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INTRODUCTION



The best reason to write a book is because you have a story to tell. In my case, I’ll change that to the plural, stories. As a player, ESPN broadcaster, U.S. Davis Cup team captain, and head of player development for the United States Tennis Association, I’ve experienced, observed, and been an integral part of many events and incidents that helped transform tennis into the electric, global game it is today. Only soccer has expanded its franchise to transfix more of the world than tennis, but give us a little more time…After all, the “Open” game is just over forty years old.

In fact, the very process by which tennis went global played out in my time, and is a story unto itself. It’s easy for someone like me, or even a fan who follows the game on a daily basis, to get lost in the funhouse, forgetting the details of how we got where we are today. Where we are today is a place where the traditional stranglehold the United States, Australia, and a few other select nations had on tennis is broken. Where stylistic variety has yielded to a kind of world game. Where surfaces have been altered, sometimes drastically, to help create a more interesting, athletic game. Where fitness and biomechanics have caught up with technique as critical factors in success.

Where we are today is also a place where international stars are more well-known and visible to the public than ever before, which makes their stories—or stories about them—that much more compelling. Still, I wasn’t convinced I needed or wanted to write a book until someone pointed out that I ought to take all those stories I’ve told over a casual drink or dinner—stories that were often greeted with surprise, delight, shock, and even disbelief—and pull them together in one place. That’s how the idea for this book was spawned.

I’ve been in the game for twenty-five years now, and I’ve traded forehands, talked strategy, and rubbed shoulders off the court with loads of players. I have a wealth of experiences at big events, and have witnessed historic matches as well as important changes driven by game-shaping issues and people. Twenty-five is a nice, resonant number. It’s also a big enough number to have made me feel a little urgency to tell my stories while they are still fresh and relevant—while the people in them are still familiar. So I figured, what the hell—serve ’em up.

The most challenging part of collecting all these stories in one place was finding the right way to tell them—it’s easier for someone who sets out to write a straight autobiography. My collaborator, Peter Bodo, and I decided to adopt a loose, calendar-based format of twelve chapters, corresponding to the events of the year, because tennis is, after all, an all-year sport. Each chapter handles themes appropriate to the month, or personalities who are linked to the events that take place that month.

We didn’t want to force the issue, though. We just wanted to impose some direction on our kaleidoscopic journey through twenty-five years of tennis, covering all aspects of my experience—from growing up a McEnroe to trying to alter our nation’s official approach to creating champions; from hitting with Roger Federer to navigating the conflicts inherent in having multiple roles in the game; from certain high (or low) moments of my career, to the transformation of the very way the game is played.

It would have been incomplete to tell my stories without trying to connect some dots and extract some meaning from the material. So I’ve been free in expressing my opinions and convictions. That’s going to surprise some people, because I was always known as the mild McEnroe—in fact, when we were kids, my brothers teasingly called me “Perfect Pat.” I was far from perfect then, and I’m far from perfect now, but I still felt an obligation to produce a book that’s honest, colorful, and tackles issues head-on.

I hope that when you finish the last page and close this book, you’ll feel like you know and understand more about the players, events, and trends that have shaped the past quarter-century in tennis. I hope it’s as stimulating and entertaining a ride for you as it has been, and I hope continues to be, for me.

—Patrick McEnroe
 New York, February 9, 2010
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THE AUSTRALIAN SEMIS: BECKER, EDBERG, LENDL, AND P. MCENROE



The first round of the Australian Open, 1991: There I was, on a field court way out in the middle of nowhere, playing Sweden’s Tomas Hogstedt. I was lucky to be there at all, despite the terrible beating Hogstedt was inflicting on me. With a ranking of no. 120, I was the last player accepted into the main draw. If I were ranked one measly spot lower, I wouldn’t even have bothered to make the trip just to play qualifying.

