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About the Book


The 1980 Wimbledon final is acclaimed as the greatest game ever played on the lawns of SW19. Borg was going for a record-breaking fifth consecutive title, McEnroe his first. The focal point became the legendary fourth set tie break which saw Borg waste five match points before McEnroe levelled the contest on his seventh set point. Borg came back to win the final set 8-6 and as he sank to his knees in victory the Centre Court crowd stood as one to applaud both players. This was to prove Borg’s last Grand Slam victory over McEnroe and within two years he had retired altogether.


This classic sporting event is celebrated with first-hand accounts from players and personalities. The author tells the story of the great rivalry between Borg and McEnroe as they headed towards their climactic showdown and the shift of tennis supremacy that followed.




About the Author


Malcolm Folley has been Chief Sports Reporter for the MAIL ON SUNDAY for almost 12 years and attended the 1980 Wimbledon final for the DAILY EXPRESS. He has reported on tennis around the world for 26 years. He has also collaborated on tennis champion Hana Mandlikova’s autobiography and worked with World Cup winning England rugby star Jason Robinson on his autobiography.




END OF THE ROAD


On 13 September 1981, Bjorn Borg shook hands with John McEnroe in front of 20,000 people in the Louis Armstrong Stadium, Flushing Meadow, New York, collected his bag and walked from the court. While ground staff, oblivious to the Swede’s unscheduled departure, made preparations for the on-court presentation ceremony in honour of McEnroe’s third straight US Open title, Borg vanished down the tunnel leading from the court into the bowels of the stadium built under the flight path of LaGuardia Airport. He bypassed the locker room and was deaf to those inquiring where he was headed.


‘Bjorn, won’t you say something?’ asked Bud Collins, a distinguished American broadcast and print journalist, who, along with Mike Lupica, a respected columnist with one of the New York tabloids, had trailed the Swede through the labyrinth of corridors. Borg did not utter so much as a goodbye. The reporters in the press box located high above the court were unaware of the drama unfolding below them. Borg went out through the tradesmen’s entrance to where a car had been assigned to meet him. In an instant, he had ostensibly left mainstream tennis forever. The Swede was driven to his luxurious home at Sand Point, Long Island. He never looked back. ‘We ran away pretty quick, I remember,’ recalled Lennart Bergelin, who was Borg’s life-long coach and remains his good friend today. ‘It was not a good feeling for Bjorn in New York again,’ admitted Bergelin, when we spoke in the summer of 2004.


In the stadium, meanwhile, McEnroe accepted his trophy, a tangible symbol of his position as the world’s No. 1 tennis player, after his four-set triumph 4–6, 6–2, 6–4, 6–3. Throughout the match, McEnroe had, time after time, demonstrated his superiority through his control of both the baseline and the net. If the voluble American was mystified by Borg’s vanishing act on that afternoon, little down the years has truly clarified the picture for him. ‘It was one of the great regrets of my career that Borg decided to retire,’ admitted McEnroe. ‘To come into the game when Bjorn and Jimmy Connors were No. 1 and No. 2 and to be part of it was, in a sense, living a dream. I can’t speak for the rest of the world, but it seemed like tennis was at its peak.’


He had first laid eyes on the Swede at the US Open. McEnroe was at Flushing Meadow as a ball boy. Borg was there as a man-child with a reputation already under construction. At sixteen, Borg was just three years older than the spindly kid from Douglas Manor District, an upmarket neighbourhood in the New York borough of Queens, but he had already won Junior Wimbledon. Soon, Borg would become a poster in McEnroe’s bedroom, although ultimately McEnroe would become a thorn in Borg’s side.


Some will tell you the wounds McEnroe inflicted in the previous twelve months, before that final coup de grace at the 1981 US Open, ran so deep that they caused Borg’s career to haemorrhage. Others, like his wife of the time, Mariana Simionescu, and Bergelin, will offer eyewitness testimonies that it was not McEnroe that drove Borg into early retirement. According to them, it was the relentless diet of tennis and not one man’s emerging brilliance that pulped the appetite of the Swede. Either way, Borg was passing into history as he was driven away from Louis Armstrong Stadium on that late summer’s day. He was twenty-five years old.


The end is where this story begins, because, as in all stories, there is always a climax. And this tale is no different. Rightly, Borg and McEnroe are credited with providing us with the greatest final in Wimbledon’s history; an iconic moment in sport that had its twenty-fifth anniversary in summer 2005. That is the destination of our journey, not the point of embarkation.


