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Process Paper

Ever since third grade, I have loved tennis. The thrill of hitting the ball across the net, the joy of
winning, and simply being on the tennis court brought out my athletic and energetic side. Despite
my genuine passion for playing tennis, I never found myself watching professional matches. Out
of curiosity, I searched for “Best Tennis Match” on YouTube, leading me to watch Serena
Williams in action, and I was captivated. Fast forward six years, as I explored history through
NHD, I reflected on my interests and hobbies. I considered writing about Serena Williams’s
remarkable gameplay. However, I stumbled upon a story of another extraordinary woman, Althea
Gibson, whom I had never heard of before. It turned out she was the true trailblazer who served
as the role model of my role model, and naturally, I chose to focus my paper on her.

I started with an in-depth investigation into Gibson's childhood. Surprisingly, she began her
tennis career by playing paddle tennis. This drove me to explore further how and why Gibson
transitioned to tennis. Whenever I encountered information lacking sufficient detail, I searched
various sources to gain a comprehensive understanding, ensuring I could articulate it effectively
in my research. After concluding my research of her childhood, I searched for the formative
years of her tennis career, meticulously looking into tournaments she participated in and the
obstacles she struggled through. Subsequently, I delved more into pivotal moments that served as
a turning point for her life and future generations.

My paper is divided into six sections, each discussing critical stages of her life. The introduction
provides a fundamental background for the readers to understand that this paper is dedicated to
the life of Althea Gibson and gives a brief overview of how she became a trailblazer in history.
My paper progresses chronologically, so the next section covers her tough childhood. From
there, quotes are used from those close to her or who saw her play in tennis competitions. The
third section talks about her struggles through racial segregation, specifically the restrictions she
faced due to the Jim Crow Laws. The following sections articulate the turning point she set for
the world, being the first Black female athlete to win the U.S. Open and Wimbledon, and how
she paved the way and inspired the next generation of Black female athletes. The conclusion
sums up why she deserves to be remembered as a historical trailblazer.

Althea Gibson is a significant figure in history as she continued her tennis career despite being
vulnerable to criticism, racial insults, and enmity simply due to her race as an African American
female athlete. Not only did she win multiple notable titles and prove to the world that she was a
remarkable tennis player, but she also broke the seemingly insurmountable racial barrier in sports
for women. Her achievements sent a powerful message to the world, affirming that individuals,
regardless of their race or gender, have the capability to pursue and excel in their passions.



Introduction

The early 20th century was a period of significant change and challenge for the

African-American community. Overt politically sanctioned racial segregation and discrimination

in the form of Jim Crow laws, very limited economic opportunities, educational inequity, and

voting restrictions were some of the major obstacles they faced in their daily lives. 

However, amidst this social and political unrest, a 28-year-old athlete debuted for the Brooklyn

Dodgers in April of 1947, changing the trajectory of sports in the United States forever. Jackie

Robinson broke the color barrier in professional sports and became a trailblazer in the fight for

African-American equality (“Jackie Robinson”). Thanks to actions on and off the field, Robinson

became a household name, transcended sports, became featured in most school curriculums, and

is regarded as a monumental figure in the history of sports and the fight for equality in the United

States. 

However, within a few years of Robinson's debut in baseball, a much less well-known athlete

broke the female color barrier and set a path for so many young African-American females.

Althea Gibson was born in Silver, South Carolina, in 1927 and was raised in Brooklyn (“Althea

Gibson”). She faced the double challenge of being a female and African-American athlete at a

time when women in sports drew little attention from spectators or sponsors and sports were

segregated under Jim Crow laws. Thanks to her grit and determination, Gibson would go on to

become one of the greatest female tennis players of all time. She is a role model for all

disenfranchised people worldwide, and her life and career are turning points in the history of

African-American and female sports. This is her story. 

