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‘He is a highly intelligent lad, who has the right feeling for the right moment, and there are very few people who in the right moment find the right thing to do. He is one of them. He’s no academic, but his word is bond, a deal is a deal.’

—ROGER BRENNWALD, SWISS TENNIS IMPRESARIO

‘I heard something on television about two weeks ago saying Tiger Woods is going to pass Michael Jordan as the best athlete of our time. I think that’s a joke. I’d make a case for Roger Federer being the best athlete of our time. Not tennis player, athlete. No offence to Tiger, he’s an incredible golfer, but his record in matchplay events, the events where you’re out if you have a bad day, isn’t particularly impressive. We tennis players have that every single week. Roger wins every Grand Slam title except the French Open, and he wins every Masters Series tournament. That means he can’t allow himself a single bad day. That’s incredible.’

—JAMES BLAKE, AMERICAN TENNIS PLAYER

(US OPEN, 2006)

‘I was out there with the best player I ever saw – Roger.’

—RAFAEL NADAL, SPANISH TENNIS PLAYER

(AUSTRALIAN OPEN, 2009)

‘You are the most popular tennis player in China because you have a nice smile and a big nose.’

—A CHINESE JOURNALIST PREFACING A QUESTION TO FEDERER

AT THE 2002 TENNIS MASTERS CUP IN SHANGHAI

‘Who plays tennis on a ship? Jolly Roger Federer.’

—A JOKE COMPILED BY THE AUTHOR’S SIX-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER
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NOTE

Much reference is made in this book to ‘Masters’ and ‘Masters Series’ tournaments, the group of nine elite tour events that form the biggest men’s tournaments below the four Grand Slams. In 2009, the ATP officially changed the name of these events to ‘1000’ tournaments, a name based on the amount of ranking points the winner receives. But because the nine were branded moderately successfully over the preceding decade as the ‘Masters Series’, the name ‘Masters’ has stuck, with the term ‘Masters-1000’ evolving as a halfway house between the common and the official names. This book sticks largely to ‘Masters Series’, with occasional references to ‘Masters’ and ‘Masters-1000’.




AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

Who is the greatest? It’s a question asked by children in the school playground, by people discussing legends over a drink in the bar, by journalists trying to assess the relative merits of a body of work, and by countless others. They all want to know who the greatest in a certain discipline is.

The question is asked slightly differently in this book. Since winning the French Open and Wimbledon in 2009, the tennis world is pretty much united in its recognition of Roger Federer as the greatest tennis player of all time. But who is he? Where does he come from? How has his route to greatness shaped him? And what lessons from the Federer legend are there for others to learn, especially parents who may have equally gifted offspring and aren’t sure entirely how to help them?

This book is both a work in its own right and a development of three earlier books. In 2005–06, I wrote Fantastic Federer, which was updated in 2007. At that time, Federer was still in his mid-twenties, so the book was very much a profile of him and a speculation of what he might go on to achieve. As his greatness came more to the fore, a third book appeared in 2009, Roger Federer – Spirit of a Champion. But what Federer achieved in the six weeks in the middle of 2009 marks a watershed between the part of his career characterised by potential, and the period in which he has been truly acknowledged as the greatest in his discipline. The Roger Federer story is by no means finished, as he continues to play on the tour and is still among the frontline favourites for every tournament he enters. But the time has now been reached where the body of work that is his career can be seen in some context, superseding the years when we had to wait to see what else he would achieve before we could safely assess his legend.

This book builds on the three earlier books. His childhood and early career have not changed since 2006, but the way we view him as a person and a champion has. And some events that seemed quite important a few years ago have been eclipsed by bigger achievements since then. As such, readers who come to this book without having read the other three will be as at home with this biography of Roger Federer as those who have read every word of the others.

Yet however comprehensive this book tries to be, it is only part of the Federer story. When the man himself comes to write his own autobiography – or authorised biography – there will be more meat on the bones. In many ways it is odd that he has not yet published a work about his life. Most sports stars have published at least one autobiography by the time they approach their thirtieth birthday, in some cases more. Inevitably, some of these works are more enlightening than others – those that offer information about what makes a person tick are invariably more interesting than those which serve little more of a purpose than commercial aggrandisement.

But Roger Federer is different. Since he won his first Wimbledon title in July 2003, he and his advisers have been inundated with requests from publishers and journalists for him to write his autobiography, or to cooperate on an authorised biography. He has always turned such requests down. The reason he gives is that he doesn’t yet want to invest the time necessary to do a proper job on his own story. While that reason rings true, he is also known to be keeping a diary of his own thoughts and reflections so that one day – probably when his playing career is over or drawing to a close – he will be able to write his own account of his career. Until then, he is very relaxed about others writing about him, as long as no book claims to be in any way authorised.

This book is therefore an ‘unauthorised’ biography, although I prefer the word ‘independent’ as ‘unauthorised’ is often taken to mean inherently hostile. The lack of authorisation gave me a degree of freedom to write about Federer without constraints about what he or his advisers might have wanted me to write. I was able to speak freely with many of the people who have helped to shape him, and paint a picture of him both as a person and a tennis player. The picture that emerges is still one of a thoroughly decent bloke, albeit one whose naturally amenable character has come under increased bombardment from a cocktail of fawning and financial inducements that would test the moral fibre of a saint.

Yet even when Federer comes to write his own book and reveal more of what went on in his mind and in Team Federer during his time at the top, it will not be the definitive work on its own. Federer’s career is made up as much of the impact it has had on others and the way his personality has evolved through his various successes and setbacks, as it is through the man’s own thought processes and recollections. As such, the tales and memories of those who have shaped him and travelled the journey with him are also a valid part of the story. As with Fantastic Federer and Spirit of a Champion, this book pulls together my own research and draws on published material in English, German and French.

I am fortunate to be in a pretty much ideal situation to write about Roger. I’ve known him since he was sixteen – I first interviewed him after he’d won the boys’ singles at Wimbledon in 1998 – and the fact that I have lived in Switzerland, speak German and French (even the Swiss German dialects that baffle many citizens of Germany), and know several people with whom he grew up puts me in a unique position among international tennis writers to write his biography.

Obviously, I’m indebted to a number of people who have borne witness to Roger’s development and have given me the benefit of their experience, including (in alphabetical order): Yves Allegro, Madeleine Bärlocher, Roger Brennwald, Darren Cahill, Beat Caspar, Marco Chiudinelli, Ashley Fisher, Roger Jaunin, Seppli Kacovski, Marco Mordasini, Francesco Ricci Bitti, Niki von Vary, Freddy Widmer and Thomas Wirz. I am also grateful, for various bits of important help, to: Faye Andrews, Nicola Arzani, Tim Curry, Richard Eaton, Tony Godsick, Mark Hodgkinson, Frank Hofen, Mitzi Ingram Evans, Annie Hammerton, Severin Lüthi, Ian McDermott, Konrad Meyer, Peter Miles, Jack Milner, Helen Mittwoch, Daniel Monnin, Claudia Moser, Andrew Rigby, Neil Robinson, Barbara Travers, Jürg Vogel and Paul Zimmer. I’d also like to thank Lynette Federer and Tony Godsick for their help in discussing the original concept and for their willingness to help subsequently within the constraints set by Roger.

And particular thanks go to John Blake and Michelle Signore of John Blake Publishing for having the original belief in me and the book, and for investing in this latest version of the Federer story following Roger’s triumphs of 2009–10.

The aim of this book is to give greater understanding of the personality and – with all due caveats to what he might yet go on to achieve – chart the body of work that has made this remarkable sportsman and inspirational person the greatest in tennis. If it achieves any of that, it will have served its purpose.



Chris Bowers

April 2011
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THE YOUTH OF A CHAMPION
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THE STORY OF ROGER FEDERER is no ‘Williams story’. In fact, to those who hanker after an egalitarian tennis world where the economic circumstances of a child’s background are no obstacle to them making it to the very top of the game, this will offer no supporting evidence. While Venus and Serena Williams were genuine products of the ghetto community of Los Angeles, and Jimmy Connors grew up in a blue-collar area of Illinois, encouraged to despise the rich kids who populated the established tennis clubs, Federer is a product of the affluent middle classes.

He is the second child of a modestly well-to-do but unremarkable family from Basel. He’s certainly not had to defy social obstacles to reach the top, he’s not even a middle-class rebel without a cause like John McEnroe was. He has never felt the need to turn his anger into on-court intensity, the way Connors, Lleyton Hewitt and even Pete Sampras could turn their opponents into deeply hated enemies, at least for the duration of a match. Nor has he ever resorted to the snide tactics of a McEnroe, Ion Tiriac or Ilie Nastase to derail an opponent’s concentration. He’s a well-spoken and well-behaved child without an apparent chip on his shoulder.

Yet the drive that underlies the phenomenal body of work he has created cannot be assembled without a steely determination. Perhaps the lesson for tennis sociologists from the Roger Federer story is that such determination is classless – that it can burn as brightly in someone for whom everything was laid on, as it can in someone who has had to fight for everything. Having said that, a little money to oil the wheels of junior coaching and a willing parental taxi service clearly helped, and Federer benefited considerably from both.

Roger Federer was born on 8 August 1981 in Switzerland’s second-largest city, Basel, the second child and first son of Lynette and Robert Federer, who had lived there since their marriage in 1973.

Though hardly a destination for the trendy international jetsetter, Basel’s location on the Rhine river at the junction of three countries – Switzerland, Germany and France – makes it a highly appropriate place of origin for a global sporting icon. In fact, the city’s location at an international crossroads had something of a role in Federer today being conversant in three languages – or four, if you consider the fiercely independent guttural Swiss-German dialects as a language in their own right. Five languages are regularly visible in everyday life in Basel: the four Swiss languages – German, French, Italian, the original pure Swiss language of Romansch (now spoken only in the east but still in use on banknotes and some official signs) and English. The city’s airport, sited on French territory, was for years known as Basel–Mulhouse but is today known as Euro-Airport, which cities in Germany, Switzerland and France all claim as their own.

As the most European city in a country whose inhabitants are still very sceptical about joining the European Union, Basel has a mildly un-Swiss character and a sense of humour all of its own. It has its own variation of the German carnival called the Morgestraich (literally, ‘morning roam through the streets’), a pagan procession held on the Monday after Ash Wednesday at 4am, at which time all the lights in the city go off to enhance the effect of a stream of candlelit torches. It’s also one of Europe’s oldest university cities and a centre of the European pharmaceuticals industry. It was in Basel in 1943 that a chemist, Professor Albert Hofmann, tested on himself a molecule he had devised and named LSD-25 – when he began having hallucinations, it became clear he had become the first man to experience the effects of the drug commonly known today as LSD.

Roger Federer’s story begins in the Basel pharmaceuticals industry, though somewhat less prosaically. His father, Robert, was a laboratory assistant with the Basel-based chemicals giant Ciba-Geigy. As the 1960s ended, he decided to travel, threw in his job, and landed in South Africa, as much because it was easy to get into than for any other reason. Ironically, he then got a job with Ciba’s main plant in South Africa, which was based in Isando, an industrial suburb on the east rand of Johannesburg. There in 1970 he met an 18-year-old secretary, Lynette Durand, who worked at Ciba and had lived all her life in the affluent nearby suburb of Kempton Park. They got to know each other outside work; he introduced her to tennis, she loved it, they played a lot, and began a romance, which led to marriage in 1973.