Hogstedt had me by two sets, and I was serving, down a break already in the third, at love–30. With two swings of the racket, Tomas could deliver the equivalent of a knockout blow. As I hit my next serve, my baseball cap slipped on my head, covered my eyes, and I lost the point—and I felt utterly like a doofus. Fucking hat, I thought, ripping it off my head and casting it aside. Fuck this hat!

Here it was, triple break point for Hogstedt.

Somehow, though, I ended up holding the game and suddenly things started looking better. Tomas seemed to be tiring. And once I clawed my way back into that third set, I got a huge boost of energy and confidence. I took the set, and won the next two with authority.

After I beat Hogstedt, the draw opened up for me; that happens sometimes: a big upset here, a withdrawal there, and a guy with a bit of luck can go very deep in an event without having to play a legitimate contender or proven champion. As an unseeded player, I might have met a top seed—a Boris Becker or Ivan Lendl—in the first or second round. Instead, I got Hogstedt, followed by a low-ranked player who was in on a wild card and had won his first match.

After that, I had a tough match with one of the game’s best competitors—and currently one of my top aides in USTA player development—Jay Berger. I won that one in straights. Then, I had a good win over the Aussie hope Mark Woodforde to make the quarters, where I met no. 101 Christiano Caratti. No offense to Caratti, but most guys would give their eye teeth to get a player of his caliber (or me, for that matter) in the quarters of a major.

I quickly went up two sets to love on Caratti, but then I hurt my back. I received treatment a few times in the fourth and fifth, but I was determined to tough it out. I rallied from losing the third and fourth sets to win in five, and earn a date with Boris Becker with a place in the final on the line.

An experienced tennis fan reviewing the facts could easily put my run down to the luck of the draw. I didn’t entirely see it that way, because I knew how hard I had worked and how much I craved validation. At the time, I was already a very good doubles player, with a Grand Slam tour championship title to my name. Because of my quick success in doubles and maybe a little bit because of my family tree, I had assumed I was going to make it in singles. I thought I was good enough.

But I realized after about a year and a half of trying: I’m not gonna make it. Not unless I did something differently. So in 1991, I trained for the upcoming Australian Open like never before, although the process actually began a full year earlier, at the end of 1989, back at our family compound in the Long Island, New York, town of Cove Neck.

I stayed out at the house for a month, and I ran every morning for ninety minutes, trained on court for a few hours, then went running again for another ninety minutes in the afternoon. (Incidentally, I wouldn’t dream of recommending that amount of jogging for any aspiring player.) I didn’t know what I was doing, but I was doing it hard, and I did know one thing: I needed to lose weight. I had to shed some of those pounds I’d gained at Stanford, where eating an entire pizza and drinking a few bottles of Coke were a standard pre-bedtime snack. I ran fifteen miles a day, in addition to working on the court for three, four hours a day.

My ranking crept up through 1990, and I worked my tail off in the short off-season around the holidays. When John heard that I’d made the cutoff for direct entry into the first Grand Slam of the year he invited me to stop in Hawaii on my way Down Under for some last-minute prep. He had rented a place there with his wife at the time, Tatum O’Neal, and his old buddy from Stanford, the great Olympic games speed skater Eric Heiden.

Eric, who’s now a prominent physician and the U.S. Olympic skating team’s official doctor based in California, was a real stud. I found out that he had to have his slacks custom made, because of the size of his quads (I kiddingly called him “Quadzilla”). I trained with Eric for a week. We went on long runs in the mountains, and he showed me all kinds of power exercises for my legs. The workouts would have killed me, had I not been in pretty good shape. We did a lot of side-to-side stuff, and worked out with these big beanbags full of rice on our shoulders. Eric never touched regular weights.

