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CHAPTER ONE
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TIGRE, Argentina


Midnight approached, and so did Roger Federer.


We journalists do a lot of waiting, and this wait was in a chauffeured car in a Buenos Aires suburb with Eric Carmen’s plaintive ballad “All by Myself” playing on the radio. That sounded right on key for me as I sat alone in the backseat with my notes and pre-interview thoughts, but not for Federer, who so seldom seems to be all by himself and certainly was not on this occasion.


It was mid-December 2012, the tail end of a resurgent year in which he had returned to No. 1 by winning Wimbledon, his first Grand Slam title in more than two years. Now, he had left his wife, Mirka, and three-year-old twin daughters at home in Switzerland and come for the first time to this part of South America to play a series of exhibitions that had sold out in minutes.


He was here for the money: $2 million per appearance, which guaranteed him more for six matches than the $8.5 million he had earned in official prize money in all of 2012. But Federer was also here for the memories: the chance to commune with new audiences in new places despite all the demands on his mind and body in the previous eleven months.


Other champions with their fortunes already secured would have been content to pass on the journey and the jet lag. But Federer and his agent, Tony Godsick, were thinking big picture: considering untapped Federer markets as well as untapped Federer emotions. The tour, which had taken him to Brazil and now Argentina, had surpassed their expectations, symbolized by the crowd of twenty thousand that had filled the makeshift stadium in Tigre this evening. That was a record for a tennis match in Argentina, proud land of tennis icons like Guillermo Vilas, Gabriela Sabatini, and Juan Martin del Potro, who had been Federer’s opponent and to some degree Federer’s foil.


“It was great but a little strange for Juan Martin,” said Franco Davin, then del Potro’s coach. “He’s at home in Argentina, and they cheer more for Federer.”


So it has gone in many a tennis nation. Federer gets to play at home just about everywhere, and even near midnight several hundred Federer fans were still waiting outside the stadium: adults standing on boxes to get a better view, children perched on their parents’ shoulders, digital camera lights flashing as their owners kept fingers on buttons in order to capture the moment.


It was quiet and expectant, and then it was bedlam as Federer emerged from a side door and made his way to the backseat, moving lightly on his feet even after the three-setter against del Potro.


“Bye-bye. Bye-bye. Bye-bye!” he said rhythmically in a conversational tone to the fans before opening the car door.


“How are things?” he said to me in the same tone after closing it behind him.


I have followed Federer on six continents; interviewed him more than twenty times over twenty years for the New York Times and the International Herald Tribune. Our meetings have taken place everywhere from a private plane to a backcourt at Wimbledon to Times Square to Alpine restaurants in Switzerland to a suite at the Hôtel de Crillon in Paris with a ridiculously good view of the Place de la Concorde while his future wife, Mirka Vavrinec, tried on designer clothes.


One habit that separates Federer from most other elite athletes I have encountered is that he will ask about you first and not in a perfunctory manner: inquiring about your own journey to this particular place, your own perceptions of the tournament, the country, the people.


 “The reason Roger is so interesting is because he’s so interested,” Paul Annacone, his former coach, once told me.


My family of five had embarked on a globe trot of our own in 2012: a school year on the road beginning with three months in Peru, Chile, and Argentina.


Federer wanted to hear the highlights (Torres del Paine and Chiloé Island in Chile, Arequipa in Peru). But he was most interested in the schooling and how our three children reacted and benefited. It was yet another hint that he planned to remain on the road with his own family indefinitely, that he wanted to keep his children part of his everyday life and show them quite a bit of the world along the way.


“We are sort of returning guests at most of the cities and tournaments, and we’ve also created a lot of friends around the world,” he said. “It’s that home-away-from-home feeling. I’m able to reproduce that quite easily now, especially now with the kids. I want to keep reproducing that for them so they always feel comfortable everywhere we go.”


Federer’s curiosity—be it polite or from the heart—sets the tone for a conversation rather than a structured interview. It is disarming, although that does not seem to be his intent. What it creates, most of all, is an air of normalcy amid the extraordinary, and that is something Federer projects very intentionally. Federer can handle being on a pedestal (he has had lots of practice), but he often emphasizes that he is happier seeing eye-to-eye. His mother, Lynette, might well have passed this on. When someone hears her surname or a shopkeeper sees it on her credit card and asks if she is related to that Federer, she answers in the affirmative but then quickly shifts the focus by inquiring if they have children of their own.


“Look at this, listen to this,” he said in his distinctive nasal baritone, gesturing out the car window. “We’re, like, snaking through the crowds with police escorts, and this is not what I usually have, you know?”


“Funny,” I said. “I would think it would happen to you a lot.”


“Thank God it doesn’t, actually,” he said. “I consider myself really like a regular guy with a fascinating life as a tennis player, because the life as a tennis player has become very much living it in the public eye, traveling the world, live audience. You get the review right away. You know if you are good or bad. It’s like musicians a little bit, and I tell you, it’s a good feeling to have. Even if you are bad, it doesn’t matter. Go work at it. At least you know you have some work to do, and if you are great, it gives you confidence and motivation and inspires you. So it’s a great life, I have to admit. It’s hard at times, you know, because the travels can be hard. You know how it is. But I was thinking the other day, I entered the top 10 like ten years ago, and here I am now still experiencing things like this. It is like a total out-of-body experience, almost disbelief that it is really happening. I feel very fortunate, and I guess that’s also one of the reasons I would like to play for longer, because these things are not going to come back around when you retire.”


The surprise, even to Federer, was just how much more would come his way before retirement.


That night in Argentina, he was already thirty-one, the same age Pete Sampras, one of his role models, had been when he won a record fourteenth Grand Slam singles title at the 2002 United States Open. That turned out to be Sampras’s final tour match and would have been one of the sport’s ultimate walk-off home runs if Sampras had not waited another year to formally announce his retirement.


Stefan Edberg, another of Federer’s boyhood tennis heroes, retired at age thirty.


But Federer was not late in his career in Buenos Aires, as most tennis experts and fans would understandably have imagined. He was still smack in the middle of his run and would play on effectively into the 2020s as his generational tennis peers moved into business, commentary, or coaching Federer’s younger rivals.


Following Sampras in his final seasons in 2001 and 2002, it was clear that the grind and the pressure were taking a heavy toll on him. “Pete was done, but Roger is an entirely different animal,” said Annacone, who has coached them both. “Traveling the world drained Pete’s energy. Roger gets energy from it.”


Annacone traveled with Federer to the ATP tournament in Shanghai. On their second day in the city, Annacone and the rest of Federer’s team were sitting at a table talking in Federer’s hotel suite when there was a knock at the door. It was a Chinese woman.


Federer announced that their language teacher had arrived.


“Roger says, ‘She’s going to come over every day for like a half an hour, and we’re going to try to pick up on a few words here and there so we learn some Mandarin,’” Annacone said. “And I was like, ‘Dude, I can barely speak English.’ And Roger was like, ‘No, no, it’ll be fun.’ And he loved it. He wanted to learn some phrases so he could say thank you to the fans in Mandarin, but he was also in hysterics listening to us try to pronounce things. Roger just embraces the different aspects of traveling in a way that many others do not.”


It was Federer’s natural state with a father from Switzerland and a mother from South Africa, where Federer first visited when he was three months old and returned to regularly throughout his childhood. Sampras spoke no language other than English. Federer speaks French, English, German, and Swiss German, and also knows quite a few words of Afrikaans, thanks to his mother, and quite a few swear words in Swedish, thanks to his former coach Peter Lundgren.


As a Swiss in the border city of Basel, Federer was accustomed to switching cultural milieus from an early age. But being exposed to a way of life does not guarantee that you will embrace that way of life. Federer did so in part because, for a tennis champion, there was purpose to the globe-trotting, and what made him genuinely giddy in that car in Argentina in 2012 was the realization that the body of work he had created on the courts of Wimbledon and Roland Garros had translated and inspired more widely than he imagined.


“They are so passionate,” he said. “I’ve had more fans break down here in South America than anywhere else in the world, you know. They cry, and they shake, and they are just so, like, not in awe, but so happy to meet you that it’s disbelief for them. And that is something that has happened a few times before but it’s very rare, and here I must have had at least twenty people probably hugging me and kissing me and so happy just to get a chance to touch me even.”


As the Argentines shouted and pressed toward the car, he did not shrink from the window. He drew closer to it.


I asked Federer if he knew the English word “jaded.”


“A little bit,” he said, sounding hesitant.


“In French, it basically means ‘blasé,’” I said. “You’ve been through it all before, things no longer give you the same rush. It’s kind of how you imagine Björn Borg in the car leaving the US Open, never to return.”