McEnroe had arrived in our lives like an unannounced summer storm. Dazzling and spectacular as lightning, he also brought with him the threat of thunderous menace from the moment he appeared at Wimbledon as a wild-haired, unknown teenager in 1977. He induced a rivalry with Borg on the tennis court like none seen before or since. Muhammad Ali needed Smokin’ Joe Frazier in the ring; Arnold Palmer needed Jack Nicklaus on the golf course; Sebastian Coe needed Steve Ovett on the running track as they drove one another to run middle-distance world records; and four times world motor racing champion Alain Prost needed to feel the searing heat of Ayrton Senna’s ambition to analyse his own strengths and weaknesses in a true light. Michael Schumacher may be an imperious Formula One champion, but historians will one day bemoan the fact that the German drove in an age when Ferrari’s racing car was in a class of its own and his greatness was never properly examined under stress.


Borg had McEnroe to contend with. From first sight of Borg’s magnificent, athletic talent, McEnroe felt compelled to provide the Swede with a sustainable challenge. McEnroe was alike in temperament, but different in most other aspects, to Jimmy Connors, an American raised to play hardball by his mother, Gloria. Connors brought the belligerence of the prize ring to the tennis court, but never against Borg. He had some mighty battles with the Swede, but by the time McEnroe came on the scene Borg could claim to have taken the upper hand.


McEnroe was soon to make Connors look like little Lord Fauntleroy. Connors, who returned to Wimbledon in the summer of 2004 for the first time in a dozen years, said dryly, ‘I’m not sure that I changed that much as a player, but Mac just made me look better as he took things to a whole new level!’ No conspirators could have manufactured such diametrically opposed adversaries as Borg and McEnroe. Borg had ice-cold blood in his veins, and a slow beating heart. McEnroe played and lived in the eye of his own hurricane. Borg was unemotional in public, cocooned in a bubble where the outside world was a mirage. He wore his hair to his shoulders long after the fashion had passed; he grew a beard for two weeks in an English summer and said little. ‘We considered Bjorn the most famous person in the world,’ said Mats Wilander, who was in the vanguard of Swedish champions inspired by Borg. ‘And I think he probably was at one time. Only Muhammad Ali could claim to be as famous – and that includes presidents of the United States and all prime ministers.’


It is an opinion reinforced by his first wife, Mariana Simionescu. Throughout the peak of Borg’s career, she was always there, devoting herself to making sure he had a stable environment in which to work untroubled. ‘On one occasion we went from Hong Kong to Canton in a chartered DC10 aeroplane for an exhibition match,’ said Simionescu, still living in Monte Carlo, but no longer in the eighteenth floor apartment she shared with Borg on Avenue Princess Grace. China was a closed society; not much that happened inside this vast nation filtered out and very little that was happening outside was allowed to filter in. Yet, Simionescu said revealingly, ‘When we arrived in China it was just unbelievable. At a time when there were no cars, just bicycles as far as you could see, it seemed everyone knew who Bjorn was. How incredible is that?’


Wilander, a man talented enough to be ranked world No. 1, is unequivocal about Borg’s impact on the game far beyond Sweden’s boundaries. ‘I guess the fact Bjorn had long hair and a headband in a game like tennis made you want to like him,’ he said. ‘Tennis is a very likeable sport on television, but the players before Bjorn reminded everybody a little more of their dad, or their uncle, or looked like a rich guy,’ he said. ‘Bjorn was obviously not rich and he was obviously nobody’s uncle.’


Nor was McEnroe. He could be compared to any neighbourhood in his native New York; loud and frayed, but unyielding. He had attitude to sell, an opinion on everything, but his impact on the game was different from Borg’s. While McEnroe screamed at umpires, Borg had to contend with a new phenomenon in the tennis world – screaming girls chasing him like he was a rock star. ‘Being with Bjorn was like reliving Beatlemania,’ recalled Peter Worth, the English accountant who managed Borg on behalf of Mark McCormack’s ubiquitous agency, International Management Group (IMG).


Likewise, as Borg introduced the double-handed backhand to tennis, McEnroe became a connoisseur of the double-barrelled insult. The New Yorker burned with a magnificent talent and an uncontrollable rage. At times, he was Superman on court; at times, he was the ‘Superbrat’ of British tabloid newspaper invention. Unlike Borg, his celebrity – and notoriety – burned hard in the backdraught of the conflagration of his game. McEnroe, yelling and cussing, had demonstrated such a destructive instinct for moving the game from the sports section on to the front pages of newspapers around the globe that critics speculated he had come into the world bawling at the midwife, ‘You cannot be serious.’


McEnroe claims the truth is at odds with such cynicism and has said, ‘No one will believe you when you write this, but I had never questioned a line call before I first played at Wimbledon.’ Even so, according to his doubles partner, Peter Fleming, the chain reaction of McEnroe’s behaviour as he journeyed to the summit of the game was to create an image that would stalk him through life. Only Borg seemed totally exempt from McEnroe’s ire. ‘Due to Wimbledon, McEnroe became as recognisable in England as anybody alive,’ said Fleming, a boyhood friend from the Port Washington Tennis Academy, New York. ‘But from the first time John saw Bjorn at the US Open as a kid, I think he saw something he could relate to. There was something he didn’t want to mess with. He had a very strong respect for Bjorn.’