Then I left for New Zealand and Australia. I had no coach, no nothing. In Wellington, New Zealand, and elsewhere, I would go to a gym and repeat the drills Eric had taught me. I ran on indoor tracks. Initially, I shared an apartment with two other guys trying to make it on the tour, Kelly Jones and Robbie Weiss. We stayed in the cheapest place we could find, on Darling Street; the place backed onto a rail yard, so I heard the commuter trains pulling in and out at all hours. But at least we had three bedrooms, and our own kitchen and laundry room. When Kelly and Robbie lost their first-round matches, I suddenly had the place to myself, just three days into the event. I slipped into an ultracalm, focused mood.


I had a few places where I would get my take-out food; then I would go back to the flat and sequester myself. So much for the glamorous life of a tennis player. I had my drinks—mostly water—and I would just pound them, whenever I was awake, trying to stay hydrated because of the heat down there. I was up three, four times a night just to pee. The one guy I talked to was Paul Palandjian, an old friend who had played tennis at Harvard and was the best man at my wedding. We talked every day. He’s a nutcase, but in a good way, like a coach. He filled my head with all this stuff—Stick it to this guy tomorrow. You’re gonna do it, just go out and kick some ass….

Just over a week later, I had my win over Caratti and my place in the Australian semifinals. When I walked into the crowded press interview room after that quarterfinal win, the first question was the obvious one: “Are you surprised to be in the semis?”

I smiled slightly and said, with a straight face, “Hey, it was just like you guys all predicted in the semis: Becker, Edberg, Lendl, and McEnroe.”

Tennis Without Borders

The tennis year is basically an endless summer that begins immediately in the New Year in Australia and doesn’t end until around the first week in December, when the Davis Cup finals are played…who knows where? I used to travel to Australia as a player, just days after celebrating Christmas and New Year’s at home. Now, more than a decade since I played my last singles match in the land called “Oz,” I squeeze out an extra week or two at home before I head for Melbourne and the first Grand Slam of the year as an on-air analyst/color commentator for the sports network ESPN.

In Australia, I’m one of a U.S.-based ESPN crew of about forty, with close to double that number of Australians joining us to help bring the first Grand Slam event of the year to—we hope—millions of viewers.


The four Grand Slam tournaments are the crown jewels of the game, although for the longest time Australia was the lump of coal among the diamonds. Even though the nation has a great tennis tradition, it was too far-flung from the largely North American and European capitals of the game. The great Aussie champs, like Rod Laver, were real road warriors, earning their fame largely at the other three Grand Slam events, or “majors”: The French Open (Roland Garros), Wimbledon, and the US Open.

Until 1988, the Australian Open was often played at Kooyong, a Melbourne tennis club. If Monty Python wanted to do a skit about Anglophile Australians, the troupe might have chosen Kooyong as a stage set. Kooyong had plenty of shortcomings. For one thing, the stadium-court turf from the baseline to the net was noticeably pitched (for drainage purposes), so the players often complained about having to run “uphill” when charging the net. The stadium has a modest capacity of 8,500, so it was always overcrowded during the tournament, especially after the advent of “Open” tennis in 1968. This new era began when the Lords of Tennis finally gave up their stubborn campaign to keep tennis “pure” and allowed pros to compete alongside amateurs at the prestigious majors. That launched the worldwide tennis boom of the 1970s and ’80s, and the rest, as they say, is history.

For a variety of reasons, from about 1975 on, many of the top players didn’t even bother playing in the Australian Open. It didn’t help that the tournament was the last Grand Slam event of the year, played right around Christmas. What if they gave a Grand Slam and no one came? That was the story of the Australian Open.

The Aussies finally got up to speed in 1988, emulating the highly successful US Open, by moving to a new facility featuring hard courts in a public park, a stone’s throw from downtown Melbourne. It was another blow aimed at the elitist, club-based history of the game. You have to give the Aussies credit for going big—the Australian Open was the first major sports stadium to feature a retractable roof. (By 2011, they will have three convertible arenas.) The French and US Opens still don’t have one.