Borg was twenty-five then.


Federer considered that for a moment.


“It happens very quickly,” he said. “You’re just, ‘I’m done. I don’t want to do it anymore. I’m tired of it all.’ And really, that’s what I try to avoid by having the proper schedule and the proper fun and the proper change, because, like you mentioned, if you do the same thing, it doesn’t matter what you do, too many times, all the time, too often you get bored of it. It doesn’t matter how extraordinary your life might be, so that’s where I think these kinds of trips, or a good buildup practice session or a great vacation or some amazing tournaments in a row, toughing it out, whatever it might be, it’s in the mix that I find the resources for more, the energy for more. Really, it’s pretty simple in a way.”


Watching Federer stay fresh and eager deep into his thirties, against logic and against tennis precedent, it was intriguing to realize that his ability to remain in the moment was in fact about forethought. If he was relaxed and accommodating despite all the forces pulling at him, it was because he knew himself and his microcosm well enough to avoid the pitfalls that would likely snuff out his pilot light.


But then such intentionality is very much in harmony with his career as a whole.


He has often made the game look astonishingly easy through the decades: hitting aces, gliding to forehands, and, in his most gravity-defying act, remaining high above the waterline in a world rightfully flooded with icon cynicism. But his path from temperamental, bleached-blond teenager with dubious style sense to one of the most elegant and self-possessed great athletes has been a long-running act of will, not destiny.


Federer is widely perceived as a natural, and yet he is a meticulous planner who has learned to embrace routine and self-discipline, plotting out his schedule well in advance and in considerable detail.


“I usually have an idea of the next one and a half years, and a very good idea about the next nine months,” he said in Argentina. “I can tell you what I’ll be doing on Monday before Rotterdam or what I’m doing Saturday before Indian Wells. I mean, not hour by hour, but I pretty much talk it through day by day.”


Though it is rare to see Federer sweat, there has been tremendous toil and ample self-doubt behind the scenes. He has played in pain far more than most of us realize. There has also been no shortage of bruising setbacks in the spotlight. One could easily argue that the two greatest matches in which he has played were the 2008 Wimbledon final against Rafael Nadal and the 2019 Wimbledon final against Novak Djokovic. Both ended in bitter defeats in tight fifth sets that extended past regulation.


He has been a big winner, racking up more than a hundred tour titles and twenty-three consecutive Grand Slam semifinals, but also a big loser.


That has no doubt contributed to his everyman appeal, helping to humanize him. To his credit, Federer has absorbed the blows, both public and private, and rebounded with the accent on positive energy and the long run.


He has transcended tennis, not by using it as a platform for higher or edgier causes but by remaining largely within the confines of the game. That is no small achievement for a sport with a dwindling and aging fan base in Europe and North America.


It is an old-school approach: low on controversy and on glimpses into his personal life, long on bonhomie and Corinthian spirit.


Boring? Hardly. How can anyone who unites in a divided world be a source of ennui? He has long had the beautiful game: balletic, often airborne as he leaps to strike a serve or groundstroke with his eyes on the contact point for a moment longer than any player I have watched in my more than thirty years of covering tennis. That ability to finish, truly finish, the stroke can make him appear nonchalant, but it is also integral to what makes him magnetic to the gaze. It is the equivalent of Michael Jordan hovering a little longer than everyone else in flight to the basket, of a dancer holding a pose for emphasis.


“He is the most beautiful and balletic player I’ve ever seen,” Billie Jean King told me. “His kinetic chain stays very connected. That’s where the elegance comes from.”


Professional tennis has been put into a particle accelerator during the last quarter century, with more powerful rackets and polyester strings and with taller, more explosive athletes. Stroke technique and footwork have had to be adjusted to deal with the speed, but Federer still seems to have the time he needs to put a final coat of paint on his shots. How can he play this way and still recover before hitting the next polished stroke? Because of rare vision, mobility, and agility but also because of relatively compact strokes and the confidence that comes with knowing that while others must plan and grind and press, he can conjure solutions on the run or full stretch that others simply lack the tool kit—or Swiss army knife—to create.


Marc Rosset, the best Swiss men’s player before Federer moved the goalposts to a faraway place, likes to talk about Federer’s “processing speed.”


Rosset remembers doing a drill in which someone would throw five balls of different colors into the air and ask players to catch the five balls in order according to color. “The maximum I ever did was four,” Rosset said. “It was really tough for me. Rog, you gave him five balls, and he caught all five.”


In Rosset’s view, “People focus a lot on an athlete’s talent with his hands or his feet. But there’s a talent we don’t talk about enough and that’s reactivity, the ability of their brain to interpret what their eyes are seeing. When you look at the great champions, a football player like [Zinedine] Zidane or [Diego] Maradona, or you look at Federer, Djokovic, or Nadal in tennis, you have the impression sometimes that they are in the Matrix, that everything is going so fast, too fast for you and me, but they pick up on things so quickly that it is as if they have more time for their brains to process it all.


“Zidane, when he dribbled, there were four people around him, but he was calm. It’s all in slow motion for him. These great champions are a fraction of a second ahead of everybody else, and that allows them to be more relaxed, because when you see some of the incredible shots that Roger could hit in his career, those are not shots you can practice.”


To watch Federer on his finer days is to be swept away by the flow of his movement but also to be put on edge by the sense that legerdemain is surely on the way, but when? It is a double dose of intoxication: intensified by how little he has deviated from the challenge at hand for most of his career. Without tirades or banter and with his inner journey rarely reflected in his deeply set eyes on court, the focus has remained on the physical act of him practicing his craft.


“He plays the ball, but he also plays with the ball,” his friend and longtime coach Severin Lüthi once told me.


It is a quality that appeals to insiders as well as outsiders. “Fed is the guy that probably more than anybody else still astounds other players,” said Brad Stine, a longtime coach who worked with Kevin Anderson and No. 1 Jim Courier. “They watch him and they honestly say, ‘How does he do that? I mean, really, how do you make that shot?’”


John McEnroe was an artist with a racket, too, but a tormented one. If Johnny Mac were Jackson Pollock, splattering paint in an attempt to express some internal struggle, Federer would be much closer to Peter Paul Rubens: prolific, well-adjusted, enduring, and perfectly accessible to mainstream tastes yet capable of giving chills to the experts with his brushwork and composition, too.


It is quite a school of performance art but also one that leaves ample white space on the canvas for others to find their own meaning in his work. Federer would rather not overthink the formula—“it’s pretty simple in a way,” he says—but he accepts that others will have at it, like a writer whose novels get parsed to the nth degree in a graduate seminar.


I remember talking with Federer about this before we boarded that private jet in the California desert in 2018 (it was my first and probably last ride in a private jet). He had played the final of the BNP Paribas Open the previous day against del Potro, blowing three match points on his own serve and losing in a third-set tiebreaker: his first defeat of the season. The margins had been so slim, the reaction time so compressed, even for him.


“Tactics? People talk about tactics,” Federer said. “But a lot of the time at this level it just comes down to instinct. It happens so fast that you have to hit the shot almost without thinking. There’s of course some luck involved.”


Fortune has indeed played a role for Federer. He might not have become a champion, at least not a tennis champion, if an Australian journeyman pro named Peter Carter had not decided to take a coaching job in, of all places, a small club in Basel, Switzerland. Federer might not have had the staying power if he had not met a cerebral, sensitive, and gifted fitness trainer named Pierre Paganini or crossed career paths with Mirka Vavrinec, an older Swiss player who eventually became his wife, part-time press agent, and organizer in chief. There is no way he would have played on so long and so convincingly without her full support and her own ambition.


“She has a desire to succeed that is just as strong as Federer, perhaps stronger,” said Paul Dorochenko, the French fitness trainer who worked with Vavrinec and Federer in their early years in Switzerland.


But in life and certainly in pro tennis it is really about what you do with your good fortune, what you make of your opportunities, and Federer built on many of them rather than squander them.


Federer is not as debonair as his marketers can make him appear. He is intelligent and intuitive but no master of the Bondian bon mot. He did, after all, stop school at sixteen and was not a particularly serious student. But he approached adulthood and the tour with much more rigor.


“I consider this life school,” he said in Argentina.


Though Federer was undeniably gifted, one of the things that differentiated him from some of the other great talents of his generation was that he had both an abiding love of the game and the drive to demand more of himself. He believed that maintaining the same level in pro tennis was actually losing ground, a belief that rubbed off on his younger rivals.


“The number one requirement to succeed at this level is I think the constant desire and open-mindedness to master and improve and evolve yourself in every aspect,” Djokovic told me recently. “I know Roger has talked about this a lot, and I think it’s something most top athletes in all sports can agree on. Stagnation is regression.”


