was a reasonably happy child, nurtured as he was by a close and loving extended family. Bright and curious, he learned to read by the age of four, thanks to an attentive mother who engendered a lifelong attachment to books and the written word.9

Arthur Sr. worked long hours as a chauffeur and handyman to support his wife and child. Mattie, too, worked hard, not only at home but also as a cleaning lady at the Miller and Rhoads department store downtown. Even so, it was tough going financially. Like many young couples in Richmond’s black community, the Ashes could not afford to live independently and had no choice but to rely on the kindness of relatives to get by. Until 1947, they shared a house on Brook Road with the family of a favorite uncle, Harry Taylor. This less-than-ideal arrangement allowed for little privacy, but it did ensure that their son would spend his preschool years surrounded by a swarm of cousins, aunts, and uncles.

Brook Road ran north and south along the western edge of Jackson Ward, an overwhelmingly black section of northeast Richmond celebrated as the birthplace of the famous dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson (1878–1949). Several blocks north of the Taylors’ house, the southern edge of the lily-white neighborhoods of Ginter Park and Lee Ward served as a racial boundary beyond which local blacks rarely ventured. A quarter mile to the east—on the far side of Chamberlayne Avenue, a busy stretch of Route 1/301—the predominantly white neighborhood of Barton Heights marked Jackson Ward’s northeastern border. Here the racial demography of the area was dynamic and sometimes even volatile.10

For the most part, the black enclave living along or near Brook Road was solidly working-class in its socioeconomic orientation, and there was enough light industry nearby to give the neighborhood a gritty, urban feel. The area was not, however, a slum. “I didn’t live in a so-called ghetto situation,” Ashe assured the journalist John McPhee in 1968, “I never saw rat-infested houses, never hung out on corners, never saw anyone knifed.” Though clearly black and segregated, the northern part of Jackson Ward did not fit the stereotype of inner-city violence or pathology, perhaps in large part because it was situated close enough to Virginia Union College to provide a clear vision of middle-class alternatives.

With its sprawling eighty-four-acre campus and large stone buildings, Virginia Union was the pride of Jackson Ward, the second largest institution of higher learning in the city, surpassed only by the all-white University of Richmond. During the late 1940s, Virginia Union was home to scores of theology graduate students and several hundred undergraduates, including future Virginia governor Douglas Wilder. Symbols of black striving and accomplishment, their presence in the neighborhood would have a profound effect on Arthur Ashe Jr.’s childhood.11
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Arthur Jr. spent the first seventeen years of his life in Jackson Ward, though his family circumstances changed dramatically in 1947, when his father found steady employment with the city of Richmond as a park manager and security guard in charge of the Brook Field Park, Richmond’s largest black park. The job required the family to move a few blocks to the south and to live on the park grounds in what turned out to be splendid isolation. The Ashes’ new home at 1610 Sledd Street—a five-room, one-story white-frame building constructed by Arthur Sr. during his first few weeks as a city employee—sat all by itself inside the park. Though modest, the Sledd Street house gave them access to a sprawling eighteen-acre complex that included baseball fields, four tennis courts, and a large swimming pool.

The recreational facilities at Brook Field Park were spartan and run-down by white standards, but for a boy who had never seen Byrd Park or any of the city’s other whites-only enclaves, the Ashe family’s new domain was, as he later put it, “an athletic paradise, a dream world for a kid who likes sports.” The park was often full of black families, especially during the summer months when soaring temperatures drove people outdoors. “The field behind my house was like a huge back yard,” Arthur recalled. “I thought it was mine. . . . There was really no reason for me to leave the place. Everybody came to me. The athletic equipment was kept in a box in my house.” The biggest attraction was the pool; as one of the few places where local blacks could swim, it was “so full of kids in the summer you couldn’t see the water.” The park’s tennis courts, just a few steps from the Ashes’ front porch, were also popular, as were the baseball diamond, the outdoor basketball court, and the sprawling oak-ringed fields where both kids and adults tossed horseshoes and played football.12

In May 1948, young Arthur Jr. welcomed a baby brother, Johnnie. Arthur Jr. doted on his younger brother and by his sixth birthday was sharing a small bedroom with him. The five-year gap between the Ashe boys seemed to keep sibling rivalry to a minimum, even though it was obvious they had markedly different personalities. While Arthur was generally quiet and somewhat introverted, Johnnie was outgoing and more prone to mischief. They were also physically different. Next to his stocky and muscular brother, Arthur Jr. appeared rail thin with spindly arms and legs. Only when one looked closely at their faces was it clear they were brothers.