A Natural Talent Blooms

Raised in Harlem, New York, in the 1920s, Gibson was born into an impoverished family. She

believed her father, Daniel Gibson, a cotton sharecropper, “was let down when she was born in

the family’s cabin on August 25, 1927, for a simple yet significant reason: she was not a boy”

(Brown 20). Gibson described herself as “never really [being] the tennis type,” and in fact,

nothing in her early life indicated that she would go on to be one of the most influential tennis



athletes ever (Stanmyre 13). Her family moved to New York when she was two years old, as a

part of the Great Migration of Black Southerners fleeing the depression-ridden Jim Crow South.

They lived in the economically depressed community on 143rd Street in Harlem. Like so many

Black families who were initially enticed by the promises offered during the Harlem

Renaissance, they arrived at the end of this developmental period and their lives were far from

easy (Destin). 

Althea was not a star student and spent much of her early life using the boxing skills her father

taught her to fight with other girls. Fearful of her father’s violent behavior, she had spent much

of her teenage years in the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children after running away

from home multiple times, resulting in her becoming homeless. Althea states in her

autobiography, “My parents did their best to raise me, but I didn’t let them” (Gray 2). Being a

rebellious adolescent, she stepped into the real world too quickly and was unprepared for the

challenges awaiting her. When Gibson reflected on her childhood after the triumph she

accomplished, she gave tribute to “the awful amount of people who cared enough to help me

[her]” and appreciated the “wicked amount of punishment along the way,” which helped her

grow not just as an athlete, but also as a person (Stanmyre 9). 

Gibson continued to struggle in the classroom, often skipping school altogether and eventually

becoming a high-school dropout. However, Gibson loved to play sports, especially paddle tennis

(“Althea Gibson Biography”). The street she lived on was one of the popular streets where young

people gathered to play, with games including hoop basketball, marbles, loadies, and paddle

tennis. The paddle tennis court was located right in front of their family house, and ever since

she started hitting the ball back and forth with her friend one summer morning, they immediately

were “the block paddle tennis court occupiers” (“Interview with Althea Gibson”). However,

despite her truly difficult childhood, she quickly became the New York City women’s paddle

tennis champion in 1939, partly due to her innate athleticism but also due to the time and effort

she put into paddle tennis. Mildred “Millie” Travis, a maternal figure to Gibson and her coach

during her formative years, said, “When other girls were putting on lipstick, she was playing

stickball” (Brown 255). After her outstanding win in the paddle tennis championship, she was

invited to play standard lawn tennis at Black tennis clubs in her community. The clubs were still

segregated at this time, but this was a crucial step in her career as she started competing in local



tournaments. Despite her innate tennis skills, her etiquette on the court was often very

inappropriate. She was known to spit on her opponent whenever she lost a match or vocally

disagreed with official decisions (Schoenfeld 7). 

Crossing Racial Lines

As Gibson continued playing in local tournaments, a key figure in her life, Robert Walter

Johnson, saw her play and immediately recognized her potential. Johnson was a well-respected

Black physician and professional tennis player.  

Johnson was searching for a young Black player with natural ability whom he could train. When

Johnson saw Gibson's play, he immediately recognized that she was going to be “part of a

historical plan” created by him and Hubert A. Eaton “to prepare Althea to make a cross-racial

breakthrough.” As her two mentors were “about to change my [her] life,” Johnson willingly took

her under his wing and served as her surrogate parent (Parihar 52). The oppressive Jim Crow

Laws meant that breaking the color barriers would be extremely difficult. The three of them first

targeted to win titles in prominent tournaments for Black athletes. As the teaching pro at the

all-Black Cosmopolitan Tennis Club in Harlem, Johnson began to pay for her membership and

sponsored her for ATA-sponsored tournaments, enabling her to win the all-black American

Tennis Association (ATA) New York State Tournament at 18 in 1945. After being crowned

champion, she entered her first interracial ATA New York State Tournament. This competition

was held during the end of the segregation era, which allowed her to play against white athletes

and helped her solidify the formative years of her professional tennis career. She won the

championship on her first attempt and for six consecutive years. Her next tournament was the

Cosmopolitan Tennis Club Invitational, a competition for black tennis players, and she won it

again with relative ease (Ault). The tennis world could not ignore her for long.