Federer understood, or came to understand, his weaknesses and addressed them: anger management, mental toughness, concentration, endurance, a chronically sore back, and his single-handed backhand drive. He switched tactics, attacking more from the baseline than the net. He switched to a larger-headed racket to increase his chances of thriving in extended rallies and switched coaches repeatedly—but not impulsively—to get a fresh perspective and sometimes went without a coach at all. Throughout his life he has sought out people who could serve as mentors, even role models for his next phase: from Sampras to prelapsarian Tiger Woods to, more recently, Bill Gates, whose philanthropic approach Federer hopes to emulate in his later years.


His tennis skills have been the main ingredient in his success, but his people skills are also part of the recipe. Tennis superstars get a lot of free footwear, but it is rarer that they are able to put themselves in others’ shoes. Federer is an empath, constantly registering the feelings and energy in the stadium, the street, the room, the backseat.


“He’s extremely socially intelligent, and I think that’s a huge reason why he’s so popular,” said Andy Roddick, the American star who became his friend. “He’s a chameleon. He can work in kind of any room, and it’s a genuine emotion. It’s not like he’s fitting the mold in a calculated sense.”


[image: Paragraph break image]


About halfway between Tigre and downtown Buenos Aires, a car eluded the escort and pulled briefly alongside our vehicle at full speed. A young man, high on the thrill of the chase and perhaps on something else, extended his body halfway out the open window and waved a monogrammed RF cap at Federer.


“Well, at least you know your merchandise is moving,” I said.


Federer chuckled and waved through the glass. “I hope he doesn’t lose the cap,” he said. “Bye-bye. Bye-bye.”


Federer’s finely tuned antennae are part of the explanation for his postmatch tears, much less frequent now but still inseparably part of his persona. They seem to be not just an expression of joy or disappointment but a release after all the input he has absorbed on court.


It is not just about what he has invested emotionally in a match or a tournament; it is about what everyone has invested emotionally in a match or a tournament.


“So, does it start to seem normal after a while?” I asked as the car carrying the fan with the RF cap accelerated out of view.


“This? No. No. No,” he said, his voice rising to a higher pitch. “This is unbelievable. It’s just nice to see happy people in general, right? And this is just another world here, and that’s why I love playing exhibitions. Because it’s different. You finally go to a country maybe you’ve never been to before or do things you normally don’t have the time to do. You don’t have to worry too much about how you are really going to play, even though there is a certain level I can always achieve. But it’s about, really, how shall I say, making sure that you touch a lot of people’s hearts in an exhibition and make them happy and make them not travel to come to see you but you come travel to see them.”


At a press conference, Federer will answer queries at length and with a certain restraint. It is rare that he will stray off topic or volunteer information, but he respects the question and the questioner: quite a contrast with some of his predecessors (see Jimmy Connors) and his peers (see Lleyton Hewitt and, sadly in her later years, Venus Williams). In more intimate settings, Federer’s natural exuberance and geniality often get him waving his arms and launching into rambling paragraphs. Thoughts expressed in English—his first language but not always his best language—can take him in unexpected directions that require him to double back and make a few detours to get to his intended destination.


He is less polished off-camera, even goofy at times, although he saves his pranks and surprises for friends and colleagues, not for journalists along for the ride.


I have taken quite a few rides through the years, and this book will examine Federer’s career in part through the prism of those experiences. This will not be a Federer encyclopedia: Too many scores and match summaries bog down any tennis narrative, and he has given us biographers too much material, playing more than seventeen hundred tour-level matches and doing news conferences after most of them. Instead, this book aims to be episodic and interpretative, built with care around the places, people, and duels that have mattered most or symbolized most to Federer.


It is just one planet, and he has covered a great deal of it: pursuing trophies, paydays, novelty, fulfillment, and, increasingly through the seasons, communion.


Argentina was an unexpectedly meaningful stop on the journey, and as we approached his hotel in downtown Buenos Aires, Federer, winner of a record seventeen Grand Slam singles titles at that stage, was emphasizing how much he still wanted to improve.


“I’m going to take a vacation after this, rest and just get away from it all, because the last few years have been extremely intense,” he said. “I feel if I keep on pushing at this pace I might lose interest like you mentioned, just get jaded.”


Federer laughed.


“‘Jaded.’ That’s the new word I have in my vocabulary, and that’s the last thing I want happening,” he said. “Hopefully next year is going to be a platform for many more years. That’s the opportunity I want to give myself.”










CHAPTER TWO
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BASEL, Switzerland


Tennis, in many respects, saved me. During my childhood, my father, like his father before him, was working his way up the ladder to becoming an admiral in the United States Navy. We moved more than ten times before I went to college. From Virginia to Hawaii to California, tennis was one of my passports to inclusion in the next community, the next school, the next team. I never stopped appreciating the game and have been covering it with a critical eye but also great pleasure since the 1980s. I have written about all sorts of sports in thirty-five years, but tennis has held my interest like no other, in part because I have played, struggled, and choked enough to understand just how difficult it can be to hit the shots that virtuosos like Federer make look routine under pressure.


After finishing my studies at Williams College, where I played on the tennis team, I taught tennis for the summer in East Hampton, New York, at a modest club with an upscale clientele. Two of my pupils were Jann Wenner, the founder of Rolling Stone; and fashion designer Gloria Sachs. My goal was to give enough lessons to fund a low-budget world tour with my college roommate, and I managed it with help from Jann, Gloria, and others. I was so connected to the game that I strapped my Yonex racket to my backpack and brought it along, which seemed more than a little incongruous in places like Burma and rural China where there were no courts to be seen. But the racket was a security blanket amid the unknown, just as it had been throughout my youth.


Watching tennis is still, for me, closer to a physical act than a passive one: My body tenses, my right hand often clenches a notional grip. The first tournament I covered was a long way from Wimbledon. It was the United States Tennis Association’s boys’ twelve-and-under national championships in 1987—essentially a tournament for talented elementary school students—in my latest home city of San Diego.


I was a summer intern at the local newspaper back when people still got most of their news on paper. All I can recall from that long-ago championship is that Vincent Spadea, the father of future top 20 pro Vince Spadea, sang arias in the stands between his young son’s matches; and that Alexandra Stevenson was there with her mother, Samantha, as a six-year-old spectator doing cartwheels on the grass. That was long before she reached the semifinals at Wimbledon in 1999 and long before anyone outside of her inner circle knew that she was also the daughter of NBA star Julius Erving.


It can seem random what sticks with you and what slips away. But I am sure of this: There have been only two occasions when I watched a young men’s player and was certain, deep in my bones, that I was watching a future No. 1.


The first time was during the 1998 French Open, when eighteen-year-old Marat Safin upset Andre Agassi and defending champion Gustavo Kuerten in his first two Grand Slam matches. Safin was a combustible, telegenic, and phenomenally athletic Russian: an ethnic Tatar with swagger, sex appeal, and an explosive, often-airborne two-handed backhand that was unlike any shot I had seen.


The second time was on my first trip to Basel. I traveled there in February 2001 to cover Patrick McEnroe’s debut as captain for the United States Davis Cup team and eighteen-year-old Andy Roddick’s debut as a player. But I ended up writing a great deal more about a Swiss teenager instead.


I had watched Federer play (and lose) his first Grand Slam match at the French Open in 1999 to Patrick Rafter and had watched Federer some more the following year in the singles at the Summer Olympics in Sydney as he finished fourth, the bitterest place to finish at any Olympics. Now nineteen, he was widely considered a promising talent, but I had not grasped just how promising until those three days in Federer’s home city.


The Davis Cup, the leading team event in tennis, was more prestigious at that stage: a mettle detector that generated a different, often more acute brand of pressure than the regular tour while testing the limits of players’ endurance with matches played over best-of-five sets.


Federer, still ranked outside the top 20, already had experienced some thrills and crushing defeats in the competition, which he first played at age seventeen. But during that long weekend in Basel, he hoisted Switzerland’s team onto his back and carried them to victory over the Americans in the first round, sweeping both his singles matches and a doubles match with partner Lorenzo Manta.


On opening day, Federer outplayed the veteran Todd Martin, who was a two-time Grand Slam finalist. Though the match was contested on a synthetic indoor surface, I kept imagining grass beneath Federer’s agile feet as he sliced backhands, flicked forehand winners on the run, flowed from baseline to net, and cracked winning volleys and overheads. There was a liquid quality to his strokes and movement that was similar to both Sampras and Edberg: an ability to cover big spaces in a hurry with seemingly little effort. He could run around his backhand to rip his forehand with a speed and fluidity that I had never seen. His serve looked airtight and was clearly difficult to read, considering how often the six-foot-six Martin, a fine returner with a big wingspan, was far from reaching it.


