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Prologue




Thump-thump, thump-thump, thump-thump . . .


The sound of a heart beating, or a ball bouncing.


It’s probably what most people associate thumping with. In my case it’s neither of these. For me there’s just silence.





It’s the middle of the ’90s. I’m in a small city in Holland and I’ve just started playing tennis again. The senior tour has reinstilled the joy of the game in me and this time my dad is with me on the road, just like many times before. Dad, his hair combed back and held in place with a huge amount of Brylcreem like always, is both my biggest fan and my closest friend. It means a lot that he still wants to come along with me.


We’ll have to go to the tennis stadium soon, where I’ll play in the final of a senior competition. The sun is shining, and the entire week has been perfectly planned out, but last night everything went wrong. It started out well with a lovely dinner with Dad and all my tennis buddies, but something in my head snapped – something that was not uncommon with me. There was too much of everything. Alcohol, drugs, pills – my preferred ways of self-medication when I start to feel bad in these sorts of situations. When Dad comes to pick me up, the only thing I can mutter is a meagre ‘I won’t be able to play today. I feel too horrible.’


He brushes off my objections and assures me that everything will be fine. Deep down he probably hopes that everything will sort itself out, that I’ll pull myself together like I have before.


We start walking and I feel the ground swaying under my feet. It’s like I’m hovering in place, I can’t move forward. We have to walk over a bridge, one of those typical Dutch bridges over a canal where the houseboats bob up and down, moored with thick ropes. That’s when I sink to the ground. Everything goes black and the unthinkable happens. I’m dying.


I can’t see the tunnel with light at the end nor any life flashing by, everything’s just gone. My heart is no longer going thumpthump, because it’s stopped. But before it goes black I have enough time to think: How did things end up like this?


As luck would have it, there are people around us who manage to save my life. Dad is probably standing there, hands in the pockets of his trousers, outwardly wearing a mask of unconcern but inwardly paralysed by fear. It’s how he used to react, terrified of confrontation and in that situation probably not a man of action.


I survived and that was fortunate, because I love life and today I’m so grateful that it didn’t all end in that moment. It’s said that a heart beats 2.5 billion times in a life. Mine has beaten a few less, and it’s not because of my slow pulse.


After the collapse on the bridge I knew that I was about to play my most important match ever. The match against myself – the most stubborn of all opponents – and against the drugs. I was born under the sign of Gemini and I’ve always felt that I’ve had two personalities within me, kind of like Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. A little devil that sits on my shoulder and persistently tries to drag me down into a suffocating darkness.


That fateful day in Holland was the closest he came to succeeding.









PART ONE


A Family Affair (1956–1974)
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It Was the Three of Us. Always


My first memory is of a police station. I was three years old and tears were running down my cheeks. My stomach was aching from fear and worry, the room was cold and sterile and there was a constant buzzing sound. I thought of Mum, who always said that if I didn’t behave the police would come and get me. Now that had happened and I was trembling in fear. Why had I ended up here, why had I been so stupid?


A few minutes later, Mum came and got me and I understood that it wasn’t my fault. I had just gotten separated from her and gotten lost.


My family has always meant the world to me. I was born on Wednesday, 6 June 1956 and as the first child I was eagerly awaited. At that time, we lived in the seaside town of Nynäshamn, but very soon after we moved to the beautiful industrial city of Södertälje just south of Stockholm. It was the 1960s and the city was dominated by the commercial vehicle company Scania and the ice hockey team Södertälje SK. The Social Democrats governed the municipality, just as they did in all of Sweden.


We lived in a two-bedroom apartment in a normal green building on Torekällgatan. Attached to the building was a row of garages whose doors were perfect for a ball-crazy kid who didn’t have any friends to play with. All around there were both trees and small side streets. It was just me, my mum Margareta and my dad Rune. From the very beginning we were a close-knit family – we did everything together. Neither Mum nor Dad had siblings, and because Dad had a complicated relationship with his own family, we hardly ever saw them. On the other hand, I was very close to my grandparents on my mother’s side and we would always spend time with them. They didn’t have any other friends, from what I remember, and nor did my parents.


I know that they tried to have more children, but unfortunately without any success. My mum eventually had to have her ovaries removed due to the strain of failed pregnancies. So I remained an only child. It was a great sadness for my parents and something that certainly contributed to us three being such a strong unit. It was the three of us. Always. A tight family with my mum Margareta at the helm.


My dream of being a sports star came early. Perhaps because my nursery school was in an area called Badparken. It’s an historic park that had several tennis courts in the summer and an ice rink in the winter. Mum and I would walk past Badparken every day on the way to nursery and I couldn’t pull my eyes away from all the kids playing different games and sports.


