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Introduction


Of the many images that illuminated men’s tennis around the world in 2013, Andy Murray bathed in the glow of high summer on Centre Court at Wimbledon, champion at last, will live most vividly for British fans. It was also impossible to ignore Rafael Nadal, who conjured up the most extraordinary comeback from an injury that threatened to end his career. After winning the Australian Open at the start of the year, Novak Djokovic dreamed of doing the Grand Slam but Nadal stopped him in Paris and New York, and Murray destroyed him at Wimbledon, revenge for defeat in Melbourne. There is, of course, one name missing from these struggles. Since he won the first of his seventeen Majors a decade earlier at Wimbledon, Roger Federer had come to be regarded as the greatest player of all time. But 2013 was his worst season by a distance. And, while the citadel of the Big Four, as they have come to be known, was not in immediate danger of collapse, there were rumblings over the hill. As Harold Macmillan famously said of the most obvious determining factor in history: ‘Events, dear boy, events.’


There were two events more than any other that changed the tone and direction of the story. The first was the unexpected rebirth of Nadal after an injury that seriously jeopardised the Spaniard’s future in the game at just twenty-seven years of age. The second was the possibly terminal but more predictable decline of Federer at thirty-two. The flip in circumstances of the two best players of the modern era significantly altered the tennis landscape. Nadal’s was the story that captured the upbeat headlines, almost by the week, as he defied even his own expectations to win ten titles, two of them Majors, and finished his finest campaign in twelve years as a Tour professional by returning to number 1 in the world for the third time. He did it all on legs as reliable as butter. It was a Lazarusian comeback, one to match Andre Agassi’s recovery from the party-driven complications that had plagued the American a dozen or so years earlier.


Alongside Nadal’s heroic efforts, Federer’s slide was alarming and depressing. After jousting with Nadal for the world number 1 ranking to the exclusion of every other player on the Tour between 2005 and 2010, Federer might have imagined he would have an easier run to re-establish his supremacy in 2013. But as the Swiss tumbled down the slopes of the rankings towards the lower reaches of the top ten, his fans grew disconsolate in the face of the unthinkable prospect of not having him in their lives, or, at the very least, not having him contest the final of a major title again. It was inconceivable that he should be touched by ignominy, or even minor embarrassment. A classicist from the archives who floats above the battlefield, Federer had arrived before all the others, in 2003, when he succeeded Pete Sampras, the last of the great serve-and-volley traditionalists who himself had begun to suffer at the hands of the young baseline thumpers before manufacturing a farewell that might have been scripted in Hollywood. It seemed only natural that Federer would fade before the others, but a late-season revival gave him hope and, before retreating to his winter lair to recuperate, he promised he would return refreshed. He reckoned he had at least another eighteen months of top-quality tennis left in him. Retired tennis dogs, from Boris Becker to John McEnroe to Ilie Năstase, agreed. Năstase was cheeky enough to say, ‘Federer can play to sixty if he wants to.’ Sampras admired the fact he could travel the world with two young children (with a third expected in 2014). But none of them would say with any confidence that Federer would win an eighteenth Major.


Federer, eloquent in five languages and able to smile on cue, was always going to be the antidote to the new brutality engulfing the game, invented partly by Pistol Pete. The Swiss not only had an intellect that was almost audible, sweat-free poise and the appearance of defying gravity when necessary, but a single-handed backhand that made him beautiful to behold yet vulnerable, especially on clay. It was a weapon as lethal as it was lovely. And he would need it time and again to keep in touch with Nadal, then Djokovic and Murray. His dilemma was doubly perplexing: not only was he desperate to stay in the picture, but he also had to find a way to leave gracefully. Sampras departed after beating Andre Agassi to win the US Open in 2002, aged thirty-two. Federer turned thirty-two in 2013. Could he somehow write an exit line to match that of the man whose records he had tracked and surpassed throughout his career? It looked unlikely, but he would not die wondering.


Embroidering the script, there was Murray’s breakthrough at the All England Club, a British high point that let the ghost of Fred Perry merge with all the others of the game, and ended the torture of a nation that had waited – famously, boringly, interminably it seemed – seventy-seven years for another Wimbledon champion. It had been an almost ludicrous longueur anglais. It was also one that caused as much agonising over Britishness as the other two staples in the nursery of organised sport, football and cricket. Once Tim Henman had given his all and fallen short early in the millennium, the widely held view was that British tennis was a lost cause, part of the summer season sold to tourists, our gift to the sport and the tourism industry. Wimbledon was, in short, an annual invitation to foreign players to come to London and avail themselves of the wonderful facilities of the All England Club and take home the oldest trophy in tennis. Then along came the obdurate, mercurial Scot.


He had collapsed tearfully on the clay of Rome and opted to miss the French Open, a shrewd move that allowed him to gather his resources and beat Djokovic in a brutal final at Wimbledon. The remainder of Murray’s season, however, was one of anticlimax, frustration, disappointment and anxiety as a chronic back problem that had locked him in its grip for nearly two years worsened to the point of crisis. Hampered by an increasingly stiff and sore back, Murray under-performed in Canada, Cincinnati and, most importantly, at Flushing Meadows, where he was unable to hang on to his US title. If that were not enough for a TV mini-series in itself, Murray then risked aggravating his injury so he could help Great Britain win the Davis Cup tie against Croatia, a victory that returned them to the main competition for the first time since 2008. He said later he played partly because he did not want to appear ‘unpatriotic’. This was not a man insensitive to public opinion, whatever his protestations to the contrary.


Then Murray took the more critical decision to have a disc operation that put him out of tennis for four months. It was a gamble that could have gone horribly wrong, but it did not (although tweeting ‘I can’t feel my legs’ after his first proper hit on court in late November was not one of his best practical jokes). He came through it, just as Nadal had done when he rolled the dice to leave the Tour for seven months to mend his knees. Federer, too, had faltered, taking a seven-week break after exacerbating chronic back problems on the hard courts of Indian Wells. Thereafter, he managed rather than conquered his problem. But would Murray be able to return to the game, as his Spanish friend has done? It would prove to be the next big challenge of his career which we would discover when they returned to Melbourne in January 2014, bruised but still standing.