“This guy is going to win Wimbledon, multiple times,” I said to my neighbors in the press seats in the distant days when sportswriters bantered instead of tweeted.


That was out of character for me. By nature, I am much more an observer than a soothsayer, and that prediction could have seemed like a reach. Pete Sampras was still in his twenties and still an irresistible force at the All England Club. Pat Rafter, the net-rushing Australian, was in his prime and brilliant on grass. But if you watch enough elite tennis, you see the patterns and skills that are required to thrive and that can transpose a young player’s game to grander occasions in your mind’s eye. Federer’s attacking style, all-court tools, deceptive power, and silken footwork transposed beautifully.


His game, replete with tactical options, had matured, which was marvelous for the Swiss and rotten timing for the Americans.


“We ran into a guy who dominated,” McEnroe told us after the 3–2 defeat. “Federer is a great player, and he sort of came into his own this week, and we just couldn’t get on top of him. But the guy’s got a lot of game. He’s certainly playing at a level within the top 10, if not higher.”


Federer had just won his first ATP title the previous week in Milan on a similar indoor surface: a watershed moment for a young player. But winning in Basel for his country was an emotional breakthrough of a higher order.


He would go on to win ten singles titles in that same arena at the Swiss Indoors. But at that early stage, he was still unsure of his capacities, still uncertain whether he could shoulder the load of leading his team, particularly when he was on edgy terms with his captain, Jakob Hlasek. A former Swiss star, Hlasek had muscled his way into the role the previous year by displacing a man Federer and his teammates appreciated: Claudio Mezzadri.


“That match against the USA was an important moment in my career,” Federer told me much later. “It helped me believe.”


It was foreshadowing indeed. There were Federer tears in victory and Federer news conferences in three languages. His hair was long; his complexion still that of an adolescent; his face, with its strong features and prominent nose, more fit for a pugilist. As he arrived for an interview, he walked with a panther’s rhythmic grace but looked self-conscious, as if he was still adjusting to being closely observed.


The American team also included two future stars—Roddick and James Blake—who would suffer at Federer’s deft hands repeatedly in the years ahead.


Roddick, quick-witted and huge-hitting, made his Davis Cup debut in what is known as a “dead rubber,” defeating George Bastl in the final singles match on Sunday after Federer already had clinched the Swiss team’s victory by defeating Jan-Michael Gambill.


Roddick and Federer had their first conversation much later that night when the two teams crossed paths in a bar in Basel.


“You’re curious to see how someone like that is going to handle the situation in his hometown with Davis Cup, and I watched him just dismantle our entire team,” Roddick told me recently. “I think it had progressed past the point of ‘Is this guy going to be really good?’ I think that was a given. The question was: Is he going to be Roger or, I don’t mean this in a disrespectful way, is he going to be a Richard Gasquet, who is someone who is really, really good? I’d say someone is probably lying to you if they say they can tell the difference at that stage because the difference is probably inward. I think it was a given Roger was going to be a top 10 guy, a top 5 guy, but there’s a big difference between that and someone who is number one, wins a Slam, and is a relevant result maker for ten years. You definitely didn’t think in the context of twenty years back then.”


Blake, who had left Harvard after his sophomore year to play full-time on the tour, was a practice partner in Basel, which meant that he spent some time with Michel Kratochvil, the Swiss team’s practice partner.


“We were so proud of Andy,” Blake told me. “We were like, ‘This kid is so good, you guys just wait, he’s going to be amazing, he’s going to be on our team for so long,’ and I was talking to Kratochvil, and he was like, ‘Um, maybe look at our guy. He’s going to be pretty special, too.’”


Blake had a long look at Federer. His first realization was that once Federer took control of a point, it was a huge challenge to get the ball to his less dangerous backhand side. He was that quick.


“He moves so well that if he gets a forehand, you can’t get him to hit another backhand,” Blake said. “Once he hits a forehand, he is completely controlling the point. That was just incredible.”


There was a second realization.


“We all watched him, and it looked like he was not sweating,” Blake said. “It looked like his heart rate was thirty. It didn’t look like anything was affecting him, like it was clear there were not going to be any bad decisions because it’s break point and he is nervous because the crowd is a little into it or something.”


Blake was unaware of how far Federer had come in the behavior department from the racket-chucking, self-berating episodes of his youth.


“It just looked like this is what he was ready for and he could handle whatever situation came up,” Blake said. “And then after the match to see him break down and see that he really cared so much about playing Davis Cup in his hometown, that was really cool.”


The Americans soon headed home themselves, and I filed my column for the International Herald Tribune. I didn’t quite have the moxie to crown him a multiple Wimbledon champion in print.




Federer is a special player—precociously poised and complete, innately capable of raising his level under pressure and doing just about everything fluidly.


He can serve big. He can play scrambling defense and come up with a lob winner. He can play classic chip-and-charge tennis and smack away a stiff-wristed volley winner. He can dictate play with his forehand and hit his one-handed backhand with pace or a wicked, dipping slice that leaves less agile opponents huffing, puffing and digging for the quick-spinning ball.


For all that, it is impossible to know whether he will use his manifold gifts to become a consistent world-beater. Money, adulation and injuries can dull the biggest appetites and sharpest strokes, but there can be no doubt after the last two weeks that the Swiss have another potential champion in their midst. And unlike Martina Hingis, Federer actually spends more time in Switzerland than in Florida.





Federer’s tennis was indeed made in Switzerland. He was born at the University Hospital of Basel on August 8, 1981, the youngest of two children of Lynette and Robert Federer, both enthusiastic athletes of modest height who began playing tennis relatively late in their lives.


Roger learned the game in Basel and later honed his game in other Swiss cities, but in a diverse country with four official languages, he also had plenty of foreign influences in his early life.


Lynette was from South Africa and had met Robert at age eighteen near Johannesburg, when both were working for the Swiss chemical company Ciba-Geigy. Though Lynette’s first language was Afrikaans, she attended an English-language school at her father’s insistence. After she and Robert moved to Switzerland and later started their family, she spoke English at first to Roger and his older sister, Diana.


“That was for the first few years,” Lynette Federer told me in an interview early in her son’s career. “Then I did switch to Swiss German. Living in Switzerland for such a long time, I picked it up very easily. Roger and I still speak English a great deal. We do speak a bit of a mix, depending on what we discuss.”


Lynette and Robert chose “Roger” because they liked the euphony with Federer (he has no middle name). They also liked that it was easy to pronounce in English even though their son spent plenty of time in his early years reminding people that his given name was not pronounced “Roe-ZHAY” (“Roger” in French).


Federer’s first significant tennis coach was Adolf Kacovsky, a Czech immigrant to Switzerland. Federer’s most influential early tennis coach was Peter Carter, an Australian. Through the years Federer would also be coached by Swedes, Americans, and a cosmopolitan Croatian and former war refugee: Ivan Ljubičić.


But Federer, however global in his tastes and appeal, still considers himself a product of the Swiss Tennis Federation. That is not the case for Switzerland’s other best recent players: Hingis, who preceded him at the top by reaching No. 1 in the women’s game in singles and doubles; and Stan Wawrinka, who followed him and became the second-best Swiss men’s player in history.


“Only Roger made it big through the federation,” said Marc Rosset, the 1992 Olympic singles champion from Switzerland.


Basel is where Federer’s story began: a cosmopolitan city on the Rhine River with Germany and France for next-door neighbors.


 “I used to go shopping outside the country when Roger was a baby,” Lynette Federer said.


For Rosset, Switzerland got lucky. “Five kilometers in either direction, and he could be German or worse yet French,” said Rosset, who is from Geneva in Francophone Switzerland. “Can you imagine if he would have been French? That would have been too much to bear.”


Federer was a very active child—“close to hyperactive,” Federer says—and grew up in a middle-class home on a quiet street in the Basel suburb of Münchenstein, where he showed far more passion for sports than for academics.


“I didn’t like school much,” he said. “My parents had to push me very hard.”


There is a picture of him holding a table tennis paddle even though he is barely tall enough to see over the edge of the table. His first tennis racket was made of wood, which likely makes him the last great player to have started with one. He began at age three and soon began hitting against walls, garage doors, cabinets, and closets.


“Boom, boom, boom,” said Robert Federer in the 2008 documentary Roger Federer: Spirit of a Champion, describing the noise. “He would play for hours against the walls.”


“Boom” seemed a particularly appropriate sound effect at that stage. The 1980s were the time of the tennis craze in Germany, which was sparked by Boris “Boom-Boom” Becker winning Wimbledon in 1985 at age seventeen and by Steffi Graf completing the first Golden Slam in 1988 by winning all four Grand Slam titles and the Olympics.