Perhaps I have Badparken and all the people who played sports there to thank for the fact that I got to play both tennis and ice hockey during primary school. I first played ice hockey with a team called the Seagulls, which was a very good association where you learned the basics of both skating and technique. My father Rune and another parent then started their own hockey team, SAIF, so that we children would have a team to play and train with. It was a real passion project that made it possible for all children to play, alongside the city’s more elite hockey teams. It was clearly for fun, but for me it quickly became serious.


I rapidly developed as a player and when a request came from the ‘real’ club Södertälje SK to play on their boys’ team, it blew my mind, because that’s exactly what I’d wanted. They played in the highest series and I put everything into it, gave as much as I could. The reward came in the big youth tournament St Erik’s Cup, when our team made it all the way to the final. But for me personally, the highlight was when I was named player of the match in both the quarter- and semi-finals. I think I was already beginning to feel that individual sports appealed to me more.


Starting school is a big deal for every child, and it was for me too, though it took a little while before I found my place in the class. When I started elementary school at Blombacka School, my mum came with me. I remember feeling nervous and a bit scared, even though I’d already played with some of the kids who were starting in the same class.


I know I was a fairly happy kid. The only thing I found really tough during those years was that Mum worked as a childminder so we could make ends meet. On weekdays, I never got any peace and quiet at home with all the daycare kids running around. I couldn’t even be alone in my room, I was constantly being interrupted.


My room was a typical boy’s room, with posters from the Buster comic and sea-grass-patterned wallpaper where the occasional booger would end up stuck. Everything I needed was in there: my bed, a few shelves, and a desk by the window that looked out over the parking lot. Right below was the garage door. I loved my little nest, I could lie there and read comic books and let my mind wander. Sometimes I got so lost in them I barely heard what anyone was saying to me.


My room was cosy and comforting, but I wanted it to myself. I didn’t want to share it. Every kid probably needs some time alone now and then, but with all those other kids around, that was hard for me. Luckily, I had my sports to focus on.


Mum had high expectations for me when it came to school and everything around it. I remember once in middle school when she got furious with me. It was the end-of-year ceremony, and for the occasion she’d dressed me in new, stylish white clothes. Of course, I’d figured out there were shortcuts on the school grounds, and one of them went down a grassy slope. I was running a bit late to the ceremony and took the shortcut, and of course I slipped in my nice clothes. When Mum saw me, she assumed I’d rolled around in the grass on purpose rather than accidentally falling and gave me one of her angriest scoldings. She could really get mad and wasn’t shy about showing it. Dad, on the other hand, rarely lost his temper, so I guess they balanced each other out that way, like in so many other ways.


During secondary school, I was pretty annoyed when I didn’t get the top grade in P.E. because the teacher didn’t think I was good enough at rhythm and dance. Sadly, he was probably right because I didn’t like those kinds of ‘sports’, so it went the way it went. But I almost always did my homework and kept up with school, mostly because it was safer that way, otherwise Mum would be on my case. And I ended up with good grades.


Both Mum and Grandma Greta had this idea that I should become a priest when I grew up. Dad didn’t agree at all, he would’ve much preferred I pursue a career in sports. To this day, I have no idea where Mum and Grandma got the priest idea from. No one in our family had ever been particularly religious. But we’ve always had a spiritual side, the kind where you might feel the presence of the dead, sense energies in houses, or have premonitions about things that are going to happen. But I didn’t think much about that back then, it was something I only came to understand much later in life.


Eventually, Mum and Grandma dropped the priest thing, and that was fine, because everyone in our family was so into sports. Early on, everything we did together revolved around hockey, table tennis, football, and tennis. Back then, there wasn’t 24/7 sports on TV like there is now. Mostly it was just football, especially on Saturdays, and Dad and I never missed it. Watching English league football was a given. We’d sit there with our carefully planned betting slips and get super excited to see if we’d win big, which of course we never did.


Our family had supported Charlton Athletic ever since my grandfather’s days, not exactly the hottest team to follow now, since they seem to drop a division every year. But that doesn’t matter, I’ll always be loyal to them. In Sweden, my team was Hammarby IF for football, and of course Södertälje SK for ice hockey. Once you’ve chosen a team, you stick with them for life, at least that’s how I see it.


Early on, I developed a special Sunday ritual. I honestly don’t know how it started, but every Sunday evening I’d take a long bath. Weekends were usually packed with sports, and I loved sinking into the hot water and letting my thoughts just dissolve. I could lie there for ages, thinking about absolutely nothing. Even when the water cooled and my fingers turned wrinkly, it was the best way to relax.


Mum had her routine too, every night she’d lay out the clothes I was supposed to wear to school the next day. They’d be neatly folded on a chair next to the bed, and I’d look at them thinking, ‘No way am I wearing that’.


The worst was when there was a turtleneck. It was itchy and full of static, and when I put it on my hair would stand on end. Not being allowed to choose my own clothes was something I really hated. But Mum was the one who decided those things, that’s just how it was.