A Turning Point for Black Female Athletes



Gibson was the first ever Black woman to qualify for the 1950 U.S. National Championships.

Given her personal history and on-court behavior, she entirely stood out from her competitors.

Throughout most of the 20th century, tennis fans expected finesse and timidity in the women’s

game. But Althea Gibson was an aggressive tennis player who hit powerful groundstrokes and

was unafraid to charge the net. Due to Gibson’s race and style of play, critics accused her of

playing in an unfeminine way (“Leveling the Playing Field: Althea Gibson”).  

On August 28, 1950, Gibson officially broke the color barrier and walked onto the court,

determined to win. She started strong in the championships by beating Barbara Knapp 6-2 in her

first USLTA tournament match. Her subsequent match against Althea Louise Brough would be

the showcase that Gibson and much of the anti-segregation movement had been waiting for.

Gibson lost a tight match in the second round to Brough, three-time defending Wimbledon

champion (Appendix A). Despite her loss, however, women’s tennis became one of Black

America’s favorite sports almost overnight (“Althea Gibson becomes first African American on

U.S. Tennis Tour”). Lester Rodney, journalist for the Daily Worker, considered how monumental

this moment was by stating that “no Negro player, man or woman, has ever set foot on one of

these courts. In many ways, it’s even a tougher personal Jim Crow-busting assignment than was

Jackie Robinson’s when he first stepped out of the Brooklyn Dodgers dugout” (Stanmyre 28).

The following year, she won her first international title in the Caribbean Championship in

Jamaica in 1951. After graduating from Florida A&M University in 1953, Gibson took a job

teaching physical education at Lincoln University in Jefferson City, Missouri, but continued

competing in tennis competitions. Gibson had no fears and did not feel obliged to share her

spoils with anyone, contrasting with other influential Black sportsmen of the Civil Rights era,

such as Joe Louis. She never gave up on tennis even though she might upset some in the white

community; Gibson solely cared for her passions (Gray 125). Such fervor led her to receive an

invitation from Ren McMann, the president of Forest Hills’ West Side Tennis Club and a USLTA

postenate, to represent the United States in a goodwill tour of Asia (Appendix B). Having a

Black woman travel under the State Department’s banner and talk up the American lifestyle had

strong symbolic resonance both in the U.S. and abroad. 

Gibson’s Miracle Year



Once the tour was over in 1956, Gibson became the first African American to win the French

Open. Later, in sensational style, she won the Wimbledon doubles title with Briton Angela

Buxton, the Italian National Championship in Rome, and the Asian championship in Ceylon

(Bond). However, her career went from strength to strength as she became the first Black athlete

to triumph in a Grand Slam tournament. The following year, in 1957, Althea Gibson would

achieve new milestones: winning at Wimbledon and the U.S. Open. Richard Nixon, Vice

President of the United States, presented her with the trophy (Appendix C). When asked which

victory that summer was more meaningful, she replied, “Winning Wimbledon was wonderful,

and it meant a lot to me” (Brown 2). Additionally, at the All England Club, she won in front of

Queen Elizabeth II, shaking hands with the queen of England,” she said, “was a long way from

being forced to sit in the colored section of the bus.” When she returned to New York City on

July 11, she became only the second Black American, after the 1936 Olympic champion Jesse

Owens, to be honored with a ticker tape parade (Sokolowski). In 1958, she became the first

Black woman to make the cover of Time and Sports Illustrated (Appendix D). 

As racial tensions escalated in the United States, many expected Gibson to make a stand as she

was now an admirable and determined athlete. However, she aimed to become a role model

through her actions on the court, not her voice. According to Buxton, her focus was not on

rectifying racial inequalities or fighting for equal rights for African Americans; instead, she was

determined to excel in tennis, defeat every opponent, and “show that she was the queen bee, so to

speak” (Rossingh).  