Just across the border in German-speaking Basel, young Federer and his friends took note, and Becker was Federer’s first tennis idol.


Federer began playing on red clay at his parents’ club, which was owned by their employer, Ciba, and located in the suburb of Allschwil. But at that early stage tennis was just one of Federer’s many activities. He also played badminton, squash, basketball, and soccer.


“I’m not a big fan of running, of swimming, of riding the bike,” he once said. “There’s got to be a ball somewhere.”


That did not hold universally true throughout his childhood. Federer was drawn to Alpine skiing—he is Swiss, after all—but had to curtail his time on the slopes to reduce the risk of injury (more on that later). He also enjoyed hiking with his family.


But Federer’s choice of a sporting career ultimately came down to a team sport with a ball and an individual sport with a ball. At age twelve, he chose tennis over soccer. That was late to commit compared with some tennis prodigies. Agassi, Sampras, the Williams sisters, and Maria Sharapova were all-in long before that stage. But it was not late compared to some of Federer’s longtime rivals. Nadal, who grew up on the Spanish island of Mallorca, also chose tennis over soccer at age twelve. Wawrinka, considered a late bloomer in tennis, played the game just once a week until age eleven.


There has been an understandable backlash in recent years against early specialization, which can lead to overuse injuries and burnout. Federer has become one of the exemplars of the movement to encourage children to explore a range of sports for their long-term benefit. His longevity, durability, and enduring enthusiasm are rightly reassuring. Nadal’s should be the same, even though he has had to deal with many more injuries, but the reality is that when it comes to producing great champions, both the extreme and the more balanced approaches can be effective.


The Williams sisters, after all, have endured beyond all expectations despite the master tennis plan crafted by their father, Richard: a cradle-to-greatness plan that, it should be noted, did allow them ample time to explore interests outside of sports.


Agassi, who had a tennis ball suspended over his crib to give him a head start on hand-eye coordination, also played and excelled deep into his thirties (despite chronic back pain) and was one of those who demonstrated to Federer that a long, fulfilling career at the top was possible.


As a father of three children and a longtime youth soccer coach, I know which approach I find healthier, but there is no sense in denying that a youngster with tunnel vision—or with tunnel-visioned parents—can grow up to be a Grand Slam champion. Early specialization just seems much closer to child labor than child’s play. You wince to think of the attrition rate, of all the talented juniors who were programmed for tennis success based on the Agassi or Williams model and lost the taste for it, if they truly ever possessed it at all.


Federer, whose parents generally let him find his own path, has cited three reasons why he chose tennis over soccer.


“I had more talent in my hands than I did in my feet,” he told me.


But he also sensed something in himself that many great athletes who chose tennis have sensed: a desire for control, for agency. “I wanted to have the victory or defeat in my own hands without having to depend on others,” Federer explained.


But watching him through the years, it was clear that he was not a typical tennis individualist. He is gregarious and an extrovert, gaining energy from social settings rather being drained by them. He has often shown interest in the collective good, serving long stints on the ATP Player Council and launching a charitable foundation focused on early childhood education. When Federer and his agent, Tony Godsick, decided to leverage Federer’s considerable political capital to create a new tennis competition in 2017, they started a team event—the Laver Cup—designed to honor the undervalued tennis greats of the past.


While it is hard to imagine a tennis star like Jimmy Connors finding fulfillment as a team-sport athlete, it is not difficult to imagine Federer doing so. But there was also something in him that wanted full ownership, a strain of perfectionism that made him realize he would have struggled to accept others’ shortcomings when he already had so much difficulty accepting his own.


Nonetheless, if he had had a soccer coach with a different mentality at the local club Concordia Basel, he might have waited even longer to make a choice.


Federer was a fast and gifted striker, but he was juggling soccer training with tennis training. According to Federer, his soccer coach told him that it would not be fair to his teammates to play him in the games on the weekends if he could not attend all the practices during the week.


For Federer, it was the games that mattered, but he could not give up tennis. Soccer would have to go.


“No regrets,” he said—understandably—many years later.


At age eight, Federer had begun playing tennis at Old Boys Basel, a leading yet modestly appointed club in a leafy section of the city within biking distance of the Federers’ home. Lynette was already playing on the women’s team at Old Boys and decided to move her children there because of the quality of the junior program, run by Madeleine Barlocher, a Swiss who had been good enough to play in the Wimbledon girls’ tournament in 1959.


There were close to 130 juniors in the program.


“You could tell he had some talent, but I had a good group with a lot of young boys with talent, so I would never have guessed he would become what he would become,” Barlocher told me. “But even at age eight, Roger was joking around with his friends that he was going to be number one.”


Federer took group lessons at first but soon began taking private lessons with Adolf Kacovsky, a veteran coach nicknamed “Seppli,” who quickly realized that the youngster was extraordinary.


“One day Seppli came to me and said that he had never had a junior who could apply his advice so quickly,” Barlocher said. “Some students try it and it takes maybe a week or two, but Roger could just do it.”


It was an observation many coaches would make of Federer through the decades. “Roger is really good at mimicking things, amazing actually,” said Sven Groeneveld, the Dutchman who would work with him at the Swiss National Tennis Center.


But Federer sometimes had to learn the hard way, too. In one of his early junior matches at age ten, he was beaten 6–0, 6–0 by Reto Schmidli, a Swiss who was three years his elder and thus much more powerful. Schmidli never became a touring pro but was still giving interviews about that match and its unlikely score line nearly thirty years later.


But Federer’s junior results rapidly improved as he worked closely at Old Boys with Peter Carter, a young Australian with a bowl cut, strong work ethic, and calm demeanor who was still juggling coaching duties with tournaments on the satellite tour.


“They got along very well, right from the beginning,” Barlocher said.


It certainly did not hurt that Federer already spoke English. Carter’s Swiss German would remain very much a work in progress, even though he eventually married a woman from Basel.


“Peter was a nice person, and he gave Roger a big boost,” Barlocher said. “He really made Roger feel like a special player, and he helped him not only with his technique but with how to play matches.”


Carter had a classic attacking game that included acrobatic volleys, fluid footwork, and a one-handed backhand.


If that sounds familiar, it should.


“A lot of what you see in Federer is very similar to what Peter was,” said Darren Cahill, the leading coach and ESPN analyst who was one of Carter’s closest friends. “But Federer has that explosive power and the ability to generate enormous amounts of spin, and Roger was a better mover. Peter was very good at everything. He was a good mover but not a great mover. He was good from both sides, but not great from both sides. He had a beautiful serve, but it wasn’t big enough to win two or three free points every game.”


David Macpherson, an Australian from Tasmania, played on the satellite circuit at the same time as Carter. Macpherson went on to coach the Bryan brothers and John Isner. “It was so amazing to me how much Roger’s strokes looked like Peter’s,” Macpherson told me. “Maybe Roger doesn’t even completely realize. Peter used to hit the forehand like Roger does. The ball’s already left the strings, and he’s still looking at the contact point. I’ve got a nice vivid memory of Peter doing that, and it was unique, and then all of a sudden we’ve got the best player in the world doing the same thing, like a golfer holding the finish. It’s no coincidence, that’s for sure. The serve is very similar, too, just the relaxed, fluid start to the serve. Peter had the prettiest game you’ve ever seen but, unlike Roger, wasn’t able to get much pop on the ball.”


Carter, nicknamed “Carts,” was once one of Australia’s leading juniors. He was coached by Peter Smith, who also worked with Cahill and many other future stars in Adelaide. Smith’s pupils included Mark Woodforde and John Fitzgerald, both excellent singles players who made their biggest marks in doubles. Fitzgerald won seven Grand Slam titles; Woodforde won twelve, all but one of those with partner Todd Woodbridge.


But Smith’s most prominent pupil turned out to be Lleyton Hewitt, a fleet and feisty baseliner who wore his cap backward and peaked early. Hewitt reached No. 1 in the world at age twenty and won the only two Grand Slam singles titles of his career—at the United States Open and Wimbledon—before he turned twenty-two.


Carter was raised in Nuriootpa, a country town in the booming wine-producing region of the Barossa Valley, home to Penfolds, Peter Lehmann, and other vineyards with global reach. Carter traveled frequently into Adelaide for tennis training and tournaments, but to cut down on the long commute he sometimes stayed overnight with Cahill and his family. Cahill’s father, John, was a leading Australian rules football coach.


“Carts was a real stylish type of player, but just a real honest, simple, down-to-earth, hardworking bloke,” Cahill said. “My dad, obviously, being a football coach and having some success, is pretty good at reading people. And he would always say, ‘Mate, you end up turning out how you pick your friends and who you hang out with, and you’ve got a good one in Peter Carter. He is a good man, so you hang out with him as much as you want.’”