Still, I usually looked forward to going to school. I was naturally an early riser, and the moment Mum woke me up, I’d jump out of bed and get ready. It was fun seeing my friends again, especially after a weekend apart.


All in all, my school years were pretty carefree. But of course, I have some painful memories too. One was my severe underbite, which both the doctors and my parents were determined to fix. Every night, I had to wear a special dental device that stretched my jaw to correct the bite. It had a thick elastic band that pulled my chin back, and it really hurt because it was so tight around my head. I wore it for a whole year, probably, but thankfully it worked and I have no problems with my bite today. It was worth the effort, but I still remember that time as incredibly tough, especially when I was invited for sleepovers, which I rarely wanted to do because of that awful brace.


My family’s close bond might seem a bit unusual, but I’ve always felt secure in myself, and I think that comes from that sense of belonging. Dad was the rock of the family. I loved tagging along with him whenever I could, especially to table tennis tournaments he was competing in. He was really good at table tennis, I probably inherited my ball sense from him. Even today, I still play now and then, it’s fun and it reminds me of all those great times with Dad.


One of those moments was the spark that made me a tennis player. I was maybe eight or nine when I went with him to a tournament. Before it started, they announced that the winner would get to choose their own prize. One of the prizes was a tennis racket. I wanted it so badly and begged Dad to pick it if he won. Being the kind soul he was, he did just that, first he won, then he chose the racket.


Who knows what would’ve happened if I hadn’t gone with him that day to the Bålsta Championships? Was it fate, or some higher power guiding me? No one can say for sure. But that was the day tennis really entered my life. For the first time, I had a tennis racket of my own. Until then, I’d just watched wide-eyed as the other kids played in Badparken.


The racket was way too heavy for me, so I had to use both hands for both backhand and forehand. You could say that’s when I developed my unusual playing style.


Later, my coaches tried to get me to let go of my left hand and change my grip. But I didn’t care what they said, I just played the way that felt right to me. That’s how I ended up with a two-handed backhand. I eventually gave up the two-handed forehand, though, reluctantly. But that wasn’t until much later, when Percy Rosberg became my first professional coach. I never did give up the two-handed backhand, and after me, a lot of players started using it too.


I became a true all-round athlete early on, mostly because I played both hockey and tennis, especially in the winters. We played tennis indoors in a sports hall with a classic hard plastic floor, with lines painted for all kinds of sports. The surface was incredibly fast. In summer, it was all about clay courts in Badparken. I don’t remember there being a tennis school for kids, but I hung out there from morning to night in case anyone wanted to play. This split between indoor and outdoor seasons forced me to learn to adapt to different speeds and surfaces, and that gave me a big advantage when I went pro later.


Every day after school, my tennis racket or skates would be waiting for me in the hallway. I’d grab whatever I needed and head straight for Badparken. In summer it was the tennis courts; in winter I’d kick off the skate guards and glide onto the ice. I was actually a Cub Scout too, but mostly because I wanted to collect as many badges as I could. I was competitive early on.


If the courts were open, I’d practise serving. If they were full, I’d stay anyway, watching and learning from the others. I was there constantly, before and after school, all weekend, and of course every school break.


Often a spot would open up because someone didn’t show, and sometimes someone scheduled for doubles got sick, and I was always ready to jump in. I looked up to the older junior players, they were so good and hit the ball so hard. For me as a little kid, getting to play with them was incredibly educational, even if they didn’t always think it was fun to play with me, even though I was good for my age.


As tennis was becoming more important to me, my parents bought a small neighbourhood grocery store on Torekällgatan. It was one of those old-school food shops that sold just about everything. After school, it felt special to walk in there and grab a little treat for myself or a friend. The shop had everything, except fresh fish, and it quickly became a hangout for everyone in the area. But it also took up a lot of my parents’ time. They were never really off work. Deliveries had to be received, customers had to be helped, long opening hours kept, and everything had to be clean and tidy.


So my world back then revolved around four main things: the shop, school, Badparken and the sports hall. The hub for all of it was our apartment building on Torekällgatan, I was close to everything. And that’s where I found my best training partner – one of the garage doors on our block.


I was always at that garage door. Even after dark there was still enough light from nearby streetlights to keep playing. I’d stand there practicing my shots, forehand and backhand, much to the neighbours’ annoyance. At first, the ones living closest complained, but after I promised to play only at certain times, things settled down.


That garage door has been written about a lot, but what people don’t always know is that I was just as obsessed with hockey during those years. I practised shooting pucks at that same garage too. Once I got the idea to see how many times I could hit the brick wall above the basement windows. That worked for a while, until there was a loud ‘pang’ and a window shattered. I had to pay for it myself, and that stung.