Robert Federer was born in 1946. The son of a textile worker, he grew up in eastern Switzerland near the town of Altstätten, and played tennis for fun, but never aspired to doing it particularly well. Lynette is six years his junior, born in 1952 to a family whose first language was Afrikaans. She went on to play tennis to a much higher level than her husband – according to Beat Caspar, the former sports editor of Basel’s daily newspaper, the Basler Zeitung, ‘She had a good sense of co-ordination, much better than Robert’ – but, despite having a fair amount of ambition, she too never aspired to make a career of it.

In 1973, the couple moved to Switzerland – leaving Lynette 8,400 kilometres (5,200 miles) from ‘home’ – and settled in Riehen, a suburb of Basel near the German border. (The English-speaking world is still not entirely sure how it wants to spell and pronounce Switzerland’s second biggest city. ‘Basel’, pronounced Barsl, is the Swiss German name and, as it is a Swiss German city, that is the local name. It’s also the spelling and pronunciation used on the tennis circuit for the Swiss Indoors tournament that takes place there every October. But there is an old English version ‘Basle’, pronounced Barl, derived from the city’s French name ‘Bâle’, pronounced as in the English word ‘balcony’, which dates from the days when most major European cities had an English spelling and is still used by some British newspapers. This book uses the local spelling of ‘Basel’.)

Robert went on to become a sales executive for Ciba while Lynette also secured a posting with the company in her new home city, and the two played tennis at the firm’s multi-sports club, which had a handful of courts shaded by mature trees in the Basel suburb of Allschwil. Company sports and leisure grounds were a very cheap way for employees to practise their recreation, in fact some companies allowed their staff and their families to use the firm’s facilities for free. That was fine for the bank balance but for anyone with a bit of ambition, the social nature and lack of competitive structure could become frustrating.

After a few years living in Basel, Lynette joined the ‘Old Boys’ Tennis Club, one of Basel’s top two tennis clubs (the other being the equally Swiss-sounding ‘Basel Lawn Tennis Club’), mainly to play competitive matches, and in 1995 she was a member of the Old Boys’ women’s team that became Swiss national inter-club champions in the ‘Young Veterans’ age group. She also actively supported local and regional tennis, serving on the board of the Basel regional subsection of the Swiss Tennis Association and taking on responsibility for developing young natural talent. For many years, she also worked at Basel’s ATP tournament, the Swiss Indoors. Today she plays virtually no tennis, instead preferring golf, at which she currently boasts a handicap of around fifteen.

The remarkable thing is that both Robbie and Lynette are very short. Neither is more than 1.7m (5ft 7in), and for a while it was feared that any offspring of theirs couldn’t possibly grow tall enough to become a force on the tennis circuit. Yet, out of some genetic inheritance, Roger Federer has grown to 1.85m (6ft 1in).

In late 1979, Lynette and Robbie’s first child, Diana, was born. A much quieter person than her younger brother, she has quite deliberately kept out of the limelight, and has pursued her own career as a psychiatric nurse, working outside but not far from Basel. Like Roger, she too has had twins.

Diana’s childhood was inevitably strongly affected by Roger’s exploits, but the Federers appear to have largely avoided the classic trap of having a gifted child whose interest needs to be serviced to such an extent that other offspring suffer. ‘The family was always relatively harmonious,’ says Thomas Wirz, a Basel journalist and tennis coach who on several occasions carried out interviews in the Federer family home. ‘I have sometimes wondered what Diana did while Roger was being ferried from tournament to tournament, and she may well have certain misgivings about the tennis world, but she has always seemed very independent, pretty sure of herself and very polite. There certainly never seemed to be any sense of resentment.’

Diana, who enjoys skiing and snowboarding, was often approached by the Basler Zeitung for quotes. ‘She never wanted to have an article about herself in the newspaper,’ says Beat Caspar. ‘I often asked her. I told her the people would be interested in her, especially when they see her sitting courtside watching Roger’s matches, but she always said no. Lynette constantly made it clear that Diana wasn’t to get the short straw from Roger’s tennis. She always told Diana that she shouldn’t be in any way bothered by the fact that people were always asking about Roger. And Diana has always kept her distance from tennis and the media, and has never wanted to talk publicly about her brother.’

Twenty months after Diana’s birth, after the family had moved across the Rhine to Münchenstein, a suburb closer to Basel city centre, Roger was born. With no middle name, the birth register simply bears the entry: ‘Roger Federer’. Because he’s Swiss, and because French is the second language in Switzerland, many assume that his first name is pronounced the French way (eg as in Roget’s Thesaurus), but, as he has often had to point out, it is pronounced the English way, and most French-speaking people who know this have developed their own pronunciation (as if written ‘Roj-air’). The correct pronunciation of ‘Federer’ has the emphasis on the first syllable, with the vowel sound somewhere between the vowel in the English words ‘fair’ and ‘fay’ and the first ‘r’ flipped. The English-speaking world has settled into a pronunciation that resembles the English word ‘federal’, a pronunciation that Federer accepts as legitimate.

What was he like as a boy? Everyone who remembers him from that time talks about a happy and cheerful boy with seemingly limitless amounts of energy and a burning need to play sport, especially ball sports. In an interview in 2005, Lynette said, ‘He wasn’t a straightforward child. He was very, very lively, full of energy, and he was always trying out the boundaries with his parents – and, later, with his teachers – in sport, in school. He was always a bundle of energy and very emotional, not easy to be with. For a while, I was constantly worried about his concentration, but he later worked on that.’

The Swiss education system offers each Swiss canton (administrative district) a fair bit of freedom in its educational set-up. In Basel, then as now, children went to kindergarten at five, primary school at seven, secondary school at eleven or twelve and then on to various forms of further education at fifteen or sixteen, once the compulsory years were over.

Roger followed his sister Diana into the Neuewelt School, a state-run primary school in a quiet leafy and affluent corner of Münchenstein – the name ‘Neuewelt’ literally means ‘new world’ but it is just the name of an area in Münchenstein and doesn’t indicate any wider idealistic project. Although they could have afforded to send their children to private schools, Robbie and Lynette’s decision to send Diana and Roger to the local state primary wasn’t unusual, as that was very much what one did in Switzerland. There was little demand for private schools, especially in moderately well-off areas where facilities were good, and it was felt that parental support encouraged high standards of education. The Neuewelt School had both a kindergarten and a primary school, and both Diana and Roger went there from five to twelve.

Data-protection legislation and other privacy safeguards prevent Roger’s teachers from saying too much about his schooling, but Theresa Fischbacher, who was head teacher for part of the time Roger was in his primary-school years, remembers him more from his time outside the classroom than in it. ‘I was convinced he would become a footballer,’ she recalls. ‘You hardly ever saw him without a football at his feet, and he used to say, “I want to become a footballer!” For a long time, I had no idea he played tennis and, when I eventually found out, I assumed it had to be very much a secondary activity because of his passion for football. I have to admit that he was very good, and it wouldn’t have surprised me to see him make it as a football player.’

A few years before Roger arrived at the Neuewelt School, two of its alumni, the brothers Murat and Hakan Yakin, had been as enthusiastic footballers in their primary-school days as Federer and went on to become local icons for FC Basel, each playing more than fifty games for the Swiss national team. Their success created a culture at the school that it was cool to play football, and, with tennis at that time still a very limited sport in a country whose primary sporting passions were football, skiing and ice hockey, young Roger might well have felt more comfortable with the big ball at his feet than the small ball on his racket strings.

Fischbacher remembers one other thing about him: ‘He was always moving. He was happy, had a lovely nature and was well brought up, in terms of his manners, but he had this constant need to be on the move. He was a fidget.’ Yet she denies that this restlessness in any way made him a bad pupil. ‘He was clearly bright, and I’ve known many restless, fidgety kids who were very bright.’

Federer himself says of his primary-school days, ‘I loved playing with balls, whatever sport they were from: ping-pong, tennis, basketball, football. I was always trying something.’

At twelve, he left to attend the Progymnasium, a form of secondary school specifically for children expected to go on to the full Gymnasium (literally ‘grammar school’, although not really comparable to the English grammar schools) at the age of fifteen. Although he never went on to the full Gymnasium, never excelled in academic pursuits and finished his schooling at Switzerland’s National Tennis Centre, he wouldn’t have been allowed into the Progymnasium if he hadn’t been at least moderately bright.

One might expect there to be pictures of such inspirational alumni as the Yakin brothers and Roger Federer adorning the corridors of the Neuewelt School. In some countries, there might even have been a plaque, ‘ROGER FEDERER WENT TO SCHOOL HERE, 1988–93’. But no. Switzerland just isn’t that sort of country. For today’s pupils, parents and staff at the school, Federer is just someone who went there a couple of decades ago. Perhaps this lack of ostentatious admiration provides a part-explanation for Federer’s phenomenal normality and humanity in the face of the global admiration he enjoys today.

The Federers often holidayed in South Africa, but these trips largely dried up when both Roger and Diana were at school. In an interview with the South African Sunday Times, Lynette recalled, ‘When the children were still young we used to come to South Africa more often, but when they went to school we couldn’t return as often because the European summer holidays are in South Africa’s winter, which isn’t so appealing. But my kids love South Africa very, very much, especially the Garden Route [a popular tourist stretch of the south coast of South Africa between Cape Town and Port Elizabeth]. When Roger was still in his teens, we spent a holiday on the south coast. He loves the game and the wildlife.’

One of the bibles of the global tennis circuit is what used to be known as the annual Media Guide, now re-termed The Official Guide to Professional Tennis, brought out by the ATP (originally the Association of Tennis Professionals) and the WTA (Women’s Tennis Association). It’s a guide to the global tennis circus, but the meat of it is the biographies of leading tennis players, including their results, vital statistics, general career summary and a few personal details. Each of the ten editions of the guide in which Federer has featured since 2000 – including the 2007–2011 issues which have come out since the first edition of Fantastic Federer was published – has recorded that he started to play tennis at the age of eight. That figure is out by five years, and it seems odd that this hasn’t been pointed out to the ATP. The ATP media staff show the prepared pages to players or their agents before they go to print, but no-one in the Federer camp has picked this up (either that or Federer is happy to have the world think he started playing at eight). It is true that he didn’t start to take tennis seriously until he was eight, but he first picked up a racket not long after his third birthday. There’s even a picture of him holding a wooden racket by the throat (it being too heavy for a three-year-old to wield by holding the grip), taken at the Ciba Club, his father’s works club, in late 1984. Roger’s story is like that of many players who go on to make it as professionals: his parents played as a hobby and at weekends took him along to their club, where he picked up a racket and was soon hooked. ‘He loved the sport from the beginning,’ his mother has said.

When he wasn’t seeking out youngsters at the Ciba Club to mess around with, Federer would take his racket and hit ball after ball against the garage door of the family home. ‘I remember always loving to play against the garage door,’ he said in an interview in 2005, ‘or even against the cupboard doors inside, with any kind of ball. My mum got fed up because it was bang, bang, bang, all day.’

He was taken to a handful of tennis clinics, and at the age of six or seven he attended a training course organised in the Basel suburb of Allschwil by the VBTU, the regional association of tennis clubs in greater Basel. The course involved a dozen under-tens receiving coaching on three full-length courts. It was there he met Marco Chiudinelli, a boy just thirty-three days his junior, who went on to become one of his best friends and who would one day deputise for and play with him in the Swiss Davis Cup team.

