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From The Author

I made the decision to write a book about Roger Federer after Wimbledon in 2003, when he became Switzerland’s first male Grand Slam champion. I had been covering Wimbledon for over twenty years and was well aware of the tremendous significance of this victory. I approached Roger and his parents with this idea, but they were of the opinion, however, that his story had only just begun and that it was too early to write a biography about a 22-year-old. I have to admit that they were right—but just a few years later, Federer’s place in history became evident—in the circle of the all-time greats, next to players such as Björn Borg, Pete Sampras, Rod Laver or Fred Perry.

This book attempts to demonstrate how long and difficult Federer’s way to the top has been, what was preventing him from developing his tremendous talent more quickly, how he finally managed to exploit his potential and how extraordinary his winning streaks in this competitive international sport have been. The book also puts a light on Federer’s surroundings and the people who were vital in his quest for perfection. It may serve to illustrate how high the goals are that yet lie before him in his future career—such as the Grand Slam or the high-water mark of 14 Grand Slam titles. The fact that this is a major topic of discussion with the international media, players and experts is no coincidence.

As the proverb goes, a prophet is not without honor save in his own country. In the case of Federer, his accomplishments and talents as a sportsman, ambassador and role model of universal dimensions also generally seem to be more highly regarded by those outside the Swiss border. If some readers become more aware of what a godsend Federer has been for tennis and for sports in general, as an athlete as well as a human being, then this book has already accomplished very much.

In viewing the materials that I have gathered in folders, electronic archives and personal recollections of him over the past dozen years, the thought occurred to me over and over again that Roger Federer may be the athlete who has conducted the most interviews. There likely isn’t any question that he hasn’t been asked. Federer answers all of them again and again with admirable patience; he deals with us members of the media collegially and candidly. Again and again, he takes extra time for his countrymen even if he doesn’t have to and even if almost everything has been said. With pleasure, I want to thank him for all of his collaborations with me through the years.

Working on this book, it has also become clear to me how much has happened to him and around him in such a short span of time—things that are worth repeating or recording—all the more so because sometimes important contexts only become visible at a greater distance. A feeling of astonishment always comes over me at how this ambitious, dissatisfied junior developed into one of the greatest figures in the sports world—particularly in light of the fact that his character has hardly changed. Aside from his athletic ambition, Roger Federer has remained a modest man who doesn’t think that he’s anybody special. If he does make unpopular decisions, then this is usually due to his realization that they are necessary in order to achieve his lofty career goals.

While Federer continues to write his history at breath-taking speed that will hopefully fill many more folders and archive files, I would like to thank some other people who helped me with this book. I especially want to mention Randy Walker, who I started to know and appreciate while he was working for the U.S. Tennis Association and who was the driving force in setting up the English version for New Chapter Press. He brought a lot of new enthusiasm into this work and I thoroughly enjoyed the process of updating and adapting the book.

I also want to thank Pendo publishing in Munich and Zurich who took the initiative and offered me an opportunity as a career change to write this book. I want to thank the many people I interviewed or who provided information, who were willing to share their recollections or their knowledge about Roger with me—especially his parents. I also want to mention the many international and Swiss colleagues on the tennis tour who have accompanied Roger over the years, who have described and pointed out that what he has achieved is anything but average, especially for a small nation like Switzerland. Furthermore, I want to acknowledge the precious help of the media departments of the ATP with Nicola Arzani and Greg Sharko, an unfailing source of great stats and information, and of the ITF, above all Barbara Travers and Nick Imison.

I would also like to thank Tamedia AG, my boss, Fredy Wettstein, and the colleagues at the sports editorial office of the Tages-Anzeiger and the Sonntags-Zeitung who made it possible and helped me to accompany Federer’s development in a journalistically diverse way and to hopefully do appropriate honor to his accomplishments. I would also like to thank my good friend Jürgen Kalwa in New York, who wrote a book about Tiger Woods, who supported me with important tips, as well as my sister Jeannine who was the first one to critically read this manuscript and provided me with valuable feedback. Last but not least, I would like to thank my wife, Eni, and our daughter Jessica. It wasn’t easy for any of them to have me at home an entire winter—but mostly behind closed doors and in another world.

René Stauffer
Müllheim, Switzerland, May 2007


PROLOGUE

Encounter with a 15-year-old

It was September 11, 1996. I was on assignment for the Tages-Anzeiger and was supposed to write a story about the World Youth Cup, a sort of Davis Cup for juniors that was being played in Zurich, the location of our editorial office. I was skeptical. A story about a team tournament involving obscure 15 and 16-year-old tennis players—who would be interested in that? I viewed this assignment as a tiresome task, thanks to the Swiss Tennis Federation since they had charitably taken on the tournament for its 100-year anniversary. No, this certainly would not be an interesting assignment.

On this day, I met Roger Federer for the first time. He played on a far away court surrounded by wire mesh at a tennis and recreation facility called Guggach. Officials from the Swiss Tennis Federation told me that Federer was a pretty good player and that there was little to criticize except that he was sometimes very temperamental. He just turned 15 and was actually too young for this tournament, but his credentials were impressive—he had already won five Swiss national junior championship titles, was the best Swiss player in the 16-and-under age bracket and was already ranked No. 88 nationally.

On this day, he played against an Italian named Nohuel Fracassi, who since this encounter with Federer, I never heard from again. Fracassi was more than a year older, bigger and stronger than Federer and he had already won the first set when I arrived. The mood was reminiscent of an insignificant club tournament. There were three or four spectators, a referee and no ball boys. The players fetched the balls themselves. However, I was instantly fascinated by Federer’s elegant style. I had already seen some players come and go in my fifteen years as a tennis journalist but it appeared to me that an extraordinary talent was coming of age here in front of me. He effortlessly put spins on balls so that the Italian—even on this slow clay court—would often just watch the ball fly past him for winners. With hardly a sound, he stroked winning shots from his black racquet, moved fast and gracefully. His strokes were harmonious and technically brilliant.

His tactics were also quite unusual. There were no similarities to the safe and consistent “Swedish School” of baseline tennis that was very common back then and usually resulted in promised success on clay courts. Federer would have nothing of that. He looked to end points quickly at every opportunity. He appeared to have mastered every stroke, which was quite unusual for juniors in his age group. He dominated with his serve and his forehand, but his powerful one-handed backhand and the occasional volley also looked like something taken from a tennis textbook.