After that, tennis felt like the safer bet. My scoring system was simple: I had to hit the same spot on the garage door five times in a row, if I missed, the ‘point’ went to my imaginary opponent. In my head, I was in the Wimbledon final or a decisive Davis Cup match. Those were the tournaments I dreamed about when I stood there in the evenings, practicing my strokes. I wasn’t just going to be the best tennis player in the world, I was going to be the greatest of all time.
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Out Into the World


When I was eleven years old, I played in my first junior championship. In the pictures from that tournament, I look small and frail, with short hair parted to the side and dressed in a white tennis undershirt typical of that time. It wasn’t unsurprising that I looked so small, because there was only one age bracket and most of my opponents were a year or even two years older than me. As I remember it, there were a few players selected from each part of the country. There weren’t as many teenagers playing tennis back then, so although the competition was steep, it wasn’t nearly as fierce as it is today.


The matches were played in the fantastic tennis pavilion in Östermalm, one of Stockholm’s more affluent neighbourhoods. Kråkslottet, or the Crow Castle, as it’s called today, was built at the end of the nineteenth century and had a wooden floor that was even faster than the plastic floor at home in Södertälje. Most people felt both a little queasy and intimidated when they stepped onto the historic court. But for me there was only one feeling: I wanted to win.


I lost in two sets in a row – 6–0, 6–0 – and ended up going home sad and pissed off. Even then I realised that in order to win the most important thing was to train. So training itself became a priority for me early on. During my active tennis career, I played at least four hours a day, in addition to running, skipping rope, and using my body weight to do, for example, situps and push-ups, all to make it as strong as possible. However, I never trained in a gym or lifted weights.


I would often run several miles, but I also started early on with doing fast and explosive intervals, which was what was needed on a tennis court. I was one of the first to spend time running beyond the tennis court and my distances ranged from 100 metres to 10,000 metres, with times that stood up well to the Swedish competition. When I ran 60 metres, no one beat me in the first ten metres, which are the most important steps on a tennis court, and I know I could’ve won the 10,000-metre race if I’d wanted to. I was both explosive and had endurance, and I’m not exaggerating when I say that I never felt the least bit tired on a tennis court.


The losses in my first real tennis tournament stung, but the great thing about most sports is that there will always be more competitions and new championships. The next stop was the regional championships in Katrineholm – a small town about 150 kilometres south-west of Stockholm – where I won my first tournament. I remember so well how proud I was when I got home, I even rang the doorbell so that my mum had to come and open it. And there I was: with a big smile and a trophy. I think my mum was both proud and moved when she saw that I was being rewarded for all my training. She knew that I had put my whole soul into it.


My family has always been the centre of my life, it was that way then and it’s that way now.


When I was younger, my parents worked so much in the shop that I often had to stay at home with my grandparents. My grandfather Martin always drove me to and from practice, even though he worked full time at Ericsson and rarely had days off or holidays. They spent summers on Resarö, a small island in the Stockholm archipelago outside Vaxholm, and the lived the rest of the year in Fruängen, a suburb south-west of central Stockholm. One of my earliest memories is of me running around Resarö, running and running and my grandmother chasing after me. She always said that I had so much energy to burn. Sometimes she would simply grab a rope and tie it round my stomach and then to a tree. Then I could only get so far, so there was no risk of me running off and getting hurt. I suppose she also needed some rest between laps. When I was a child, Resarö was an idyllic summer island. Nowadays, many people live there permanently, despite the island being so small. Because it’s an island, it was natural to spend a lot of time out on the sea; we would fish, go boating, row, bathe and swim, and sometimes my grandfather and I would go to Vaxholm to buy ice cream. It was the kind of upbringing that many Swedish children were treated to. There is also something special about the Swedish summer in the archipelago, the magical evening light, getting up early to go fishing, the sound of waves crashing against the rocks. The sea always gave me a sense of freedom. This became clearer for me as my career advanced, when I hardly saw anything but hotel rooms and airport terminals.


Resarö was also the place where my parents first met. Though they were so young when they fell in love, they got married and stayed together for their whole lives. They came from two different parts of the small island, Överby on the one side and Ytterby on the other, and met at the dance floor in the middle. Throughout my life I’ve often admired their ability to stick together, both when things were going well and when things were tough.


My parents had their own boat in Södertälje, an old Pettersson boat that they’d inherited from my grandfather, and we could take it all the way to Resarö. It was always a wonderful journey, I would just lie in the cabin and eat candy. We would always pass through Stockholm and the whole archipelago, and would usually come ashore in the village of Sandhamn on the island of Sandö so I could play a bit of tennis. I’m sure it was in everyone’s interest that I got a chance to run around and burn off all the energy I had in me. Once we arrived in Resarö, it was all about badminton instead. We’d string up a net between two trees, and then the competitions would begin.