By all accounts, both brothers were happy, well-adjusted children, and the only serious upset in their lives during the first two years at Brook Field was the death of their grandfather Pink Ashe in 1949. Johnnie was too young to know what was going on, and Arthur Jr. had never known his grandfather, who had abandoned his wife and children in the early 1930s. But the old man’s passing was a momentous occasion, nonetheless. The funeral at South Hill was Arthur Jr.’s first direct confrontation with death, and years later he recalled the scene as “a very personal and emotional experience for me.” The raw images of a grief-stricken family stayed with him. “I don’t think I cried,” he recalled. “I was only five and a half years old. But I remember my Aunt Lola wailing uncontrollably, ‘Daddy, Daddy.’ I sat on my mother’s lap through the long, highly emotional service, and I remember peering into the coffin at my grandfather. I can still see that thick mane of gray hair and the full mustache.”13

With his wandering, self-serving ways, Pink Ashe had forfeited his status as the family patriarch. But his unusual saga remained an important part of family lore. He became a kind of antihero whose missteps reinforced parental lessons of propriety and self-control. Arthur Ashe Sr. represented the antithesis of the colorful wastrel Pink Ashe, but he, too, had his limitations as a father. Emotionally stern and largely consumed by work and the task of providing for his family, he did not supply much emotional support for his young sons. “There was little gray in my father’s world,” his son recalled years later. “His rules were black or white, right or wrong, without regard to race, and there was a time when I actually feared him. . . . Go get my belt, he would say if I returned late from school or forgot a chore. The belt could have been a strap in a barbershop; it was thirty-nine inches long, at least an eighth of an inch thick, and first-quality cowhide. Only grade-A leather would do for my behind.” For a less severe male authority figure, six-year-old Arthur Jr. would have to turn to one of his uncles—or find someone outside the family, which is exactly what he did during the late summer of 1949.14

During the final weeks before he entered the first grade, Arthur Jr. had the good fortune to meet a young man by the name of Ron Charity, an eighteen-year-old Virginia Union student who frequented the courts that adjoined the Ashes’ yard. Considered one of the best black tennis players in the Richmond area, Charity often played or practiced at Brook Field, where he sometimes gave lessons to younger players. Just a few yards away on the front porch where he liked to sit and read, Arthur Jr. could not help but notice the activity on the courts, especially when Charity was there with the Virginia Union tennis team or with members of the Richmond Racquet Club, a small but growing organization dominated by some of the city’s most prominent black professionals. At first, the young boy was too shy to move close to the action, but on one memorable occasion he left the porch and joined a small crowd that had gathered to watch Charity and his Virginia Union teammates play an intercollegiate match. When Charity completely dominated his overmatched opponent, drawing loud cheers from the local rooters, even a six-year-old who knew next to nothing about the game of tennis was impressed. Exposed to the mystique of competitive tennis at such a tender age, he was all but hooked.

The fateful aftermath of Ashe’s first encounter with Charity was seared in his memory:

The next afternoon, he was out on the courts again, working on his serve. I watched for a while. Finally, he noticed me for the first time. “What’s your name? Arthur Ashe, Junior. Your dad runs the playground? Yes, sir.” He nodded and went back to his serve. His wooden racquet flashed high above his head in the late afternoon sun and sliced through the silence. White balls rocketed to the corners of the opposite court. After a while, he stopped and looked at me again. “You play tennis?” I shrugged. I had batted some old tennis balls around with the twelve-dollar nylon-strung racquet that had found its way into the wooden equipment box under my bedroom window. “You want to learn?” I nodded. At that age, any sport was a challenge I felt I could master. “You got a racquet. Go get it,” he said.15

At first, Arthur Jr., a fifty-pound stripling who could barely hit the ball over the net, was in no position to master anything. But in the weeks and months that followed, he improved enough to sustain both his interest in tennis and the personal bond with his new friend and mentor. Charity came to regard him as his pet project, teaching his undersized but enthusiastic pupil the basic rules of the game, how to grip the racket Eastern forehand style (“the best grip for beginners”), and how to maximize his power by hitting the ball using a “slingshot” motion with an exaggerated backswing. Largely self-taught with no formal training as a coach, Charity had little concern for classic form. He simply wanted Arthur Jr. to play well enough to enjoy the game and feel good about his efforts on the court. Only later did he begin to realize that this scrawny little kid had the potential to become an accomplished player.16