By the time his eighth birthday came around, Federer was still playing at the Ciba Club. He had no rating, so by default was R9 (the lowest category in the system by which players are classified in Switzerland). His mother continued to play to a higher level at the TC Old Boys, but she was becoming aware of her son’s talent, and also that her club had a framework in which Roger could prosper, one more suited to him than the Ciba Club’s. One day, she approached Madeleine Bärlocher, who had taken over the dilapidated Old Boys’ junior programme in 1980 and put some new life into it, and said, ‘I have a son who plays tennis to a good level. You have a good junior programme. I would like you to take my son into your junior set-up.’

With that, Roger Federer became the new boy at Old Boys, and took the step that brought him into contact with the people who taught him how to play tennis.
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THE TENNIS ENVIRONMENT into which Roger Federer was thrust at the age of eight was ready-made for a promising young talent. Madeleine Bärlocher, a secretary who had played in the Wimbledon juniors in 1959 in the days long before tennis was ever likely to offer career prospects, had a recipe that was hardly revolutionary – she just set in train fixed squads with a regime of private one-toone coaching and group training, all at fixed times every week, some of it funded by money from youth sports foundations. And it worked. She brought in appropriate coaches and within a short time had vindicated her belief that, if you can attract one or two good people, a lot more good people will follow.

Although set in the affluent leafy suburbs of Binningen to the west of Basel city centre, the TC Old Boys was hardly a magnet for the rich. Founded in 1927, it was – and is – an outdoor club with just seven clay courts and a modest clapperboard clubhouse. The only indoor facilities it has to this day are two courts covered by an inflatable bubble, and then only during the winter. If members want to play indoors during the winter months, they generally have to rely on the club’s arrangement with the Paradies indoor tennis centre, owned by Roger Brennwald, the Basel sports impresario who owns and runs the Swiss Indoors ATP tournament every October in the city’s premier indoor arena, the St Jakobshalle.

In the 1980s, tennis was still very much a fringe sport in Switzerland. The country’s main passions were football and winter sports. Advertising hoardings featuring sports stars were largely the preserve of Pirmin Zurbriggen, Maria Walliser and Vreni Schneider, a photogenic trio who headed a golden age in Swiss skiing, which itself followed on the heels of an earlier golden age headed by Bernhard Russi and Erika Hess.

In 1987, the tennis fraternity was boosted when Switzerland finally qualified for the Davis Cup world group with a team featuring Jakob Hlasek, Claudio Mezzadri and the veteran doubles specialist Heinz Günthardt, who had won a Wimbledon doubles title in 1985. The Swiss chose to play their first world group tie in Basel in the St Jakobshalle, losing in February 1988 to the French team of Yannick Noah, Henri Leconte and Guy Forget. Hlasek had broken his wrist in a car accident a couple of months earlier and couldn’t play, but he came back to post his best year on the tour, finishing in the top ten and finally putting Switzerland on the map as a tennis-playing nation.

In the mid-1990s, Old Boys had a promising player in Emmanuel Marmillod, a naturally gifted left-hander who might have blazed a trail for Federer to follow, but it was not to be. There are those who believe Marmillod was partly undone by a general lack of ambition in Swiss tennis. ‘When a promising player came along,’ recalls Bärlocher, ‘we tended to think of them as being potentially nationally ranked but never really world ranked. That was also the case when Roger arrived: we just didn’t think in big terms because we had never had anyone who had reached those heights.’

Old Boys’ connection with world tennis came via two channels: the annual Swiss Indoors tournament at Basel’s St Jakobshalle and the presence of a few professionals in the Swiss national inter-club league. There was a tradition of each of the top league clubs enlisting the services of one touring professional – usually in the twilight of his or her career – to come and play a few matches a year in the summer months. This arrangement gave the clubs the scope to make their team more attractive and increase their chances of winning, even though they were prevented from paying the players anything more than their expenses (at least officially).

Old Boys had a national A-League team, and in the late 1970s they recruited the British player John Feaver, who reached ninety-eighth in the inaugural world rankings back in 1973, to play three seasons between 1979 and 1981. Feaver was so enamoured of the camaraderie and opportunities presented by inter-club leagues such as Switzerland’s that he started a national league in Britain. ‘The reasons we played were that you could get good, competitive clay-court matches,’ he recalls. ‘That was particularly attractive for the British players, as there were limited clay courts and no inter-club in the UK – and it was also really good fun. You had a nice evening after the match – a steak, a few beers. Sometimes they’d even ring the church bells. For some matches, we had a couple of hundred spectators, especially when you had teams each with a touring professional, so the singles match in which the two number ones played each other could be quite attractive. It was a great breeding ground for young players to get some good experience.’

Another touring pro who landed in Basel was Peter Carter, a shy Australian in his mid-twenties. And perhaps the single most beneficial thing Bärlocher did for Federer was to persuade Carter to do some junior-squad coaching.

Carter was a touring professional from Nuriootpa in the Barossa Valley, north of Adelaide, who reached 173rd in the ATP rankings in the 1980s. He was coached throughout his teens by Peter Smith, an inspirational Adelaide-based coach who played a part in the formative years of many Australian tennis players, including John Fitzgerald, Darren Cahill, Broderick Dyke, Roger Rasheed and Lleyton Hewitt, as well as Carter. Cahill and Carter were almost the same age (a year apart in terms of which junior year they fell into) and became good friends. Cahill recalls his envy at the fact that Carter not only always beat him but caught the eye of the opposite sex much more. ‘He was a good-looking young man,’ says Cahill of the man he called ‘Carts’. ‘Certainly I envied the attention he got from the women as we were growing up through the juniors – the blond hair, and the style and nature he had about him was very popular.’ But while Cahill went on to reach the US Open semi-finals, Carter’s career got bogged down below tour level. By 1989, he was approaching twenty-five, dogged by injury, and sliding down the rankings, so he accepted an offer to play a year’s league tennis for Old Boys in the Swiss national A-league. He proved a hit there and enjoyed the experience, so he stayed for another year.

That second year, Madeleine Bärlocher asked him if he was willing to take a junior-squad coaching session. Carter was taken aback and had to fight off his initial instinct to say no. After giving the matter some thought, he agreed to try it. Despite having very little German, he found a way of communicating easily with the juniors, proved a natural at coaching and settled into a role looking after the club’s squads that was to last until 1997. ‘He had a sunny boy image,’ recalls the Basel journalist and tennis coach Thomas Wirz about Carter, ‘but underneath he was very serious. That combination really works for Roger. And he also played a very similar style to Roger: very classical strokes, especially the one-handed backhand.’

So when, in 1989, the eight-year-old Roger Federer arrived at Old Boys, he found not only a structure in place to meet all his needs but also an understated but highly disciplined character from the English-speaking southern hemisphere to guide him through squad training. Even though they didn’t work together for a year or so, Federer had met one of the people who was to shape his career most profoundly. One night, a couple of years later, the Australian phoned home and told his dad, ‘Oh, have I got a young boy here who looks promising. He’s only about twelve or thirteen, but I think he’s going to go places.’

But Federer also needed someone who could teach him to play tennis. He’d clearly demonstrated an aptitude for the sport at the Ciba Club and against his garage wall, but he needed someone to hone his strokes, to teach him footwork and general movement, and to give him the weapons that would one day conquer the world. That man was Seppli Kacovski.

Adolf Kacovski – ‘Seppli’ is a nickname he picked up in Switzerland – is a Czech who had the good fortune to be coaching in Tunisia when Soviet tanks rolled into Prague in August 1968 to crush what was known as the ‘Prague Spring’. Once Alexander Dubcek, the Czechoslovak leader who had tried to practise what he called ‘communism with a human face’, had been deposed, it was virtually impossible for Czechoslovak citizens to travel abroad, a situation that lasted until the Velvet Revolution of 1989 swept away Soviet-controlled rule. Had he been at home, Kacovski might never have escaped the country and the Roger Federer story would have been somewhat different. But in 1969, Kacovski – by then an asylum seeker – was enticed to Basel to become the principal coach at the Old Boys club and given the priority of ‘furthering the juniors and young talent in general’.

Kacovski, whose motto translates as ‘we’re going further’, introduced a number of features to Old Boys. His main innovation was the introduction of a ‘godfather’ system of having a more experienced player assigned to youngsters as sparring partner and mentor. He also brought with him a strong sense of ambition.

When Federer arrived at Old Boys in 1989, it was Kacovski’s job to give him one-to-one coaching. Of all the people who knew Federer there, Kacovski is the only one who claims to have seen the boy’s potential from the start. ‘When he came to me, after one or two days I knew this was a massive talent,’ he recalls. ‘I’ve been a tennis coach for more than forty years, and in that time you get to know who’s got talent and who hasn’t. After two days, I knew Roger was born with a racket in his hand. Everything about him suggested his talent: his speed off the mark, his footwork, his willingness to work hard – everything.’

Kacovski also recognised something else about Federer with which he personally identified: the fact that he was only half Swiss. ‘I come from the East,’ he says, ‘and I have a very different attitude to sport. I’m much more ambitious, and at one stage I had to tone down my coaching because the Swiss weren’t happy. Some of them complained that I was too ambitious for them. I believe Roger is more ambitious because he isn’t one hundred per cent Swiss. His father is very Swiss, and the calmness that Roger has comes from his father, but the ambition and willpower come from his mother, who’s not Swiss.’

Kacovski’s theory is supported by others, including Niki von Vary, a teammate of Federer’s in the 1990s and now president of the Old Boys club. ‘Here in Switzerland, sport isn’t as accepted as it is in many other countries as a profession to go into,’ he says. ‘We’re pretty keen on the security of a learned apprenticeship, and in that context sport is viewed somewhat suspiciously as a way to make your living.’

And Köbi Kuhn, the highly regarded former coach of the Swiss national football team, has said his job was made easier by the influx of Swiss players with dual nationality, especially those whose second nationality is from countries – many from south-eastern Europe – where football has a much higher priority than it does in Switzerland. He says it made more of his team keener to succeed than the all-Swiss national teams Kuhn himself was part of in his playing days.

Sadly, the story of the man who taught Roger Federer to play tennis had a somewhat messy ending. At the start of 2006, with Kacovsky approaching his 65th birthday, the Old Boys committee told him they would have to end his employment when he reached 65; this was largely for reasons of insurance. In March 2006, the club offered to throw a party to thank Kacovsky for his 37 years of service, but Kacovsky declined, and settled for a small, low-key send-off. The following day he disappeared. For several weeks no-one in Basel knew where he was, including his wife and daughter. Then it emerged he had returned to the Czech Republic where he still lives now (his wife has remained in Basel). It should really have been a triumphant homecoming for one of the victims of 1968, especially one who went on to play a crucial role in shaping the playing style of the world’s best tennis player. Instead, it was all rather shabby, and Kacovski remains a rather sad figure in the country of his birth, largely detached from the scene of his greatest work.

For six years – from the ages of eight to fourteen – Seppli Kacovski and Peter Carter were Roger Federer’s coaches. The two men were also linked off court, as Carter dated Kacovski’s daughter Romy for a couple of years in an apparently tempestuous relationship. Kacovski, an ardent fan of the one-handed backhand, did the one-to-one work, Carter looked after squad coaching and refined some elements of Federer’s game, and Madeleine Bärlocher ran the Old Boys’ junior team for inter-club matches. Roger also had input from two other coaches, Haiggi Abt and Daniel Gerber, through the squads run by the VBTU, the regional association of tennis clubs in greater Basel, one of a dozen regional subsections of the national tennis association. It was a perfect environment for a talented, quick-to-learn and ambitious young tennis player.