All the adults in the family thought I was completely mad, totally off my rocker. If I lost, I went completely nuts. I’d have to go lie down in a little house in the yard, even if it was the middle of the afternoon. Mum would say, ‘You’re not coming out until you’ve pulled yourself together. Are you going to behave now? Have you learned anything?’


But I always came out just as angry – and had to go back in again. It was the same whenever we played Monopoly or other games.


Though the summers were idyllic, it never took long before I was yearning for home in Södertälje. This was because I looked forward to indoor training. But when I was twelve years old, something happened that upended everything for a while: I was suspended for bad behaviour. The punishment was completely fair – I had misbehaved on the court, cheated, thrown the racket and embarrassed myself.


The next day, the club management called my parents and told them what had happened. My parents were probably even more ashamed than I was. The management said I’d be severely punished, that this behaviour could absolutely not be tolerated. At the same time, they were quite kind to me because they chose to delay the punishment until the winter season when I was playing ice hockey instead. But I had learnt a lesson. I was never going to lose my temper on a tennis court again, and I was never going to embarrass myself like that in front of my parents.


It was probably at that moment that I decided not to show any emotion during a match either. I think it was something that served me well throughout my career, it gave me a special kind of strength in difficult situations, a psychological advantage. My nickname later became ‘Ice-Borg’, and most people probably thought that it came about organically, as if it simply reflected how I’ve always been as a person. I don’t think anyone realised that it was the result of the bitter experiences of a twelve-year-old.


Life is made up of coincidences. One lucky one for me was that one of the world’s best tennis coaches at the time, Percy Rosberg, one day happened to be in Södertälje. What characterised Percy was that he was a master at refining the technique of his trainees. Many of us tennis players in Sweden owe him a lot. After working with me, he also came to train future generations of the Swedish ‘tennis wonder’, including players like Stefan Edberg and Magnus Norman.


Percy was in Södertälje to watch junior tennis and to scout for interesting new talents. Many people wanted to attend the lesson he was going to give for the younger players, but I wasn’t eligible because I was too young. But as it happened, someone fell ill at the last minute, and they figured I could step in and take the spot. Percy took an instant liking to the way I played. He told my parents that he saw a real winner and a talent that he wanted to help develop. I couldn’t believe it, since all the other players that were chosen were at least four years older than me! But there was a catch. In order to train with Percy, you had to go to SALK – Stockholms Allmänna Lawntennis Klubb – which was located in Bromma, and to attend required my parents’ approval as well as a lot of sacrifices.


Bromma is almost four miles from Södertälje. For me, the distance was not only geographical, just saying the name felt like a big deal to a little Södertälje boy like me. In addition, I would get to play and train with guys who were several years older than me and whom I looked up to. Would they be nice to me or treat me like the country kid? I had no idea, but I knew I’d do anything to train with Percy and to do it at SALK. The geographical problem was solved by being able to take the commuter train back and forth. My parents were unable to drive me, but on Wednesdays my grandfather would come and pick me up. I spent many hours on those commuter trains, which often had to stop whenever there were too many leaves piled up on the tracks or if there had been too much snow in the winter. I spent many hours on cold station platforms, waiting for trains that never seemed to arrive.


But there I was, every day, with my training bag, longing for nothing else other than to keep training and playing tennis. I can still see that little guy in front of me today, that boy who is still within me, how his dedication made all the problems and obstacles fade away as if they meant nothing.


My grades suffered, of course. All the time I spent travelling made school feel like a necessary evil. Except for when I had to do my workplace internship in year 8, when I was 14 or so. Then I was able to combine training at SALK with my internship at the evening newspaper Aftonbladet’s sports editorial office, which was located in the Klara neighbourhood in central Stockholm. One day I might accompany a journalist on an assignment to interview some sports person. It was fantastic for a teenager like me to do an internship there, because sport was all I thought about. During the second week of my internship, I got to hang out with a sports teacher in Södertälje. So it was sport through and through and it couldn’t have been a coincidence. The staff at the school must have helped out to make sure I got such good internships.


At some point during secondary school, the Swedish Tennis Association also started to get involved. They saw potential in me and wanted to give me the chance to play even more. I know that people from the association had gone to my school to persuade the head teacher to let me go to a training camp early in the season. I was thrilled when the school decided to cut me some slack when it came to my attendance, giving me an opportunity to fully commit to tennis.


Towards the end of secondary school, it became really difficult to keep up with classes because tennis was now taking up all my waking hours. I was playing more and more and travelling farther and farther away, sometimes abroad. In 1972, when I was still in year 9, I was even selected in Sweden’s team for the Davis Cup. It was a huge deal. The tournament, a team competition between countries, was legendary and had been going on since the beginning of the century.


To keep up with everything, the school arranged for me to finish the term early, after I had taken the exams in my main subjects of Swedish, German and English. After all, it was compulsory education, and I needed to get final grades in those subjects. Luckily, I had understanding teachers who helped me with this arrangement.