Borg played tennis with such due diligence from the baseline, he might have been surveying it as a piece of real estate under investigation of purchase. McEnroe played with one purpose: to end the point as fast as humanly possible. Usually, this involved a sleight of hand and a perfect volley dispatched from the net. Their rivalry carbon dates a New Age for tennis. This duel of contrasting styles and complex personalities was born when they first played one another in Stockholm in 1978. People imagined it would last for the duration of their careers – and it did. It was just that no one could have forecast that just three years later Borg would, in effect, bring the curtain down on his side of the deal. Yet the legacy of the matches they played will last forever. Obligingly, there is a perfect symmetry to the rivalry: in fourteen matches, Borg and McEnroe claimed seven victories apiece.


When they met in the 1980 final of the US Open it was only their second meeting in a major final, but it was the beginning of Borg’s downward spiral, as we later realised. Not that anyone at Flushing Meadow that fortnight could have known how swift Borg’s descent into the abyss would prove, for once more the Swede had shown himself to be the ultimate competitor. In the quarterfinals, Borg had trailed Roscoe Tanner two sets to one, 2–4; and in the semifinal, he gave Johan Kriek a two-sets’ lead before suffocating the life from the South African’s game. Kriek won just three more games in the remainder of the match.


After twice losing in the US Open final to Connors, once at Forest Hills in 1976, then in the inaugural championships at Flushing Meadow in 1978, Borg was being granted another opportunity to spread his influence beyond the gates of Wimbledon and the French Open Championships at Roland Garros, Paris. McEnroe, however, was defending champion in New York and he possessed a cast-iron will forged on the same anvil of ambition as Borg. In his semifinal with Connors, McEnroe at one point lost eleven games in succession, yet his resolve never wilted and Connors was shown to the airport departure lounge. McEnroe, you see, was dedicated to winning the Open at the expense of the player he regarded as the greatest in the game: Borg. Yet when he appeared across the net from the Swede, McEnroe sensed that Borg was more vulnerable than ever before.


McEnroe’s perception was not wrong. ‘Bjorn gave me the first set,’ commented the American afterwards. His argument cannot be disputed as Borg twice failed to serve out the set – at 5–4 and 6–5. Borg’s service, normally a potent, if understated weapon, was in poor condition for the entirety of the match, yet from the hopeless position of being two sets down to McEnroe, Borg contrived to be level with the American at 3–3 in the fifth. But a pitiful next service game, punctuated with two double faults, opened the door to victory for a delirious McEnroe. In his own neighbourhood, he had melted the Ice Borg. He had also shattered Borg’s aura of invincibility. The game would never be the same again, although it is doubtful McEnroe was thinking that far ahead as he celebrated with friends and his family.


The New York headlines in 1980 belonged to McEnroe, yet when Borg returned to the city, four months later, for the January Volvo Masters 1981, it was he who would capture the front pages – for reasons no one could ever have predicted. At stake in the eight-man tournament for the world’s elite ranked players was a first prize of $100,000, more than twice the amount McEnroe banked for winning the US Open. Even given the size of the reward, no one would have guessed that Borg would have been capable of upstaging Americans McEnroe and Connors by picking a fight in Madison Square Garden, of all places.


But that is precisely what happened. The Swede, who, since his early boyhood, had barely raised an eyebrow in defiance of a close call, became embroiled in a dispute with English umpire, Mike Lugg. He refused to play when asked. He was silently enraged and stubbornly defiant. He was Bjorn Borg trying to impersonate John McEnroe. Under the game’s code of conduct, Lugg docked him two penalty points, moving Borg to the precipice of disqualification. In newspaper lore we say, ‘Dog bites man, no story; man bites dog, hold the front page.’ Borg had just taken a chomp out of Lugg’s trouser leg, metaphorically speaking, and the news flashed around the newsrooms of world. During the dramatic impasse, McEnroe looked on bemused and shocked. He had no script for the role of innocent bystander.


No umpire before – or after – had acted against Borg as Lugg did on that evening at the Garden. Lugg still wears the moustache that bristled with sweat that night, though it is greyer than it was. Throughout the match he had sat in the wooden chair with the military-like presence befitting a man who had once been a navigator in the Royal Air Force. He wore a shirt and tie and he would have been picked out of a New York Police Department line-up as an Englishman by any bum lifted from the streets of the Bowery.