As a counterpoint to the mayhem of the 2013 season, there was the continued although not entirely smooth progress of Djokovic, who lost his world number 1 ranking to Nadal in the closing weeks of the season, yet found the energy to win the ATP World Tour Finals in London in November, even though he later revealed he was ‘exhausted’. It was not so much a revelation as a confirmation of the obvious. Within a week, Djokovic, his tank pretty much empty, beat Tomáš Berdych and levelled the Davis Cup final against the Czech Republic at 2–2 in his home town of Belgrade on the final afternoon of the season, although he could not get himself to the line in the earlier doubles, which the Czechs won. He said he did not have the energy to play in both matches, and that probably cost Serbia the trophy – although he might have lost to Berdych had he played in the doubles. Djokovic has often said that helping Serbia win their first Davis Cup in 2010 changed his life and his career, and there ought to be no questioning that declaration, given that he went on to win forty-three matches in a row the following year to place himself not just alongside Nadal and Federer but ahead of them, and everyone else. So it was no surprise that Djokovic was devastated when his young compatriot Dušan Lajović collapsed in front of the experienced Czech Radek Štěpánek in the deciding rubber of the 2013 final. Whatever the wealth and the glamour, the richest players care as much as the poorest, not just about winning but also about staying true to what inspired them to play tennis in the first place.


Elite sport was once a cavalier indulgence for gifted athletes who could afford the time and money to travel the world with a smile and minimal resources. That was a long time ago. Now it makes extreme physical demands on its champions, and tennis, for all that it is beautiful, is no different. The exhaustion that even the elastic Djokovic was moved to identify has become the default condition of the game’s best players, the ones who consistently reach the final weekend of tournaments. They are red-lining not only in the fortnight slog of the four Majors but also in the shorter Masters 1000 events that sustain their rankings. And they are required to perform for their countries in the Davis Cup; such an effort by Murray for Great Britain against Croatia was his last appearance of 2013 before light work-outs after Christmas in preparation for the 2014 Australian Open. Murray discovered that the only haven away from the grind of work was an operating table – with no guarantee that he would play again – a sobering reminder not only of his treadmill schedule but of the consequences of that commitment. Players are all so encumbered. When they are not playing, they are practising to play, pushing their bodies to previously unknown limits. They cannot do so indefinitely. The fascination remains fixed on the Big Four, however fragile. No quartet in the history of the game has ruled in the way Federer, Nadal, Djokovic and Murray do. None. Not even in more than a century of what we might regard as proper international competition.


For several years now, in this weirdly one-dimensional age of excellence, there has been no room for anyone less than a supernova. The others are as attendants to the needs and whims of the tennis gods. Never have so few players dominated so many for so long. In the modern era, Connors, McEnroe, Borg, Lendl, Agassi and Sampras prevailed in interrupted stretches of excellence. Before them, Rod Laver was considered the greatest player of his time – probably of all time, until that point – while, in distant memory, tennis had many fine champions who played a different game to that of their contemporaries, among them Tilden, Budge, Vines and Perry. But none of these players, ancient or modern, experienced the intense, prolonged rivalry with their peers that has been set in concrete between Djokovic, Federer, Nadal and, finally, Murray.


At the start of the 2013 season these four gifted but very different individuals were playing tennis as it had never been played before – and where they or their successors would take it, nobody was sure. It was just about the perfect sporting scenario, pregnant with possibilities. Who, among the contenders, would deliver the most telling punch? Perhaps there would be nothing but air swings, threats with no clout. Maybe there was nobody who could land the killer blow.


It is tempting to imagine that, had any three of the four not been playing contemporaneously, the remaining member of the quartet would have been a colossus beyond challenge – much as Tiger Woods once was in golf – but that would be to ignore the chemistry between them. This is the secret of sport’s great rivalries. Each had contributed to the legacy of the others. Without Nadal, would Federer have reached such heights? Possibly, but it was the Spaniard who pushed him up that Everest – and vice versa. Yet it is not outrageous to speculate that but for the presence of Nadal, Federer, for instance, might have won another six Majors, putting him even further beyond the reach of those around him. Nadal, his nearest challenger for most titles, could have had sixteen already – had Federer and Djokovic not been rivals. So many ifs. Djokovic, who had six Major titles at the start of the season, might have had another four, perhaps, without the interruption of Federer, Nadal and Murray. Ah, poor Andy. Would he not have been spared the serial lament that he spent his best years under the gilded heel of the Invincibles? He has never seen it that way, which is just as well. He has always welcomed the tests the others put to him, insisting those experiences have made him a better player. How right he is. It did not happen overnight for him.


The reason these four players have prevailed more often and more spectacularly than any other quartet in the history of tennis, in the record books and in the public imagination is simple: when they hit a pitch of aggression and commitment in important matches, nobody else can stay with them. They have had no equals, except each other. Also, while Federer and Nadal had already established their stellar credentials, Djokovic and Murray were still building theirs, and it is this interlocking of age, form and fitness, as the punishing schedule of the Tour takes its toll on all four, that makes the story compelling.


In varying combinations – Federer–Nadal, Nadal–Djokovic, Djokovic–Murray – the Big Four have ruled with intertwined rivalries that exclude the challenge of nearly every other player. This makes them special in many ways, not least in terms of the nature of their relationships, which are as fascinating as are their confrontations on court. They are not especially close. At best, they are what Murray said of Djokovic before beating him at Wimbledon: ‘professional friends’. But I would discover that this was not the whole story.


While writing this book, I asked several players and experts in and around the sport not only what they thought about the Big Four but where they thought tennis was going. How fit can the players get? How long can they run? How hard can they hit? Will someone we have yet to applaud come from nowhere with a game to shock his contemporaries? The gap between the game most of us grew up with – either playing or watching – and the scarily physical wars that rage every week over eleven months on the different surfaces of the courts of more than sixty tournaments of the ATP World Tour has expanded almost beyond comprehension. It is not remotely the same sport. And tennis at its highest level is so far removed from where it was even twenty years ago that nobody can be sure where it is going next. Will the next evolution take it to unthinkable levels of physicality? Or will someone find a way to guide it back to its essential artistry, using the weapons that still can kill a point and thrill a crowd, when Federer wraps his right hand around his racquet and stirs hearts everywhere?