Travelling to other countries is also a kind of education, so it was almost comical when I had to sit and answer simple questions from my teacher in English. I was already quite used to other languages.


But the school administrators at Blombacka really stood up for me, there’s nothing else I can say. Apparently, it was the first time a situation like this had arisen at a Swedish school, so they had no protocols to deal with it. But they handled it well and today there are even some sports schools meant for those who want to pursue a career in sport.


Whenever I travelled, I always used to send postcards from the places I visited to friends, family and of course to my mum and dad. The postcards were quite wordy, but I thought it was fun, and it was a way for me to keep in touch with them back home, even when I was far away. That was as close as we came to social media in those days. Not long ago I was reminded of those postcards when I met an old school friend from Södertälje and she showed me all the cards I had sent her. It was truly touching to learn that she had saved them for all those years.


It was Percy Rosberg who helped me to improve my technique, some of which I had invented on my own, such as the twohanded forehand and the two-handed backhand. Percy thought it looked crazy at first and tried to talk me out of it, but he soon realised that I was stubborn on that point and he gave up. With his help, I eventually switched to hitting forehand with one hand. Percy was criticised a lot by other coaches for his twohanded backhand, but he shook it off and helped me refine the technique. For example, there were certain situations where I obviously benefited from dropping the two-hand, such as volleys up at the net.


The training paid off. I won more junior championships and my match results steadily improved. A couple of times I also won the school championship that took place in Bromma in the winter. The tournament still exists today and is one of the largest junior competitions in Sweden. The summer of 1970 was the first year of the Kalle Anke Cup tournament played in Båstad, and I won my category, boys born 1955–6. A girl of the same age called Helena Anliot won her category. She won not only this competition, but also my heart.


Helena became the first great love of my youth and, since we both played tennis, we were able to see each other from time to time. We were together for several years but we weren’t always able to spend much time together, with our respective playing schedules. Many people thought Helena would go far as a tennis player, something she certainly had the talent to accomplish. She went on to win the Australian Hardcourt Championship, the Swedish Open in Båstad and other major titles. Later in life, she told me how much she had disliked the attention that came with my breakthrough, that so much was written about us being a couple. We were hounded by photographers and journalists and her own life as a tennis player was increasingly overshadowed. She has written a very powerful book about her reasons for ending her promising tennis career so early.


It’s pretty amazing that there were so many competitions for us young tennis players. In addition to the Swedish School Championships, the Junior Championships and the Kalle Anke Cup, there was also another important tournament: Kungens Kanna, the King’s Pitcher. It was played in the Royal Tennis Hall and it was none other than the King himself who presented the prize. What characterised Kungens Kanna at the time was that it was a tournament with handicap rules based on the players’ rankings. If you were playing against a better player, the scoring would be to your advantage, and if you were playing against someone who was lower ranked than yourself it was the other way round.


In 1970, I was fourteen and made it to the final, where I lost to Magnus Feldt, who was seven years older. But what changed my life in that tournament was that a certain Lennart ‘Labbe’ Bergelin caught my eye. After the match, he came up to me on the centre court and said that I had played very well.


‘What an idiot!’ I thought.
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Labbe Steps In


I have to admit that I didn’t know who Labbe was when he came up to introduce himself, that tall man who thought I had played well despite losing the match. Someone explained to me that he worked for the Swedish Tennis Association and that he was one of Sweden’s most distinguished tennis players ever. That of course made me more interested.


In the 1940s and ’50s Labbe had been ranked among the world’s best players and his main weapons were his serve and his strong forehand. Another strength was his incredible ability to concentrate, something he saw as a prerequisite for success in tennis. He was the first Swede to win a Grand Slam when he and Jaroslav Drobný won the French Open doubles in 1948, but he is probably best remembered for playing in a remarkable Davis Cup match against Australia in 1950 when he defeated the great Frank Sedgman. The match was played on grass, and it had rained so much that Labbe eventually chose to play the fifth and decisive set barefoot! He was actually awarded the daily newspaper Svenska Dagbladet’s medal of honour after winning the match.


When I first met Labbe, he was working for the Tennis Association. He had at his disposal a grey Volkswagen bus that he used to shuttle around young people eager to compete, he could take with him two girls and five boys. He offered me a spot in the bus and that’s when it all really got started, when my tennis world expanded. We went from playing everywhere in Sweden to suddenly competing in the other Nordic countries and Europe.


The atmosphere in the bus was incredible when we were out on the road. Labbe’s huge heart was dedicated to tennis and he was fantastic with us juniors. At the same time, he could have a short temper and you had to watch out when you were teasing him that you didn’t set him off. One time when we juniors were playing in Monte Carlo, Labbe was also playing in a senior competition there. We were sitting in the stands cheering him on when someone came up with the idea that we should have a bit of fun with him. Labbe had a clear lead in the match and we asked an official we knew to tell him that he had received an important phone call. Labbe got very worried when the official signalled: ‘Come up and take a call’.