Carter eventually became a boarder with the Smith family at age fifteen before he and Cahill left Adelaide for the Australian capital of Canberra to live at the Australian Institute of Sport, a government-funded training center that has helped produce many leading Australian athletes.


“Carts was just a really good kid,” Smith said. “We’ve had quite a few people live with us over the years, and usually the relationship sours a bit over a period of time because you learn a lot about people when they live with you. But for all the time Carts was with us, I don’t think we had one cross word to say in that entire time.”


Carter was a big enough talent to upset future Wimbledon champion Pat Cash on grass in the quarterfinals of the Australian Open boys’ event, when Cash was the world’s top-ranked junior. But Carter’s most impressive performance came at age seventeen when, still a high schooler, he received a wild card into the 1982 South Australian Open and faced second seed John Alexander of Australia in the first round.


Alexander, an imposing figure and future politician, was ranked 34th in the world and had just won the tournament in Sydney. Carter was playing in his first ATP Tour–level event, but he surprised Alexander 7–5, 6–7, 7–6 with a polished display, looking out of his depth only when it came time for the postmatch interview, during which he kept the answers as brief as possible, eager to exit the court and the spotlight.


“Carts was a fairly shy, quiet sort of a kid,” Smith said. “But if you knew him well, he had a strong voice, and he knew he could play.”


Despite his early promise, Carter never broke through on tour, reaching a peak of 173 in singles and 117 in doubles. His lack of raw power was part of the explanation, but so were injuries. Smith said that Carter, who was slight of build, had stress fractures in his right arm, his playing arm, that long went undiagnosed. He also had back problems and more unusual issues, including a punctured eardrum suffered in a water-skiing accident that required surgery and later led to an infection.


He repeatedly missed significant playing time but continued to chase a career on tour. It is an against-the-odds struggle for most but can be even tougher psychologically on Australians, who must compete so far from home with the majority of the tour based in Europe and North America.


According to Cahill, who did manage to reach the elite and the semifinals of the US Open, Carter suffered from the lack of a major tennis weapon and from a procrastination streak that made it hard for him to be decisive.


 “It was one of his downfalls,” Cahill said. “We used to give him a hard time. It could be buying a car or an investment property or coaching opportunity or whatever. But that procrastinating did come onto the tennis court with him, and it held him back a little bit because he couldn’t just make a decision and go with it. He was always thinking about what was the right thing to do, and that could transfer through to his shot selection as well.”


Financial pressures were also a factor. Carter, like many lower-level professionals, decided to complement his meager tournament income by playing in European interclub competitions. Though he could have ended up at any number of clubs in any number of countries, life’s roulette wheel landed him in Basel.


Teaching tennis in Switzerland paid relatively well, and Carter used his earnings to fund his travels. But it eventually became clear to him that his future was in full-time coaching and in Basel.


“I think finally the math hit home a bit,” said Smith, who kept in regular contact. “But the good thing for all of us I guess is the coaching led to better things. And I guess we’ll never know but there may not have been the Roger that we know, we may not have even heard of him, if it hadn’t been for Carts.”


Rosset suspects that Federer would have found another path to greatness. “I don’t know,” he told me. “I think when Roger was born there were quite a few gods hanging around the cradle who were sending out some good vibrations.”


Smith, a schoolteacher as well as a tennis teacher, had a knack for producing excellent tennis coaches. Cahill went on to coach three No. 1s: Hewitt, Agassi, and Simona Halep. Roger Rasheed, another Smith pupil, later coached Hewitt and leading French players Gaël Monfils and Jo-Wilfried Tsonga. Fitzgerald went on to become Australia’s Davis Cup captain.


Carter tragically did not get to explore his coaching gift for long. He died far too young in 2002 in a freak Jeep accident on his honeymoon in South Africa: a destination he had picked at the Federer family’s urging. He was just thirty-seven.


But Carter left a precious legacy to the sport by molding Federer’s tennis and psyche with care. When asked who has had the biggest influence on his game, Federer rarely mentions Kacovsky. He always mentions Carter.


“Peter brought me a lot, first of all, on the human side and of course with my tennis,” Federer said. “People talk a lot about my technique. If it’s so good, it’s had a lot to do with Peter, although naturally others played a part, too.”


There is nothing unorthodox about Federer’s technique: His forehand grip is close to the classic handshake grip, known as an eastern grip. Many of his rivals use a semiwestern, with the palm of their hand much closer to the bottom of the grip, which can make it easier to produce topspin but more challenging to handle lower-bouncing balls and to switch grips in order to volley effectively.


As for the backhand, the two-hander already was the most popular choice for leading juniors internationally in the 1980s and 1990s, providing more punch from the baseline and increased stability and authority on returns. But it was no coincidence that Federer chose the one-hander.


His early professional role models—Becker, Edberg, and Sampras—all had one-handed backhands that they could rip or chip convincingly. Both Kacovsky and Carter were proponents of the stroke, and many of the older boys training at the club used it, too. So did Lynette Federer.


Among the one-hander’s advantages is that it can make it easier to transition to net and hit a one-handed backhand volley. With Carter committed to playing classic attacking tennis, it is no surprise he wanted the same option for his star pupil, even if Federer needed time to become comfortable at net.


“I got that beautiful one-handed backhand from Peter,” Federer said, managing to sound cocky and deferential in the same phrase.


But the shot was more irresistible to the eye than to the opposition in those formative years. Cahill visited Carter in Basel in 1995 when Federer was thirteen. He came out to the Old Boys club to watch them hit together. It was Cahill’s first look at Federer in person.


“Back then Roger had a little bit of that John Travolta strut that he had in Saturday Night Fever in the way he walked around the court,” Cahill said. “Roger actually doesn’t have it as much now, but it was kind of a ‘Hey man, I own this court, and this is where I want to be’ kind of look. You smiled as you watched him. I don’t know if he knew me, but he knew I was a friend of Peter’s, and so Roger was showing off a little bit to me as well. He was zipping the forehand all over the place and sliding like a guy who obviously had grown up on clay and looked incredibly comfortable.”


Cahill said Carter kept looking over at him expectantly after high-velocity rallies.


“I was impressed, for sure, but I wasn’t that impressed with Roger’s backhand,” Cahill said. “Because he took a big step. We teach as coaches basically little steps, get yourself in a position so you can get that ball right into the sweet spot where you can hit it. Everything starts on the back foot. You transfer the weight through to your front foot, and you drive with as much power as possible. It’s like throwing a punch. The bigger the step with a punch, the less powerful that punch is going to be. And Roger took this big step into the backhand. He had a nice slice back then, but every time he tried to come over it, he would shank half of the backhands he hit.”


After the coaching session, Carter asked his friend for feedback.


“I said, ‘Well, firstly, I reckon I got a kid in Adelaide who is a bit better than this guy, and that’s Lleyton Hewitt,’” Cahill recalled.


Cahill told Carter that Federer’s forehand and movement were impressive. “But I said, ‘Mate, that backhand, you’re going to have to do some work,’” Cahill said. “‘Because that looks like it might be something that could hold him back.’”


Cahill told me he would have viewed that practice session through a different lens later in his coaching career.


“It’s where coaches go wrong a lot, because we spend too much time looking for the areas that are bad or average,” Cahill said. “And then we concentrate on those areas too much instead of working on strengths. So that was kind of me as an early coach. I was looking for areas that were going to hold him back, and I ignored a little bit the stuff that was going to make him great.”


The greatness would be in the forehand, footwork, serve, timing, court sense, planning, and appetite for more. But there was another undeniable weakness in those early years: Federer’s mentality.


“I was a terrible loser, I really was,” Federer said.


Barlocher remembers him losing in an interclub match at Old Boys and sitting under the umpire’s chair and crying long after everyone else had left the court.


“Usually when we have these team matches, then we also eat something together, and we were already eating sandwiches, and he wouldn’t come,” Barlocher said. “So half an hour later I had to go get him underneath that umpire chair, and he was still there crying.”


The tears were Federer’s reflexive response to defeat. He knocked over a few chessboards after losing to his father, too. His competitiveness was extreme, and his sensitivity left him vulnerable to his and others’ expectations.


But though Federer’s self-control was lacking, he was hardly alone.


“He wasn’t really unusual at that age,” Barlocher said. “One child was crying. Another one was shouting. But Roger did have a problem realizing that other people could play good tennis, too. We had to remind him of that.”


He did know how to have fun, however. Before one interclub match, Barlocher remembers searching for him when it was his turn to play and not being able to find him. It turned out that he was hiding in a tree that he had climbed.