‘I remember the stadium announcer had said during a changeover, not long before the disputed call arose, “Ladies and gentlemen, I just want you to know you can congratulate yourselves as you are part of the largest indoor audience ever to watch a tennis match! Yes, there are 19,103 of you in Madison Square Garden today!”’ recalled Lugg, but he was soon to find out how lonely you can become in a crowd. ‘It was the second set tie-break [with Borg up a set] when things came to a head,’ he recounted. ‘Borg hit a screaming drive with McEnroe at the net. McEnroe let it go and I clearly saw the ball long on the baseline. I looked to the linesman, who was a Belgian-American, who made some sort of gesturing with his hands, that I interpreted as, “Oh, is it me? OK, it’s safe.” But by then, I had called the ball out. Borg came to the chair, holding out his hand towards me as he queried the call. I said to him: “Mr Borg, the linesman has been over-ruled. I clearly saw the ball out. The score is 4–3. You must play on.”


‘He continued to look at me, unblinking and with sweat pouring off him. He was in a sort of controlled frenzy. He wasn’t with us, though. He wasn’t hearing anything I said. I was speaking as slowly and as clearly as possible and all I could hear him saying was, “Ask the linesman. Ask the linesman.” At that time, the code of conduct was administered in this sequence: warning, point deduction, point deduction, game deduction, default. I realised I wasn’t getting anywhere with Mr Borg and started to invoke the code.’


Lugg was one of the first ‘professional’ umpires in an era when in all corners of the world officiating at a tennis tournament was still a hobby, a labour of love. ‘We weren’t salaried as umpires are today, but I was one of the first professionals at a time when we had to find our own work through tournament directors. I would say I have been verbally abused and sworn at by more multi-millionaires than anybody else on this planet.’ Now it was the turn of the Swede to question his authority. For all his experience, nothing had prepared Lugg for this ongoing crisis with the tennis player renowned as a sportsman and a gentleman who kept his own counsel, no matter what. Borg listened, but heard nothing as Lugg declared, ‘Code violation, delay of game, warning Mr Borg.’ Still, the Swede didn’t move. ‘I’d like to think it was only thirty seconds later [the time a player had to resume playing between points as specified under the code], but it was probably some while later when I gave the first penalty point against Borg.’


That made the score 5–3 in McEnroe’s favour. Borg was possibly ignorant to the exact letter of the code. He had no reason to have read it and he had never heard it applied, as even the most volatile of men, like McEnroe and Connors, never misbehaved on a scale serious enough to be reprimanded in his presence. ‘Anything you did on court with Bjorn made you look worse,’ Connors once told me. ‘I always tempered my craziness when I played him. There was no chance of getting inside Bjorn’s head.’


Up in the chair, Lugg felt isolated. ‘I started to wriggle a bit, because I was alone in front of a crowd that was starting to get hostile.’ New Yorkers like to tell you that New York is a ‘sports mad town’. Whether screaming for the Yankees in Yankee Stadium, rooting for the Mets at Shea Stadium or watching the New York Knicks playing an NBA home game at Madison Square Garden, these are fans not renowned for their sentimentality. Sympathy is in short supply for an inept play or poor pass, second place is first of the losers and McEnroe always suspected an antipathy towards him in his own city – perhaps he reminded New Yorkers too much of themselves. During one Masters tournament, McEnroe so incensed someone in the crowd that the man in question had to be physically restrained, then removed from the premises by a security guard. Memorably, a headline in a New York tabloid the next morning read: ‘The night the fan almost hit the shit.’


That is the stuff of newspaper legend and so was Borg’s temperamental meltdown. With Borg still immobile under Lugg’s chair, Grand Prix supervisor, Dick Roberson, the referee for the Masters, came on court. He was judge and jury. As the clock continued to tick, Lugg awarded a second penalty point against Borg, as he was obliged to do. ‘Six-three, McEnroe,’ he announced. At last, Borg came out of his trance. Had he not, he would have experienced the humiliation of being defaulted. Nevertheless, the Swede forfeited the set with a wild shot on the next point. Lugg recollects there was a further explosive moment in the deciding third set. ‘Borg had just hit a winner on a big point, but I had called a let as he hit it,’ said Lugg. ‘Borg went crazy again. Immediately, Mr Roberson was out on the court. He told Borg he had to play on or I would have to give him a game penalty. Thank goodness, Borg went out and played.’


McEnroe lost the match in the third set tiebreak, but Borg was the man most distressed, it seemed. ‘I was very upset . . . very upset,’ said Borg, when questioned afterwards in the media room. McEnroe was more forthright: ‘I was totally shocked. I didn’t even want to win that second set.’ At least Borg finished the week as Masters champion, overwhelming Ivan Lendl in the final.


Subsequently, Lugg returned to England to receive a torrent of mail. ‘For the next three or four weeks I had letters in the post from friends all over the world enclosing the same picture of Borg standing beneath my chair arguing with me,’ he said. Had it been more intimidating to be challenged by Borg as it was so unexpected? ‘At the time, it didn’t occur to me, but I found out it was greater news that it had been Borg not McEnroe who disputed that call with me. Later, when I trained umpires and line judges, I used the experience as part of my teaching. I told trainees to go on court thinking each player is equal and to forget any previous reputations.’