Roger Federer was a diamond in the rough, no doubt. I was astonished and wondered why nobody had yet seen him or written about him. Was it perhaps because the media had so often prematurely written in superlatives about talented young players only to discover later that they did not measure up to the task of international tennis? Not every Swiss tennis player could be a new Heinz Günthardt, Jakob Hlasek or a Marc Rosset, perhaps the three best Swiss men’s players ever. Perhaps because hardly anybody was scouting for new talent in Switzerland since our little country was already over-proportionately well-represented in professional tennis with Rosset, the 1992 Olympic champion, and the up-and-coming 15-year-old Martina Hingis, already a Wimbledon doubles champion and a semifinalist in singles at the US Open.

But perhaps the reason was also that Federer’s athletic maturity stood in stark contrast to his behavior. He was a hot-head. On this September afternoon, his temper exploded even from the smallest mistakes. On several occasions, he threw his racquet across the court in anger and disgust. He constantly berated himself. “Duubel!” or “Idiot!” he exclaimed when one of his balls narrowly missed the line. He sometimes even criticized himself aloud when he actually won points but was dissatisfied with his stroke.

He didn’t seem to notice what was going on around him. It was only him, the ball, the racquet—and his fuming temper—nothing else. Being so high-strung, he had to fight more with himself than with his opponent across the net this day. This dual struggle pushed him to the limit and I assumed he would lose despite his technical superiority. I was wrong. Federer won the match 3-6, 6-3, 6-1.

I found out later that Federer already won a hard-fought, three-set match the day before against a tenacious young Australian player by the name of Lleyton Hewitt, with Federer fighting off a match point to win by a 4-6, 7-6, 6-4 margin. This Federer-Hewitt match occurred in front of a crowd of 30 people who purchased tickets for the day—plus the four people who bought a tournament series ticket for all sessions. Nobody could have known that these two players would become two of the greatest players—both earning the No. 1 ranking and going on to compete on the greatest stages of the sport in packed stadiums and in front of millions of television viewers around the world.

I wanted to know more about Federer and asked him for an interview. He surprised me once again as he sat across from me at a wooden table in the gym locker room. I feared that the young man would be reserved and taciturn in the presence of an unfamiliar reporter from a national newspaper and he would hardly be able to say anything useful or quotable. But this was not the case. Federer spoke flowingly and confidently with a mischievous smile. He explained that his idol was Pete Sampras and that he had been training for a year at the Swiss National Tennis Center at Ecublens on Lake Geneva. He also said that he probably was among the 30 or 40 best in his age class in the world and that he wanted to become a top professional but still had to improve his game—and his attitude.

“I know that I can’t always complain and shout because that hurts me and makes me play worse,” he said. “I hardly forgive myself on any mistakes although they’re normal.” He looked in the distance and said almost to himself—“One should just be able to play a perfect game.”

Playing a perfect game—that’s what motivated him. He didn’t want to just defeat opponents and win trophies, even if he liked the idea of becoming rich and famous or both, as he admitted. For him, instinctively, the journey was the reward and the journey involved hitting and placing balls with his racquet as perfectly as possible. He seemed to be obsessed with this, which would explain why he could become frustrated even after winning points. He didn’t want to dominate his opponent in this rectangle with the net that fascinated him—he wanted to dominate the ball that he both hated and loved.

Federer had great expectations—too many at that time that he would have been able to achieve them. His emotions carried him away in this conflict between expectations and reality. He seemed to sense his great potential and that he was capable of doing great things—but he was not yet able to transform his talents into reality.

His unusual attitude towards perfection had a positive side effect in that he did not consider his opponents as rivals who wanted to rob the butter from his bread, as the sometimes reclusive Jimmy Connors used to say. His opponents were more companions on a common path. This attitude made him a popular and well-liked person in the locker room. He was social and someone you could joke around with. For Federer, tennis was not an individual sport with opponents who needed to be intimidated, but a common leisure activity with like-minded colleagues who, as part of a big team, were pursuing the same goal.

He became terribly annoyed at his own mistakes but he had the capacity to question things, to observe things from a distance and to put them in the correct perspective after his emotions had abated. He was also willing to admit weaknesses. “I don’t like to train and I also always play badly in training,” he casually observed during this interview. “I’m twice as good in the matches.”

This sentence surprised me as well. While many players choked under pressure, he apparently maintained a winning mentality. This strength that abounded in the most important matches and game situations really drove many opponents to distraction and enabled Federer to escape from apparently hopeless situations. It also helped Federer establish one of the most unbelievable records in sports history—24 consecutive victories in professional singles finals between July of 2003 and November of 2005—double the record held by John McEnroe and Björn Borg.

Federer’s triumphs at this World Youth Cup were in vain. The Swiss team, lacking a strong second singles player and an experienced doubles team, finished the tournament in defeat in 15th place. Roger Federer won but the Swiss lost—a scenario that was to repeat itself many times over years later at the actual Davis Cup. The hot-head nonetheless received a compliment from the coach of the Australian team at the World Youth Cup, Darren Cahill, the former US Open semifinalist, who was in charge of Lleyton Hewitt at the time. “He’s got everything he needs to succeed on tour later,” said Cahill.

I was able to return to the office with enough material for a nice story. It was to be my first about Roger Federer—but it would not be the last. The story’s title was “One Should Be Able To Play A Perfect Game.”


INTRODUCTION

No One Expected Him

The saying that great things are preceded by their shadows applies to tennis like no other sport. From the immense number of ambitious, talented, mentored or pushed junior tennis players around the world looking for the way to the top, the real champions normally outshine the rest very early on.

I will never forget the day, for example, in the crowded press room at Wimbledon in 1984 when my German colleague, Klaus-Peter Witt, whom everybody called “KP,” stormed up to me, grabbed me and dragged me away. “We’ve got him! We’ve got him!” he shouted. “The Red Bomber is here!”

KP led me through the whirling crowd of the Southeast corner of the All England Club to Court No. 13 where there was a great deal of commotion. People were standing tip-toed and craning their necks to get a glimpse of the court. A 16-year-old with red hair and blue eyes was in the process of outclassing American Blaine Willenborg. The red-head led 6-0, 6-0 and British journalists were frantically checking for the last time that a player at Wimbledon completed a match without losing a game. But the teenager relieved them of this task when he lost four games in the third set.

The guy was an unparalleled force of nature. He was a player who punished balls with his brutal serves and groundstrokes. His name was Boris Becker. Speaking about Becker, the German coach, Klaus Hofsaess, said that “he would eat a rat to improve his forehand.” KP was enthused. Becker, who already negotiated his way through the Wimbledon qualifying tournament, also survived his second-round match in the main draw, defeating Nduka Odizor of Nigeria. In the third round, Becker was on Court No. 2—dubbed the “Graveyard of Champions”—facing American Bill Scanlon, when he stumbled and injured his ankle in the fourth set. Becker was down with a severe ligament injury and was carried from the court on a stretcher.