But such ambition was not always his own. Bärlocher recalls an early practice session in which the young Roger wanted to play with his friends, even if they weren’t the best players. ‘His mother asked me to put him with the best,’ she says, ‘so I did, but his friends weren’t the best, so Roger came to me and said, “I told you I wanted to play with my friends.” He didn’t have any fear of playing against the best, but it was more important to him to play with the people he liked. But his mother insisted I put him with the best, and that’s where he ended up.’

Federer is sometimes asked by fan magazines and other publications who his idols were when he was growing up. The name he gives most often is Boris Becker, but Stefan Edberg and Pete Sampras also crop up. He admits that the fact that all three play with one-handed backhands was part of the attraction – although Federer always played his backhand the traditional way; Edberg and Sampras learned with two hands and switched to the one-hander in their teens. And Federer also stresses that admiration for a given player did not make him want to copy them – his playing style is his own.

Many of those who remember Federer from that time describe him as a Lausbub, a Swiss-German word that best translates as a fun-loving rascal or rogue. There is certainly nothing malicious meant, and he clearly had a strong sense of fun. On one occasion, for example, at a team match at another Basel club, there weren’t enough courts for everyone to play concurrently, so Federer had to wait his turn. Then, when a court finally became free, no one could find him – he had climbed a tree overlooking the club to observe what was going on, and to see how long it would take for people to find him.

Much of his sense of fun came as part of a double act with his friend Marco Chiudinelli, who proved something of a late developer and reached a career-high ranking of fifty-two in February 2010. Both boys lived in the Basel suburb of Münchenstein, the Federers in Im Wasserhaus, the Chiudinellis 200m around the corner in Poppelweg, and they frequently met up on their bikes and cycled to Old Boys, where they practised together before cycling home together again. ‘We played a lot of sports,’ recalls Chiudinelli. ‘We were always pretty much on the same level, except for tennis which he always won. We also used to play squash together on the squash court with tennis rackets and a squash ball. It was pretty dangerous – certainly for the rackets!’

Another person who uses the term Lausbub to describe Federer is Niki von Vary, who says, ‘It was never boring with him around. He and Marco Chiudinelli were best friends – they’re the same age and grew up with us at the club – and when those two were together, then we knew the crazy gang was around and the calm of the tennis club disappeared.’

Practice sessions were particularly difficult. ‘We used to mess around in practice,’ says Chiudinelli. ‘We lost interest very quickly and used to talk a lot. There was a lot of unrest. Rackets used to fly around in all directions, which was probably the most dangerous thing that happened. We were frequently sent on training runs or just sent home. Peter Carter didn’t have an easy time with us.’

While Marco and Roger engaged in typical boys’ posturing, Bärlocher picked up on something that proved to be prophetic: ‘Whenever Roger was messing around with his friends, he’d always say, “I’m going to be number one.” He’d hit a great smash, and then he’d stop and say, “That’s the shot I’m going to win Wimbledon with.” It was obviously a joke – all boys do that – but that’s what he used to say.’

The less agreeable side to the fun-loving personality was his temper, a far cry from the calm and composed figure Federer cuts on court today. One of his coaches even referred to him as ‘a little Satan’ on court. He would throw his racket, scream and swear, and had great difficulty accepting defeat.

There was one notorious match when Federer was eleven. Whenever he played locally, he always seemed to come up against Dany Schnyder, the younger brother of Patty Schnyder, who went on to be ranked in the women’s top ten. Dany was Roger’s first nemesis. One year, the two played in the final of the Basel Junior Championships, Schnyder the Swiss number one and Federer the Swiss number two in the under-twelves age group. Thomas Wirz recalls, ‘They played that match and threw their rackets and swore, and both of them got a warning from the supervisor. It was horrific, but also quite amusing.’

Madeleine Bärlocher says Federer could never stand it when an opponent played a really nice point against him. ‘He’d often say, “Lucky!”, and a couple of times I had to say to him, “Hang on. There are others who can play good tennis as well, you know.” The fact is that he never liked to lose, and you could see that in the early years of his professional career in his attitude towards players who used to beat him regularly, like Agassi, Hewitt and Nalbandian.’

On one occasion after a defeat in an inter-club match, he was so angry that he cried his eyes out and hid under the umpire’s chair, whereupon Bärlocher, his team supervisor, had a hard time persuading him to come out. Years later, she asked Federer if he remembered that scene. Federer said no. But he did remember another incident that also gives an insight into the youngster’s character.

In one of his first Basel League inter-club matches, Old Boys were playing away at a club with only two courts and not a great reputation. At ten, Federer was the youngest and the smallest in the six-member team, and with a format of six singles and three doubles there was a lot of waiting around for matches to finish and courts to become free. Federer wasn’t in one of the first two matches to go on court, and during the first matches it became clear that there was one player from the other team who kept screaming from the side, trying to influence line calls. Bärlocher intervened and some angry words were exchanged. Aware of the bad blood developing between the teams, she decided not to play Federer in the singles. ‘He was the youngest, he would have been up against someone who wasn’t playing fair on line calls, and I was worried that something would happen,’ she recounts. ‘And he was so angry with me because I wouldn’t let him play singles, only doubles. He remembers that! I was concerned that they’d look at him and say, “Oh, that little kid. We can have some fun with him. We can call lines our way and he won’t stand up to us.” I knew that Roger was very fixated on the truth. He had a very powerful sense of fairness. He never took a call for himself that he felt wasn’t absolutely right but, if someone on the other side of the net made a call that Roger knew was wrong, he’d be so angry that he’d start throwing his racket. That’s why I didn’t want to risk him. I wanted to protect him, but he was mad with me.’

Tears of frustration and ambition were a regular feature of Federer’s junior matches, but he also had a charitable side to his nature. Marco Chiudinelli tells a story from the first time he played Federer in an official match. ‘We were about eight or nine. He wasn’t very good at losing, and I wasn’t either. After about six games he’d opened up a considerable lead and I began to cry, so he came up to me at the change of ends and started consoling me, said, “It’ll get better” – and it did. About five games later, I’d taken the lead, and then he began to cry, so I went up to him and said, “Take it easy,” and he came back to win. In retrospect, it was a beautiful moment, because you can see that we were friends.’

Federer has admitted that there were times when he would be aware of his parents watching him from the Old Boys’ terrace while he was losing his temper on court. Occasionally, they would call out for him to be quiet, and on one such occasion he shot back, ‘Go and have a drink and leave me alone.’ Federer said that the family would then drive home ‘in a quiet car with no one speaking; I would carry on like an idiot.’

In general, the tightly wound bundle of emotion on the court was very polite and well mannered off it. Local journalists who dealt with him at that time speak of a happy and helpful boy, and Federer clearly recognised convincing authority figures when he saw them. Bärlocher says he seldom threw his racket when she was in charge, although his language could be colourful, which caused concern with his parents. ‘I once had Lynette coming up to me, asking me to say something about his cursing,’ she recalls, ‘but I thought it was pretty harmless, and he always behaved pretty well with me. I had a lot of kids who behaved a lot worse than Roger. I was keen to enforce good standards of behaviour because I knew that anything bad [would reflect poorly] on the club.’

Seppli Kacovski noticed something else about Federer’s on-court tantrums. ‘I’ve known enough players who play a bad match,’ he says. ‘They scream at themselves, can’t accept a defeat and say, “I’m giving up. I’m not playing tennis any more.” Roger never said that. He got angry, he had difficulty accepting defeats, but he never once said, “I’m giving up”.’

When Federer beat Gaston Gaudio 6–0, 6–0 in the semifinals of the 2005 Tennis Masters Cup in Shanghai, he was asked whether it was true that he’d never until then won a match with that score. ‘Yes, it is,’ he said, before adding, ‘I have lost one 6–0, 6–0, but that was in juniors.’

It was actually his first official match. Two weeks after his tenth birthday, the Basel regional championships took place. This was at the Grüssenhölzli tennis facility in Pratteln, an industrial area right by the motorway that takes traffic out of Basel towards Bern and Zurich. As the rules state that you can play in an age group as long as you are below that age at the start of the year, Federer was eligible for the under-tens, but there were too few entrants, so he was put in the under-twelves event. In the first round he came up against Reto Schmidli, a powerfully built boy more than two years and eight months older than Federer. At that age, nearly three years can make a massive difference, and with Federer one of the smaller boys in his year at that stage, it did. He didn’t win a single game.

Asked about the defeat many years later, he replied, ‘It’s the only 6–0, 6–0 loss I’ve ever had, and I didn’t play that badly!’ Schmidli is today a police officer in the Basel region, and since the first edition of this book revealed his name, he has become something of an occasional celebrity. ‘I knew I’d beaten him 6–0, 6–0,’ he says, ‘but I had no idea I was the only one. Of course I was a bit lucky – I was so much stronger than him at that time, but given what he has done since, I’m proud of what I did.’

At eleven, Federer was ranked number two in his age group in Switzerland, and on 13 July 1992 he made his first few column centimetres in the local daily, the Basler Zeitung. He had lost in the final of a national under-twelves event for lower-rated players to the Geneva-based Japanese player Jun Kato, who later went on to play one Davis Cup match for Japan. A year later, however, Federer won the Swiss under-twelves national championship. But could anyone at that stage truly have said that this was a champion in the making?

To their credit, most people who remember him say no. ‘There are plenty of people who like to think they saw it coming,’ says Niki von Vary, ‘but, as far as I can remember, no one ever seriously expected Roger to go as far as he’s gone. Certainly not when he was eleven or twelve.’

Thomas Wirz remembers watching the twelve-year-old Federer at the time he won the national under-twelves championship, but he also remembers thinking the youngster’s on-court temper tantrums might hold him back. ‘You could see very early what good hands he had, but he’d play two or three good points and then do something wild, and he often threw his racket. He wasn’t that disciplined, so it’s hard to say that he was headed for greatness.’

Even in 1992, the year Marc Rosset won the gold medal for Switzerland at the Barcelona Summer Olympics and he and Jakob Hlasek steered the Swiss to their first Davis Cup final, there was still a lack of ambition in the Swiss ranks. ‘At that time the Swiss level wasn’t that high, so we didn’t look that high,’ says Madeleine Bärlocher. ‘As a result, I can’t say I or any of us ever thought Roger would go as far as he has. I always said to him, “Rogi, whatever it is you want to achieve in tennis, you have to decide for yourself. We can help you, but in principle you have to know what you want to achieve.” We had a lot of good juniors, and he was always the youngest, so we knew he was good, but potentially world number one? I’d have to say no.’

What about those who knew him on court? ‘I thought he’d make it on to the tour,’ says Marco Chiudinelli, ‘because from an early age he saw off his Swiss competition and did seem to have something special, but I don’t think anyone at that time could have suggested he’d achieve what he’s done.’

One person from outside Basel who saw Federer at 13 or 14 was Darren Cahill. He had accompanied his childhood friend to Basel when Carter had first gone to Old Boys and on one occasion got the chance to watch one of Federer’s practice sessions. ‘We had a laugh when he asked me what I thought of the kid,’ recalls Cahill. ‘I said I thought he was very good, that he looks alright but I reckon I’ve got someone a little bit better back in South Australia who I’m working with. That was Lleyton Hewitt. Roger struck me as being loose in everything. His forehand was really fast, he mis-hit a lot of balls, especially off the backhand, his footwork was a little bit all over the place, he was a little bit lazy with the feet. He looked like he played a French style of tennis: carefree, big-hitting and extremely loose. You could see he had beautiful hands and good hand-eye, and he tried to make a bit of magic happen on the court, even at that age, but he didn’t hit the ball square all that often.’