Since he was playing on the centre court, there were steep stairs up to the secretary’s office and Labbe ran faster than I had ever seen him run before. Of course, when he got there, there was no one on the phone. He was furious, and it didn’t get any better when he realised that we kids were the culprits. Thankfully he won the match anyway and I think he won the whole tournament too. Not many people were able to beat him at that time. Despite the comfortable win, we juniors had to keep our distance for a while. As I said, Labbe had both a big heart and a fiery temper.


To my great joy, I was now part of Labbe’s team of young players. In the legendary bus, three of us sat at the back, three in the middle and one in the front seat next to Labbe. For a bunch of restless youngsters like us, it was a challenge to sit still for so many hours. In the bus you sometimes had to take a nap, but often there was a lot of cackling and everyone was talking at each other. There was no radio, so we had a portable tape recorder with us to listen to music. There was a lot of Elvis Presley at a constantly high volume.


Sometimes we had to travel really long distances in the bus, such as when we went to Denmark, Germany, England, France and Spain. We never slept in the bus, trying instead to find the cheapest motels along the way. On one memorable occasion, the bus broke down and we were left on the side of the road. It didn’t take long before someone stopped to help, because we probably looked both lost and innocent standing there outside the bus. I was all thumbs when it came to mechanical things, but Labbe was not at all unskilled when it came to fixing broken cars, as long as he had the right tools. I saw him walk over to the stopped car. The driver rolled down the window and I heard him ask if they could help with anything. Then I heard Labbe’s characteristic Swenglish: ‘Do you have what we in Sweden call a skiftnyckel?’ God knows how they managed to figure out what he needed was an adjustable spanner.


One time, when we were playing in London, our bus ended up at Piccadilly Circus. Labbe hated driving on the left side of the road, and the English roundabouts were the worst of all because in his head they went the wrong way. We went round and round for several minutes just because he couldn’t find the right exit. The louder we laughed, the more frustrated Labbe became among the honking cars and double-decker buses pushing their way through. I can’t imagine how he put up with us at such moments, I would have just parked the bus and walked away. In retrospect, I’m impressed by Labbe’s stubbornness and commitment.


Even then, Labbe had his own unique way with metaphors, which would eventually make him popular far beyond tennis circles. My personal favourites are: ‘A good laugh extends the jaw’ and ‘You mustn’t be stupid or you’ll end up the head coach.’ My own nickname ‘Burken’ – ‘The Jar’ – also came about during this time and it’s no secret that it was Labbe who coined it. He thought it suited me perfectly, I was a jar with the lid on, everything remained locked up in there. Labbe meant no offence and he didn’t say it in a derogatory way, but it was clear that he meant something by it. I myself have never minded my nickname, even after I became famous and others started using it. A lot of my old tennis mates still call me Burken and I’ve never taken offence.


One of the first tournaments Labbe took us to was in Berlin. Unlike in Sweden, Europe didn’t have a system of age categories, so the guys I played against were usually two or three years older than me. Though I was so young, the others on the team respected and encouraged me. The matches went my way, I won my category and the journey continued to Mönchengladbach. Much to my and Labbe’s delight, I won there too and it was after that victory that people started talking about me in tennis circles: ‘Who’s that little blond guy from Sweden who has a style all his own?’


Pretty soon Labbe and others at the Tennis Association realised that more money was needed to keep the momentum going. My family didn’t have the resources themselves but fortunately the affluent Swedish family Wallenberg stepped in and created a fund to help finance my trips. As the victories increased, so I was offered sponsorship deals for rackets, clothing and other equipment. My first contract for clothes and shoes was with Fred Perry. I didn’t really care much about my appearance, but from the outside, the venture looked undeniably professional. Dad helped me negotiate a good deal with Templeman, the company that represented Slazenger in Sweden, so that I got ten thousand kronor a year.


Suddenly I found myself in a world of opportunity. I was a sulky fourteen-year-old, in the throes of puberty, who hated to lose but loved to win. Now I was good enough to take part in the Swedish Open for real and in 1972 it was held indoors in Umeå. I reached the semi-finals but lost in five sets. In my day, the vast majority of matches were played over the best of five sets – today, that only happens in the big Grand Slam tournaments.


In August the following year, the Swedish Open was held outdoors, in Västerås. I had turned sixteen and in the final I met Ove Bengtson, who together with Jan-Erik Lundqvist had dominated Swedish men’s tennis since the 1960s. Ove had won the Swedish Championship four times and certainly looked impressive with his beard and his two metres of height. He also had a good first serve and was often on the attack right out of the gate.


