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Prologue

Back in the UK it was 11.09 p.m. on what is known as 9/11 in New York. In the city where those numbers have such resonance, it was past six o’clock in the early evening when Emma Raducanu walked up to the service line, having a third championship point to win the US Open. And then she served and the ball came off her racket like the crack of a rifle. ‘I was like, “If I’m going to make it, this is going to be the time.” I drove my legs up to that ball-toss like never before. I landed it,’ she said later, once the mayhem had subsided.

At eighteen years old she had won a Grand Slam, as a qualifier. There had been ten matches, no tiebreaks and no sets dropped. Over the course of the main draw she conceded thirty-four games, just two more than the great Serena Williams had lost seven years earlier when she cut through the US Open field like a threshing machine.

Inevitably we reached for sporting comparisons, and for explanations of this extraordinary turn of events in 2021, but none were entirely satisfactory. Leicester City winning the Premier League was thrown in, as was the parallel of a non-league team winning the FA Cup. This was, though, a triumph all of its own. The stars had, most definitely, aligned for someone who was relatively fresh from sitting their A-levels, yet it was not a fluke, nor was it a fairy tale. Neither is possible at a Grand Slam in the highly professionalised world of tennis.

One intangible thing stood out in the wake of this episode: everyone, almost without exception, from within the parish of the pro game was delighted for Emma Raducanu. In a highly competitive world, where Schadenfreude is a readily available doubles partner, people were genuinely pleased for this teenager from Kent. That was the reaction from within the confines of the sport. On the outside, the public instantly took to this most relatable champion’s wide-eyed wonderment, her willingness to engage with courtside fans immediately after matches, something that still had a novelty value to it.

Had she really come from nowhere prior to Wimbledon, as was the understandable public perception? She had not. Within the game an exceptionally bright future had been predicted for some time, although nobody could be sure when she would arrive. You might have described her, in the words of the late American politician Donald Rumsfeld, as a known unknown.

A confluence of circumstances had led to her emerging earlier in the summer seemingly from the blue, much of it related to the effects of the pandemic on the tennis circuit. One tour staffer later recalled that just eleven weekends before, on the eve of Wimbledon, she had been offered up for interview to the press and host broadcasters, and there had been only one taker. No disrespect intended, there were just many more targets around to speak to – and we were also in the throes of a major international football tournament at the time.

What I hope this book will do is join many of the dots in the story of how someone came to burst from obscurity to global fame. There were many people who helped and worked with her along the way – I am aware that this is not an exhaustive account of them all, but hopefully a fair cross-section. I am grateful to those who spoke about Emma, both attributably and unattributably.

Above all, it is a story of one remarkably resourceful and talented individual. In pure tennis terms, it also illustrates that the ever-present ingredient in making a champion is a supportive and ambitious family. That will always be more important than elaborate or expensive national systems. As the player, borrowing from a song, put it herself on one heady night in New York: ‘My dad said to me, “You’re even better than your dad thought.” ’
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With Wimbledon cancelled, the still little-known Emma Raducanu takes advantage of one of the few opportunities for competitive tennis in 2020 – at the National Tennis Centre in Roehampton.
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Sunderland

An indoor tennis complex on the outskirts of Sunderland in February – it is not to be confused with the manicured lawns of Wimbledon on a balmy summer’s afternoon.

Yet the chances are that any young tennis player with the ambition to make it to SW19 will have to pass through this kind of place and the type of tournament it hosts. The welcome is warm at the Silksworth Tennis and Wellness Spa, but you would be left in no doubt that football is the main preoccupation in these parts, especially when the onset of spring is still a distant rumour.

It was here that I ventured in February 2020, to a remote outpost of the professional game that was hosting a ‘Futures’ event, what constitutes the lowest level of the international tour. So had nearly 100 tennis players in all, male and female, competing for £38,000 in prize money, and the equally precious currency of world ranking points. (For the uninitiated, there are basically four tiers to the official circuit in ascending order: Futures, Challenger, the main WTA and ATP Tours, and then the Grand Slams. Some players supplement their competitive earnings by turning out at events which do not carry ranking points. These would include the domestic British Tour and UK Pro League, or the highly competitive club leagues in countries like France and Germany.)

The lower rungs are not standard territory for those who write about the sport; they would not be considered fertile ground for the kind of stories that are going to knock football or rugby’s Six Nations off the back page in winter.

There is usually a specific motive for attending somewhere like Sunderland. In my case, it was to speak with Marcus Willis, one of the more recognisable members of British tennis’s rank and file. Marcus once enjoyed one of those brushes with overnight national fame that, every now and then, sees someone step forward from the chorus line into a starring role at Wimbledon. Having won three rounds of the pre-qualifying event of 2016 (open only to domestic players), he had won three more in the full qualifying competition to make the main draw proper. He progressed to the second round, where he played Roger Federer on the Centre Court. Marcus had quit the game two years later, but now, with his generous frame and fast hands, he had decided to make a comeback as a doubles specialist.