The only member of the Basel contingent in direct contact with Federer in the early 1990s who claims to have seen the potential for greatness is Seppli Kacovski, the man who taught him his strokes. Interviewed for this book before his inglorious flight from Basel, Kacovski came across as a strict yet immensely likeable sexagenarian who oozed an enthusiasm for tennis that he managed to communicate to the youngsters he was coaching. It’s easy to imagine him getting excited about the fluent strokes of a youngster, but he says it was Federer’s ability to learn and bounce back from defeats that gave him such hope for the lad. ‘The learning process went so quickly with him, and I never had to repeat anything. He had an enormous ability to grasp what I was telling him. I always say it’s a long cable between the head and the racket to describe how long it takes most people to grasp what I’m coaching them, but Roger just got it straight away. I saw it; the coaches saw it; the club saw it.’

Kacovski also noticed that Federer’s willingness to learn matched his ability to learn. ‘Even back then he hated losing, but he had the ability to draw the conclusion that, “If I don’t want to lose, I have to put in the work.” If he won 6–1, 6–1, he’d often wonder how he could have won 6–0, 6–0. I was pretty hard with him, though in a friendly way. He was quite small – certainly smaller and physically less robust than everyone else – but then he played with such great technique, and that allowed him to win a lot of matches where he was physically inferior. But then, his father isn’t tall, so we weren’t sure how tall he’d end up.

‘And he never had enough coaching,’ Kacovski adds. ‘We’d have a long coaching session, he’d work very hard, and then, when it was all over, he’d go to hit against the wall or seek out a sparring partner to hit some more. And he always used to say, “I’m going to be number one!” No one believed him. We could see that he had the potential to be a big star in Swiss tennis, but he was saying he was going to be world number one. He’s not the only thirteen- or fourteen-year-old to have said that, but he had it in his head, and he worked towards achieving it.’

All of which may be true, but the Basler Zeitung’s former sports editor, Beat Caspar, remembers Kacovski having problems with Federer at the beginning. ‘He might well have recognised his talent, but he also had to remove Federer from training sessions because Federer was, at times, impossible. For a long time he wasn’t allowed to practise with the best because his head was always stuffed full of silly ideas.’

And there was a distraction: football. Federer’s love of all sports, especially ball games, had made him a highly proficient footballer. He joined the club Concordia Basel and played as a striker. ‘I’m personally convinced that, if he’d chosen football, he’d have made it to the Swiss national team,’ recalls Seppli Kacovski. ‘I only saw him twice, but he scored three goals in those two matches, and in one of them he took the ball in his own half, dribbled 60m with it and scored. He just had it.’

Federer admits today that he thought he was ‘pretty good, pretty skilful’ at football, and he played the game with the same passion and competitiveness that he gave to tennis. His friend Marco Chiudinelli also played, having joined the FC Basel youth team, and on a few occasions the two came up against each other. ‘We were both so determined to win,’ Marco says. ‘When we won, he cried. And when Concordia won, I cried. It meant a lot to us.’

Part of the Federer folklore is the claim that he was offered junior terms with FC Basel. This is almost certainly a myth, and he himself denies ever having received such an offer. Although it’s true that today football clubs are showing an increasing interest in pre-teenage talent, in the early 1990s FC Basel had its own youth team, and Federer played for another club. (When asked about it now, Federer says, ‘I wish I had had an offer!’) Since he’s become famous as a tennis player, there have been offers for him to train with the FC Basel squad, but, while he’s been happy to be photographed with the club’s players, he has always turned down any chance to train with them, no doubt through fear of suffering an injury that could harm his tennis.

Once he’d become national under-twelves champion in tennis, the question of which sport he should concentrate on became increasingly urgent. ‘I was practising tennis and soccer in the week,’ he says, ‘but I was tending to favour tennis over soccer, so I couldn’t attend all the soccer practice sessions. The coach eventually told me that if I didn’t attend all the sessions he couldn’t really put me in the team for matches at the weekend. And I couldn’t make all the matches anyway because I was also trying to play tennis tournaments, even though I felt I was in one of the best soccer teams and playing in an age group above my own age. But I knew that I couldn’t do both soccer and tennis until I die, that I would have had to improve my left foot – which was never a strength of mine back then – so I eventually made the decision to go for tennis.’

The fact that his parents were both into tennis – his mother seriously so – probably helped sway the decision and, although he occasionally wonders what would have happened had he opted for football, it’s not a decision he’s ever regretted. ‘I like tennis more, and I like to be in control. In tennis, it’s up to me – I can’t blame defeats on goalies or something like that. So I’m happy I chose tennis. In the end, it wasn’t a difficult decision.’

Having honed the strokes that Seppli Kacovski taught him, Federer by twelve was finding it was Peter Carter who was having a growing influence on his game. Although Carter was never Federer’s personal coach at Old Boys (his main role was that of group trainer), his growing assurance as a coach brought on the games of many of those in his squads. ‘If you had to define the attribute of calmness in a person, in whatever context, then Peter Carter was your perfect example,’ says the Swiss journalist Marco Mordasini. ‘He formed [Roger]. He took this bundle of energy, took the components and put them together, almost like taking a rough diamond and polishing it up.’

And Madeleine Bärlocher, who had brought Carter into the Old Boys’ squad-coaching set-up, remembers, ‘The training with Peter Carter was perfect, both in tennis terms and on a human level. Peter was very personable but very restrained; he never pushed himself into the foreground. If a youngster had problems, he’d always take them aside and talk with them. He could talk very well with the juniors, but, if someone behaved badly, he threw them out. Sometimes he sent Roger home.’

Marco Chiudinelli feels Carter had the great attribute of being able to tell each of his charges what they needed to do to improve. ‘It was a great time with Peter Carter,’ he says. ‘There are three periods in my career when I was really able to raise my level, and the first of them was when I came to Old Boys and worked with Peter. I think Roger had the same thing, because, while Seppli was a very good teacher, Roger needed Peter to take him to the next level.’

There was still the unresolved issue of Federer’s on-court outbursts. He would frequently go out on court, settle into a nice rhythm and then start having fun and lose his concentration. He later admitted, ‘When I was ten, twelve, fourteen, I was definitely at my worst. It was horrible, even funny sometimes – a lot of throwing rackets, making comments on every shot, because I just couldn’t accept to lose. I was very talented and I thought, How can it be that I’m not playing well?’

His mother, Lynette, later recalled in a newspaper interview, ‘I used to say to Roger, “When you have these outbursts like this, you’re just telling your opponent that you’re ready for him to beat you. You’re sending out invitations. Is that what you want?”’ And on another occasion she said, ‘This stage was part of his growing up but, when his behaviour was bad, we told him it was bad and that it upset us. We used to say, “Come on, Roger. Get control of yourself. Pull yourself together. Is it such a catastrophe if you lose a match?”’

There were some people at Old Boys who were concerned that their talented youngster might squander his talent in a whirl of joking around and losing his cool, but the combination of Peter Carter and Roger’s parents was a very powerful one. While Carter kept Federer moving forwards in his game, Lynette and Robbie gave him a frame of reference for his behaviour. The Swiss tennis impresario Roger Brennwald, who met Federer for the first time when the boy was twelve, says, ‘He has an awful lot to be grateful to his family for. He has parents who grew up with certain ideals and values, and he has been able to overcome the crises he has gone through, including the crisis he had with his results in 2008, because of those values.’

Federer had one other bit of exposure to top-level tennis: as a ballboy. In 1994, he and Marco Chiudinelli were ballboys at the Swiss Indoors ATP event, which gave them the opportunity to rub shoulders with some of the biggest names in the sport. Federer was also asked to ballboy at Old Boys for a women’s satellite tournament the club staged every year until 2002. That was 1994, when the two finalists were Martina Hingis and Patty Schnyder, who along with Federer himself went on to become three of the six most successful Swiss tennis players ever.



By the spring of 1995, Federer was classified R2 in the Swiss ratings scheme (effectively on the second tier at regional level), which wasn’t bad for a thirteen-year-old but still a long way short of the national ratings to which he aspired. That year, he reached the quarter-finals of the Basel Championships, and was making steady progress. But there were worrying signs.

A note from an official Swiss tennis publication from the mid-1990s expresses concern about how the country’s most promising youngsters were being handled. Referring to the Old Boys club’s greatest prodigy pre-Federer, it reads, ‘Emanuel Marmillod is a glowing example of the lack of forward planning. Although the Basler has massive talent and was able to make his way easily to the age of eighteen, he has now suddenly become aware that without the necessary work he won’t get anywhere, nationally or internationally.’ Meanwhile, another note lists a group of youngsters (including Federer, ironically) and describes them as ‘all talents who are prevented from unleashing their potential because the school system or society is not yet willing to accept this working together of education and top-level sport. Something has to happen!’

While Lynette Federer no doubt saw these notes, there’s no evidence that the Federer family was in any way influenced by them. They were aware, however, that the ‘Tennis Études’ programme run at the Swiss National Tennis Centre in Ecublens, on the outskirts of Lausanne, offered a potential next step for the thirteen-year-old Roger. It offered the option of continuing his education in a tennis environment. For someone not keen on going to school, like Roger, it was certainly a possibility.

It was also a way to find out how good he really was at that stage. He says now he had ‘a horrible backhand’, and while there might be a bit of modesty in that statement, there was no doubt it was his worse side. After losing to Dany Schnyder at age twelve at a tournament in France, Federer had been so disgusted with his backhand that he’d started working on a double-hander, but that didn’t work either. He says, ‘I was thinking: you know what, I can’t even do that, so I’ll just stay with my bad one-hander. Thank God I did.’ Darren Cahill, who first saw Federer at around 13, says, ‘You could drive a truck through his backhand side. He was always really good about stepping to the left and getting round his backhand and hitting the forehand, but if you got it to his backhand you were in pretty good shape.’

So it was interesting that, when Federer took the three-day entry test to the National Tennis Centre in March 1995, he started to come over his backhand, to prove he could drive his backhand as well as slice it. He was playing on a quick surface, and recognised that slice alone would not get him very far. And he passed the test with flying colours, clearly giving the coaches the impression that he really wanted to enrol on the programme. But going to Ecublens would mean leaving the tutelage of Peter Carter and, more importantly, leaving his family in Basel to live for at least five days a week in a different part of the country where he hardly spoke the language. And he had always professed himself as being very close to his family. He was chugging along nicely at Old Boys, so there was no need to uproot, was there?

His parents were happy to show him the tennis centre and investigate other possibilities for furthering his career, but Roger seemed set on staying in Basel. In the car on the way home from the entry test at the centre, he said to his parents, ‘I’m never setting foot inside Ecublens again.’
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FEDERER ARRIVED AT Ecublens just a few days after his fourteenth birthday and just a few months after vowing never to set foot in the Swiss National Tennis Centre. While his decision to enrol on the Tennis Études programme seems to have developed a momentum of its own, it was probably a lot more intentional than that. Shortly after passing the entry test, he was asked by a journalist from the Swiss tennis magazine Smash whether he was thinking of taking up a place at Ecublens. ‘Perhaps,’ he replied, ‘you never know.’ That quote made it into print. On reading it, his parents – somewhat nonplussed after hearing his views in the car after first visiting the centre – questioned him about it, to which Roger replied, ‘Well, it’s written there, so I’m going.’