The history of the Australian Open can be read as the story of the explosive, tennis-without-borders growth of the game. And the way promoters now position it as “the Grand Slam of Asia-Pacific” is telling. The Australians have been carving out a new national identity, and having a Grand Slam event that seems like a Wimbledon wannabe no longer fits their vision of themselves. The only downside is that while Australian tennis officials have produced a real Grand Slam extravaganza, they’ve had trouble developing new champions to advance their grand tradition.

John Never Got the Memo…

The Australian Open has special significance for me for a diversity of reasons. By the time I made my first trip Down Under, in 1991, the tournament was already situated in Melbourne Park and regaining its lost luster. I tacked up my best-ever Grand Slam singles result that year and it’s the one major where I can say my brother John never did better. And just one year earlier, it was also the scene of John’s most memorable debacle.

January 21, 1990, was the day John became the first player defaulted from a major tournament since Willie Alvarez, a Colombian-born Spaniard, who was thrown out of the French Open in 1963. It’s just one of the many singular distinctions that belong to John in the Open era.

That’s a pretty good reason for having a sharp memory of the 1990 event. Unfortunately, I have another, dark reason why the memory of that year’s tournament overshadows even that of my career-best performance as a player.

I’d done well in doubles in 1989 (among other things, I’d bagged the French Open doubles title with my partner, Jim Grabb), but deep down I had my heart and sights set on becoming a decent pro singles player. I still lacked experience, though, and my ranking wasn’t quite high enough to get me straight into the main singles draw for the 1990 Australian Open.

The typical cutoff for automatic qualifiers for a Grand Slam event is technically no. 104, meaning anyone with that ranking or better is automatically entered in the 128-man field. The other twenty-four slots are set aside for qualifiers and wild cards. The former are players who fight through a qualifying tournament to earn a berth despite low rankings; the latter are places awarded at the discretion of the tournament. The wild cards are usually given to talented but untested juniors, homegrown journeymen, or name players coming back from injury or hoping to give it one more shot.

I fell into the category of “none of the above” in 1990, and I decided against making the long and costly trip to attempt to qualify. Instead, I stayed in New York and watched in semi-disbelief as John, who was playing commanding tennis, melted down while leading Mikael Pernfors by two sets to one in a fourth-round match.

The details aren’t really important—a crying baby, a couple of close line calls, a few costly errors, and a few choice, vulgar words directed at tournament officials all played a role in John’s expulsion. But the real reason John got thrown out was because he was unaware of a rule change that had reduced the process by which cumulative violations of the written code of conduct inexorably led to a default. The old system, built on a four-step sequence (a verbal warning, followed by a point penalty, a game penalty, and then the final, drastic step of a default) had been reduced that year to a three-step process (warning, point penalty, default). John never got the memo.

Even in the most blazing heat of anger, John always knew where he stood with the law. But in this instance he assumed that he had one more tantrum card to play. Knowing John as I do, I’m confident that if the old system were still in play, John would have settled down to take care of business after that costly third infraction. Arriving at the point of no return almost always had a way of calming him, and it led him to accept rather than buck his fate. And that’s often when he re-focused and played his best. I’m not saying John would have beaten Pernfors, but…he probably would have beaten Pernfors. As he was just thirty at the time, and playing well, he would have been competitive at any stage of the event.

 

Just a few days after John was defaulted, he and Tatum were back at his beachfront pad in Malibu, California. I was out at a bar on New York City’s Upper East Side, celebrating a friend’s birthday with a couple of my longtime friends, including John Schmitt, a doubles partner with whom I’d won a few big junior doubles tournaments, including the prestigious Orange Bowl.

We were sitting at the bar with our dates when I saw a headline on television: PLANE CRASH, SPECIAL REPORT. The screen zoomed in on a map of nearby Long Island, closed in on the town of Oyster Bay, and settled on a neighborhood called Cove Neck, with a highlight on Tennis Court Road. “Holy shit,” I said, “that’s our road.”