Tennis was fun, but to please his coach Arthur Jr. had to adhere to a regimen of concentration and studied practice. Indeed, the value and importance of practice and discipline were the primary lessons that he took with him to the first grade classroom at Baker Street Grammar School, where he soon became a model student. With Charity’s encouragement and with his father’s precepts ringing in his ears, he went off to school with strict orders to obey the teacher’s commands without hesitation or questioning. Unfailing obedience was required at home, and his father expected nothing less when his son was under a teacher’s supervision. As Ashe recalled, “Daddy expected me to bring top grades from school. I got straight A’s to the sixth grade. The dark day I got my first B, I thought sure he would spank me.” After he became an adult, Ashe loved to tell the story of how his father even monitored his daily trips to and from school: “When I entered Baker Street grammar school, Daddy walked with me at my gait, and timed how long it took: ten minutes. I had to be home every day ‘immediately’—which meant ten minutes, not eleven, after school let out. This rule lasted through high school. I never dared break it.”17

Fortunately, Arthur Sr.’s absolutist approach to parental guidance was tempered by the mediating influence of his warm and generous wife. Mattie Ashe, known to her friends as “Baby,” seemed to bring out the best in her husband, smoothing his rough edges with patience and understanding. And she displayed the same gentleness with her sons, providing a sense of security and sweetness that enveloped the Ashe household. Blessed with a solid and loving marriage, the Ashes looked forward to raising a large family and growing old together.

But it was not to be. During the winter of 1950, the joy of Mattie Ashe’s third pregnancy turned into a medical nightmare. A deteriorating gynecological condition compounded by high blood pressure led to an emergency surgery that triggered a massive stroke. When she died three days later, on March 23, her grief-stricken husband returned home to explain the unexplainable to his two sons. Their mother was gone, and she wasn’t coming back. Years later Arthur recalled the image of his father “crying uncontrollably after he returned from the hospital. . . . He woke Johnny and me, picked us out of the bunkbeds we shared, put my brother on his knee, squeezed me tightly, and told us that Mama had died. ‘This is all I got left,’ he kept repeating. ‘This is all I got left.’ ” The wake and public viewing held at the Brook Field house also left Arthur with a strong memory of a grieving family and community and a parting image of his mother: “Mama’s coffin sat in the middle of our living room, open so mourners could pay their last respects. She lay inside, wearing her best pink satin dress and holding a red rose in her right hand. Roses were her favorite flowers, and Daddy had planted rose bushes around our little front porch to please her. He must have cut the funeral rose that morning, and put it in her hand. Daddy lifted me to kiss her on the forehead for the last time.”18

Arthur Jr. chose not to attend the funeral, however, even though his father offered to take him. “I don’t know why, but I said no,” he explained with some puzzlement in his 1981 memoir. “It wasn’t an emphatic or emotional response, just a matter of fact ‘no.’ I’ve tried to reach whatever feelings I had at the time, but all I can remember is a certain distance from the rush of unexpected events that turned our lives inside out.”19

As an adult, Ashe repeatedly tried to recapture his feelings about his mother’s death. “When I think of my mother, the strongest feeling I get is regret,” he confessed in 1981. “I can remember her reading to me and encouraging me to learn. . . . But I can’t remember her voice, I can’t remember how she felt, smelled, or tasted. More than once, I’ve longed for a memory of my mother that seems just beyond my grasp.”20

This longing ultimately drove him to seek out a psychiatrist’s help, as he explained in his 1993 memoir, Days of Grace. “I knew I had to start with that figure of a woman dressed in a blue corduroy bathrobe who watched me eat breakfast one morning in 1950 and then went off to die and left me alone. In search of her, I found myself going where I would never set foot: into a psychiatrist’s office.” During several visits and nearly a dozen hours on the analyst’s couch, he explored the mixture of shock and detachment that characterized his response to his mother’s death and came to the conclusion that the cool, aloof quality that seemed to dominate his adult personality was rooted in childhood trauma. “For a long time now,” he wrote a decade after the psychiatric sessions, “I have understood that this quality of emotional distance in me, my aloofness or coldness—whatever the name I or others give to it—may very well have something to do with the early loss of my mother. I have never thought of myself as being cheated by her death, but I am terribly, insistently, aware of an emptiness in my soul that only she could have filled.21