In the evening, KP and I were at the bar of the Gloucester Hotel Casino and asked Becker’s coach, Gunther Bosch, how the boy was. Bosch spontaneously handed us a room key and said, “Ask him yourself.”

We had been expecting to find an inconsolably beaten young man, but Becker was lying on the bed, watching television, oblivious of the large bandage on his leg. There was not a trace of whining or discouragement. “Look, that’s me, that’s me,” he exclaimed in excitement as he pointed at the television screen that was showing the summary of the day at Wimbledon. KP and I looked at one another in agreement that if this German doesn’t make it, then who will?

The next year, Boris Becker won the Wimbledon title at the age of 17, the youngest man to ever win the championship.

Like Becker, most great tennis champions first appeared on the tennis scene in a clap of thunder. Stefan Edberg from Sweden, the German’s greatest rival, won the junior “Grand Slam” by combining the four biggest titles, the Australian Open, the French Open, Wimbledon and the US Open. John McEnroe stormed into the semifinals at Wimbledon in 1977 at age 18 as a qualifier and also made headlines because of his uncouth behavior and fiery Irish temperament. Björn Borg reached the Wimbledon quarterfinals in 1973 in his first attempt as a 17-year-old and one year later, he won the first of his six French Open titles and one year after that, in 1975, he led Sweden to its first Davis Cup title, winning all 12 of his singles matches during the championship run.

The list goes on. Pete Sampras was barely 19 years old and ranked No. 12 in the world when he won the US Open in Flushing Meadows in 1990, defeating Ivan Lendl, McEnroe and Andre Agassi in his final three matches. At just 17, Agassi was among the best two dozen players in the world due largely to his booming forehand. In 1982, Sweden’s Mats Wilander won the French Open at 17 in his very first attempt at Roland Garros. In 2005, Rafael Nadal of Spain did the same in his first French Open, winning the title two days after turning 19.

The great women champions tend to break through at even younger ages. Steffi Graf, the most successful professional player with 22 singles titles at Grand Slam tournaments, already reached the top 100 in the world rankings by age 13. Tracy Austin, Andrea Jaeger, Monica Seles, Jennifer Capriati, Anna Kournikova, Martina Hingis, Maria Sharapova—all flourished in professional tennis at very early ages.

I heard about Martina Hingis for the first time when she was nine and appeared in the score columns of a little local newspaper as “Hingisova.” She was a phenom, already touted world-wide as a potential great champion before she even played a match on the WTA Tour, similar to the stories of Capriati and Venus and Serena Williams.

When she was 12 years old, Hingis played in the French Open junior girls championships (for players 18-and-under), and there literally was a parade of players, coaches, media representatives and fans who wanted to catch a glimpse of this phenomenon. Mark McCormack, the founder and long-time director of the International Management Group (IMG), the world’s largest sports agency, sat fascinated by the little girl in each of her matches through the tournament.

When Hingis won the title and was awarded her trophy and flowers on Court No. 2 at the end of the tournament, Bud Collins, the most widely-known American tennis commentator, Boston Globe tennis columnist and connoisseur of colorful slacks, sat at the edge of the court. “Hey, Stauffer,” he shouted to me over the many rows of people. “Here’s your meal ticket for the next twenty years!”

What Collins meant—and how right he proved to be—became evident to me with the passage of time. A single top player can fundamentally change a country’s tennis scene—and also improve prospects for reporters. KP experienced this extreme change in Germany with Becker. For years, he dreamed of covering a top-10 ranked German player—one who was worth traveling the world, covering at all the major tournaments. Before Becker’s Wimbledon victory, KP fought with his editors to cover more tennis. Now, his editors squeezed him like an orange and pressured him for more copy and larger stories. “I’ve already submitted 1,000 lines,” he groaned in 1985 after Becker’s historic victory at Wimbledon, “and they still don’t have enough.” How could I have known that this would happen to us years later in Switzerland?

Everything was different with Roger Federer. Although he qualified as an early talent, he was never considered one who could ever dominate the sport. Many who knew him from his youth are still amazed today at his development. “I never would have thought that he would become No. 1. He wasn’t superman. He was just another competitor like everyone else,” said Dany Schnyder, one of his biggest rivals in his youth. Professional player Michael Lammer from Zurich, a childhood companion of Federer, said, “You noticed that he was a great talent when he was 15 or 16, but it was not until he went to the top of the juniors at 17 that it first became clear that he had the stuff to become a top player.”

People like Bud Collins never sat in the grandstands at Federer’s junior matches, prognosticating his international career. It was remarkable that he was the world’s best junior as a 17-year-old and the winner of the Wimbledon junior title in 1998. This, however, was no guarantee of becoming a top professional player.

A few years would pass before a wider public took notice of him around the world. In his early professional career, he was considered a super talented player, but one who appeared unlikely to live up to his potential. People thought he was destined to be an underachiever. For years he was dogged by the label “best player without a Grand Slam title.”

Nobody expected greatness from Roger Federer—even in Switzerland. When he first appeared on the scene, he was overshadowed by the success of Hingis, who just became a major force in women’s tennis. When he was on his way to becoming the world’s best junior, Hingis, his senior by just 312 days, was already at her zenith. She won three of the four Grand Slam tournaments in 1997 and took center stage—especially in Switzerland. Why should one be at all concerned about Federer, a talented junior with an uncertain future, when Switzerland had the current No. 1 ranked woman in the world?

Even in Switzerland, there was very little talk about Federer as a future No. 1 player. In the land of alpine skiing, one was cautious about raising expectations. The exotic idea that a new Boris Becker or Pete Sampras could be coming of age between Lake Geneva and Lake Constance hardly crossed anybody’s mind. However, this was not a disadvantage for the young player. To the contrary, Federer could develop quietly and not be subjected to the pressures of expectations, from his parents and from the public.

Nonetheless, Federer grew up in a climate where professional tennis was quite pervasive. The Swiss Indoors, one of the most important ATP indoor tournaments, took place just a short stroll away from his ancestral home in the suburbs of Basel. Roger’s mother Lynette was very involved in the tournament’s organization and Roger himself was a ball boy at the event in 1994 and even had his picture taken with Jimmy Connors when he was a 13-year-old.