In retrospect, Borg’s outburst did more than simply claim worldwide headlines. His behaviour illustrated that his mind – previously an impenetrable fortress – was no longer closed to the possibility of losing. His focus was now capable of being disturbed. He was on the slide. It was not long afterwards that his historic five-year reign at Wimbledon was to end.


In 1976, when Borg had begun to monopolise the greatest tennis tournament in the world, England was governed by Jim Callaghan’s Labour Party and Jimmy Carter, a Democrat, was president of the United States. By 1981, the political landscape had been ploughed upside down. Margaret Thatcher, the Iron Lady of the Conservative Party, was now in No. 10 Downing Street and Republican Ronald Reagan, once a second-rank leading man in Hollywood, was presiding over the most powerful nation on earth. The Cold War raged throughout Borg’s Wimbledon reign and in the middle of it momentous events, which were to have a significant impact on the world as it is today, unfolded. The Shah of Iran was driven into exile, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan and, as his incredible string of victories marched on, Borg’s final twelve months as champion were characterised by senseless murder, attempted assassinations and global celebrations.


In December 1980, shortly before Reagan took residence in the Oval Office as the fortieth president of the United States, John Lennon was murdered outside his apartment on the Upper West Side of New York. The death of the former Beatle, shot by Mark Chapman, caused outrage and created an outpouring of grief all over the world. Within four months an assassination attempt was made on the life of Reagan himself. While leaving the Hilton Hotel in Washington, DC, the president was shot by John Hinckley Jr. Before being anaesthetised for surgery to remove the bullet from his chest, Reagan remarked to his doctors, ‘I hope you’re all Republicans.’ Reagan had already jokingly told his wife, Nancy, ‘Honey, I forgot to duck.’ Apparently, he was quoting boxer Jack Dempsey, who gave his wife, Estelle Taylor, the same explanation when she asked him how he had lost the heavyweight championship to Gene Tunney in 1926. No office was deemed sacred, it seemed. Only six weeks after Reagan was targeted, Pope John Paul II was shot. Mehmet Ali Agca, a Turk, shot the pontiff as he entered St Peter’s Square to address a general audience. A month later a teenager fired six shots at Queen Elizabeth II at the Trooping of the Colour, an historic pageant to celebrate her birthday. That the shots fired were blanks hardly eased the peace of mind of those responsible for maintaining Her Majesty’s safety.


Alongside such turmoil, there was also cause for worldwide celebration. In February 1981, Buckingham Palace announced the engagement of Prince Charles, the heir to the throne, to Lady Diana Spencer. Theirs was a fairytale romance that, at the time, captured the heart of much of the world and was seemingly set to move the House of Windsor into a new, modern era. The US, too, was moving into a new age, when in mid-April another frontier of space was breached as the Space Shuttle Colombia successfully completed its maiden voyage. It is unclear how far these defining moments of the twentieth century impacted on Borg as he pursued the boundaries of his own talent, but by the time of Charles and Diana’s wedding at St Paul’s Cathedral on 29 July 1981, he was no longer king of SW19.


It is unlikely, however, that he did pay much attention to such news events, as he was generally oblivious to the world outside his own orbit. Balazs Taroczy, a Hungarian professional two years older than Borg, was granted an insight into the Swede’s tunnel vision. Taroczy often sparred with Borg in practice on the clay courts at Roland Garros, when the ball would be returned over the net shot after shot after shot, like a metronome. ‘Already, in the thirty minutes knock-up, I was getting tired before we played for points,’ recounted Taroczy, who returned to Wimbledon in summer 2004 for the over forty-five doubles event with his old partner, Heinz Gunthardt. ‘Bjorn had a totally different way of playing. He was just a machine, really. One time I asked him a question – and when I think back it could not have been more stupid. I said to him, “What are you thinking when we are doing this warm up?” I had millions of things going through my own mind, but Borg looked amazed. “Nothing,” was his reply.’ Borg lived, breathed and slept tennis. He could not contemplate otherwise. His regime was sacrosanct: practice morning and afternoon; then play a match; then practice again the next day. He was a tennis machine, as Taroczy said.