“He loved these kinds of jokes,” she said.


Lynette and Robert were not helicopter parents, and Robert traveled often for work with Ciba.


“Of course they came around when he had a match, but for the trainings, they were still working, so they would never show up or tell me what he has to do or how to play or how to practice,” Barlocher said. “I had parents that thought their children were much better than they really were. You get those kind of people, but I didn’t have any trouble with the Federers.”


Though the Federers were not the types to deprive their son of dinner when he lost a match, they did feel compelled to act when he lost his cool.


Federer tells the story of when his father had heard and seen enough during one of their hitting sessions. Robert expressed his disapproval, placed a Swiss 5-franc coin on the bench, and told Roger that he could find his own way home.


One of Federer’s best explanations for what he was experiencing at that stage came in an interview with the Times of London.


“I knew what I could do, and failure made me mad,” Federer said of his youth. “I had two voices inside me, the devil and the angel, I suppose, and one self couldn’t believe how stupid the other one could be. ‘How could you miss that?’ one voice would say. Then I would just explode. My dad used to be so embarrassed at tournaments that he would shout at me from the side of the court, telling me to be quiet, and then on the way home in the car he might drive for an hour and a half and not say a word.”


At least Federer got a ride home. But for those who saw him implode, Federer’s combustibility was the biggest reason he was not a can’t-miss prospect. He clearly had the talent and seemed to have the ambition, but the mental game is often what makes the difference between mediocre and good, between good and great.


“I don’t think Roger was an automatic,” said Peter Smith, who sometimes discussed Federer’s behavior with Carter. “Roger was temperamental, and he needed someone with a firm hand, and most people would have thought that wasn’t Peter Carter, but I think it was the Peter Carter that I grew to know. I think he learned to coach in a very disciplined way.”


Changing Federer’s on-court behavior turned out to be a long-term project rather than a quick fix, but fixing it would be crucial to Federer’s development and to the on-court persona that would prove so appealing.


Carter was a coach and confidant with a good sense of humor. He was also a bridge to tennis history with his Australian accent. He spoke with Federer about the Australian greats of the past: men like Rod Laver, Ken Rosewall, and John Newcombe. Meanwhile, Federer had the chance each year to get a close-up look at the best players of the present.


A men’s tournament, the Swiss Indoors, was held in Basel each autumn. Roger Brennwald, the tournament’s founder and director, used big appearance fees and an advantageous spot on the calendar to attract fields that were remarkably robust for an event that was then part of the lowest category of the ATP Tour.


From 1987 to 1997, the roll call of winners included Grand Slam champions like Yannick Noah, Edberg, Courier, John McEnroe, Becker, Michael Stich, and Sampras.


Lynette, deeply involved in the Basel tennis community, volunteered in the tournament’s accreditation department. Her son soaked it all up, working as a ball boy for the first time in 1992, the same year in which he was presented with an award during the tournament for being a promising sportsman in the region. Jimmy Connors and Iranian player Mansour Bahrami exchanged a few shots with the young, bristle-haired Federer and posed for a photograph with him at net.


In 1993, Federer was sixth in the line of ball persons to shake hands with Stich and receive a medal after Stich beat Edberg in the final. In 1994, Federer was back in line to greet champion Wayne Ferreira, who as a South African had Federer’s support.


Federer was observing the life he would eventually lead, and the champions whose paths he crossed briefly in Basel as a boy later reentered his orbit in a much more profound way: Edberg as his coach; Ferreira as his friend and occasional doubles partner.


For Federer to grow up in the city that staged the most significant Swiss tournament was one more ingredient in his success. Geography may not quite be destiny, but it can drop a few hints, and through the years, Federer would pay back the tournament where he got his first exposure to the professional game.


Just four years after his final stint as a ball boy, Federer played in the Swiss Indoors himself, losing 6–3, 6–2 to Andre Agassi in the first round as a wild card. Two years after that, Federer reached the final, losing in five sets to Thomas Enqvist.


Lifted by Federer’s popularity, the Swiss Indoors moved up in category on tour in 2009, doubling its prize money.


“We had organized our tournament for thirty-five or thirty-six years and more or less knew what to expect,” said Brennwald in an interview with the Swiss journalists Simon Graf and Marco Keller. “Then suddenly something happened that changed everything we thought we knew from experience. The interest in Federer was simply overwhelming.”


Brennwald, once the most influential figure in Swiss tennis, had to adjust to being usurped by Federer. It has not always been seamless. In 2012, a dispute about Federer’s future appearance fees became public. Brennwald suggested that Federer and his agent, Tony Godsick, were being greedy even though Federer had played for several years for a fee of $500,000, which was below his usual rate. Federer was taken aback by the criticism but chose not to push the point or skip the tournament. He played the Swiss Indoors in 2013 without receiving any appearance fee at all: a deft move in what amounted to a public relations joust.


“It is my hometown, so it just kind of hurts me,” he said to me shortly after the 2012 tournament. “It was just strange to see the dynamics it took because the goal was to sign a long-term deal before the tournament exactly for those reasons: so we would not talk about stupid stuff like that. And then the next thing you know it dominates the press during a tournament that everybody works hard at to try to make it successful and fun for everybody.”


Federer, no fan of controversy, was in the midst of a rare one, but he chose to let the kerfuffle pass.


“What’s important is down the road you maybe set the record straight,” he said. “I think the people trust me that what I do is the right thing, and that when I do take decisions, I thoroughly think them through and that the last thing I want is this kind of thing. There have been some bumpy moments along the way, but those are part of you. They make you grow and make you stronger, and honestly, you can’t fight it all anyway.”


Federer signed a new agreement with Brennwald in 2014 and has remained committed to his roots and the tournament. From 2006 to 2019, he won the title ten times and lost in the final three times. Though small in scale, it is an event that has brought him a great deal of delight and meaning. He has been as loyal to the Swiss Indoors as he has been to Wimbledon.


His appearance in Basel has been his most visible annual connection with Switzerland, all the more so since he stopped playing Davis Cup in 2015. But Switzerland remains a place where discretion is valued and where Federer fever has been a decidedly low-grade affliction compared to what it might have been if Federer had been, say, Brazilian or American.


A recent petition to rename the St. Jakobshalle arena in his honor failed to attract enough signatures for it to be considered formally by municipal authorities. That could certainly change, but for now signs of his achievements and stature are hard to come by in Basel. The only court that bears his name in his home city is at the Old Boys club.


It is easy to visit. You can stroll unimpeded through the club gate; there is no security guard. On your left is a large chalkboard on which the day’s reservations for each of the nine courts are handwritten. Only two of the courts are named for players: Roger Federer Center Court, which is adjacent to Marco Chiudinelli Court.


To an outsider, it seems particularly Swiss that Chiudinelli, who never broke into the top 50 and had a career tour singles record of 52-98, should get essentially equal billing here with Federer, one of the greatest players of all time.


But this was Chiudinelli’s home city and club as well: the place where he started his climb, even if it stopped well short of the snow-capped heights that Federer reached.


“Besides Roger, Marco was the only one from our club who played internationally on the ATP Tour, so why not name a court for him, too?” Barlocher said.


Chiudinelli is only about a month younger than Federer. Both grew up in Münchenstein, and though Chiudinelli first played in another Basel club, he soon moved to Old Boys.


“Those two were always together; they played together and did everything together,” Barlocher said. “Marco was Roger’s big junior friend.”


Both loved soccer and tennis, and they played against each other in soccer first. But they eventually faced each other in a tennis tournament when they were eight years old. It was aptly called the Bambino Cup, and Federer described the match in a background interview for the documentary film Strokes of Genius.


“It was up to nine games,” Federer said. “And I would go up 3–0, and he would start crying, like, ‘Oh, I’m playing so bad,’ and I’d be like, ‘Agh, it’s okay, Marco, you’ll come back, you watch. You’re a good player.’ Then he’d be in the lead 5–3, and I’d be crying, and he’d be like, ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. I’m just playing so good, the last few games, you know.’ And then I’d be up 7–5 and he’d start crying again. We were comforting each other while the match was going on.”


Chiudinelli went on to win, which did not turn out to be a sign of things to come. But he and Federer played plenty of tennis, cards, and pranks together in their youth, and despite Federer’s rise to great wealth and fame, they have remained good friends.


“When we both made it on tour, it was like a fairy-tale story,” Federer said.


They returned to Old Boys to face each other in a charity exhibition in 2005. Federer remains a member even if he has not played at the club since then, and he has contributed to a fund to build a permanent indoor facility at the club.


On the day of my visit, two young men from Basel—Jonas Stein and Silvio Esposito—were training in the sunshine on Court No. 1: the same court where Federer cried under the umpire’s chair.