Lynette Federer says there was no parental pressure on him either way. She told the British newspaper the Daily Telegraph, ‘We’re a close family, but Roger took the decision at a very early age that he wanted to play tennis away from home. His father and I saw our role as supporting his project, to help him develop his own confidence, and to help him if things didn’t turn out quite the way he would have wished. As a result, we never forced him to do anything; we let him develop on his own. He made a lot of important decisions himself when he was younger, and that was key to his success. He learned to be very independent.’

By 1995, the Swiss National Tennis Centre was in something of an interim state. In 1992, the national association Swiss Tennis (the English name ‘Swiss Tennis’ has been used since the 1980s as a single brand to avoid the need to write the German, French and Italian versions of ‘Swiss Tennis Association’ on every official document) suffered a major internal schism over how best to structure the development of the country’s top talent. The upshot was that, the following year, the four regional tennis centres were merged into one in Ecublens, a picturesque town on the shores of Lake Geneva, just west of Lausanne, which would serve as a temporary arrangement until the organisation’s brand-new purpose-built centre opened in Biel in 1997. Even the choice of Biel was politically sensitive; although its bid to host the new administrative and performance centre had its merits, part of the reason it was picked was its geographical location, right on the linguistic border between German- and French-speaking Switzerland (hence its frequent representation on maps as ‘Biel/Bienne’, ‘Bienne’ being its Francophone name).

The Tennis Études programme was inaugurated in 1993 and was intended to provide the most promising tennis players with the chance to make the most of their talent without neglecting their schooling. When Federer went there, his school lessons went down from thirty hours a week to twenty. The programme was set up by one of the most experienced coaches in European tennis, Georges Déniau, but he fell victim to the Swiss Tennis eruptions of 1992, and, by the time Federer arrived, the centre was being run by Déniau’s deputy, Christophe Freyss (responsible for the coaching), and Pierre Paganini (in charge of the fitness programme). After a troubled first year at Ecublens, the centre’s reputation quickly grew among the Swiss tennis-playing community to the point where, in its third year, sixty young hopefuls applied for just four places. Those sixty were whittled down to sixteen who were allowed to take the entry test. This consisted of running, a fitness assessment course, demonstration of various strokes and a test match in which an applicant’s technique and competitive temperament were analysed.

During his test, Federer so impressed the two heads of the programme that he was offered a place on the spot. Freyss said of him, ‘He shows a natural talent as well as a basic technique that has no significant weaknesses, but he will have to work hard physically in the next few months. But it was also an important criterion for selection that Roger left us with the impression that he really wants to come to Ecublens.’ So much for never setting foot there again!

When Federer moved to Ecublens in 1995, the centre had a dozen or so youngsters (boys and girls). They couldn’t accommodate more than about 15 because the centre had access to only four indoor hard courts, four outdoor clay courts and a small gymnasium, all rented by Swiss Tennis. The students also had part-time use of a football pitch and a running track 100 metres from the tennis facilities. They had their own accommodation, generally in a studio or shared apartment for the older ones or lodgings with a family for those also attending a local school.

The average day for those based at the centre would begin with a wake-up call at something like 6.30, with school starting at 7.45 and lessons for those on the Tennis Études programme finishing no later than 1pm. The students would then head to the tennis centre for a two-hour practice session, followed by an hour’s physical training, before going home for a quick dinner. At weekends, the centre was empty, the occupants either having gone home or – more often – participating in tournaments elsewhere in Switzerland, so any homework had to be done in the evenings during the week.

There were other coaches working at the centre besides Freyss and Paganini – Alexis Bernhard was one who worked with Federer – but Freyss had overall control not just of the programme but also of each player’s tournament schedule. With one coach for every three or four players, when the students went to play tournaments, one coach would look after a handful of players. Everything at Ecublens was in the French language, not just the schooling and relations with host families, but French was also the house language of the tennis centre. So, while the handful of kids from the German-speaking part of Switzerland could speak German among themselves, they had to speak French to their coaches and officials.

In an article written by Thomas Wirz that appeared in the Basler Zeitung in March 1995 proudly announcing Federer as the first player from Basel to be accepted by the Tennis Études programme, his father Robbie made it clear that the school element was not to be neglected. ‘Roger isn’t the most hard-working in school,’ he said, ‘but thanks to the fact that he’ll have access to one-to-one advice, and the centre has Annemarie Rüegg looking after the educational side of things, we’re not expecting this to be a major problem.’ Wirz then ends the article with an interesting observation: ‘Federer has now secured his place in the Tennis Études team, and after the summer holidays he will embark on the second stage of the apprenticeship that might soon lead to his becoming a very good tennis player.’

That Federer survived the first few months was something of an achievement. He had only limited French, was frequently homesick, and admits to being close on several occasions to packing his things and returning home. ‘For me, the first half-year was very tough,’ he has said in several interviews. ‘I wanted to go home. I was not happy. I used to cry when I had to leave on Sunday nights to go back.’ He told the Swiss journalist Roger Jaunin, ‘I was the Swiss German who everyone liked to make fun of. People were mean to me and it was hard to leave for Ecublens on Sunday nights. Very hard.’

Piecing together tales emanating from that time, he was clearly the butt of numerous practical jokes, including frequent occasions when he entered his name on the massage list only to turn up for his appointment to find it had been erased by an older boy who then took his place. In short, it was bullying.

Federer found release for his frustration on court. Even so, while he was able to express himself through impressive forehands and backhands, the off-court stress hardly made him behave any better, and he became notorious for his racket-throwing. He had gone from being a big fish in a small pond – he had won the Swiss national under-fourteens title just a month before going to Ecublens – to being a small fish in a much bigger pond; ‘small’ in both size and standing.

One of the more senior players already at the centre when Federer arrived was Yves Allegro, a player three years older who went on to make it into the world’s top fifty in doubles and partner Federer in the Davis Cup and the Olympic tennis event of 2004. He remembers Federer frequently reduced to tears of frustration at the difficulty of coming to terms with it all, phoning home at regular intervals and generally ‘having a tough time’. Yet, through that difficult time, he developed a cussed will to stick it out and, while it might be a little far-fetched to attribute his determination to come back from seemingly hopeless match situations to those first few weeks in Ecublens, there’s no doubt he learned several lessons which made him a stronger person for the somewhat strange life that was to follow on the global tennis circuit. His mother told the British journalist Mark Hodgkinson, ‘It was a great lesson in life for him – that things don’t always go your own way, and that you don’t get anywhere in life with talent alone. You have to work at things. I know it wasn’t always fun and games for Roger there, and that many days he wasn’t that happy, but those struggles were good for him. Overcoming those ups and downs were a challenge, and it helped him develop as a person.’

Two things clearly helped Federer get through those first few weeks at Ecublens: tennis and his lodgings. However difficult he found speaking French, and however much he longed for his family and his friends in Basel, he could at least express himself on the court, and some of his former associates at Old Boys believe that the determination that Peter Carter had helped him unearth was instrumental in seeing him through the initial weeks. He also had a temporary family to go home to in the evenings, who clearly tried to make him feel like one of their own. While Allegro had his own studio apartment, Federer was housed with Cornelia and Jean-François Christinet, who had three children – Vanessa, Nicolas and Vincent. By August 1995, Vanessa and Nicolas had left home, and the Christinets agreed to take in a Tennis Études student, partly for the fourteen-year-old Vincent to have some domestic company of his own age. He and Federer became de facto brothers, and remain good friends to this day. ‘Most evenings we used to mess about – fighting or playing basketball or table tennis,’ Vincent later told Roger Jaunin. ‘I remember his coaches reproaching him for his lack of punctuality, and he had no excuse. Even on the days when he had exams at school, you had to shake him three times to get him out of bed.’

The role of Federer’s parents at this stage was particularly crucial, and could stand as a lesson for all parents of talented youngsters. In his book, Das Tennisgenie (The Tennis Genius), the leading Swiss tennis journalist, René Stauffer, says Lynette is convinced that what got Roger through those first five months was the fact that he had made his own decision to go to Ecublens and hadn’t been pressured into it by his parents. ‘He had made the decision himself,’ says the mother who spent about an hour a night on the phone to her son in those early months, ‘and only became aware later of all the things that the decision brought with it. But because he wanted it himself, he was willing to battle through.’

Eventually, Roger settled down and became happy at the centre, but, until his tournament schedule became too heavy, he would come home every weekend to spend time with his family and his friend Marco Chiudinelli. ‘We played very little tennis after he went to Ecublens, but we still used to hang out together,’ Chiudinelli says. ‘We’d play a lot of computer games, both at home and in arcades in the city. We both had a strong sense of competition, we both wanted to win. I look back on it as a wonderful time, and Roger was a big part of it.’

Federer also continued to be a part of the Old Boys set-up, turning up for inter-club matches until he became world junior champion at the end of 1998. The work he’d done at Ecublens became clear to his old sparring partners. ‘There was one occasion,’ recalls Niki von Vary, ‘when he was fourteen. He’d just gone to Ecublens and had a national rating. Then he came back to play with us and I was up against him in practice for inter-club matches. He’d really improved, and we could see that he was going to be good. Even so, as good as he’s turned out, no one could have seen it at that time.’

Von Vary was also a witness to Federer and Chiudinelli’s continuing demon double act. ‘On one occasion, Old Boys staged the Basel championship,’ he says, ‘and during the event Roger, Marco, Reto Staubli [one of Roger’s closest friends who still sometimes travels with him on the tour] and I were playing cards in the club restaurant. Roger and Marco were so loud that the tournament director stomped in and said that they were making so much noise that the players on the centre court couldn’t concentrate. There are other stories about them, but that sums up who they were: spirited, funny and loud, yes, but never malicious. And you had to be on your guard, because they were always up for a prank or a practical joke.’

Looking back, Federer only really began seriously working on his tennis when he went to Ecublens, and again the question arises: were people aware at that time that they had a potential world-beater in their midst? Probably not, because by general standards Federer was something of a late developer. ‘Up to the age of fourteen, he was what you might call a normally talented youngster, doing well in junior tournaments, winning some, but realistically not much more,’ says the Basel journalist and coach Thomas Wirz. ‘For example, at fourteen he lost in the quarter-finals of the Basel junior championships – a regional tournament – which isn’t bad but doesn’t indicate someone headed for the very top. He was a junior with a good game – no more, no less. Otherwise, he would have been more dominant. His biggest spurt, in terms of results and achievement, came between autumn 1996 and spring 1997, when he was fifteen.’

It was in 1996 that the first signs that people were getting excited about him began to emerge. In September that year, he made his international debut, representing Switzerland in the World Youth Cup, a team tournament organised by the International Tennis Federation, held that year in Zurich on outdoor clay. When Switzerland were drawn to play Australia, a number of media people showed up for the battle of the number ones: Federer against an exciting young Australian, Lleyton Hewitt.

It was a fascinating encounter in more ways than one. Hewitt was somewhat better known, having made more progress as a junior than Federer, and just four months later he was to announce his presence by winning the full ATP title in Adelaide at just sixteen. Although Federer wasn’t working officially with Peter Carter at that time, he was in regular contact with him so was well aware that Hewitt was being coached by Darren Cahill, Carter’s former stablemate from Peter Smith’s set-up in Adelaide. There was a sense that this could be a meeting of players who would go on to great things, and the match lived up to the billing.