Word of this had reached me, and he was happy to do an interview at his first tournament back on home soil. Time spent with Marcus is rarely wasted, usually being a source of a few good quotes and lively anecdotes. Besides that there is, journalistically, an element of speculating to accumulate in travelling to somewhere like Sunderland. And far beneath the shimmering glamour of the Grand Slams, this is where you get to feel the essence of the professional game.

With its skeleton crew of umpires and line judges, and an audience consisting of a few diehard anoraks, coaches and family members, in its own way this kind of lower-level tournament is where victory and defeat really matters to players: the difference between constructing a career and not making it. You can hear the anguished cries echo around the hall as the dream dies with each setback, while it is also where hope springs eternal. The fist-pumps seem to mean more. This kind of week is not just another well-remunerated stop on a tour in which there is always next week – tomorrow never comes for many of the defeated at a venue like Sunderland.

The field for this event in early 2020 was a fairly typical mix. If anything, it was slightly stronger than you might usually find for a Futures, because Britain has the reputation for running well-organised tournaments. The Lawn Tennis Association stages them more smoothly than most nations and is prepared to take the inevitable financial hit, as they always run at a loss. Players from overseas know that a Futures in the UK will have a sound infrastructure and some half-decent accommodation at local hotels or bed and breakfasts.

So Sunderland had a smattering of older players trying to rebuild their careers, as well as younger ones trying to forge their path. Igor Sijsling, a thirty-two-year-old Dutchman once ranked 52, was in the former category, while on the women’s side there was his compatriot Richel Hogenkamp, who had once seen the inside of the top 100, and Croatian Jana Fett, another who once achieved a double-digit ranking. Of the young British players on show, Surrey’s Jack Draper was the most highly touted, already doing enough to suggest that he ought to be aiming very high.

And then there was the seventeen-year-old schoolgirl from the Kent/London borders, Emma Raducanu.

She had been on my radar for some time, particularly since she began winning such events at the age of fifteen. We had seen her perform in a few of the junior Grand Slams at home and overseas although, unlike some, she had never been a regular fixture in these draws. She had done enough in the mini-Majors to persuade me to the outside courts on a couple of occasions, but never sufficient to warrant coverage of any depth. If memory served correctly, she had come in after one match in New York, in 2018, to speak to a couple of us briefly after one of the early rounds.

Now she was in the canteen at Silksworth, having just finished practice. John Morris, the agent who was working with her for the multinational IMG management agency, was up there for a couple of days on scouting business and, amid the pleasant informality of these settings, he came over with Emma to join Marcus and me as we chatted over coffee. In truth, it is difficult to remember much about the content of our four-way conversation, and certainly no notes were taken.

What is easy to recall is the subject arising of a rather worrying virus that had emerged in Asia and was, somewhat alarmingly, starting to appear in European ski resorts. Even then, in February, it felt more like a distant roll of thunder. Knowing that Emma was combining tennis with continuing education, we talked about her A-levels, and there was no doubt she was taking them very seriously. My interest was already piqued, because when her name had arisen before with John he had confidently predicted that one day she would make the world’s top ten. A coach of my acquaintance, David Felgate, had said something similar, but cautioned that patience would be required as she was giving equal priority to academic pursuits. Quite a prediction, but as neither was prone to go over the top about young players, their view had definitely been filed away in the memory cabinet.

Whatever her physical potential as a player, by the time she politely took her leave from the table you could not help being struck by how much more accomplished she was than most teenagers you might come across in those circumstances. How she had listened, engaged and, for example, not been distracted by her phone. Someone, you suspected, who would end up doing well in life whatever path she chose.

If there was any scepticism on my part about the lofty forecasts of her tennis potential, it was due to a familiarity with the numbers game in play when it comes to young tennis prospects, especially those from the UK. Anyone with a mathematical mind – someone like Emma Raducanu, in fact – would know that most of the players that week in Sunderland would never emerge from the quagmire of the tour’s lowest levels and reach the world’s top 100. In a global individual sport it is a very difficult mark to achieve.

Statistics bear this out. In 2019, the last undisrupted year before the pandemic, there were 557 tournaments staged globally for women alone as part of what is known as the ITF (International Tennis Federation) Tour. Offering computer points, these lead to around 1,600 players having an official world ranking on the female side of the game, and closer to 2,000 on the men’s. According to the ITF, of the girls who make the hotly contested top 100 of the junior rankings, only 19 per cent will ever go on to see the senior top 100 at any stage of their adult careers. For the boys it is less than half that.

You will hear a lot about making the top 100 in tennis, a magical benchmark for reasons that go beyond its round-number significance. It also happens to be almost the exact cut-off that guarantees a player entry into all four of the Grand Slam singles events, and is therefore the level at which you can begin to make a decent income. It is more than just some mythical number. It is the point when you can start being more self-reliant, rather than going cap in hand to sponsors, governing bodies and parents. The Slams are the tournaments where winning a couple of rounds makes you not just a name but some serious money. Even losing in all four first rounds at the Majors in a calendar year guarantees someone around £150,000 in cash, a significant baseline from which to build.