Borg’s sixth – and last – victim in the final of the French Open was an emerging force in the game, Ivan Lendl, the Czech he had beaten to win the Masters in New York nearly five months earlier. At that time, Lendl was a brooding, unsmiling character. The press christened him the ‘Man in the Iron Mask’. His groundstrokes pounded opponents into submission, his racket doing the work of a baseball bat in the hands of a back street mugger. Lendl beat McEnroe in straight sets in the quarterfinals of that French Open – and three years later on the same Roland Garros courts he would inflict a defeat that cut the American to the bone. In the 1984 French Open final, McEnroe led Lendl by two sets and a break with the most devastating brand of attacking tennis ever seen on the slow clay of Court Central. McEnroe was an artist, his game asking to be hung in the Louvre, but unlike those of us watching, Lendl never interpreted his position as hopeless on that suffocatingly hot afternoon. As the match turned, McEnroe’s tennis fell apart. His mind unravelled. When he overheard voices on a cameraman’s headset left unattended on the side of the court, McEnroe picked it up and screamed, ‘Shut up!’ He complained to a man smoking a cigar in the open-air stands. He all but barked at the moon. Lendl just kept hitting winner after winner until McEnroe’s agony was finally complete. ‘I have this unique ability to turn the whole crowd around,’ he lamented in a magazine interview afterwards. The disappointment McEnroe carried with him into retirement was that he never came as close to winning the French Open again.


Paris was Borg’s garrison. In the fourth round of those 1981 championships – the eleventh and last Grand Slam title he won – the Swede took the first seventeen games from Terry Moor, before the American drew a standing ovation by winning the next game to prevent a total whitewash on the red dirt. ‘To win that one game was the biggest thing in my life,’ said Moor later. ‘The man is on another level. Maybe, it has something to do with who he is, but every ball was so deep, so high. Other guys, once in a while they miss. I felt lost. The thing was he looked bored. I have no idea how people beat him. I don’t see how they win games.’


In the final, Lendl pushed Borg hard, but as always the Swede never flinched. And in the decisive fifth set Lendl won just one game. Just as we have become accustomed to Lance Armstrong riding in triumph down the Champs Elysees on the last day of the Tour de France, the sight of Borg raising the French Open trophy was a ritual of Paris in springtime. David Irvine, the tennis correspondent of the Guardian, and an entertaining companion for many years on the road, wrote in the World of Tennis annual: ‘One day, perhaps, they will erect a plaque to commemorate Borg’s achievement in Paris. If they do, it should read: “Here was a Caesar. Whence comes such another?” For it is impossible to conceive that we will see his like again.’ His point has a validity not eroded by time.


Twenty-four hours after his victory in Paris, Borg, as usual, caught a flight to London. McEnroe would be lying in ambush, but for the American there would be as much pain as pleasure at Wimbledon 1981. Even by his own standards, McEnroe was to offer a production that summer from the Theatre of the Absurd. Perhaps no one should have been overwhelmingly surprised. His image had been cast. Dunlop – the company that paid him to play with their racket – had an advertising poster that framed a drawing of McEnroe’s head inside a racket head. The caption underneath read: ‘Maxply and McEnroe. The most frightening sight in tennis.’


McEnroe confessed in his hugely successful autobiography, Serious: ‘I’d been famous for a few years, but Wimbledon 1981 is where I became infamous.’ To this day, there are those who argue that McEnroe should have been defaulted in his first round match with Tom Gullikson. ‘I was tight as a piano wire,’ confessed McEnroe. ‘The devils were crawling all over my brain that afternoon.’ He involved himself in bitter rows with, first, umpire Edward James, then referee Fred Hoyles, a farmer from Lincolnshire, who died in the spring of 2004. This was the day McEnroe delivered the words synonymous with him: ‘Man, you cannot be serious!’ He also uttered another indignant phrase: ‘You are the pits of the world.’ He was ready to implode.


Years afterwards, in the quiet courtyard at the Ritz in Paris, McEnroe offered a reflection of his mindset: ‘I wasn’t there to bad mouth people, but there was a stuffy attitude at Wimbledon then. If I’d been the referee, no, I wouldn’t have thrown out McEnroe that day, but I would have told him: “We’ve gone far enough and if you go any further, that’s it.” We never got to that point. Fred [Hoyles] was like, huffin’ and puffin’.’ McEnroe was fined $1,500 for an audible obscenity and unsportsmanlike conduct. He faced a $10,000 fine and possible suspension from the tournament if he was adjudged to be guilty of further ‘aggravated behaviour’. But by the time McEnroe went to play Rod Frawley in the semifinal, that warning had apparently escaped his memory. ‘Seventeen times there was a break in play during that semifinal,’ recalled Frawley, reliving the closest he came to the Wimbledon final.


In his book, McEnroe describes the Australian as having ‘a big mane of wavy hair, like a rock star, and [with] an edgy attitude’. Frawley had smiled when he read it. ‘Rock star? Really?’ He had come to Wimbledon to play in the over forty-fives doubles tournament in 2004. His right leg needed to be heavily strapped before he could play and, with the greatest respect, he did not look much like a rock star, but there was an easy, Australian, straight-to-the-point charm about him. He retains an involvement in the game as a coach at tennis camps for tourists in Mediterranean resorts and Africa. At home in Brisbane, he has a child care complex.