Swiss men’s tennis had a short, but somewhat successful history in the days shortly before and after Federer’s birth. Heinz Günthardt from Zurich, who was somewhat prematurely celebrated as the new Björn Borg after his triumphs as a junior in 1976, pioneered the way for Switzerland in the 1970’s. At a time when hardly anybody could spell out the initials ATP (Association of Tennis Professionals), Günthardt won the junior tournaments at the French Open and Wimbledon as a 17-year-old. Although he did not meet expectations as a professional—due primarily to a chronic hip condition—he managed to achieve a first in Springfield, Mass., when he won his first ATP singles title and became the first player ever to win a tournament after losing in the qualifying rounds of the tournament. (Günthardt would enter the tournament that he would eventually win as a “lucky-loser”—only fortunate to gain entry into the tournament when player withdrawals allowed losers in the qualifying tournament to gain entry into the event.) Günthardt was a US Open quarterfinalist in 1985 and won doubles titles at both Wimbledon and the French Open. After his career, he served as Steffi Graf’s coach and helped her win 12 of her 22 Grand Slam tournament titles.

Shortly after Günthardt’s career ended in the mid 1980s, Swiss player Jakob Hlasek climbed to the No. 7 world ranking in 1989. After Hlasek, it was Marc Rosset, who won the gold medal in singles at the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona.

Rosset was an individual to whom Federer could not only look up to because of his stature, (Rosset is six foot, seven inches tall), but the man from Geneva was also a consistent top 20 player in the mid 1990’s and, with Hlasek, led Switzerland to its only appearance in the Davis Cup final in 1992, where it lost to the United States. Rosset was one of the first to recognize Federer’s potential. “He has everything he needs to become a top player—talent, ambition, a smart mouth and the necessary will to endure,” he said. He was also willing to help Federer, who was 11 years his junior. He became Federer’s mentor and Federer felt himself drawn to Rosset as well. “Perhaps because we’re both jokers, honest, direct, impudent, vivacious and a little chaotic,” said Federer.

However, Rosset’s sympathy didn’t go so far as to let Federer win right away when they faced each other on tour later. Their very first match came in the final match of the ATP event in Marseille in 2000, with Rosset winning in a third-set tie-break in the first-ever ATP singles final played between two players from Switzerland.

Even though Federer did not grow up in a great tennis country, Switzerland was also not a tennis “No Man’s Land.” Therefore, he saw no reason early on why a Swiss man could not make it to the upper reaches of the tennis world.



PART I




CHAPTER 1

From Kempton Park to Basel

The village of Berneck is situated in the northeastern corner of Switzerland in the St. Gall Rhine valley, where the Alpine foothills are kissed by the famed Foehn winds and the inhabitants speak a rough dialect of German. The people of this village feel a closer association to Austria and its Vorarlberg state—located just on the other side of the Rhine—than they do Switzerland’s major cities of Zurich, Bern or Geneva. A few kilometers to the north, the Rhine flows into Lake Constance, where the waters comprise the borders between Switzerland, Austria and Germany.

Roger’s father, Robert, grew up in Berneck as son of a textile worker and a housewife. At the age of 20, he left the area and followed the course of the Rhine and arrived in Basel, a border city in the triangle between Switzerland, Germany and France and where the Rhine forms a knee joint and flows north out of the country. Basel is where some of the world’s most important chemical companies are headquartered and Robert Federer, a young chemical laboratory worker, found his first job at Ciba, one of the world’s leading chemical companies.

After four years in Basel, Robert Federer was seized by wanderlust, and in 1970, he decided to emigrate and pull up stakes from Switzerland. It was a coincidence that he chose South Africa, but also due to formalities. Among other things, he could get an emigration visa with relative ease in the country dominated by Apartheid. It was also a coincidence that he found a new job with the same employer he had in Switzerland, Ciba. The chemical company, along with several other foreign companies, was located in Kempton Park, an extended suburb of Johannesburg near the international airport.

It was in Kempton Park where he met Lynette Durand, who came to work for Ciba as a secretary. Afrikaan was the spoken language on her family’s farm—she had three siblings; her father was a foreman and her mother was a nurse—but Lynette went to an English school and her intention was to save money as quickly as possible and to travel to Europe. She preferred England, where her father was stationed during World War II.

Robert Federer is a modest and unpretentious man who usually remains in the background. He prefers to observe and listen quietly and then to steer things in the direction desired. He is small of stature with a prominent nose and he has a distinct mustache. He is athletic, strong, quick-witted, funny, cosmopolitan and easy-going. Nothing characterizes him better than his ringing laughter that draws his eyes into narrow slits and raises his bushy eyebrows. Despite his affability, he knows how to defend himself when crossed. He is realistic but decisive. A female portrait painter once described him as being “caustic, having the bite of a bear.”

Lynette, the charming 18-year-old secretary with the piercing eyes, instantly made a favorable impression on Robert Federer when he saw her in the company cafeteria in 1970. They met and eventually became a couple. Robert took Lynette to the Swiss Club in Johannesburg to introduce her to his new hobby—tennis. The young woman, who used to play field hockey, was instantly enthused about the sport and began to play regularly. The couple had a wonderful time in South Africa—Apartheid hardly affected them.

Robert Federer cannot really explain why they moved to Switzerland in 1973. “You had this feeling of being a migratory bird,” he said. Back in Basel, he often asked himself why they didn’t stay in Africa, especially because his consort admitted to having difficulty with the confines of Switzerland and the narrow mentality of its people. “But one learned quickly to adjust,” she said. The couple married and a daughter, Diana, was born in 1979. Twenty-months later, Lynette Federer then bore a son, on the morning of August 8, 1981 in Basel’s canton hospital. He was named Roger because it could also be pronounced easily in English. Roger’s parents, even in the first hours of his life, felt that one day it could be beneficial for their son to have a name that was easy to pronounce in English.

The name Federer was already familiar in Berneck before 1800, but it is actually an extremely uncommon clan name in Switzerland. The most famous Federer up to that point was Heinrich Federer, a priest turned poet who died in 1928. In 1966, on his 100th birthday, he was immortalized on a Swiss postage stamp.

In the 1970s, the Ciba Company that Robert and Lynette Federer continued to work for in Switzerland sponsored a tennis club in Allschwil, a suburb of Basel, and the Federer family soon became regular players. Lynette displayed a great talent for the sport with her greatest triumph coming when she was a member of the Swiss Inter-club senior championship team in 1995. She loved tennis so much that she soon became a junior tennis coach at the club. She later became involved in the tournament organization at the Swiss Indoors, the ATP tournament in Basel, working in the credential office.

Robert Federer was also a committed tennis enthusiast and was a regionally-ranked player. He and his wife would later more frequently hit the golf course, but at the time, tennis still came first. Lynette often took her son to the tennis courts. Young Roger was fascinated by balls at a very young age. “He wanted to play ball for hours on end—even at one-and-a-half years old,” his mother recollected. His skill was plainly apparent: He could hardly walk but he managed to catch larger balls. Little Roger hit his first tennis ball over the net at three-and-a-half years old. At four, he could already hit twenty or thirty balls in a row. “He was unbelievably coordinated,” his father gushed.