Gibson’s Often Overlooked Legacy

In 1957, Althea Gibson was voted Female Athlete of the Year by the Associated Press, becoming

the first African American to receive the honor, which she also won the following year (“Althea

Gibson”). She formally retired from tennis in late 1958 after one of the most incredible careers

ever and played many exhibition matches for money in the coming years. Gibson, somewhat

unbelievably, in 1960, became a professional golfer, and while she had limited success, this feat

alone shows how talented she was as an athlete.   



In 1971, she was inducted into the International Tennis Hall of Fame. However, even then, she

was restricted from going to locker rooms, so she had to change in the kitchen and was not

allowed in the tennis clubhouse. Despite winning eleven major titles, Gibson faced disparities in

privileges and sponsorship compared to her white female counterparts. Even though she was

arguably the top female player in America, Gibson had to withdraw from the tour at the peak of

her abilities to support herself financially (Destin). Her legendary career was seemingly forgotten

by many as the years progressed. 

In the late 1990s, Serena and Venus Williams–the Williams sisters–made their tennis

breakthrough. In 1999, Serena Williams won the U.S. Open, becoming the first Black woman to

win a Grand Slam since Gibson, 41 years earlier. In 2000, Venus Williams became the first Black

woman since Gibson to win Wimbledon. The sisters went on to become two of the best female

tennis players and highest-paid female athletes in the world. In contrast, Gibson, the trailblazer

who paved the way for many, experienced periods of great difficulties in the years following her

tennis career. Despite initially gaining fame, she later felt a sense of abandonment by the tennis

community (Henry). It would be difficult to disagree with this sentiment. 

However, Gibson’s legacy remains for those who wish to learn about her incredible life and

career. While passing Venus Williams the torch, Gibson said, “You have now moved yourself to

another level in your athletic adventure. You are now in the history books forever. I gladly pass

the torch to you and Serena” (Brown 434). Billie Jean King, an American former number one

player, proudly stated when a statue of Gibson was unveiled in New York in 2019 on Women’s

Equality Day: “I know I'm a white girl, but as a 13-year-old, she totally inspired me, and that can

happen to anybody. I obviously have not had to deal with the challenges that my sisters of color

and brothers of color have, but I think for young people, the more you know about history, the

more you know about yourself. It helps you shape the future” (“‘This woman is extraordinary…

she will inspire’ - BJK on Althea Gibson’s legacy”).  



Althea Gibson’s enduring legacy continues to resonate in the modern world as a testament to her

remarkable achievements on and off the courts. Her active role as a trailblazer and unwavering

commitment to excellence despite racial segregation continue to inspire athletes and individuals

around the world. Beyond breaking racial barriers, Gibson’s legacy emphasizes the value of

carving one’s path with grit and determination. Her narrative encourages the world to challenge

stereotypes, promote inclusivity, and strive for greatness, leaving a lasting influence on the

ongoing pursuit of racial and gender equality.
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information let me know what she grappled with under the Jim Crow Laws

despite winning at Wimbledon. I found it interesting how Gibson shook hands

with the queen of England once she had won the competition.

“Althea Gibson.” WHYY, 20 July 2020, whyy.org/episodes/althea-gibson/.

- This short, but compelling article helped me learn about Althea Gibson’s life and

the recognition she had received throughout her tennis career.
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0won%20Wimbledon%20in%201958.

- This article provides details about the legacy Althea Gibson had left as a

trailblazer for aspiring Black female athletes and the recognition she deserves

from the public in the modern world the more she slips away from our memories.

I chose this article because it provides me quotes on what others living in the

same generation as myself think of her and what they believe is the most effective

method to preserve her legacy.

“‘This Woman Is Extraordinary... She Will Inspire’ – BJK on Althea Gibson’s Legacy.”

Women’s Tennis Association, 26 Aug. 2019,
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althea-gibson-s-legacy.

- This article praises Althea Gibson’s tennis career and the powerful impact she had

given to the previously racial segregated world. I figured out that there is a statue

dedicated to Althea Gibson in the Billie Jean King National Tennis Center.
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