On that day he met McEnroe, Frawley was unseeded and dangerous, an Australian ranked No. 110 in the world due to an absence from the game through injury. He might have been a little rusty, but he hadn’t forgotten his way around a grass tennis court. ‘I broke Mac in the first game of the match,’ he said. ‘In those days, there was a standing section on the Centre Court. It reminded me of the Hill at Sydney Cricket Ground.’ For those who have not been to the Sydney Cricket Ground, the Hill, regrettably no longer there, was a section notorious for larrikin behaviour. By mid-afternoon, empty tinnies were scattered everywhere and the crowd was fond of baying abuse at those not playing for Australia. Of course, when Frawley battled with McEnroe there were no tinnies on Centre Court, but the Australian recalled: ‘Those in the standing area definitely came to see fire and blood. And after I broke Mac in that first game, he started to go nuts. Mac was standing in the doubles alley to return my first serve as I could swing it so well. He gave the middle of the court away, because he knew if he didn’t he was not going to make the away swinger. Compared to today, I was a colourful player. I went toe to toe with Connors, with Mac. The only guy I couldn’t hang with was Lendl, his rallying speed was just too heavy for me. I was handy – I just couldn’t beat the top guys. I’ve watched that semifinal with Mac a couple of times. I had a break in every set. In the third set, I had 3–1 serving with new balls and double-faulted twice. Lack of experience. I was better than that. Anyway, Mac went nuts a lot.


‘Referee Fred Hoyles did a bad job. I mean there were seventeen stoppages caused by Mac complaining. At one stage Fred came on the court and I said to him, “You know, Fred, you’ve got to do your job. Otherwise, I may have to walk off here. This is an important match for me – and it’s becoming a bit of a comedy. I am having to wait all the time. You guys have got to do your job, you’ve got to penalise him.” I honestly thought about walking out, but then I knew I would be the one penalised. Everyone would have sympathised, but you just can’t walk off.


‘You have to be a little upset with the ones who allowed all this shit. Hoyles used to hide behind the backstops on court if he knew there was likely to be trouble. I don’t know if it was gamesmanship from Mac – or whether he was just losing it. Wasn’t it the time he was breaking up with his girlfriend, Stacy Margolin? I think she had been knocked out of the tournament and gone back to the States. I think he was feeling the pressure. He felt he had to win this one. And a guy like me was a dream draw. But he was losing it under all the stress . . . and he was behaving like a little boy who needed a bit of a spank. In my opinion, what went on was unfair to me.


‘Mac’s dad was a bit upset, too. He came into the locker room after the match and they had a couple of words. I don’t think John was that happy. Let me remember the score . . . 7–6, 6–4, 7–5. I should have won a set at least. Mac will tell you it was a close match.’


McEnroe tells you more than that: ‘I was tense and, basically, I acted like a jerk,’ he said. But McEnroe also felt that the line of communication between him and the club was virtually non-existent at that point, as he once explained to me: ‘Maybe, they felt this young kid didn’t respect them. I just wish that I had been able to show them that I did, so they felt able to respect me. Their answer was to fine me, then fine me again.’


Significantly, twenty-three years later the chairman of the All England Club at that time confessed to a blunder that haunts him still. Air Chief Marshal Sir Brian Burnett, GCB, DFC, AFC, admitted over coffee in a private room at the club last May: ‘We should have defaulted McEnroe that year. He got away with it twice, against Gullikson and Frawley. He behaved very badly. While McEnroe was playing Frawley I was in the Members’ Enclosure entertaining to lunch the Duchess of Gloucester, I think. When I heard about it, I sent my vice-chairman, Bimbi Holt, to try and sort it out. McEnroe should have been disqualified. I am sure he must have put his opponents off.’


Even McEnroe had been burned in the maelstrom of his excessive behaviour. Some years later, as he was fighting against the dying light of a remarkable career, McEnroe acknowledged this fact. ‘Winning Wimbledon was a secondary consideration,’ he admitted. ‘My main goal was not to get into any more confrontations. It had all gotten so ridiculous all I wanted was to get out of the place.’


McEnroe’s good fortune was that he would share the Centre Court with Borg in the Wimbledon final on American Independence Day 1981. You could have bet your house on McEnroe not playing up against Borg. Nevertheless, Bud Collins had felt compelled to speak on McEnroe’s behalf at the outset of NBC’s coverage of the final, which was being broadcast to the United States in a show called Breakfast at Wimbledon. ‘I defended John at the start of the telecast,’ said Collins. ‘In my precis when we went on the air, I said, “You’ve read a lot of criticism about McEnroe, but despite his ill-mannered behaviour, he hasn’t killed anybody, he hasn’t robbed a bank.” Well, I got the worst mail I’ve ever had as a television commentator for “defending that punk”.