The Federer family was neither rich nor poor, just solid Swiss middle class. Roger grew up in a townhouse with a yard in a quiet neighborhood in Wasserhaus in Münchenstein, a suburb of Basel. Impulsive and ambitious, he was not an easy child. “Defeats were total disasters for him, even at board games,” his father remembered. He was “a nice guy” in general “but when he didn’t like something, he could get pretty aggressive.” Dice and game board pieces sometimes flew through the living room.

Even as a little boy, his mother said, he always did as he pleased and attempted to push limits, whether it involved teachers at school or his parents at home or with sports. “He was very vibrant, a bundle of energy, and was sometimes very difficult,” said Lynette. When forced to do something he didn’t like, Roger reacted strongly. When bored, he questioned it or ignored it. When his father gave him instruction on the tennis court, Roger would not even look at him.

Roger was a popular boy, always friendly, not arrogant, well-behaved—and very athletic. He tried skiing, wrestling, swimming and skateboarding but it was sports that involved balls that especially fascinated him. He played soccer, handball, basketball, table tennis, tennis and, at home, he even played badminton over the neighbor’s fence. He always had a ball with him, even on the way to school. One of his idols was Michael Jordan of the NBA’s Chicago Bulls. He was outdoors every free minute he could muster. Work in the classroom that required concentration and sitting still wasn’t his thing. He was not an ambitious student at school and his grades were mediocre.

Robert and Lynette were the ideal parents for a sports fanatic like Roger. They let him run free when he wanted to but didn’t force him. “He had to keep moving, otherwise he became unbearable,” Lynette said. She and her husband emphasized taking up various kinds of sports. They took him to a local soccer club called Concordia Basel at an early age so that he would learn to interact with teammates and become a team player.

His mother, however, declined giving her son tennis lessons. “I considered myself not to be competent enough and he would have just upset me anyway,” she said. “He was very playful. He tried out every strange stroke and certainly never returned a ball normally. That is simply no fun for a mother.”

For hours, Roger hit tennis balls against a wall, a garage door, in his room against a wall or even against the cupboard in the house. Pictures and dishes were not safe and his sister’s room wasn’t spared either. “Things would sometimes break,” Roger admits today. Diana didn’t have an easy time with her brother and was forced to put up with the antics of her rambunctious younger brother. “He would always come around shouting when I was with my friends or he would pick up the receiver when I was on the phone,” Diana said. “He really was a little devil.”

As is the case for siblings of the highly-talented, it wasn’t easy for Diana to stand in her brother’s shadow. Whenever the family went out together, Roger became more and more frequently the center of attention. Lynette took her aside once: “Diana, it’s no different for you than for your mother,” she told her daughter. “Many people talk to me but the topic is always your brother.”

Diana, an aspiring nurse, only occasionally watched her brother’s matches. For example, at the 2005 Masters Cup in Shanghai, she and her mother left the stadium in mid-match to go on a vacation to South Africa. Diana is proud of her brother but prefers not being in the limelight and doesn’t assiduously follow every detail of his career. For example, when she watched Roger play Tomas Berdych of the Czech Republic at the Swiss Indoors in Basel in 2005, she had no idea that Berdych had surprisingly defeated her brother at the Athens Olympics one year earlier, dashing his dreams of an Olympic medal.


CHAPTER 2

A Boy Discovers Tennis

Roger Federer’s first idol was Boris Becker. He was four years old when Becker won his first Wimbledon title in 1985 and Germany, subsequently, came down with collective tennis fever following the epic win by their native son. Roger cried bitterly in 1988 and in 1990 when Becker lost Wimbledon finals to Stefan Edberg. Federer the boy watched tennis matches on television for hours on end. His mother was amazed at the details he retained.

“I liked tennis the best of all sports,” Roger said looking back. “It was always exciting and winning or losing was always in my hands.” He quickly became the best in his age group just after entering school and was allowed to participate in special training sessions three times a week at a loose union of tennis clubs in Basel and its environs. It was at these special training sessions where he met Marco Chiudinelli, another talented youth a month younger than him also from Münchenstein. The two became friends and spent considerable time together off the tennis court.

After training, the two boys sometimes played squash with their tennis racquets and played table tennis and soccer against each other. Their parents both jogged and bicycled together. When a region-wide top tennis group was formed, Roger and Marco, both eight-years-old, became members of the group, despite playing at different clubs—Federer at the Old Boys Tennis Club, where training conditions were better for him than at the Ciba Tennis Club in Allschwil, and Chiudinelli at the Basel Lawn Tennis Club.

“It was pretty loud when we were in training,” Chiudinelli recollected. “We talked more than we trained. Training didn’t seem too important to us. We just wanted to have a good time and we goofed around a lot. One of us was frequently kicked off the court.”

Federer and Chiudinelli soon became the black sheep of the group and their parents were angry to discover that one or the other was forced to sit on the sidelines and watch half of the practice sessions for disciplinary reasons.

“Roger lost to practically everybody in training,” said Chiudinelli. “He was the only one that I beat, but the difference was enormous. When it came down to business, he could flip a switch and become a completely different person. I admired that about him. I could give him a thrashing in training but when we played at a tournament a day later, he gave me a thrashing. Even back then he was a real competitor.”

The two eight-year-olds played against each other for the first time at an official event at a tournament called “The Bambino Cup” in Arlesheim. “Back then we only played one long set of up to nine games,” Chiudinelli explained. “Things weren’t going well for me at the beginning. I was behind 2-5 and I started to cry. We cried a lot back then even during the matches. Roger came up to me and tried to comfort me when we switched sides. He told me everything would be all right, and in fact, things did get better. I took the lead 7-6 and noticed that the tide had turned. Then he began to cry and I ran up to him to give him encouragement and things went better for him. It was the only time that I could beat him.”

Roger trained with Adolf Kacovsky, a tennis coach at The Old Boys Tennis Club who everybody called “Seppli.” Like many of his fellow Czechs during the “Prague Spring” in 1968, Kacovsky fled Czechoslovakia and the Russian tanks that rolled into the Czech capital to quell the rebellion. He arrived in Basel one year later, via Tunisia, where he was the club’s head professional until 1996.

“I noticed right away that this guy was a natural talent,” said Kacovsky of Federer. “He was born with a racquet in his hand.” Federer was only given group lessons at first but soon received special one-on-one attention. “The club and I quickly noticed that he was enormously talented,” Kacovsky said. “We began giving him private lessons that were partly funded by the club. Roger was a quick learner. When you wanted to teach him something new, he was able to pick it up after three or four tries, while others in the group needed weeks.”