For a time, Arthur Jr.’s grieving father shared this emptiness. But an acute sense of responsibility for his children’s welfare was a steadying influence. Above all else, he was a strong-willed man who kept his pledges, including a heartfelt promise to his wife the night before her operation. “I didn’t bring them into this world to farm out,” she informed him. “They’re your children. I brought them into the world for you, so promise me that you’ll raise them yourself.” With a large extended family close by, the option of turning the children over to an aunt or a sister-in-law was tempting for a man with a full-time job. But, after a brief period of separation when Arthur Jr. and Johnnie went to live with an aunt and uncle, he honored his promise by scraping up enough money to hire a live-in housekeeper to manage the house and take care of his children. He needed a reliable helper, and a source of stability for his sons, and that is what he got in Mrs. Olis Berry, a childless widow in her early seventies who moved into the house in the spring of 1950 and stayed for fourteen years. A compassionate and good-natured woman, Mrs. Berry got along well with her employer and treated the Ashe children as if they were her own.22

Despite Mrs. Berry’s efforts and strong support from friends and family, being a widower was tough for Arthur Sr., and his personality became more austere and inflexible following his wife’s death. This harder edge did not detract from his working life at the park, where it was often advantageous to be an imposing authority figure. But at home his no-nonsense approach to life and his somber moods meant less laughter and more tears for his motherless sons. The impact on six-year-old Arthur Jr. was especially obvious, and some relatives became concerned he was becoming increasingly shy and withdrawn. “Arthur was so small and pathetic,” one aunt lamented. “He looked like a motherless child. It about near broke my heart.” There was no misbehavior and no acting out, and he continued to do well in school. But he talked less and read more, and his only source of solace seemed to be the pile of books that reminded him of his mother.

Three months after his mother’s death, the only person who could reach him emotionally and draw him out of his shell was Ron Charity. Tennis, it turned out, was the antidote to the young boy’s melancholy. The Ashe family did not know quite what to make of Arthur Jr.’s peculiar passion for a game that had little connection to their own lives and culture. But everyone was pleased and relieved that he had found something to ease his adjustment to life in a single-parent household. Arthur Sr. had never had much time for athletics, organized or otherwise, and preferred to spend his leisure time hunting or fishing. Yet he recognized the value of his son’s new interest, which had the added benefit of keeping him close to home. Working hard, keeping busy, and staying close to home were the basic precepts of his parental advice. “There’s to be no hanging around,” he liked to say. “If you don’t have to be somewhere you should be home.” As long as schoolwork and daily chores occupied most of his son’s time, he was willing to tolerate a few hours of outdoor play on the nearby courts of Brook Field.23

By the time eight-year-old Arthur Jr. had completed the third grade, in June 1952, devotion to tennis had become an essential element of his identity. Along with his love of reading, it was his most distinguishing characteristic, the thing that separated him from the other boys and girls at the Baker Street Grammar School. He had become, as he later put it, “the little boy who could play tennis.” No one else in his circle of friends was all that interested in tennis. Only “Little Ashe,” as he was often called, spent almost every afternoon hitting and volleying with anyone, young or old, willing to join him on the court. And when he wasn’t on the court or on the sidelines listening intently to Charity’s instructions, he was often slamming ball after ball against a nearby backboard. “He was so eager to succeed,” Virginia Union’s longtime tennis coach John Watson recalled years later, “that he would get out of bed every morning at 5 o’clock, winter and summer, rain and shine, and before breakfast he would hit 1,000 tennis balls. One thousand. Think about that.” According to Douglas Wilder, the future Virginia governor who grew up in Jackson Ward and who was twelve years older than Arthur, the young enthusiast’s habit of monopolizing the backboard did not go over very well with some of the older boys in the neighborhood. On several occasions, he remembered with some embarrassment: “We told him to get out of the way and literally ran him off the court.”24

All of this hard work began to pay off during the summer of 1952. Though still limited by his height and small frame—“the racket was almost as tall as he was,” Wilder recalled—Arthur had clearly become the best nine-year-old player in the neighborhood and even found himself playing as well as or better than some of the older kids that he encountered in Charity’s group lessons. Charity encouraged him to test himself against kids who were much larger and stronger than he was, assuring him that his quick reflexes and timing would prove to be an equalizer. Early in the summer, Charity convinced him to enter a Brook Field youth tournament, where Ashe got his first formal taste of defeat at the hands of eleven-year-old John Gordon Jr., the future tennis coach at Virginia Union. Though disappointed, he had discovered the allure of head-to-head competition. Soon thereafter he entered several similar tournaments at other black parks in Richmond and actually won some of his matches. Thrilled by this turn of events, two of his favorite relatives, his Aunt Marie and Uncle E. J. Cunningham, bought him an expensive racket for his ninth birthday. The $22.50 price tag was steep by the standards of an economically pressed black community, and Arthur Sr. was not sure he approved of such extravagance. But this was only the beginning of an improbable adventure that would take his son well beyond the economic and social boundaries of the Ashe family’s experiences.25