“You kind of expect more, right?” Stein said after he and Esposito had finished. “This is the most Federer place to be in Basel, but not everyone knows that this is his club here. Everyone knows he’s from Basel, but the club isn’t that prominent. I think the management ten years ago here missed the opportunity to promote it. They could have made a tourist attraction out of it, and every Chinese person could have come by and taken a picture in front of it. But I guess that’s not how we are in Switzerland.”


The only photo of Federer on the grounds is a mural inside the modest clubhouse restaurant that shows him leaping high to hit a serve at Wimbledon with the words “Home of a Legend” written underneath the Tennis Old Boys Club Basel logo. For Switzerland, that is about as ostentatious as it gets.


Esposito has some Federer memorabilia of his own. He said Federer’s parents gave one of their son’s early rackets to Esposito’s grandfather, and Silvio later received it as a gift.


“I started playing with it, but I didn’t get that energy,” Esposito said with a laugh.


It takes rather more to convincingly channel Federer. It requires exceptional talent and drive, a solid support structure, plenty of luck, and sound decisions.


One of Federer’s smartest was leaving Basel, at least for a little while.










CHAPTER THREE
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ECUBLENS, Switzerland


“Arrête, Roger. Arrête!”


The voice belonged to Christophe Freyss, a French coach at the Swiss national training center, and he was telling Roger Federer to stop hitting a tennis ball against an equipment container.


“It was making so much noise that it was hard for everyone to concentrate,” Freyss said.


Federer, an impulsive teenager with energy to burn, would heed the request but not for long.


“He stopped for maybe five minutes, but then he got his racket and started again,” Freyss said. “And I said, ‘Roger, stop now!’”


Federer, then fourteen, was in his first year as a boarding student in Ecublens, a suburb of Lausanne on Lake Geneva. He was still in his home country but very much an outsider as a youngster from German-speaking Basel. The primary language in Lausanne is French, and Federer arrived in August 1995 with a problem.


“He could maybe say bonjour, merci, and au revoir, but other than that his French was nonexistent,” said Yves Allegro, a fellow student and future Davis Cup teammate.


Federer was living with a local French-speaking family, the Christinets, and attending a local secondary school, the Collège de la Planta, where the language of instruction was French. It was a steep learning curve on an emotional roller coaster.


As one of the younger students training at the national center, Federer practiced in the afternoon while the older students had a training session from 10:00 a.m. to noon. But on this occasion Federer finished school around 11:00 a.m., which meant that he arrived at the tennis center while the older group was still playing.


“Roger was a bundle of nervous energy, and knowing that, I told him to go do his homework,” Freyss said. “But that was a lost cause, and voilà, that’s when he starts hitting the ball.”


After warning him twice, Freyss hatched a plan with his players. If Federer came back a third time, they would teach him a lesson.


“I was nearly certain he was coming back,” Freyss said. “He really could not sit still.”


Sure enough, Federer returned, and this time Freyss and the players descended on him and carried him upstairs to the locker room, giving every indication that they were going to put him under the shower fully clothed.


“We wanted him to believe even though we knew we weren’t going to do it,” Freyss said. “I even turned the shower on. It stopped there because that’s where it was always going to stop. But I’m sure it’s a moment that stuck with him.”


Federer definitely remembers. It was part of a turbulent, trying time.


“I was the Swiss German kid that everyone was making fun of,” he said. “I couldn’t wait for the weekend when I could take the train back home to Basel.”


But the move to Ecublens was also a choice that he had made freely, leaving behind not only his parents and sister but coach Peter Carter, the Old Boys club, and his comfort zone in an attempt to take his tennis to another level.


“We wanted it to be Roger’s decision,” Lynette Federer told me. “We were very much in the supporting role, and I think that was one of the reasons he stayed with it and persevered: because it was his decision.”


Talk to Federer now, and he has no regrets. Quite the contrary. He sees the two years he spent in Ecublens as vital to his maturation and critical to his later success.


“I’d have to say now that those were probably the two most influential years I had in my life,” he said.


When he gives advice to young players, he often recommends that they take the opportunity to leave home for a stretch to build their sense of self-reliance, a key trait in a brutally competitive individual sport where trusting yourself can be every bit as important as trusting your forehand.


Federer did not face the obstacles encountered by many great modern tennis players. He did not have to cross an ocean at age six like Maria Sharapova in pursuit of her father’s long-shot goal in the academies of Florida. Federer did not have to find a way to train and improve through a war, like Novak Djokovic.


But viewed through the prism of Federer’s comfortable middle-class existence, Ecublens was adversity: self-imposed and minor, but still adversity. It was a big part of his growth, both as a person and as a player.


“At home I was the favorite, the champion, but in Ecublens I was around other champions, and I had a hard time coping with that,” he said. “My host family was very nice, but it wasn’t my family. After three months, I really hesitated about staying. But I did the right thing by pushing through it.”


More than twenty years later, the training center in Ecublens and the small club at which it was based are long gone. The eight courts, tiny gym, and adjacent running track have been redeveloped and replaced with apartment buildings.


It is not the only touchstone in Federer’s career to have disappeared. The Ciba club, where he started to play in Basel, was demolished and replaced with senior housing and a public park. Federer often sends video messages, and he sent one to the Ciba club members in 2012 for their farewell party shortly before the demolition, sharing his recollections of matches and barbecues past.


Ecublens stirs more mixed emotions for him, but there is still a sense of loss when he thinks about what is no longer there.


“It’s bittersweet for me,” Federer said. “It was such an important place in my life.”


Others who trained there feel a similar sense of nostalgia.


 “Nothing left; it breaks my heart,” said Manuela Maleeva, the women’s star who reached No. 3 in the world rankings.


“Always tough,” Allegro said. “I go by there maybe once a year, and I try to pass by because it’s part of our youth. It’s still painful to see that the tennis center is not there anymore.”


But even without a brick-and-mortar trace, a rich legacy remains for Federer from the Ecublens years.


There is his fluent, often flowing French. Mastering the language has broadened his perspective and social circle and increased his appeal both internationally and in his polyglot home nation, where he can bridge the cultural divide.


“I think for the French-speaking Swiss it’s really important and appreciated, because a lot of German-speaking Swiss don’t speak good French,” Swiss author Margaret Oertig-Davidson told me. “People in the German-speaking part of the country generally learn much better English than French, so it’s very valued that Roger can speak French that doesn’t hurt your ears.”


The Ecublens legacy is also there in the friendships Federer formed with players like Allegro, Lorenzo Manta, Ivo Heuberger, Alexandre Strambini, and Severin Lüthi, a long-underestimated figure who would become part of Federer’s inner circle and his coaching staff.


In Ecublens, Federer also developed his affinity for indoor tennis and fast playing conditions. The four indoor courts in Ecublens, which were the primary courts during the cooler months, were low bouncing and quick. “Lightning quick,” Federer said.


The Ecublens legacy is also there in Federer’s deep connection with a much older man who never played tennis competitively but who played a major role in Federer’s long-running success, perhaps the decisive role.


Pierre Paganini is Federer’s fitness coach. He met Federer in Ecublens in 1995 and joined his personal staff in 2000, which makes him by far Federer’s longest-serving team member.


He helped Federer remain free of major injuries until late in his career and helped him sustain quickness and agility with an innovative program. But Paganini, a former decathlete who likes to do drills with his athletes and run when they run, has been much more than a clever and hyper-fit taskmaster. He has been Federer’s sounding board, occasional spiritual guide, and final word on scheduling: a subtle yet convincing lobbyist for the benefits of dedication and moderation.


From the start, Paganini had a long-term view of Federer’s health and path and had the confidence and credibility to help him implement it.


The central message was that tough, consistent work was necessary but so were rest and escape if Federer wanted to last in a sport whose repetitive rhythms and patterns can wear down a player’s joie de vivre in a hurry. Fresh legs were vital, but no more vital than feeling fresh in the head.


“The most important guy in Federer’s career is Paganini,” said Günter Bresnik, a veteran Austrian coach.


That is a bold statement, and Bresnik is not alone in putting so much emphasis on Paganini.


“For me, it’s Mirka number one and Pierre number two,” said Allegro. “If there’s a big decision, Pierre would always be involved, because I think Pierre has always had the big picture in mind. Roger trusts him like crazy.”


Stan Wawrinka, the other Swiss star who has trained with Paganini for more than a decade, says he owes more to Paganini for his own career than anyone.


But Federer is not quite prepared to take that leap publicly. He has had too many influences and has too much diplomacy to elevate one key contributor above the rest. What is clear is that Paganini is on his short list, his very short list.
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