The star pupil was not only talented and in love with hitting the ball but also ambitious. Kacovsky recounted that Roger always said that he wanted to become the best in the world. “People just laughed at him, including me,” he said. “I thought that he would perhaps become the best player in Switzerland or Europe but not the best in the world. He had it in his head and he worked at it.”

However, Roger’s tournament career at the club began with a fiasco. In his first tournament competition at the age of eight, he lost his first serious competition 6-0, 6-0, although, according to his own estimation, he didn’t play all that badly. Not surprisingly, Federer cried after the loss.

“His opponent was much bigger,” said Kacovsky. “He was also very nervous in his first game where the match really counted.”

Roger constantly sought out people to practice with and if he found no one, he hit balls against the wall, over and over for hours. At age 11, the Swiss tennis magazine Smash first became interested in him. A small article appeared about the young Federer in October, 1992 after he reached the semifinals at the Basel Youth Cup, a gateway series to competitive tennis. Although Roger was improving rapidly, he still suffered many bitter defeats. Dany Schnyder, the younger brother of the later top women’s player Patty Schnyder, became his arch rival and his biggest junior adversary. “I tried everything but it didn’t make a difference,” Roger recollected. “I always lost and lost decisively.”

Schnyder, six months older than Roger, grew up in the neighboring village of Bottmingen and has fond recollections of his junior duels with Roger. “We played against each other 17 times between the ages of eight and 12,” he said. “I won eight of the first nine matches but lost the last eight matches. Roger always played aggressively. I kept the ball in the court for the most part. Everything went wrong for him at the beginning. His gambles didn’t pay off. That’s probably why I won. But then suddenly his shots stayed in.”

“I was surprised to see Roger suddenly storm to the top,” said Schnyder, who eventually gave up his tennis career to pursue academics. “One noticed that he had good strokes at 11 or 12, but I never would have thought that he would become the No. 1 player in the world. I think what he’s accomplished is great—but he’s not an idol, a world star or a super hero for me. Whenever we see each other, he’s still the same guy as when we first met.”

Schnyder also corroborated the fact that Federer didn’t take practice matches nearly as seriously as tournament matches. “When things counted, he could always rise to the occasion,” he said. Roger himself was aware that his performances in practice matches had not dispelled all doubts. “I was conscientious but I didn’t like to train,” he said years later. “My parents always said, ‘Start training better,’ but I often had problems getting motivated. I was a match player.”

Negative emotions also often took control of him on the court. “When things weren’t going the way he wanted, he would curse and toss his racquet,” Kacosvky explained. “It was so bad, I had to intervene sometimes.”

“I was constantly cursing and tossing my racquet around,” said Federer. “It was bad. My parents were embarrassed and they told me to stop it or they wouldn’t come along with me to my tournaments anymore. I had to calm down but that was an extremely long process. I believe that I was looking for perfection too early.”

In 1993 at the age of 11, Roger won his first Swiss national title, defeating Chiudinelli in Lucerne in the final of the Swiss 12-and-under indoor championships. Six months later, he defeated Schnyder in the final of the Swiss 12-and-under outdoor chamionships in Bellinzona. Both tournament victories were very important to the developing Federer. “I thought, ‘Aha! I can compete,’” he said. “I can do it.”

Michael Lammer from Zürich, a year younger than Federer, remembered at that time that Federer was still a work in progress. “You could see early on that he was a talent, but at this age, it’s hard to say that a new star is being born,” said Lammer. “At the beginning, he still had problems with his backhand because he played it single-handedly and he didn’t have that much power. That’s why he sliced a lot, but his forehand was complete by then.”

Their duels, said Lammer, were explosive. “It was chaotic sometimes,” he said. “We played about five or six times before we were 14-years-old. He was very emotional. Our games were very even but he gained strength at the decisive moment because he was instinctively doing the right thing. That’s why I could never beat him.”

Roger was still playing club soccer in addition to tennis, but the many practice sessions in the two sports were too hard to coordinate. So, at age 12, he decided to give up soccer and concentrate on tennis. The choice wasn’t difficult for him although his soccer coaches also confirmed that he was a great talent. “I scored a few goals in soccer but I didn’t do anything especially well,” said Roger. “We won some regional tournaments but I had already won a national title in tennis.”

His great talent lay not in his feet but in his right hand.

Roger’s quest for perfection also led to his decision to give preference to tennis over soccer—not because he was a loner, but in the collective setting of a soccer team, Federer was simply too dependent upon his teammates. As a soccer player, he not only had to deal with his own imperfections but also with those of his fellow players. This wasn’t for him in the long run. He had enough to do fuming over his own mistakes.

After his ninth birthday, Federer sometimes trained at the Old Boys Tennis Club with Peter Carter, a young assistant instructor. The Australian, who wanted everybody to call him Peter whether they were housewives or bank directors, was a sympathetic, serious man with straight, blonde hair that fell uncombed across his forehead. He had large blue eyes and a soft voice. He was born in 1964 in Nuriootpa, a small city with 40 wine producers in the Barossa Valley in South Australia. As a member of the Australian Sports Institute, he became a tennis professional but was not even a journeyman player, achieving a career-high ranking of No. 173.

In 1984, Carter played the Swiss satellite circuit, a tournament series at the lowest professional level, and despite not meeting with much success, his hiatus in Switzerland proved fateful. The Old Boys Tennis Club asked him if he wanted to play with on their national “league tennis” B-level club team. Carter agreed. Soon he was not only playing for the team, but was also active as club’s coach and by the beginning of the 1990s, his workload was constantly increasing.

The Old Boys Tennis Club offered him a full-time coaching position in 1993 to build a mentoring program for the young tennis players. Carter accepted and he was now training a group that included a 12-year-old Federer. “Peter was not only an ideal coach for Roger but also a good friend,” Seppli Kacovsky recollected. “He was also an excellent instructor and psychologist.”

“When I first saw him,” Carter once said of the future world No. 1, “Roger hardly came up to the net. His talent was instantly visible. Roger could do a lot with the ball and the racquet at a very young age. He was playful and especially wanted to have his fun.” Federer, he said, was very natural and was coordinated in every respect. “He had a great feel for the ball and he always had a very good forehand,” said Carter. “He learned with extraordinary speed and ease, including things that he had seen Boris Becker or Pete Sampras do on TV. He always made progress.”