Into this equation come drugs, the scourge of the phenomenon that is the international sports entertainment business. Tennis was the first sport to introduce testing, in 1985, yet it stands accused nearly thirty years later of complacency and lack of rigour. As prize money grows, so does temptation. Players who might once have settled for an undemanding if low-key existence outside the top 100 now could be tempted to take risks in order to get among the big money that has finally filtered down the food chain. To mix in better and more lucrative company, however, they will need more than banned stimulants. They will need expensive back-up teams and winter training blocks. They will need what the rich players already have, and they will have to back themselves with investment. If they do not, then they have little or no chance. Long gone are the times when players could rely on pure talent. There are no shortcuts in this jungle, but there is plenty of quicksand, and there is genuine concern that a spate of drugs busts will do considerable damage to a sport that has largely avoided the opprobrium heaped on cycling, athletics and, lately, boxing. Automatically that makes demands on the candour and openness of the game’s administrators, and that could not always be taken for granted in 2013.


Some say tennis is boxing with a net. To an extent it is. Murray has drawn the comparison of two combatants facing each other in a defined rectangle, propelling bad intentions towards each other, looking for openings and choosing the optimum moment to deliver the final blow. Each is a form of physical chess, demanding split-second analysis of all the many options in every exchange. In this regard, tennis is very much like boxing. And the ambitious participants of both sports are coming under increasing pressure to push themselves beyond previously recognised limits in order to compete for the biggest honours and biggest cheques. One of Murray’s best friends is the former world heavyweight champion David Haye, with whom he has spoken often about conditioning and nutrition. The two trained together when they were in Florida at the same time, and in the Middle East. Pointedly, Haye’s body finally broke under the pressure of his sport late in 2013. A few days after Murray had landed in Miami to start hitting the ball again, Haye announced he was leaving the sport, perhaps permanently, and cancelled a pay-per-view fight against the unbeaten Mancunian Tyson Fury that would have netted him well over £5 million. A surgeon in Germany took five hours to rebuild Haye’s right shoulder, the one that had powered many of his twenty-four knockouts, and which had finally given up on him. After surveying the state of the fighter’s ruptured subscapularis and biceps tendon attachments, the specialist suggested Haye ‘seriously consider’ quitting boxing, at thirty-three. If his friend’s probable retirement had any effect on Murray, it might have been to concentrate his mind. At twenty-six, Murray knew he had to make the most of the years left to him. He had just fixed his suspect back, which for at least two years had prevented him from playing his shots freely, although in which time he had won two Majors and an Olympic gold medal. That is the measure of the sacrifice athletes make.


The tennis season stretches from January to November, with a month or so off before Christmas … so the players can get fit enough to return in the new year and do it all again. There is no sport in the world with such a demanding calendar, and these resilient athletes can never enjoy the freedom or joy available to previous generations of players. They are handsomely compensated, of course. But it is doubtful that they envisaged their lives would be so remorselessly intense when they started hitting a tennis ball. While they are competing, they have little time to fully appreciate what they are doing. We do, though. And we should enjoy them for as long as they remain standing.


They are wealthy, fit athletes – except when they fall. Then they bleed like the rest of us. They have all given more than we could properly expect in delivering us the sort of entertainment that has come to be regarded as the norm. I saw at first-hand how Murray pushed himself through weeks of pain to prepare for a season, and I can safely say that, in so many ways, there is little that is normal about what these champions do for a living.




1


The Tempest


New York, 8 September 2012


Word spreads almost as quickly as the approaching tornado: evacuate. With high winds roaring into the region from the Atlantic, players, journalists and spectators scurry from the upper reaches of the National Tennis Center at Flushing Meadows with a good deal more calm than those giving the instructions. Those in the top levels of the media building – mainly television and radio journalists, as well as a host of former players working as expert commentators – congregate on the ground floor, leaving behind their microphones and various gadgets. In the locker room, Novak Djokovic and David Ferrer, waiting to play their semi-final, gather up their racquets, bags and sponsored accoutrements. Bemused more than concerned, they are also herded from the scene. Once it is safe to do so, they are ferried back to their respective hotels. When they return the following day to play their match, it is the Serb, desperate to keep his title, who has more storm in his eyes. But there is a Scottish wind on the way.
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This, in small part, is the story of the relationship between a knot of travelling journalists and one tennis player, Andy Murray. He has been for several years and, with any luck, will continue to be for some time to come, the focus of our attention. It is about our collective worries and hopes about the future of the sport in this country, and it is set in the context of what is regarded as a period of unprecedented and prolonged excellence. This era is different to those that have gone before. It is relentlessly brutal. Soldiers now are cut down not only by each other’s bullets but also by lactic acid, muscle fatigue, back spasms, rolled ankles, boredom, frustration, expectations, self-doubt and the debilitating mental demands of a sport that girdles the planet nearly the whole year, addling the brain in a succession of queues at airports from Heathrow to Shanghai and all points in between. And we would not have it any other way …


As far as Murray was concerned, the story of 2013 began that previous September, on a storm-threatened Monday night in Flushing Meadows, across the Hudson River from Manhattan. Again the US Open arrived at its conclusion a day later than scheduled, as it had done in the previous four Septembers. It seemed the only people unaware that this was the month in which the hurricane season raked the eastern seaboard were the tournament’s owners and organisers, the United States Tennis Association, their broadcast partners, CBS, and possibly a few guys nursing bottles of gut-rock on the darker pavements of Hell’s Kitchen. However, none of them could lay the blame for this fifth straight fixtures cock-up entirely in the lap of the gods. Even as exasperated administrators of the USTA again looked balefully to the skies, they must have known it was also their own intransigence that annually brought their tournament to a delayed climax and, again in 2012, hurled the final between Murray and Djokovic into miserable Monday.