TWO

PLAYING IN THE SHADOWS
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FOR GENERATIONS ASHE’S ANCESTORS had lived behind an invisible wall of discrimination and prejudice, a barrier reinforced by custom, law, and a long legacy of fear and intimidation. Arthur Jr. would become the first of his line to breach this barrier, primarily because he learned to strike a white tennis ball better than just about anyone else. In the early 1950s, prior to the full flowering of the civil rights movement, no one but a clairvoyant could have foreseen tennis as a means of escape into the white world. Certainly no one in Richmond, black or white, would have made such a prediction.

When Ashe first began to play, tennis courts were among the most segregated places in the city. Despite a long list of local segregation laws, casual contact between blacks and whites was relatively common—on public sidewalks, in downtown shops, on factory floors, in the aisles of city buses. But there were certain places in all Southern cities where blacks knew they could not go. As far as tennis was concerned, blacks could play at Brook Field Park or at several of the city’s other black parks, or perhaps at one of the two courts at Virginia Union. But that was it. The rest of the city’s tennis facilities, including the sixteen public courts at Byrd Park and the private courts at the elegant Country Club of Virginia, were reserved for whites. The whites-only policy had been in force as long as tennis had been played, and no one in the black community seemed inclined to challenge these restrictive practices—no one, that is, until Bill Taylor showed up at Byrd Park in the summer of 1952 with his eight-year-old cousin in tow. “Little Ashe,” all fifty pounds of him, was interested in registering for the upcoming youth tournament at the park. Sam Woods, the director of the park, turned the boys away, though he reportedly did so as gently as he could. “I would love to have you,” Arthur remembered him saying. “But the time isn’t right. The tennis patrons won’t allow Negroes.” Too young to be angry or embarrassed, Arthur simply giggled and admonished his cousin: “I told you they wouldn’t let me in.”1

When Ron Charity heard about his pupil’s disappointment at Byrd Park, he decided to press the matter with Woods. Known as “Mr. Tennis” in Richmond, Woods had been running the Byrd Park junior development program since 1943, earning a reputation not only as a successful coach, but also as a kind, respectful man. Born into a family of missionaries, he was the most approachable white official in Richmond’s parks department and the most likely to bend the rules for a good cause. Unfortunately, even he did not dare challenge the sanctity of segregation. Later that summer, and in the years that followed, Charity would make repeated attempts to register Arthur in Byrd Park tournaments. Each time the application was politely but firmly turned down. Byrd Park remained segregated until 1962, the year before Woods’s death, and Richmond’s private tennis clubs held out for years after that. Even in the late 1960s, long after Arthur had left the city and achieved fame in the wider tennis world, Charity was still bumping up against the local color bar. Each year he submitted an application to play in the Richmond city tournament held at the Country Club of Virginia only to be rejected without explanation or apology. “I don’t want to go into their clubhouse or their shower room,” he once complained to his former pupil. “I don’t want to buy a Coke at their refreshment stand. I just want to play in the tournament, see how many guys I can beat, then leave.”2
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As someone who had spent his entire life in the shadowy world of Jim Crow, Charity could not have been surprised by the intransigence of Richmond’s white tennis establishment. He knew that tennis had always been among the whitest and most class-bound of games. Originally an indoor game played in stone cloisters by medieval monks, kings, and nobles, tennis evolved into the outdoor game of lawn tennis with little loss of status. Brought to the United States from Great Britain in 1874, late-Victorian lawn tennis was played almost exclusively at private clubs, where restrictive membership policies and stiff membership fees excluded all but the most privileged whites. By the end of the nineteenth century, the carefully manicured courts at Boston’s Longwood Cricket Club, the Philadelphia Cricket Club, and New York’s West Side Tennis Club at Forest Hills had become important symbols of the Gilded Age elite’s increasingly decadent sporting life.