The hard fact is, however, that the British game rarely produces individuals who achieve this status for any length of time. Tennis in the UK is a strange phenomenon, a cross between the Promised Land (Wimbledon) and the Bermuda Triangle of racket sports, a place where a lot of talent seems to get swallowed up and disappear.

An approximate rule of thumb would be that, over recent decades, the British system (excluding those who have been substantially developed elsewhere) has wholly produced a cast-iron top-100 woman once every five years, and a top-100 man every six. As for the general intake at Sunderland that week, wherever they were from, for the large majority the Silksworth Tennis and Wellness Spa would be about as good as it gets. There would be some great life experiences and lessons, a free US college education perhaps, but a lucrative long-term career in the big time would remain just a dream.

The consensus about Raducanu among the cognoscenti was that she would, assuredly, be an exception to the rule: most definitely a product of the British tennis system, rooted in the London commuter territory of Bromley, and destined for a career playing in the great cathedrals of the sport.

Sitting over our Americanos in this north-eastern tennis outpost, however, it could not have entered anyone’s heads that, barely fifteen months later, in 2021, she would become an overnight star at Wimbledon – eclipsing, even, the brief fairy tale lived out by one of the four at our table. And as for winning the US Open eighteen months on . . .

That view appeared to be shared by Emma herself. As we shall see, she did actually play a limited number of domestic events during her long absence from the official world tour between February 2020 and June 2021. One of them was an appearance in the UK Pro League (an unofficial domestic event), in August 2020. It is instructive to look back on an interview she gave to the tournament’s website at the time, assessing her future aims: ‘My long-term goals in tennis are to be top ten in the world and win Slams – they’re my ultimate dreams and I definitely think I have the mentality to do it,’ she said. ‘I’m pretty ambitious. It’s just if my game can follow, but I think with the progress that I’m making at the moment that isn’t too far out of the question. I really do believe I can do it. I think I’ve still got at least fifteen years in the sport, but I would want to be peaking in my twenties, when I’m about twenty-three.’

 

That week in Sunderland in February 2020 turned out to be a relatively good one for Raducanu, who stayed in a bed and breakfast on the windswept seafront. Despite being in the first year of A-levels, she reached the final, losing to the far more experienced Viktoriya Tomova. The Bulgarian was to go on and carve a little piece of tennis history for herself in the summer of 2020: in the initial WTA (Women’s Tennis Association) Tour event to take place after the pandemic hiatus, at the end of July in Sicily, she became the first player to be pulled out of a draw after testing positive for Covid.

Britain’s Jack Draper went one better than Raducanu in Sunderland, winning the men’s event. He was to play a tournament in South Africa a few weeks later which had the rare distinction of being simply abandoned halfway through, as players scrambled to get back to their home countries. He too would make a breakthrough during the brief grass-court season of 2021, reaching the last eight of the Cinch Championships at London’s Queen’s Club.

As for his fellow bright British prospect, after February 2020 she would not be seen again at an official world-ranking tournament for more than fifteen months. The pandemic was the biggest reason of all why, before she burst forth at Wimbledon and the US Open, so few people outside the game’s parish knew who she was.

There are virtually no recent parallels, with the nearest approximation in previous years being Poland’s Iga Świątek winning the 2020 French Open aged nineteen, when ranked 54. Świątek was someone who had taken her school studies seriously into her late teens, something else she had in common with Raducanu. Yet even then, when she won at Roland Garros she had entered that event having played 135 official professional singles matches, including making the fourth round in Paris the previous year. When the British player went into the 2021 US Open, she had played, by comparison, just 86 matches in the pros. The player she beat in the final, nineteen-year-old Leylah Fernandez, had played 161.

Something else notable happened on that otherwise unremarkable day in Sunderland. At lunchtime it emerged that former world No. 1 Maria Sharapova, whose career had subsequently become mired in a drugs-related controversy and suspension, had appeared in Vogue magazine announcing that she was quitting tennis. It helps that the magazine’s editor-in-chief, Anna Wintour, is one of the sport’s highest-profile fans, but very few athletes get the kind of crossover that allows them to pen their retirement letter in such a prestigious publication. Since winning Wimbledon at seventeen in 2004, the Russian had moved beyond the boundaries of tennis and earned that status through her combination of talent, looks and notoriety.

It would not be long before Raducanu featured in the same pages, following Wimbledon’s 2021 Championships. Her post-SW19 appearance in Vogue symbolised a rise from obscurity that had taken place with breakneck speed. By virtue of making the fourth round, and her dramatic exit with breathing difficulties, Emma Raducanu was already one of the most recognisable names in British sport. More astonishing, however, was that we had not seen anything yet.
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