Cahill remembers ‘a marathon match, a great match’. He had encouraged Hewitt to go for the backhand on the basis of having watched Federer practising in Basel two years earlier, but ‘Roger had improved out of sight. I was kind of expecting Lleyton to run through the match, but the difference in Roger’s game in those two years that I didn’t see him was enormous.’ It was also a fiery match: ‘Roger was losing his temper, Lleyton was losing his temper, and you could tell already it was going to be an interesting rivalry between the two players,’ says Cahill. Federer won it 4–6, 7–6(3), 6–4 after saving a match point, although Australia went on to win the tie on a deciding doubles.

The following year proved to be a pivotal one in Swiss tennis. In January, Martina Hingis became the first Swiss of either gender to win a Grand Slam singles title when she won the Australian Open. By the end of March, she was world number one, and she went on to win three of that year’s four major singles titles, adding the Wimbledon and US Open trophies to her Australian success, and narrowly missing out on the French Open when she was beaten by Iva Majoli of Croatia in the final.

1997 was also the year Swiss Tennis opened up its new performance and administrative centre in Biel. Finally, the political infighting of five years earlier could be laid to rest (well, partly; it’s never far from the surface in Swiss Tennis) and the small Alpine country had a base devoted to training its top tennis talent, both juniors and touring professionals. With the opening of the new facility and Hingis’s elevation to the status of sporting icon, tennis in Switzerland was appearing increasingly attractive, and soon a number of highly respected names were attracted to Biel, among them the Dutch coach Sven Groeneveld and the Swede Peter Lundgren, who was appointed ‘National Trainer’ there.

Another coach to arrive at Biel was Peter Carter, who had been lured away from the Old Boys club by Swiss Tennis in the summer of 1997, largely because of his links with Federer, who was being increasingly recognised as a prospect worth nurturing. After his eight years of service in Basel, the club held a large farewell party for him, and the collection raised for him went into four figures – a sign of how well liked and respected he was there.

Things were looking up for Federer, too. After two years at Ecublens, he could base himself much closer to home, having mastered French and overcome his other demons. And he had his most trusted coach back with him, with funding from Swiss Tennis. But where was he to live? He didn’t want to lodge with another family, but at sixteen he wasn’t ready to have his own place.

Enter Yves Allegro. Although he had finished his own schooling in Ecublens, when he turned professional Allegro decided to base himself in Biel and had taken an apartment there. When the Federer family heard about this, they asked him if Roger could share with him. Allegro agreed and the pair became flatmates for two years. ‘We had a lot of fun,’ Allegro says today. ‘We became very close friends. He was close to turning pro, so it wasn’t very easy for him sometimes because he wasn’t great at waking up at eight o’clock to go to practice and he was late a lot. He used to love playing PlayStation in the evening, and sometimes I had to stop him and say, “Come on, it’s time to go to bed now.” I was kind of like an elder brother to him.’

Given all the hassles with French that had plagued Federer when he first went to Ecublens, it may have been psychologically valuable for him to have developed a friendship in which the default language was French. ‘We always speak French,’ says Allegro, ‘which is quite strange because by that point my Swiss German wasn’t bad. Even today we speak more French than Swiss German together, although now we mix three languages: French, Swiss German and English.’

But what was Federer like to live with? Did he do his share of the washing-up? ‘He was all right,’ says his former flatmate. ‘We weren’t too bad. If I told him to do something, he did it. He probably wouldn’t have done it by himself but, if I told him, he always did it.

‘To be honest, we were away so much at tournaments that we weren’t at home together very much, but in general, I cooked and he played PlayStation. He was pretty lazy about clearing up and such things, and if he ever tidied his room, within a couple of days it was as untidy as it was before. But he’s always been someone who, when he decided to do something, he did it properly, and tidying up wasn’t that important to him.’

Allegro also noted something else that everyone who had observed the young Roger had noticed – he was so much better a player in matches than he ever was in practice. Most players, at all levels of tennis, can play some wonderful tennis in practice, but the moment they’re in an official match, their level drops a little because of the pressure and the formality of the situation. With Federer it was the reverse. Many of his Old Boys friends can claim victories over him on the practice courts, but when it became official, Federer’s level rose. ‘He was frequently late for practice,’ recalls Allegro of their time in Biel, ‘but then he was always more of a match player, and practice often bored him.’

Allegro carved out a moderately successful career for himself as a doubles player on the ATP tour. He had a succession of semi-regular partners, and for a while he enjoyed occasional high-profile appearances as Federer’s doubles partner in Davis Cup ties, a few tournaments and the 2004 Olympics. So does he find it strange to be the former ‘older brother’ who became the junior on-court partner to one of the biggest names in world sport? ‘No, it’s not strange. In fact, I think it’s a nice story. I’m not jealous at all. I’m very happy about what Roger’s doing. I’m doing my stuff and he’s doing his stuff. It was nice to win two titles with him, and it’s nice to play in the Davis Cup with him, just because it’s a nice story.’ Stanislas Wawrinka’s rise to prominence as a singles and doubles player effectively ended Allegro’s appearances alongside Federer.

1997 was also the year Federer gave up on his schooling. ‘I told my parents, “I’m not in the mood to go to school any more and I want to focus on tennis,”’ he said in an interview in 2004. ‘They understood, but they said that if, in the next few years, I didn’t have any results, I’d have to go back to school. It was a pretty big risk for me to stop school at sixteen because I didn’t have an ATP ranking at that time. Maybe I was 800th or something, and in the juniors I was, like, 60th or something. But somehow I felt that school was disturbing me from being one hundred per cent focused on tennis. That’s why I quit school, and then tennis went much better.’

Robbie Federer, who in 1997 turned down a plumb job in Australia because he and Lynette felt it might hinder Roger’s chances of becoming a top tennis player, later told the Swiss tennis journalist René Stauffer, ‘Everyone kept telling us how talented Roger was, but we wanted to see deeds.’ And Stauffer quotes Lynette as adding, ‘We made it clear to Roger that we couldn’t support him financially for ten years just so he could be ranked around 400 in the world.’ She even increased her working hours to ensure the family remained financially secure, no doubt a sensible move at the time but one that, with hindsight, seems ludicrously overcautious.



By the time he left school, he had notched up his first tournament success. In January 1997, he became the Swiss under-eighteens junior champion while still only fifteen. Then in May he won the international junior title in Prato, Italy, winning six matches in straight sets against some of the best juniors of the time. But that was to be the only title he won that year, and he still hadn’t played in a junior Grand Slam.

So what kind of a player was Federer at sixteen? He has said his graceful style came naturally and didn’t really emerge until his late teens, but under the guidance of Alexis Bernhard, Christophe Freyss and Peter Carter he was clearly enhancing the efficiency of the smooth stroke-making Seppli Kacovski had taught him at Old Boys. Thomas Wirz recalls of that time, ‘I always had a little concern about his playing style. He always played a high-risk game, hitting very flat, clearing the net by very little, and that made me think at the time that he would never win the French Open. He’s added some spin that allows him to play better on clay, but his game still isn’t well suited to slow courts. But then, he’s always had a very economical style, so he doesn’t need the degree of musculature that some players need. He’s a bit like Michael Stich in that respect, very efficient.’

And still the volatile temperament was there to haunt him. ‘I was throwing around my racket like you can’t imagine,’ he said in an interview quoted by the website tennis-x.com. ‘Helicopters were flying all over. I mean, I was getting kicked out of practice sessions when I was sixteen. I used to talk much more, too, and scream on court.’

His parents tell the story of driving home from a tournament through an Alpine pass. Federer was angry at the way he had played, and was becoming very hot-tempered in the car. His father tried ignoring him, but that didn’t work, so he stopped the car, dragged Roger out and rubbed his head in the snow as a symbolic way of cooling him down. ‘Roger never heard a bad word from us just because he had lost,’ his mother said in an interview with Freddy Widmer of the Basler Zeitung, ‘but when he misbehaved or when he just didn’t make an effort, we weren’t going to let that go.’

Lynette is convinced her son gained strength from his bad experiences because of her and her husband’s attitude towards him. ‘Our son was always allowed to be a bit wild, but he always had to take responsibility for the consequences. If he dug himself into a hole, he had to dig himself out of it.’

This same philosophy was adopted by the Swiss Tennis centre in Biel, where his temper soon landed him a punishment from hell. The new ‘House of Tennis’, as the centre was called, was newly fitted out, and one of its fittings was an expensive anti-noise drape. All players were warned that it had cost a lot of money, and if anyone damaged it, they would have to clean the toilets for a week. Federer later admitted he thought the drape was so thick you couldn’t possibly damage it. But he was wrong. After missing a shot, he spun his racket out of his hand, it hit the drape and put a significant slit in it. ‘He had to be in at seven in the morning to clean the toilets for a week,’ says Allegro. ‘For him it was the worst possible punishment. It was the middle of winter, so very cold, and he was hopeless at getting up even at eight o’clock, so getting up early enough to be at the courts by seven was a real nightmare for him.’

Yves Allegro certainly remembers the tantrums. ‘He’d get pissed off very easily and throw rackets all over the place,’ he recalls. ‘Not very bad, but often. I think he was even worse in practice than in matches. He was very competitive in matches.’ But Allegro also recognises that it was around that time, towards the end of 1997, that Federer began to make the most progress in his game. And, as the new year dawned, he was set to take the junior world by storm.



There are mixed opinions as to how to regard the official world junior champion. For some, the achievement is a stepping-stone to greatness, while for others it can be the opening chapter in a tale of unfulfilled promise. Since the first world junior champions were crowned in 1978, a number have gone on to top the rankings – Ivan Lendl, Stefan Edberg, Andy Roddick, Martina Hingis and Amélie Mauresmo, for instance – while others such as Brian Dunn, Federico Browne, Zdenka Malkova and Nino Louarsabishvili have disappeared with little trace. They might be the best in the world at under-eighteens level, but, if they’re born in a year of few top players or many late developers, the honour might be of little ultimate meaning. The same goes for the Grand Slam junior championships: while they give young players a chance to rub shoulders with great players in the locker rooms and play on the courts they’ve recently vacated, winning a junior Grand Slam title doesn’t always offer the greatest indication of likely champions of the future.

In 1998, Federer played a full year of the top junior events, which include the four Grand Slams and a series of colourfully named tournaments including the Coffee Bowl, the Banana Bowl and the culmination of the year: the Orange Bowl. He won the Victoria Junior Championships in Australia the week before the Australian Open, and then went on to reach the semi-finals at what was then still called Flinders Park (now Melbourne Park).

Playing his first Grand Slam event brought him into contact with the kind of regular media presence that would accompany him for the rest of his playing career. Marco Mordasini is a Swiss radio journalist, who was earning most of his money at the 1998 Australian Open reporting on Martina Hingis and Patty Schnyder, but – like most reporters – was keeping an eye out for any new home-grown talent in the junior events. He spoke to Federer several times during that tournament, most notably after the Swiss had lost a very close match in the semi-finals to Sweden’s Andreas Vinciguerra 4–6, 7–5, 7–5.

‘I’d asked to speak to him,’ Mordasini recalls, ‘so, a while after his match had finished, Mitzi Ingram Evans, the player liaison officer for the juniors, brought him into the radio room. At that moment, Hingis or Schnyder had just won and I had to go on air to give the result, so I asked Roger if he could wait a couple of minutes – I explained why – and he said yes. So I sat him down next to me and, as I was waiting to go on air, I heard a snuffling sound. I looked over and there he was, crying his eyes out. He cried for what seemed like about ten minutes about losing this match. I asked him what was up. As I’d seen it, he’d played a superb match; the other guy just happened to be one notch better. Roger explained that he wasn’t sad because he’d lost but because he knew then that he’d had the chance to win and hadn’t used his chances. He could see what he should have done differently, and it hit him hard. It was a powerful moment.’