For as long as anyone could remember, the USTA had been relaxed to the point of indifference about the inclemency that had drenched the east coast. If it wasn’t a hurricane, it was a tropical storm or a plain old New York downpour; in 2011 the rumbling edge of an earthquake from the south even disturbed Flushing, causing Murray to stop in mid-practice and wonder if his time had come. Yet the USTA and CBS were deaf to pleas for change as the wet and windy filth screamed up from the Caribbean and darted in from the Atlantic to tear down power lines and swamp whole suburbs and towns. That ugliest of autumns, bad weather brought New York to the edge of breakdown as the still dangerous remnants of Hurricane Sandy seeped into the lower reaches of Manhattan, forcing the evacuation of 300,000 people. But it was not as if there was no precedent. Since 1954, hurricanes Carol, Donna, Agnes, Belle, Gloria and Bob had dumped their junk on New York at about this time of the year (equalling the number of hurricanes in the previous one hundred years). These storms returned every September like drenched homing pigeons. A multicoloured map of the eighty-four recorded tropical and subtropical cyclones that have crashed into this stretch of the continent since the seventeenth century would make a very agreeable tapestry. In between the post-war hurricanes, there have been several other less vicious but no less unwelcome visitors, all of them bedevilling the witless efforts of the USTA to hold their tournament in peace. If we were looking for metaphors for change, we needed only to look to the skies.


In 2013, with memories of Hurricane Sandy not yet faded, there would be, curiously, no urgency to get as much tennis as possible on court before the almost certain arrival of the rain, and a point-blank refusal to cover the courts – on ‘aesthetic grounds’, believe it or not. The argument was that ugly tarpaulins, while protecting the courts and keeping them in good order for the players, would ruin the look of the tournament. There could be no arguing with such cock-eyed logic.


Persisting in the maddening habit of delaying the entry of the main players until the first Wednesday contributed significantly to the log-jam. This was designed to create ratings-driven excitement on the final weekend of the final Slam of the year, no matter the threat from the skies. By back-end loading the fortnight, they ensured it started like a tortoise and finished like, well, a hurricane. They scheduled both men’s semi-finals for what they sold as Super Saturday, with the final to be played just twenty-four hours later, heaping absurd expectations on players whose physical renown the game had increasingly come to take for granted, and infuriating fans who year after year scrambled for a ticket for the men’s final in the expectation it would be held on the day promised.


Soon enough, CBS would deal their way out of their association with the event, handing the responsibility over to ESPN. At roughly the same time, the USTA, after years of procrastination, approved plans to put a roof on the Arthur Ashe Stadium, which presented engineering challenges (not to mention the possibility of an expanding budget), but which would bring the US Open into line with the other Slams: Wimbledon, the Australian – where paranoia about sun cancer is matched only by illogical suspicion that it will rain at any moment – and even the French, who had finally been forced to acknowledge that, in the sports entertainment industry, rain can be more than a passing get-wet experience.


Sanity beckoned at last. And although the big fish would still lurk unemployed in the wings for the first three days while the minnows swam, the final would, from 2013 onwards, actually be scheduled for the Monday rather than be plonked there by accident – and there would at least be a humane pause after the semi-finals. If the weather and the schedule couldn’t guarantee a decent break between the semi-finals and the final, the ATP players’ council, who used their considerable clout in negotiations, eventually could. The US Open was growing up. Not everyone was thrilled. There were some who hankered for a little confusion and uncertainty, to surrender to the skies occasionally and deal with them the best they could. But, increasingly, there was reduced space for such romance in the sport – in sport generally. It took the Americans a little while to cut the last links to an ad hoc past, even though laissez-faire sport and best business principles had long been out of sync.


Eighty years after Sidney Wood shocked Fred Perry at Forest Hills, the 2012 US Open was still full of surprises. It was so New York. It was a hailed cab that flew past in the night. It was a half-cooked burger from a street-side vendor. It was that look-twice dinner check, with its hidden extras and no apology. And it was, for many of us, the perfectly insane summit of the Grand Slam season, the last old-fashioned tennis tournament, with unrestrained noise and thunder and lightning, on and off the court. Flushing, parked under the flight path of nearby LaGuardia Airport and filled for two weeks by the most boisterous fans in tennis, had always provided a very American counterpoint to the Old World settings that preceded it. There were points to be collected or wasted still in Asia and Europe and the gathering of the eight best players in the world at the ATP World Tour Finals at the O2 Arena in Greenwich, but the US Open was the sport’s September pinnacle, a roaring lion of a finale, in the game’s most authentic coliseum. Coming a few months after the altogether more genteel tennis on the decorous lawns of Wimbledon, the US championships struck like a left hook after an exploratory jab. The American tournament, born in 1881 and only four years younger than Wimbledon, had long shed its country club origins, and presents still the cheeky, chocolate-smeared face of modern times, irreverent and loud.


If tennis tournaments were Shakespearean plays, the US Open surely could be regarded as The Tempest. Its most memorable passage (from act 4 scene 1) might aptly adorn the entrance to the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center at Flushing Meadows.




Our revels now are ended. These our actors,


As I foretold you, were all spirits and


Are melted into air, into thin air:


And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,


The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,


The solemn temples, the great globe itself,


Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve


And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,


Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff


As dreams are made on, and our little life


Is rounded with a sleep.





Dreams abound. Sleep is more hard-won. Play starts early and finishes when it pleases. The journey, by bus, car or subway, back to Manhattan for those of us annually stationed there is invariably closer to breakfast the following day than to dinner that evening. Nobody complains. Well, not a lot. New York, built with optimism on a grid but driven by the unpredictable fires of capitalism and with a healthy disdain for convention or order, was always a place to make a buck and move on, and the fifth weather-delayed final on the spin that cool Monday night of 10 September 2012 clicked nicely with the anarchic mood of a vibrant city.


For now, we were stuck in the immediate past – and the future, as it happened, because the inheritor of the Perry spirit, a raw-boned Scot with a game born in Dunblane, nurtured in Spain and given full expression in New York, finally pulled alongside his peers by beating Novak Djokovic to win the title. It was Murray’s first Major, and would not be his last.