There was a delicious irony in the road’s name. While many people assumed that John had thrown his weight around to have the byway named to somehow acknowledge him, Tennis Court Road was there long before John and my parents bought the Cove Neck estate. It was so named for the two indoor courts that stood at the foot of the road, an amenity for the residents of the patrician enclave. (President Teddy Roosevelt’s historic, landmark home, Sagamore Hill, is in Cove Neck.) I got to play on one of those two perfect, indoor clay courts just once. We weren’t really allowed, being low-born Irish Catholics and arrivistes in Cove Neck. I’m sure John’s reputation factored into it, too.

Anyway, John and my other brother, Mark (he’s the middle McEnroe; I’m the youngest), were nowhere near New York that night. And my parents, John and Kay, were off in Egypt on a Nile cruise. I realized that I’d better get out to the house; for all I knew the plane, en route to New York’s JFK airport from Colombia, had crashed right on top of it.


We squeezed into the car, girls and all, and sped out there. The entire main road, for about the last two miles, was closed and lit by the harsh lights of police cruisers, EMS vehicles, and emergency flares. We had no option but to walk, and legions of people had decided to do the same. It was surreal, like a scene from a big-budget disaster movie.

Finally, we arrived at the foot of the hill below our house, near the forbidden tennis courts, which now appeared in an entirely different and almost sinister light. The area around the courts was crawling with cops. When we approached, one of them said, “Wait, boys, you don’t want to go up there.”

“I know,” I said, his ominous warning making me that much more curious to see what lay up there. “We’re not rubbernecking. I just want to go and check on my house.”

“You don’t want to go up there,” the cop reiterated, firmly. “You don’t want to see what’s up at the top of that hill.”

I wasn’t going to get anywhere with him. The only solution was for us to take advantage of the chaos and sneak up, which is what all six of us did. We stole up to the modest entrance of the property we had moved to almost a decade earlier on a powerful wave of pride. My dad had always dreamed of having something like a McEnroe family compound; I guess it was the brick-and-mortar embodiment of his lifelong obsession with family life, a fixation that caused us plenty of headaches as well as comfort and joy. Dad had been an only child who had battled up the economic and academic ladders (his family at one point was on welfare) to make his mark as a lawyer, a partner in an international, New York–based law firm.

After we purchased the estate, the old stable was completely renovated into John’s private home. Oddly, though, John never really warmed to the place, and you couldn’t blame him. It was uncomfortably close to our parents. And unlike Dad, John wasn’t obsessed with family relations. Having two brothers, a highly involved dad, and a smart, disciplinarian mom, he’d probably had it up to here with the glories of family life.


The Avianca plane, I learned later, came down because of a miscommunication between the Spanish-speaking pilot and the tower. He was running low on fuel, and he asked for landing “priority,” instead of declaring that he had an emergency. Had he done the latter, all airport traffic would have come to a halt as they immediately cleared a runway. Instead, the tower instructed him to circle until they could accommodate him. The plane eventually ran out of fuel, and took out many trees in the surrounding woods as it fell and crashed just down the street from our home. It hit the ground, belly first, sliding up a hill until it finally came dangerously close to a neighboring home. The only factor that mitigated the disaster was that having run out of fuel, the plane didn’t explode or burst into flames. About half of the passengers survived the flight.

But it would have been impossible for us to believe that when we saw the scene all around our house. Strange, dark lumps lay all over the lawn—there must have been thirty of them. They were some of the dead, already stuffed into body bags. Our home had become a triage center and a staging area for the rescue cleanup effort. Many of the surviving passengers were in severe distress. It was like a war zone.

When I went to check on the house, half the fence around the property was torn down. Emergency crews had started to rip it up in order to use the area as a helicopter landing pad, but they quickly found a more suitable, spacious area behind the house. Our buildings were untouched, and everything inside seemed okay. I ended up spending the night at my friend Schmitty’s nearby home, and when we went back the next morning, the lawn was littered with bloody clothes and rags, hypodermic needles, and bandage wrappers. They were bringing in satellite dishes for the television trucks and Porta Pottis, because the ongoing cleanup and investigation would take a week.