When Roger was 13, his dream became an obsession—he wanted to become the No. 1 player in Switzerland and then reach the top 100 in the world rankings. His playing level and ranking allowed him to play in international junior competitions. In the meantime, he was no longer as much a Boris Becker fan but became an enthusiast of Stefan Edberg, the Swedish rival of Becker.

The idea to send Roger to the Swiss National Tennis Center in the Swiss city of Ecublens came about in winter 1994/1995. His parents were satisfied with Peter Carter and the training conditions but the National Tennis Center mentoring program—or the “Tennis Etudes” program—was funded by the Swiss Tennis Federation and thus was financially attractive to the Federers.

Eight boys and four girls trained at the National Tennis Center on Lake Geneva, where qualified coaches were available to them. The students had the option of living with guest families and could attend public schools where they were exempt from certain subjects. One of the program’s central figures was Pierre Paganini who, like Peter Carter, would play a central role in Federer’s career. A former decathlon athlete and college-trained sports teacher, Paganini was the endurance trainer and administrative head at Ecublens.

When his parents asked Roger if he was interested going to Ecublens, he objected. However, they were even more astounded to later read their son’s statement in a tennis magazine of his intention to graduate from the academy. In March of 1995, Federer went as one of 15 candidates to Lake Geneva to take the entrance examination that included a 12-minute run, an endurance test, demonstrations of his skills on the court and a test match. Federer quickly convinced Pierre Paganini and Christophe Freyss, the national coach, that he was worthy of entry. They informed him while he was still in Ecublens that he passed the entrance examination.


CHAPTER 3

Homesickness in Ecublens

Perhaps everything would have been different in the career of Roger Federer if the Christinet family in Ecublens had not existed. The family was always contacted by officials of the National Tennis Center when in need to house young talent. Two of the three children in the Christinet family had already left home so there was enough room in their house. Plus, the family did not want their youngest child, Vincent, to be alone. Roger became the second student of the mentoring program to be taken in by the family.

Roger, who had just turned 14, moved in with the Christinets after summer vacation in 1995. Although Ecublens is only three hours by train from Federer’s home in Münchenstein, Roger found himself in a strange world. He described the first five months in Ecublens as some of the worst in his life and even used the word “hell.”

“I just wasn’t happy down there,” he said. “I was away from my parents for weeks on end. I couldn’t speak French and didn’t have any friends. I found it difficult to get motivated and I was sad quite often.”

Language was a major barrier. Thanks to his mother, Roger could speak some English but that didn’t help him here. French was the spoken language in Lake Geneva—at school as well as on the tennis court. “When he arrived, he couldn’t speak a word of French,” said Cornelia Christinet, the lady of the house. “My son, who was almost Roger’s age, couldn’t speak a word of German.” As a native born Swiss German, she at least could speak with the young guest in his native language, which she did from time to time. “We had a great time with him,” she said. “He was so easy to get along with.”

Roger won his first national 14-and-under title in July, but at Ecublens, he was the youngest boy in the program and his training partners were much stronger than he previously experienced. He had to gain respect first, but he was also homesick and called home often. He feverishly awaited Fridays when he could get on to a train and go home for the weekend to his family and his friends, like Marco Chiudinelli, who did not take the step to go to Ecublens. “I was always the best and the oldest, but now I was suddenly the youngest and the worst,” Roger recollected. “I wanted to go back home. My parents helped me at the time and talked me into staying.”

Lynette was convinced that a crucial reason why he didn’t give up and move home was due to the fact that his parents never forced him to take the step of going to the National Tennis Center. “He made the decision himself and the consequences of it didn’t become clear to him until later,” she said. “He fought his way through because it was what he had wanted.”

Cornelia Christinet noticed very little of Roger’s homesickness. “If he cried, then it was only in his room,” she said. “I only noticed that he telephoned a lot with his mother, every evening for an hour. It didn’t bother me. That’s normal at his age. He got along very well with his parents and it took a while for him to get used to living with a strange family.”

At least he had the youngest member of the Christinet family, Vincent, who almost became a brother to him during his two years in Ecublens. “They were upstairs together every evening in the play room—rough-housing, horsing around,” Cornelia remembered. “Roger soon no longer had the feeling of being in a strange family.” Roger and Vincent cemented a friendship that continued into Federer’s professional career. Years later, Roger invited Vincent to birthday parties or got him tickets for such events as Wimbledon or the Tennis Masters Cup in Shanghai.

His surrogate mother could hardly get him out of bed in the morning—“I sometimes had to wake him up 20 times,” she exaggerated. It was usually so late by the time he was up and out of bed that he jumped into his clothes and hopped on his bike without eating breakfast. He peddled his bike back and forth between his guest family’s home, school and the tennis center either in summer or winter. His eating habits were unique—he did not eat meat, preferring spaghetti or pizza—and enormous amounts of breakfast cereal. “He came back downstairs every hour to get a bowl full with milk,” said Cornelia. “I thought it wasn’t very healthy but I let him do it and his parents knew about it.”

The first child that the Christinet family hosted was also very different than Roger. “With the first boy, his mother was always following him around, didn’t let him catch his breath for a minute and was constantly badgering him. She called every day because of this or that, that he shouldn’t forget his socks.” This boy, Cornelia said, didn’t make it very far in tennis.

It was completely different with the Federers. They were tolerant and understanding. “I learned a lot from them,” said Cornelia. “From an educational point of view, they handled the situation perfectly. The mother of the first talented boy had great expectations—the mother! With Roger, he was the one that wanted to become a top player. His parents were there to provide the framework and to help him if necessary, but they never forced him to do anything. They let him go about his business and weren’t overly protective. They had faith in him. They didn’t scold him when something didn’t work out with the coaches or at school. They talked to him and explained to him that coaches and teachers had their jobs to do as well.”

Roger went to the La Planta secondary school in Ecublens and partially compensated for the lessons he missed because of training through tutoring sessions.

“He wasn’t interested in much at school,” said Annemarie Rüegg, the administrative director of the “Tennis Etudes.” “He even fell asleep three or four times during lessons. Then the school called and said that this Roger Federer had to participate better. He had no ambition at school, just the goal of becoming a tennis professional. He often lacked discipline when it came to studying. He always had to be told—‘That’s just how it is.’ You have to do this now—but he never moaned and groaned. I found out that he was homesick from his mother, with whom I had good contact.”

Yves Allegro, three years older than Federer and one of the first graduates from the “Tennis Etudes,” witnessed first-hand Federer’s struggle with school and being away from home.

“He had enormous difficulties,” he said. “There were problems with the language and with the coaches and he cried a great deal. He was really good at tennis and anybody could see he was very talented, but nobody imagined he would ever become the No. 1 player in the world. He wasn’t even the best in his age group.”