‘The truth is the Wimbledon people didn’t have the guts to throw him out during the Gullikson match. They should have done – it wouldn’t have cost Wimbledon a ticket. When we asked Fred [Hoyles] what McEnroe had called him, he said, “Oh, you could never print that.” I will never forget my friend Gianni Clerici showing me his column that appeared in Italy the next day. The English words stood out: c***, p****, fag. That would have been the perfect time to have thrown out Mac. Borg would have won again – and everyone would have been happy.’


Instead, Borg was vanquished. His forty-one-match winning streak on the grass courts of London SW19, dating back to the summer of 1976, was ended by McEnroe’s ability to put behind him the controversies he had created. His strength of mind could be deemed as important to him as his serve, volley and athleticism. No matter how enraged he became, no matter how many bad headlines had traced his progress through the tournament, McEnroe had the capacity to walk out on the Centre Court without a hint of self-consciousness. Or apparent remorse. After all, what had he done other than be John McEnroe?


In the moment of defeat, Borg said with good grace: ‘There is no way I could win all the time, but forty-one wins is something to be proud of.’ However, Borg is still of the impression it was a match he could, and should, have won. ‘I thought I was ahead all the time, I was the better player in that final,’ he said, when interviewed for the film the All England Club commissioned in 2003 to celebrate his life and times at Wimbledon. ‘I thought I could win for a sixth time.’ In Sweden, Mats Wilander had no doubts about the outcome as he watched from his home in Vaxjo. ‘We were brainwashed by Borg winning Wimbledon,’ he said. ‘It was impossible for us to foresee him losing.’


Yet on court McEnroe sensed he was playing a different Borg to the one he had met on the same premises the previous summer. ‘Borg no longer had the same fire,’ he told me. ‘It was like he needed to be relieved of the pressure. I think it had all got too much for him after five years. It seemed as if it was OK in his mind to lose to me.’


When the Wimbledon championship was his, McEnroe’s face became that of a child at Christmas. On the Centre Court, the scoreboard declared his victory: 4–6, 7–6, 7–6, 6–4. Not far away, Borg now stood where in five previous summers he had placed Ilie Nastase, Jimmy Connors, twice, Roscoe Tanner and McEnroe. He stood in the most uncomfortable spot at Wimbledon – the spot where you get the closest view of the man collecting the championship trophy. When he spoke of what it was like to be beaten at Wimbledon or anywhere, Connors said, ‘The cameras are right in your face as you walk off, win or lose. The microphones are thrust in your face, too. It’s OK to do that with the winner, but give the guy who has just had a tough day a break to compose himself.’ Television contracts tend to be devoid of such a clause.


Of course, Borg watched impassively as McEnroe took his prized possession. Only years later did Borg confirm what McEnroe had suspected. ‘I was not really that disappointed.’ Borg’s passion for the game of tennis was taking flight, even if we didn’t know it. ‘Of all the Wimbledon finals I played that’s the one I should have won. John didn’t play well and if I had been a little more focused I could have won in straight sets. But afterwards I wasn’t upset. I didn’t care. That felt strange . . . I set my goals very high all the time. All the other players wanted to beat me and people expected so much of me. I had to be motivated every day of the week. I was the guy who never wanted to lose.’ Or he used to be.


McEnroe had fulfilled his own destiny, for if ever a man was born with a game to win Wimbledon it was this irascible New Yorker whose tennis might have been designed in a laboratory to specifically excel on the Centre Court. Yet even in the hour of his triumph, McEnroe walked headlong into another controversy. He failed to attend the champions’ dinner at the Savoy. In turn, the All England Club broke with tradition and withheld membership from McEnroe.


In summer 2004 I asked Patrick McEnroe if his family felt Wimbledon was against them. ‘Initially,’ said Patrick, who made his own mark as a player and is now a respected television commentator. ‘That’s why my dad would tell John, “You are just making life tougher for yourself.” But John was John and that was part of what made him a great player.’


Sir Brian told what happened from the Club’s perspective. ‘After he won the final, McEnroe blames me for not going to congratulate him. I went on the court for the presentation and congratulated him there, but I didn’t go in the locker room. He thought I ought to have done, and talked to him then about the dinner, but the chairman is a bit tied, because he’s looking after the royals, and very often there were half a dozen of them, with all the Kent family present. I sent Bimbi Holt to see him, but McEnroe said he didn’t know anything about the dinner. That’s what Bambi tells me. We turned up at the Savoy and there was a message that he would only come if he could bring his friends. He had arranged to have a beer with them. The committee deemed that it was inappropriate for McEnroe’s friends to be at the dinner. Anyway, McEnroe decided to go and drink beer.’
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