Over the ensuing days, we learned that the flight, which had originated in the narco-haven of Colombia, had many drug “mules” on board. They had ingested condoms filled with cocaine. When they passed them and the hospital staff noticed what they were, some of the survivors were moved right from hospital beds to jail.

When I told John what had happened, he freaked out. If you read his best seller, You Cannot Be Serious, you may remember he only mentioned the incident in passing. But it was a depressing episode that really shook him to the core. As a result, our days in Cove Neck were numbered; John wanted to have nothing to do with the place anymore. By then, my parents already owned an apartment in New York City, and we all more or less drifted back to Gotham.

Oz: Wizards Wanted

Back when the Australian Open tournament was a backwater major, it was played—like Wimbledon and the US Open—on grass. And Australia led the world in churning out grass-court champions, including Rod Laver, Lew Hoad, Ken Rosewall, John Newcombe, Tony Roche, my frequent ESPN boothmate Fred Stolle, Margaret Court, Evonne Goolagong, and others. Those are legendary names, iconic names.

In Melbourne Park, the new facility featured a controversial surface, Rebound Ace (now it’s a slightly different and more player-friendly hard court, Plexipave). Going with Rebound Ace seemed a shrewd choice, for the surface was in many ways suited to the emerging power baseline game. Unfortunately, it was also a significant break with the grand Australian grass-court tradition, and a game that Australians had no real idea how to play.

Almost to a man, the great Aussie players were aggressive serve-and-volley practitioners. They liked to rip the big serve and come barreling to the net to end points with the volley or overhead. Since typical grass courts back then were slick and fast, the style was extremely productive. Rod Laver, an icon of the grass-court game, is the only man in history to complete the singles Grand Slam—twice. Although most people use the terms “Grand Slam” or “Slam” as a synonym for any of the four majors, the term originally referred to the achievement of sweeping all four in the same year. (The ageless pundit Bud Collins, reveling in his erudition, never misses an opportunity to scold anyone who calls a major a “Slam.” But common usage has drowned out his voice—no mean feat….)

Don Budge was the first man to complete a Grand Slam (in 1938), and Laver did it twice. The first time was in 1962, when he was an amateur, and it earned him a lucrative contract as a pro. Laver missed Wimbledon (and the other majors) because of the ban on pros until the Open era began six years later, but he completed another Grand Slam in 1969, this time against all comers.

No Aussie man has even come close to achieving a Grand Slam since.

 

When the Australians abandoned grass, they were left without a stylistic tradition or developmental philosophy. For a while in the 1980s, they thought that a state-sponsored academy would get them up to speed. They turned to a public agency, the Australian Institute of Sport, but the wonks at the AIS decided all Australian kids ought to learn to hit the same sledgehammer forehand as four-time Aussie Open finalist Ivan Lendl. They even put it on videotape and broke it down into component parts. It didn’t work. Episodes like that helped shape my own coaching; I believe you need an overarching philosophy toward development, but you need to treat each player as a unique individual and adjust accordingly.

Rebound Ace, the surface in those early years at Melbourne Park, created a different, more subtle problem for the Aussies. That surface was basically made of ground-up tires, and while it was bouncy and responded to spin beautifully, it got as hot as NASCAR racing slicks on a typically torrid Australian summer day. It was nearly unbearable for the players and, because the surface also became tacky in contact with rubber soles, it caused numerous ankle, knee, and foot injuries.


My fellow ESPN analyst Darren Cahill and other Australians also believe that Rebound Ace was terrible for player development. With the ball bouncing so much, it was hard for young players to get grooved and develop the proper technique—a process that takes endless repetition and develops “muscle memory.” Andre Agassi, who’s probably been the best player at the Australian Open in the present era, also developed his precise game on hard courts in Las Vegas and Florida. But those courts don’t respond nearly as dramatically to different spins as Rebound Ace.