Roger’s difficulties affected him adversely on the court with his results being rather mediocre. However, events in December showed that his competitive power was still present. At the Orange Bowl 14-and-under championships in Miami—one of the biggest junior tournaments in the world—Federer was forced to start play in the qualifying tournament. However, Federer won his three matches without losing a set and defeated three more opponents in the main draw of the tournament—among them David Martin, the best American player in this age group—before losing in the round of 16. Federer called his effort in Miami, “the most important triumph internationally to date.”

In 1996, Federer won his fourth and fifth Swiss national titles—in the 16-and-under division. Roger’s talent was on course again as he settled down and became accustomed to Ecublens. Shortly before his 15th birthday, he was allowed to play in the Swiss Interclub’s top league—although just in the preliminary round. Peter Carter and Reto Staubli played on the team for the Old Boys Tennis Club, both of whom would accompany Federer on the professional tour years later.

Roger beat the crafty young Australian Lleyton Hewitt at the World Youth Cup in late summer and afterwards gained his first experiences in professional tennis at a Swiss satellite tournament. At the age of 15, he was ranked No. 86 in Switzerland and was promised additional financial support from the Swiss Tennis Federation.

His rush towards the top continued unimpeded in 1997 when he won both the indoor and outdoor Swiss national junior championships in the 18-and-under division. These titles marked his last national titles as Roger became more focused on the challenges of international tennis. Allegro, who fell victim to Federer during his final national junior triumphs, said he began to notice the enormous potential that lay dormant within the player. “When Roger was returning to Ecublens from a major international junior tournament in Prato, Italy, I asked him how it went and how did he play,” Allegro said. “Roger said, ‘Well. Thank you. I won.’ I said, right, sure, but he had really won and, not only that, but without losing a set. I thought to myself if he can win at tournament like this at 16, he’s really going to be a great player.”

Allegro recalled another story during this time period that also impressed him and gave him the indication of where Federer was headed. “We had to fill out a form stating our goals. Everybody wrote: To someday be among the top 100 in the world, but Roger was the only one to write: To first be in the top 10 in the world and then become No. 1,” he said. “From that point on, we viewed him in a different light.”

Swiss Tennis made a big move in 1997. Ecublens served its purpose and the “House of Tennis”—the new Swiss National Tennis Center opened in Biel along the German-French language border within Switzerland. The National Tennis Center, the “Tennis Etudes” program as well as the association administration was united under one roof at this facility. There were courts with a variety of surfaces, a modern restaurant and a real players’ lounge—a vast improvement over Ecublens.

At the same time, Swiss Tennis also expanded its training staff. Among the new members of the coaching staff was Peter Carter, Federer’s coach from Basel. “He was brought in under the ulterior motive that he could be paired with Roger,” Annemarie Rüegg admitted. “We saw the potential he had and wanted to provide him with individualized training.” Federer also sometimes worked with another coach, Peter Lundgren, a former professional player from Sweden.

In the summer of 1997, at the age of 16, Roger Federer completed the mandatory nine years at school and decided to become a professional tennis player. With the exception of a few English and French lessons, he concentrated completely on the sport from this point forward. His parents were aware that this step was unpredictable and risky. “We had immense respect for the entire process,” Robert Federer recalled. “Everybody was telling us how talented Roger was,” his mother added. “But we wanted to see results. We made it very clear to Roger that we could not financially support him for ten years so that he could dangle around 400 in the world rankings.” Although the parents’ financial commitment to Roger’s career was sustainable—due to the Swiss Tennis Federation’s assistance with Roger—Lynette Federer increased her workload from 50 to 80 percent in order to ensure the family’s financial security. Money, it would soon prove, would not become an issue for very long.

Now training in Biel, Roger no longer lived with a guest family and moved into an apartment with his good friend Allegro. “Roger’s parents approached me and said that he would like to share an apartment with an older player and they asked me if I would be willing to do this,” said Allegro. “This sounded financially interesting to me so Roger’s and my parents went out looking for apartments together.”

The 16-year-old and the 19-year-old teenagers moved into a two-bedroom apartment with a kitchen, a bathroom and a small terrace above a soccer field. “We often watched matches and gave live commentary,” Allegro said. “It was a lot of fun. I usually did the cooking because I had more experience. Roger didn’t have much initiative but he always helped if I asked him to. His room was usually somewhat messy and when he cleaned it up, it was just as chaotic two days later.”

The young professionals, however, were completely focused on the sport. They otherwise passed the time watching television or playing electronic video games. “Roger was never a party guy,” Allegro said. “I once read that he drank alcohol but that only happened very rarely.” He played computer games sometimes until two in the morning but he never went out or went to parties.

Marco Chiudinelli, meanwhile, moved to Biel to further his tennis abilities and also became part of Federer’s circle. “We were cyber world guys,” said Chiudinelli. “We never felt attracted to parties and smoking or drinking didn’t interest us. We preferred to hang out on the courts or at the Playstation.”

Roger was still the same playful, fancy-free hot head whose temper sometimes exploded. “You often heard a yodeling, a liberating primal scream from the dressing room or the players’ lounge,” Annemarie Rüegg recalled. “You knew it was Roger. He needed to do this as a release. He was pretty loud but it wasn’t unpleasant.”

However, Roger became unpleasant if things weren’t going well on the tennis court. His verbal outbursts were notorious and he often tossed his racquet. Roger personally recounted probably the most embarrassing story from his time in Biel. “There was a new curtain at the tennis center,” he said. “They said that if someone were to wreck the curtain, they had to clean toilettes for a week. I looked at the curtain and thought that it was so thick that there was no way anybody could wreck it. Ten minutes later, I turned around and hurled my racquet at the curtain like a helicopter. It sliced through the curtain like a knife going through butter.” Everybody stopped playing and stared at Roger. “No, I thought, that’s impossible, the worst nightmare. I took my things and left. They would have thrown me out anyway.” As punishment, Roger Federer, who hates nothing more than getting up early, had to help the grounds-keeper clean toilettes and the tennis court at an ungodly hour of the morning for an entire week.

In 1997, the Federer family was confronted with a momentous decision when Robert received an offer from his employers, Ciba, to take an executive position in Australia. Robert worked for three months each in Melbourne and Sydney on two occasions, and he and his family spent some extended holiday time in the country, visiting Queensland and the Great Barrier Reef. They enjoyed Australia and at first, the plan to move to Australia was an exciting proposition. However, skepticism grew as the consequences became clearer. The family decided finally to stay in Münchenstein. The Federers did not want to give up their circle of friends and they were uncertain if Roger would have the same opportunities to develop his tennis career as he had in Switzerland.
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