Of wider, historical significance, he simultaneously buried seventy-six years of suffering for British fans who had been waiting with British patience for a Grand Slam champion to join the sainted Perry in the history books. Hallelujah! History placated, the immediate focus in that tense and draining final was on the man who did the deed, not a dead man remembered among the current generation for his shirts rather than his shots (and long forgotten for that third-round failure against Wood). Change rode on that crisp night air, and, at long bloody last, we could leave the past where it belonged.


Murray was New York’s perfect hero, appropriately windswept, someone to capture the magic of the chaos, to engage with rather than fight the elements and produce a quite stunning denouement. Since he was crowned the boys’ champion here in 2004, aged seventeen, Flushing Meadows had been his favourite place to play tennis, New York his favourite city to wander alone (although he would find that more difficult soon enough). Here, five thousand miles from home on a rapid court that suited his quirkiness of shot and speed of mind, he felt unencumbered and comfortable. He felt at home, the past very much another country.


Without arrogance, Murray always reckoned he was the equal of the game’s trinity: Federer, Nadal and Djokovic. He wanted a bit more than that, though. For his own peace of mind, he needed to match their proven pedigree and beat them when it mattered, and he wanted to do it every time he stepped on to a court with any of them, on hard, grass or clay. A few optimists reckoned his first title might inspire him to take one or two more Major trophies. Federer, a little loftily, allowed that Murray ‘could win another one’. When Murray beat world number 1 Djokovic to win the 2013 Wimbledon title – eleven days after the Swiss had been eliminated in the second round from a tournament he had won seven times – more detached observers reckoned not only that they were witnessing a generational power shift, but that a player whose burning competitive spirit had at last drowned out his natural diffidence had the ability to win more than just ‘another one’.


Among Murray’s admirers were four of the game’s greatest players: Pete Sampras, Jimmy Connors, John McEnroe and Ivan Lendl, who between them had won thirty-seven Grand Slam titles. Their predictions for the number of Slam trophies they thought Murray might eventually win ranged from some to several, the numbers shifting like the Jersey wind of September 2012. McEnroe had long been a believer. The two men had much in common: a deft touch with the racquet, a shakier hold on the volatility of their emotions, and a penchant for candour. The one-time Brat saw much of himself in the player once known as ‘The Sulk’. From about 2010, the year Murray lost here to Federer in his first Slam final, McEnroe sympathised, empathised and spoke with growing confidence about Murray and his chances of winning in New York.


Once a loud presence on court, McEnroe was now a paid expert, and an excellent one – some say the best – the volume turned down only to accommodate the demands of the many microphones he addressed throughout the year. ‘I worried too much about the bad things that could happen as opposed to just knowing how good I was and sort of trusting myself,’ McEnroe said when we spoke in Paris a little while back about the perceived similarities between himself and Murray. ‘I would sort of think about what could go wrong. I had the same problem [of expectations].’ McEnroe seemed to enjoy these pre-tournament chats with a few British tennis writers. It was a change of pace for him and he felt comfortable talking at length on just about anything to do with tennis, past or present. And Murray engaged him more than most.


But he also saw a change in Murray not long before he made his breakthrough. And it had nothing to do with tennis. He looked happier, McEnroe said, more relaxed. And he figured a lot of that must have sprung from Murray’s relationship with Lendl, McEnroe’s old enemy from his own playing days.


McEnroe reflected on those high-pressure times. ‘I didn’t enjoy it enough. I wish I had enjoyed it more. I enjoy it more now, but so what? I remember [Jimmy] Connors one year I lost at Wimbledon. He was supposedly going through a separation and he looked more fierce than ever! I fell apart if my girlfriend rang me and got pissed off. I was not able to brush it off.’


He was no mere cheer leader, however. Although he always said Flushing would be where Murray would break through, he looked at the 2012 field and he paused. ‘Murray has made huge headway since the Olympics [where he won gold a couple of months earlier by beating Federer in a glorious, emotional final],’ McEnroe confided one morning as the players assembled at Flushing Meadows, ‘but, when Djokovic is playing his A-game, he still has a little edge on him. Whether or not that changes remains to be seen but Novak’s got a little more to offer at this stage. It’s going to be interesting how it develops and I also think someone else is going to make a breakthrough, too. Someone’s going to come out and do something big besides those guys.’


It was a persuasive view, and not many argued with it at the time. Djokovic, it has to be said, had more of a commanding air about him. He was the favourite. Nadal, injured, was absent. Federer was very much there, but not in his customary upbeat and relaxed mood. He’d beaten Murray in the Wimbledon final after trailing, making the most of going under the Centre Court roof with a comeback of stunning virtuosity. It all but wrecked Murray. And now Federer, to the dismay of the millions who adored him, looked vulnerable again. The Wimbledon victory had been his first Slam success in two and a half years. Questions were being asked, and he bridled. He was thirty-one, he said, not a hundred and one. But he was thirty-one, the age at which Sampras left here with a win, bowing to time with a wonderful farewell flurry. The others – Nadal, Djokovic and Murray – were five and six years younger than the Swiss heir to Sampras’s King of Tennis crown, and tennis had become a battlefield where strength and youth prevailed more often than not.


Federer needed to find more talent than had ever been demanded of him; he had to flat-pedal just to make the quarter/semi-finals, where in the past he had been able to cruise into the latter stages of a two-week tournament. Of course, he never took such progress for granted; he remained dedicated, committed and utterly in love with the game. But some things were beyond even his control. The languid game was still in place. He refused to compromise on the purity of his tennis, going for his shots in the belief that enough of them would land legally to bring him victory, but the decline was so minute that even he struggled to see it. Certainly the rest of us were not as well placed. What we might have detected – or said we did – was the smallest increments of reflex degradation, the barely visible slowing of those balletic, floating movements. But what was impossible to miss was the scoreboard. And, in an increasing number of tournaments now, it did not hail the great man.