This was an unfortunate disadvantage for up-and-coming Aussie players because it kept them from developing the combination of power and consistency that the changing game would demand. This was a shame, as well as an awful irony because of the robust tradition and popularity of the game Down Under. Australia may be a nation even better suited to creating great players than the U.S. Okay, it has far fewer people—and that counts for a lot. But the country has as strong a tradition in the game as the U.S., slightly better weather, a comfortable standard of living, and a far less crowded sports stage. Aussies love their cricket, rugby, and “Aussie rules” football. They like golf, and swimming is pretty popular. But tennis stands tall alongside any of them.

Luckily, tennis has remained a major Aussie sport despite the nation’s current dearth of top domestic stars. Tennis promoters in the U.S. and Europe can only gnash their teeth when they see the kind of hold the Australian Open has on the native population. For two glorious weeks, the tournament is pervasive in life on the island continent. Channel 7, the Australian national broadcasting network, is the official host. During the tournament, the network beams its national evening news from a stage at Melbourne Park. If you’re an American, imagine Katie Couric hosting the CBS prime-time news from a set in the shadow of Arthur Ashe Stadium.

Australian newspapers in recent years were obsessed with Lleyton Hewitt, the best player Australia has produced since, well, Rod Laver. And it didn’t hurt his cause that he married Bec Cartwright, a fellow Aussie and star of the popular television series Home and Away. She’s kind of a Jennifer Aniston with an Aussie twang. During the Open, Hewitt is all over the tabloids: Hewitt Out to Dinner—Chooses Chinese! Even the staid broadsheets think nothing of putting a Hewitt match report on page one—above the fold. The highest rated television show in Australia for 2005 was the final of the tournament, pitting Marat Safin against Hewitt. The entire nation died a little as Hewitt came up short in that one. But the Aussies got over it; they’re a fair-minded nation of good sports.

So there have been two conflicting things going on in Oz. Australia certainly embraces its heroes, but it has also undermined some of its younger players by trying to keep up with the Grand Slam Joneses. Eager to shed its provincial reputation, the tournament went out of its way to welcome and promote the very best players in the world, even though its own pool of domestic talent was contracting. It’s the same challenge the U.S. faces these days.

The Aussies are walking a tennis tightrope, and staying upright—barely.

 

Pat Cash, an Aussie, won the Wimbledon title in 1987, the year before the change from grass at Kooyong to hard courts at Melbourne Park. But he never did capture the no. 1 ranking. Since then, only two Aussies have won majors and/or held the no. 1 ranking: Pat Rafter and Lleyton Hewitt.

I played Rafter a few times, and I can tell you that he was no typical old-school serve-and-volley Aussie, even though his aim in any given point was to get to the net. Unlike a John Newcombe, Pat didn’t rely on serving aces; he used his kick serve—which travels through the air more slowly than a flat serve and then takes an exaggerated, high bounce—to get to the net, where he pressured you to make precise passing shots. As a returner, he got every single, blessed ball back into play. He forced you to run, and was willing to run as well.


Pat was a superb grinder, which is unusual for an attack-minded player. He made you work until eventually you would miss, or he would get to the net and end it, one way or another. I was 0–2 with Pat; he beat me in Tokyo once, 6–3, 6–2, a score that suggests a pretty ho-hum match. It didn’t feel that way to me; by the time it was over, I felt like we’d gone to 7–6 in the third because of how hard both of us worked for every point. Rafter won the US Open twice (that was his total haul of majors) because the fast hard court in New York helped his game. But his style was self-punishing as well, and his body took such a beating that he retired relatively early.

If Rafter, with his daredevil diving and lunging for volleys, had one foot in the old Aussie tradition, Hewitt represented the new breed that Australia was hoping to develop. Hewitt came along after my time, but he won a Wimbledon and US Open title and held the no. 1 ranking, too. He was the first—and so far only—blue-chip Australian player who really understood the emerging power baseline game.