The nature of the game reinforced its exclusivity. With no equivalent to sandlot baseball or impromptu football matches on vacant fields, tennis required special equipment and a special venue. Even so, with the introduction of low-maintenance concrete courts at the turn of the century, the game soon spread to public parks, schools, and colleges. The expanding popularity of the game over the next twenty years brought a measure of democratization, but much of this expansion was limited to recreational tennis. With few exceptions, the world of competitive tennis remained a bastion of upper-class, white Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture.3

Since the organization’s founding in 1881, the United States Lawn Tennis Association (USLTA) had been the primary guarantor of exclusivity, especially at the upper levels of the game. The association’s board, which oversaw the rules for tournament play, maintained strict standards of etiquette, attire, and admission. Among these standards was a strict color bar. When they stipulated a “whites only” policy, they were talking about more than proper court attire. Technically, the leaders of the USLTA did not have the power to bar blacks from the nation’s public courts, except when USLTA-sponsored tournaments were involved. But they set an example of racial discrimination that often spilled over into the public sphere. In the early-twentieth-century South, blacks were legally barred from most public parks and shunted off to black-only facilities, very few of which had tennis courts. Even in the North, blacks often had difficulty finding places to play.4

Tennis had no mass appeal among African Americans during these years. Within the black middle class, however, there was a small but growing subculture of tennis enthusiasts. Mostly professionals and businessmen, the few blacks drawn to the game regarded tennis as more than an enjoyable pastime; it also had an alluring aura of elevated status and upward mobility. Playing the game that rich white folks played brought a certain satisfaction and a welcome opportunity to challenge the low expectations of black achievement. It would have been even more satisfying, no doubt, if black tennis players had been allowed to compete with whites and beat them at their own game.

Black players had no choice but to form their own parallel institutions. By the 1890s, private black tennis clubs had been established in several Northern cities, leading to an inaugural interstate tournament in Philadelphia in 1898. Other small tournaments followed, and in the decade prior to World War I the largest clubs began to contemplate the creation of a national organization to promote black tennis. During the week following Thanksgiving, on November 30, 1916, representatives from more than a dozen clubs met in Washington, D.C., to form the American Tennis Association (ATA). The association’s charter did not limit its memberships to blacks, but the clear intent was to hold an annual national tournament that would showcase the skills of the best black players in the nation, either at public parks in the North or at one of several historically black colleges.

In August 1917, thirty-nine players from thirty-three different clubs gathered at Druid Hill Park in Baltimore for the first ATA tournament. Both men and women competed, with Tally Holmes winning the men’s singles championship, and Lucy Slowe the women’s title. Holmes, who repeated as champion in 1918 when the tournament was held in New York City, went on to win two more ATA singles championships, in 1921 and 1924. White America took no notice of their skills or accomplishments, but as the ATA became an established entity, the black press reported every match, treating Holmes and other black champions as celebrities.5

Over time the ATA national tournaments became more than mere sporting events. By the 1930s they had become recognizable symbols of community and racial pride. As the players and their families turned the annual gatherings into major social events, incorporating everything from banquets to fashion shows into the mix of activities, black colleges vied for the right to host the tournament. Normally held in the North, the tournament moved to the South for the first time in 1927, to the Hampton Institute in Virginia. By 1940, the ATA represented 145 black tennis clubs.6

The leaders of the ATA had a lot to be proud of after twenty-five years of effort. Working within the limits of racial exclusion, the organization had created a structure that heightened the profile of tennis in a number of black communities across the country. Unfortunately, it had done so almost entirely within the narrow boundaries of the black middle class. Black tennis had acquired all of the trappings of the black bourgeoisie but no means of reaching out to the broader African American community. Even more disturbing to some, the organization had made relatively little headway in raising the overall caliber of play among its members. By the late 1930s Joe Louis had conquered the world of heavyweight boxing, Jesse Owens had won four gold medals in track and field at the Berlin Olympics, and Satchel Paige and his barnstorming Negro League all-stars had proven, at least to some, that they deserved to be on the same field with the best Major League ballplayers. There was no comparable evidence of progress or achievement in black tennis.7

While the ATA had established a small beachhead on the outer fringe of the tennis world, it had yet to penetrate the competitive core of the sport—or to advance the likelihood that black players would ever reach the upper echelons of the game. In tennis, far more than in baseball, the problem of restricted access was compounded by a chronic lack of readiness. Many black tennis players had superior athletic ability, mental toughness, and a love for the game. But success at the highest levels of tennis also required good coaching, attention to fundamentals, years of practice, and sustained competition against top-flight players on a
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