I won three sets in a row to become the youngest Swedish tennis champion of all time. Perhaps it was something of a breakthrough for me, at least in Sweden. Imagine that later in the ’70s Ove and I would play many doubles matches together in the Davis Cup. In addition, he and his wife Lotta helped me a lot and the three of us would often travel together, almost like a family, for all sorts of tennis engagements. So it was absolutely correct when Ove described himself as a big brother and mentor to me.


*


1972 is the year when my international career really took off. I focused on playing as many junior competitions as I could abroad and with the constant travelling, I was hardly ever at home. Even then, my family and others around me realised that my teenage years would not be like others’. I didn’t have many friends of the same age to socialise with, there was no partying and no concerts. So it was comforting when, much later, my mum reminded me of one of the annual holiday parties from that time.


Someone had rung the doorbell, but when she opened it no one was there. After a while she saw me, lying on a sled. I was obviously quite drunk, and I myself have no recollection of what might have happened that night. I probably didn’t then either but I likely had a splitting headache the next day. I had apparently been having fun with some neighbourhood friends, perhaps a little too much fun. But it was kind of them to pull me home in a sled before thanking me for a nice evening.


Whenever I was home and could be a ‘normal’ teenager, it was a liberating exception to the daily routine of my then sixteenyear-old life. Many people thought I was living a glamorous life with all the travelling around the world. That wasn’t quite true. When we played abroad, for example in Costa Rica, which organised the Coffee Bowl, or in the Dominican Republic, we often stayed with host families.


My son Leo actually met my old host family in Costa Rica when he played there a few years ago. He went to visit the family and it turned out that they had saved the sheets I had slept in fifty years earlier. Apparently they had a feeling that I was going to be something big. Leo and I laughed out loud at the story and at the same time were deeply touched by their incredible hospitality. They were good at showing off Costa Rica to all of us who travelled there. We juniors were to see as much of the country as possible, including going horse riding. I’ve always been a bit scared of horses, but at least I got on the back of a horse – only to fall off again just as quickly. This is where I got my first serious injury, a big fracture in my wrist, but luckily it was the left one. I had to put a cast on my hand and forfeit the match in the tournament I was playing in.


The Orange Bowl in Florida was the highest ranked junior championship, above even Wimbledon. I won the competition in 1971 in the boys’ under-16 category and the following year, 1972, I won the under-18 category when I beat Vitas Gerulaitis in three straight sets. That was the first time our paths crossed. At junior Wimbledon in 1971, I was knocked out in the first round, but the following year I was ready for revenge. I made it all the way to the final and was up against the Briton Buster Mottram, who was a year older and the son of two famous British tennis players. He had a good serve and was happy to go to the net, whereas I had refined my baseline game. Buster himself has said that he was quite confident before the match, thinking that my game wouldn’t suit the Wimbledon grass as well as his faster volleying. That was probably the general opinion of everyone who had seen me play. Nevertheless, I made it all the way to the final.


My strongest memory from that day is not the match itself, which I managed to win after being down 5–2 in the final set. Nor that I got to lift the winners’ trophy for the first time. No, my strongest memory was that before the match I had the opportunity to warm up with the extremely charismatic Romanian Ilie Năstase, who on the same day would play the Wimbledon final against the gentlemanly American Stan Smith, ranked number one in the world. Ilie was ranked third and as well as being one of the fastest players – he could save impossible balls – he was also entertaining. The crowd loved him when he put on a show and made faces and did funny gestures.


OEBPS/images/pub.png
SPHERE





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Prologue



		Part I: A Family Affair (1956–1974)



		1 It Was the Three of Us. Always



		2 Out Into the World



		3 Labbe Steps In



		4 The World Becomes My Arena



		5 The Climb to the Top



		6 The Triumph in Paris



		7 The Move to Monte Carlo











		Part II: The Golden Years (1975–1978)



		8 The Power of a Pair of Orange Long Johns



		9 The Kiss of Victory



		10 Best in the World



		11 A Raggedy Fox



		12 Homecoming



		13 Tennis and Rock ’n’ Roll











		Part III: Grand Finale (1979–1981)



		14 The Winning Machine



		15 Peak and Panic



		16 Fire and Ice



		17 The Circus After Wimbledon



		18 ‘Leave Me Alone’











		Part IV: Guardian Angel (1981–2000)



		19 When It’s Over, It’s Over



		20 Life is a Party



		21 My Son and I



		22 My Businesses



		23 My Demons Make an Appearance



		24 The Dark Years in Milan



		25 The Comeback



		26 Guardian Angel



		27 A Decade Lost











		Part V: Game, Set, Match (2000–2025)



		28 True Love



		29 The Weddings



		30 ‘We’ve Reached the Bottom’



		31 Family Life



		32 Two Champions Meet Again



		33 Family Secrets



		34 At Last



		35 Heartbeats











		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
> IA PRI
s :,' ‘\‘ / ‘ ;
Fe, . Be

e b

s HEARTBEATS