Mordasini says Federer was easy to deal with on a personal level, although he needed some coaxing. ‘He seemed shy,’ said the journalist, ‘at times very shy, but always very well mannered, said “Sie” [the more formal or deferential of the German pronouns for ‘you’] to me, unlike most teenagers. He was very calm; he didn’t speak in torrents. You had to encourage him to come out of himself a bit. It was like there were two people: one on the tennis court, where he knew what he was doing, and the other in the media area, where he was a bit restrained. I told him the rules of my game – that I’d cut out anything he said which didn’t come out right – and I think that encouraged him to develop something of a sense of trust with the media – at least with me. Over the years, he’s genuinely come out of himself. It’s not a PR act that he’s learned.’

A third junior title, and the second of the year, came in the springtime in Florence, which helped to raise his profile in Switzerland. One of the many people who took note of his performance was Köbi Hermenjat, the tournament director in Gstaad whose Swiss Open clay court event used to take place the week after Wimbledon. Hermenjat judged that, if this young Swiss boy – still only sixteen – could win a junior title on clay, he was worth a wildcard. (The field for a professional tennis tournament is made up mostly of players who are the highest-ranked applicants, plus a handful of ‘qualifiers’ and ‘wildcards’. A pre-tournament competition is held to work out who wins through ‘qualifying’, and a tournament director has a couple of invitations – ‘wildcards’ – to give to players who wouldn’t qualify as of ranking but who would enhance he appeal of the tournament, eg local players or star names on a comeback after injury. Qualifying tournaments also have wildcards.

Hermenjat offered Federer his wildcard, and Federer jumped at the chance. His opening on to the full ATP Tour had finally arrived, a milestone that helped him to decide that 1998 would be his last year on the junior circuit (even though he’d still be eligible in 1999). But, before the Gstaad tournament came round, he had another milestone to reach.

Although he bombed at Roland Garros, losing 6–4, 5–7, 9–7 to the Czech Jaroslav Levinsky, he found his feet on the grass in London. First, he reached the semi-finals at Roehampton, losing to Taylor Dent in three sets, and then went on to Wimbledon, where with barely a volley in sight he won the junior event, beating the Georgian Irakli Labadze 6–4, 6–4 in the final. Then he and the Belgian Olivier Rochus won the doubles title, beating Michaël Llodra and Andy Ram, also in a 6–4, 6–4 final. After all the fun in practice sessions at Old Boys in which he’d said, ‘With this shot I’ll win Wimbledon,’ Federer was finally a Wimbledon champion, albeit in the junior events.

Permit me a personal recollection here. The day he won his Wimbledon junior title was the day I met him for the first time. During the 1990s, I talked to a lot of juniors. Some were cocky, some were shy, some were fiercely ambitious and some were coy about saying how far they could go. What struck me about Federer was a remarkable mixture of charm and ambition. He made instant connections with people, he certainly made me feel he was pleased to have chatted with me (and I know I’m not the only one to have felt this), and he had an arrogance that was in no way offensive. There’s always quite a media interest surrounding junior Grand Slam champions – largely as an investment for the future, just in case they prove to be any good – and the clichéd question is always: do you think you’ll win the full title one day? I regret I succumbed to the cliché; in response, Federer flashed his cheeky smile and said, ‘Why not?’

I’d love to say that I saw there and then that he was destined for greatness, but I can’t. I’d talked to too many juniors who saw their destiny in the world’s top ten, if not beyond. What I can honestly say is that he made a bigger impression on me as a human being than any of the others did.

Federer’s two Wimbledon titles earned him an invitation to the black-tie Wimbledon champions’ dinner at London’s Savoy hotel, where he would have been fêted alongside the full singles champions that year, Pete Sampras and Jana Novotna. But he turned it down, after his coach Peter Carter persuaded him that concentrating on his ATP debut in Gstaad was more important than a social event in London.

Federer’s ATP debut turned into a third successive 6–4, 6–4 match, but this time with him on the losing side. On a damp, overcast day, he was scheduled to face the German Tommy Haas, but, when Haas pulled out with a stomach upset, in stepped the Argentinian clay specialist Lucas Arnold. Arnold has one or two claims to fame, notably a courageous – and so far successful – battle against testicular cancer; on his return to the tour he added his mother’s name, Ker, to his own in recognition of her role in his healing process. But his biggest claim is that he beat Roger Federer in Federer’s first match at tour level, Arnold proving just too streetwise for the tour debutant. And yet Federer’s reaction to his defeat wasn’t one of disappointment but of excitement; he was buoyed up by the knowledge that he’d created enough opportunities and possessed the weapons to have perhaps even won the match. His confidence was building.

By now, like many other juniors embarking on the transition to the adult tennis scene, Federer was playing on two circuits: the junior and the lower ranks of the full tour. He was given a wildcard into the Geneva Challenger at the end of August, where again he lost in the first round, this time to Orlin Stanoytchev of Bulgaria, 6–4, 7–6.

In the first week of September, it was off to the US Open, where he had the chance to go to the top of the junior rankings. He went to New York ranked fourth, and reached the final with wins over his doubles partner Olivier Rochus and the powerful Dane Kristian Pless, who had beaten three seeds en route to the semis: Aisam Qureshi, Taylor Dent and Fernando Gonzalez – all players who have since gone on to enjoy varying degrees of success as professionals. If he’d beaten David Nalbandian in the final, Federer would have gone to number one, but the sixteen-year-old Nalbandian – a year younger than Federer, which an make quite a difference at that age – worked out how to play the Swiss and beat him 6–3, 7–5.

Federer felt he was too negative in the whole tournament, saying after the final, ‘I didn’t play my best tennis, I didn’t take enough chances.’ Having shown his mastery of the useful but meaningless tennis player’s answer, he gave a bigger indication of his determined mindset when asked what he could still improve in his game. ‘I could improve everything,’ he replied.

The Nalbandian defeat was one of the losses which Federer says taught him so much. ‘I always learned more from losses, not wins, and losing the US Open junior final was one that made me wake up. I thought, “I’ve got to work harder,” but it was only a few months after the US Open that I really decided to put in the work, and it paid off in results.’

The next pay-off came just a couple of weeks after his trip to New York. Offered a wildcard into the qualifying tournament for the ATP event in Toulouse, he came through three matches to make it to the main draw. A 6–2, 6–2 first-round win over the veteran Frenchman Guillaume Raoux meant Federer had opened his account on the full tour, and another straight-sets win over the Australian Richard Fromberg took him to the quarter-finals, where he was beaten by the eventual champion, Jan Siemerink. He had served notice that he had nothing to fear on the full tour.

Three days later, Federer was in his third ATP event and the one that really meant something to him: the Swiss Indoors, held at Basel’s St Jakobshalle. The line-up for the event is normally impressive, and 1998 was no exception; the field featured four Grand Slam champions: Pete Sampras, Andre Agassi, Patrick Rafter and Yevgeny Kafelnikov. When the draw threw Federer into a first-round meeting with Agassi, the former ballboy was set up for his first encounter with one of the true greats of the sport. In front of a near-capacity 8,000 spectators on the first day of the event, he lost 6–3, 6–2, but he knew he’d arrived. ‘The road is long,’ he said after the match, ‘but I’ve learned a lot in these past few months.’ But, as he found out the following week, there was still plenty to learn.

After playing to the packed seats of one of the tour’s most prestigious arenas, Federer went to Küblis, a picturesque resort near Klosters in eastern Switzerland, which was hosting the first event in a four-week autumn Swiss satellite tournament series. The town of Küblis was home to around 500 souls, and very few of them showed up to watch a few journeymen and budding tennis professionals plying their trade in the local indoor tennis centre, whose four carpet courts were out of bounds for the week. Such is the largely unseen reality of the supposedly glamorous pro tennis tour.

After his fêting in Basel, Federer struggled for motivation at Küblis. In the first round he came up against a lowly ranked Swiss, Armando Brunold, and, instead of using the confidence of the Agassi match and his five Toulouse wins to sail through, he lost the first set on a tiebreak. When he went a break down early in the second set, he began just belting the ball, teeing off on everything and missing most. He also threw in several listless double faults. This came to the attention of the tournament’s referee, Claudio Grether, who came out to watch the last few games of Brunold’s 7–6, 6–2 win. Grether judged Federer not to be giving his ‘best efforts’, as required by the tennis players’ code of conduct, and fined the embryonic Swiss hero $100, $13 more than the first round losers’ prize money of $87.

The following day, Switzerland’s mass-circulation daily Blick had a field day, printing large and colourful headlines to depict the shame of the boy who only the previous week had been portrayed as the future of Swiss tennis. ‘It was tough,’ says Yves Allegro, who played doubles and shared a room with Federer over the four-week series. ‘It wasn’t that he wasn’t trying, but after Basel he lost the motivation a little. The next day he was in the paper, and he felt really bad about it.’

Yet you can’t keep a good man down for long. Federer took his punishment on the chin, he and Allegro won the doubles in Küblis, and then Federer won the next singles tournament and reached the final in the one after that, finishing first – ahead of Allegro in second – in the satellite standings after the four weeks.

All that time, Federer had put on hold his unfinished business in juniors: the quest to finish the year as world junior champion. But he had three tournaments left, two of them with singles ranking points to collect. It started badly when he lost in the third round of the Eddie Herr Championships, but he then won his two matches in the Sunshine Cup team event (the first against Juan Carlos Ferrero, another junior who was to beat Federer to the top of the tree), and then went to the Orange Bowl in Miami, the most prestigious junior event outside the four Grand Slam junior tournaments.

On that trip, Federer did something that shocked his parents and many others who knew him: he dyed his hair blond. He says today of the decision, ‘Actually, I wanted to change my hair colour many more times, but I just kept it to blond one time. I was on the point of colouring it red once, but that didn’t go down too well with my parents. The next thing I wanted was long hair. I guess that’s a little bit rebellious.’

Winning the Orange Bowl not only helped Federer to become world junior champion for 1998, but it was a significant psychological boost in helping him realise he could win when the odds were stacked against him. After his first match, he injured his foot while messing about in the gym, and feared he might have to withdraw. But he followed the medical advice he was given to the letter, and by the time he faced Nalbandian in the semi-finals, he was moving without hindrance. He then gained revenge for his US Open defeat, and went on to defeat Nalbandian’s roommate Guillermo Coria, 7–5, 6–3, in the final for one of the most satisfying wins of his burgeoning career. The champion’s photos, which are somewhat comic anyway as the winner has to hoist a bowl of oranges overhead, testify to the glory (or horror, depending on your taste in hairstyles) of the blond rinse.

More importantly, Federer was guaranteed the year-end number-one ranking and with it the tag of world junior champion. His invitation to another black-tie dinner – the ITF world champions’ dinner, during the second week of the following year’s French Open – was guaranteed, but his passage into the higher echelons of the full ATP Tour was not. He’d made an impressive start, but with his junior career now over, the question was: would he join the ranks of Lendl, Edberg and Hingis to graduate from junior champion to world number one, or would he join Dunn, Browne and a host of other talented hopefuls who failed to make an impression as touring professionals? It was a question that took another four and a half years to answer.
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