Ultimately, Lendl’s opinion proved more relevant than McEnroe’s that September. It was his appointment as Murray’s coach at the start of 2012 that triggered a noticeable change in the player’s attitude, to both himself and his sport. The Czech, a long-time American citizen and a partly forgotten relic of his sport, had dragged himself away from his favourite golf courses after eighteen years out of the mainstream to help Murray fulfil his destiny. Although it remains a point of contention about who approached whom, Lendl was happy to be the expert hired help rather than the boss. He was as shrewd an operator as there was in tennis and he had watched Murray from a distance, judging that, for all his on-court nerves, he had inner strength and knew his own mind. Theirs was a partnership that made sense. Lendl steadfastly stuck to the view that the only title that counted was the next one; the numbers would take care of themselves. He was determined to free Murray from the weight of history, and this was part of the reason Murray hired him; he knew Lendl’s history as well as Lendl knew that of Murray and every other failed British tennis player for the previous seven decades and more. Lendl did not win the first of his eight Slam titles until the fifth attempt, having failed at Roland Garros in 1981, Flushing Meadows in ’82, Melbourne in ’83 and again in New York that year. Then he broke through in France in ’84. That is the very acme of persistence. The Lendl magic worked beautifully almost from the start. We subsequently discovered it would keep working. They were, beyond debate, the most successful partnership of recent years, and neither wanted it to end.


Since Murray’s first appearance in a Slam final – at the same venue four years earlier, when he lost to Federer – he had tried and failed twice to crack the dominance of the three players widely and correctly regarded as his betters, although he had regularly been a threat to all of them in big tournaments. He lost to Federer a second time in a Slam final, in Melbourne in 2011, and again in the Australian title decider the following year, to Djokovic. Each of those heartbreak finals had lasted just three sets. Some people made the most hurtful accusation in sport: Murray was a choker. He might even have flirted with the notion himself that there was something fundamental missing in his make-up, something that prevented him from expressing himself on the big stage, even though he had done it many times elsewhere against the same players.


‘Andy is good enough to win Grand Slams but the way he plays in finals won’t win him trophies,’ said John Newcombe, who had himself been good enough to win seven of them in Slam tournaments. ‘He plays not to lose instead of to win, which is why he hasn’t won a set in his two Australian Open finals and at the US Open final a few years ago.’


Rod Laver, the only man to sweep all four Slams in a season twice, agreed. ‘Andy has got to be more aggressive and dictate play, although the expectations in Britain don’t help because they haven’t had a Grand Slam champion for so long.’


These former greats from Australia were painting a gloomy picture for the Scot’s prospects of ever joining them in the sport’s most elite club. But he had changed. Maybe they didn’t notice. At his fourth attempt to win a Major, he had come achingly close but had been powerless to resist Federer at Wimbledon. There was nothing to be ashamed of this time, though. He did not capitulate, he just lost to a great player on one of his great days. The tennis Federer played in the closing stages of that match was irresistible and would have proved too much for either Nadal or Djokovic. It was a defeat from which Murray took heart, and the evidence was quickly seen. A month later, in beating Federer to win the Olympic gold, Murray had not only soundly defeated the former world number 1 with two sets to spare in a five-set final (one Lendl regarded as being on a par with the Slams); his self-esteem rocketed. There was a light in his eye. Despite his aching back, he was moving near to maximum efficiency. He was, at last, dangerous for a whole match rather than in bursts. But, as he and his new coach knew, he still had to deliver in a Slam. Beat Djokovic this wild Monday night to win the US Open and his life would change more than he might ever have dreamed.


The Olympics win was important because Murray at that time was still perceived as the most fragile of the quartet, even though several times he equalled or bettered them on his day. He did not want to be one of those ‘on his day’ players, though. There were plenty of them on the Tour, seriously talented under-achievers, and Murray knew them well – none better than Richard Gasquet, a close contemporary and once regarded as the best teenager in the world. But, at the highest level, tennis was not a teenage pursuit. It was a down-to-the-bone business, and it was getting tougher by the year. Gasquet, among several, could not keep up.


On the eve of the 2012 US Open, however, Murray had yet to leave behind his childish ways. While Lendl encouraged him to believe that winning Olympic gold was as good as winning a Major, he was not convinced. Years of disappointment proved hard to ignore. He wanted to prove that he was not a shooting star. He wanted to show his peers that his talent would carry him to the top of the mountain, despite the popular perception that his nerves would always get the better of him. It was the talking point of the sport. The player himself did not fully understand why his best tennis deserted him when he reached the final of a Slam. It confused him to the point of depression, and his lifetime love of tennis was severely tested. After each big loss came an equally significant funk and a lousy run of form against players who would not reach the final of a Grand Slam tournament if everyone else was blindfolded.


It seemed to some that the Scot was good but not good enough. The other three, after all, had won a total of thirty-five Slam titles. He had none. Between them, they had been ranked 507 times as number 1 in the world. He had risen to number 2 and no further. New York was Murray’s Tempest, a new dawn for him and the game, and it was not an illusion. The Serb was the world number 2 at the time, fully fit and coming off a convincing semi-final win over David Ferrer, ranked number 5, so there could be no argument about Murray’s standing if he managed to finally beat Djokovic when it mattered. If the experts still had doubts, Djokovic knew this was a different Murray. He knew it would be a struggle from start to finish, and he wasn’t altogether sure he would be the conqueror again.


Sportswriters are privileged to witness countless memorable events if they hang around press boxes and venues long enough. For all that journalists strive for impartiality, there can be no denying the power of spectacle to draw us into its vortex. Those who claim detachment not only are deluding themselves but missing out on the full impact of what we are paid to witness. Sport is pointless without the humanity that gives it a meaning beyond mere games. And so it has been with Andy Murray, almost from day one.


There was a time when the world moved a little less frantically, when reflection was something other than what we saw in a mirror. When Cardigan plunged the doomed Light Brigade into the Valley of Death at Balaclava in 1854, it took William Howard Russell, the only independent witness, three weeks to get his report of the carnage into the pages of The Times. Three weeks after that, Tennyson wrote a poem that glorified the military disaster – which says much about the parallel thirst for sentiment and fact in Victorian times.


However, when Murray performed his heroics in New York in 2012, time not only refused to stand still; it sprinted away from us like Mo Farah. As Djokovic feathered a weary riposte over the baseline to surrender his US Open title after 4 hours and 54 minutes of truly compelling tennis, a good number of Her Majesty’s Press were buried in the bowels of the media centre, fingers poised over laptops as we prepared to record a slice of sporting history. As the Scot drank in the significance of what he had just done in his own way – scrambling around in his bag for his sponsor’s watch even as the crowd rose to acclaim him – our prized objectivity was as shredded as Djokovic’s resolve surely had been in the gladiatorial pit from which we had just scampered. When Murray became the first British player to win a men’s Grand Slam since Perry did it in the same town in 1936 by beating Budge, a cocktail of two drugs engulfed us. It was not a response wholly predicated by a desire to wash away a nation’s shared pain of the past as quickly as possible, it has to be said, because we had more immediate tasks to perform. First we punched the air. Then we punched the send button. Any temptation to linger over the celebrations quickly gave way to the professional obligation to file with haste. And so the magic moment passed almost before we had realised it. We live, after all, in a world where the Vatican is on Twitter.


Earlier, it seemed that witnessing Murray’s victory might never end, as one thumping rally followed another. This is the curiosity of the business: hours of struggle getting to a single second of execution, the guillotine hovering with intent then slamming into the neck of a tired loser. Tennis is beautifully suited to such an extension of drama before the inevitable drop of the blade. The points ebb and flow, contained in the exquisite format of the game’s structure, from deuce to advantage to deuce to break point to dismay. Or ecstasy. Time is frozen, then stretched, before being ultimately contracted into a single, air-slicing moment. The crescendo fades and it is done.


For most of that windy evening, we had huddled together maybe 15 feet from the action, just behind the umpire’s chair on the centre court named after Arthur Ashe, as close to the grand stage of sporting theatre as is possible outside a ringside seat at a boxing match. We heard the thud of every cannonball strike, the gasps of relief and satisfaction from each player, the grunt of the ball-kids, even the occasional exasperation of the chair umpire. Without the luxury of time afforded either Russell or Tennyson, we filed in haste and, hopefully, without the blight of error or poor judgment. As Murray dragged himself to the service line for the final kill at 5–2 in the fifth set, those of us on tight deadlines scurried away from the final shots of the battle, up the steps of the stadium, down emptied stairs at the back and into the cranking, coffee-fuelled buzz of the media room, where we switched our attention to the TV monitors. There was just enough time to feel happy for the quiet and complex man from Scotland.


My memories of the match I will trust to my contemporary scribblings, because those expressed at the time usually go more quickly to the heart of the matter. So indulge me for a piece published in the Guardian the following morning, on Tuesday, 11 September, after the tropical storm had ripped through New York and Murray had done a similarly spirit-wrecking job on Djokovic.


This fairytale of New York written by Andy Murray was more than just an achievement to savour for itself. Few sporting voyages have carried such baggage, and Murray’s alone has resembled a flea carrying a piano up a mountain. In a single win, wind ruffling his Scottish locks, Murray put a deal of pain to rest.


It is unlikely he will ever win any of these big matches easily and Monday’s for the US Open and his first Slam title was straight from the Murray blueprint of struggle. Yet there was an underlying conviction, even in some of his mistakes. There was cool to go with the heat. When he went two sets up, he knew he had to just hold his nerve and the prize was his.


There have been few doubts about his talent, some about his temperament, hardly any about his commitment. But everyone’s got a take on Murray; the most pertinent and relevant belong to those closest to him, of course, nobody so ever-present in that regard than his mother, Judy.


A decent player herself (and a better coach, subsequently), she has accompanied him on this journey since he first swung a racquet with his bony arm as a ten-year-old around the cold halls and council courts of Scotland. She was here, naturally, as emotional as when he made her cry at Wimbledon after losing to Roger Federer – then beating the great Swiss at the Olympics. She had Sir Alex Ferguson for company in Andy’s box, after he turned up an hour late; a little further away, Sir Sean Connery, her other New York drinking partner this weekend, bristled silently. The clans had gathered.


Those Wimbledon matches were seen as defining contests in Murray’s often turbulent career. It turned out they were. They coincided with the growing confidence the player has in his coach Ivan Lendl, a court-side fixture these past nine months whose mien might frighten the ball-kids but encourages the Scot to reach for his full potential as he sheds, almost by the week, some of that psychic collateral.


The sulking has all but gone. The forehand now flows with muscled freedom. His second serve is improving, to go with the potency of the first. And, crucially, Murray’s reluctance to attack, borne of his noted ability to defend, has been recalculated.


He remains a sometimes enigmatic individual, but so what? He will forever have the tics and the squirms of memory-built repetition. And he will go again in quiet moments to sit alone in an empty Wimbledon, as he did many times this summer before cracking the secrets of that cathedral for a gold medal.


Murray might not get lost on the Paris Metro again, but he will surely walk the streets of Manhattan by himself, tweet when he is happy, but not when he’s not, and he can cry if he wants to.


Mark Petchey, his first coach when he went on the Tour, said during the media agonising a year ago over who should guide the player’s career after another minor upheaval in his team: ‘Everyone sees Andy on the court and they see this volatile, stroppy kid but I can assure you, you can’t get more of a 360 away from the court. As much as the toughness is there, and it seems to be there on the court, away from it things affect him much more than people realise. This spotlight on him is difficult to deal with because he’s the only one who is actually doing something in British tennis and yet here we are, having this major discussion about what is wrong with Andy. Hang on a minute – there’s a whole lot wrong with what’s behind him.’


And, of course, Murray picked Lendl. They started working together just before the Australian Open. Murray reached the semi-finals, where he gave Djokovic 4 hours and 50 minutes of hell. He could have won, but he didn’t. Critics who don’t understand tennis jumped on him. The fact is, that match could have gone either way. It was without a doubt one of the best performances of Murray’s career, better than a lot of his wins.


Lendl was proud but did not show it. He looks hard, and he is hard. It is one of the reasons Murray employs him, although the genesis of their contact has never been made clear. It suits both of them to leave it vague, [but] I suspect it was Lendl who made the first approach. It hardly matters. There have been few partnerships in tennis that have clicked so pleasingly in such a short space of time.


Lendl has settled Murray’s mind. When he arrived, older hacks remembered him from his playing days, and he remembered them. An initial wariness gave way to calculated warmth. There is something that binds him to Murray: defeat – each lost their first four Slam finals.


Lendl does not talk much – to the media or, as it happens, at length to Murray, but they did celebrate his Olympic gold. He told him he won because he’d lost.


‘I said to him, “A loss is a loss; and a loss is not a loss. You learn from certain losses and become depressed from other ones. When you have losses, when you put it all out there and go hard, you can be proud of yourself. And you can learn from it, and that is really important.”’


It might have been the best talking-to anyone has ever given him.


Most of our celebration that night was reserved for Murray. A little of it, probably, was in empathy with the nation and, if I’m honest, some of it was for us. We were, it was and remains blindingly obvious, in the Murray business. As long as he kept winning, we kept writing. Without Murray, there would be precious little tennis in the sports pages, save wondering if the next best man – James Ward, mostly – would get back into the top 100 in the world, hoping that Kyle Edmund would grow into a tough professional with the poise and maturity he carried as a promising teenager, or pondering if the fragile genius of Dan Evans would ever conquer his waywardness. The following summer, and a month after Evans excited expectations again with eye-catching performances for Great Britain in a Davis Cup tie against Russia in Coventry, he was losing in straight sets in the quarter-finals of a Futures event in Newcastle to fellow Brit Ashley Hewitt, ranked 652 in the world. Such is the British tennis roundabout outside the world of Andy Murray. But we had not heard the last of Dangerous Dan, and we shall return to Birmingham’s favourite rascal later.


Certainly, that September, there were the heroics of Laura Robson, who had roused the nation from its tennis slumber as a fourteen-year-old when winning Junior Wimbledon and was now moving nicely if nervously through the top fifty, gathering notable scalps in between lapses that grew further apart as she found consistency in her shots and a little more movement in her teenaged feet. And her rival Heather Watson, whose win in the Japan Open made her the first British woman to win a singles title on the WTA Tour since Sara Gomer in 1988, provided a reason to celebrate as well as wonder. But they were not Virginia Wade. Not yet, anyway. We would, in the main, be more concerned about young Andy.


Fans of the gentle game (as was) are not so tribal as those in other sports, so, as much as the vast majority of Murray’s compatriots wanted him to do well, a significant number reserved their affection for Federer or Nadal, some also for Djokovic. This was one of those rare occasions when sports writers and an athlete they are paid to both criticise and praise when required could find common ground. We were genuinely glad for him. And just about as relieved.


After I had filed, I went out into the midnight air, which earlier had carried the menace of havoc but was now less heavy with possibilities. Standing, beaming, in the grounds was Steve Busfield, the Guardian’s New York sports editor. We hugged and smiled, mouthing stuff like, ‘How about that, then?’ It was a stupidly emotional and nice moment. Very Guardian. I don’t know that the guys from the Sun and the Mirror were hugging in the dark, but they probably were just as thrilled. Then Steve and I went to my favourite bar in Manhattan, Jimmy’s Corner on West 44th Street, run by a venerable old boxing trainer, Jimmy Glenn, whose wisdom reaches back almost to Fred Perry’s time. The bar is not on a corner, but no matter. The corner refers to that in a boxing ring. A competent amateur, ordinary pro, much better cornerman and excellent host, Jimmy, in the space of three decades, has turned his eponymous Corner into the best-value drinking establishment in New York, bang in the middle of Manhattan, which is a bit like putting a whelk stall in Harrod’s and outselling the smoked salmon counter. All around Jimmy is wealth. It is his crowning achievement to stay in business. ‘I survive,’ he said, ‘because I’m cheap.’ His signature drink, as they say in the trade, is Jimmy’s Hurricane, a knock-your-toupé-off mix of amaretto, spiced rum and other juices, but most of his clientele drink good, cold beer at $4 a bottle.


I shared a few of those with Malcolm Folley of the Mail on Sunday (Steve supped on a lemonade) as we marvelled at Murray’s achievement, dissected the match and wondered if he could ever do it again. From memory, the consensus was that he could, but it would be no easier than this time, we reckoned. Indeed, we probably agreed, every final he reached would be a fight. He surely could not get the job done in straight sets, could he? No, we reckoned, it would never be that easy.


The core members of Murray’s entourage, meanwhile, led by his mother Judy, had gone on ahead to his favourite New York restaurant, Hakkasan, on West 43rd Street, around the corner from where we were celebrating and, being wise, there they tucked into the champagne and fancy cocktails, rattling up a tab a good deal heftier than the one in Jimmy’s. By the time Murray appeared, a couple of hours into the celebrations, the party was swinging like the ball had been in the post-cyclonic wind on Centre Court a few hours earlier. ‘The problem was,’ Murray said later, ‘when I arrived, everyone was so drunk already it would have taken a while to catch up, so I didn’t bother having a drink. Not one.’ He did actually. He had a lemon soda, which cost $6. The bill came to $6,448. Murray paid – and left a tip of $1,289.


The check at Hakkasan was closed at 2.03 p.m. Steve, Malcolm and I soldiered on in Jimmy’s. On a cool night, there was a glow emanating from the departing winning party, most noticeably around the beaming young champion who had not had what some would call a ‘proper drink’ since he was a teenager at his first training academy in Spain.


When Murray got back to his hotel room from the Japanese restaurant, buzzing on no more than a carbonated soft drink and adrenaline, he sat on his bed and stared at the wall. The scene reminds me of Jonny Wilkinson, the England fly half who, after kicking England to victory over Australia in Sydney in 2003 to secure rugby’s World Cup, detached himself from the hysteria. His captain, Martin Johnson, wondered where Jonny was as the rest of the team soaked up the applause, and he reckoned he knew where to find him. As he opened the door to the England dressing room, there was his quiet string-puller and king of the boot, sitting by himself, eyes fixed on nothing in particular, mind clear and a quiet smile playing on his lips. ‘Just wanted to grab this moment for ever,’ he said to Johnson, who patted him on the shoulder and returned to the celebrations continuing on the pitch. They are similar, Wilkinson and Murray, very British heroes.
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