Hewitt, with his lightning reflexes, superb shot selection, and excellent placement, was like water—if there was a hole anywhere in your game, or on the court, he’d flow into it to good advantage. He didn’t have much power, although his serve was better than it looked (which wasn’t hard to achieve). Watching how steady and crafty he was from the baseline, you’d think of him as a player well designed for success on clay. But he never did as well at the French Open as at the majors that use a faster surface, because he liked to take the ball early. This in effect enabled him to make the court narrow. Hewitt could get enough pace to slip the ball through on faster courts, and he could outmaneuver most guys when it came to quick exchanges of low-bouncing balls. But on clay, he didn’t have enough power, or generate enough heavy topspin, to get it through the court or make the most of the angles opened up by the wider court, and his opponents had just that little bit of extra time to deal with his tricks.

In the mid-1990s, the Aussies coughed up another player who was dialed into the new international gestalt, Mark Philippoussis. I played doubles with Mark in 1995 in Kuala Lumpur. As the take-charge doubles veteran, I said to Mark: “Listen, just go out there and hit the crap out of every ball. Hit it as hard as you can.”

He stared at me, his big, pale blue eyes growing wider and wider. “Are you serious, mate?”

Of course I was serious, but just as important, I knew that’s what he most profoundly wished I’d say. And giving a young stud like Mark a vote of confidence in his preferred game could go a long way toward success. I said, “Yup. Just hit the crap out of the ball and leave the scurrying around and strategy stuff to me.”

“I’m not used to that,” he said, still with some disbelief. “Usually, my partners are always telling me to back off a little…. Thanks, mate!”

We went out and won the title.

Mark is a big, raw-boned kid who’s on the short list for “Best Player Never to Win a Major.” Like Pete Sampras, Mark was a Greek immigrant’s kid, and he might have become an Australian Grand Slam champion a few times over. But Mark was as soft as his game was big and powerful. He was trained as well as stifled by his father, Nick, who was reluctant to trust him to “outsiders” (as in “a coach”). The role he played in his son’s life was more along the lines of what you find on the WTA tour. Mark played two Grand Slam finals: losing at the US Open in 1998 to his countryman, Rafter, and falling at Wimbledon in 2003 to Roger Federer.

At Wimbledon in 1999, Mark took the first set from Pete Sampras in their quarterfinal, but blew out a knee and had to quit the match; in the ensuing years, injuries and surgeries hampered his efforts, but they may have been caused partly by poor training habits. Not long after Mark put up those big early results, he moved to an island just off Miami and became a regular on the South Beach scene. He indulged his love of wake boarding, motorcycles, and supermodels—which were plentiful on SoBe. He never stepped it up enough to build on his early success and faded from the game, a very sweet guy who just never understood how hard you had to work, and how much you had to think about and understand what you were doing in order to succeed. The last time he was on television, it wasn’t on a tennis court but in a cheesy reality show where he had to choose a girlfriend from one of two groups: pretty young things or cougars.

Mark was atypical for the players Australia produced in my time, guys like Wally Masur, Darren Cahill, Brad Drewett, Scott Draper, Jason Stoltenberg, and even Pat Rafter. None of them was a big hitter like Mark. They were smart, versatile, crafty percentage players with an attacking bent, while Mark had a combination of raw power, size, and a solid baseline game that could have carried him far.

I guess he liked the scenery where he was.

Andre Agassi: A Las Vegas Yankee in Rod Laver’s Court

One player who benefited enormously from the Australians’ choice of surface was Andre Agassi, who won the Open in four of his nine trips Down Under. The most impressive aspect of his dazzling record may be that he beat his great career rival Pete Sampras the only two times they played in Melbourne, in a semi and a final. Pete won every other match they played at a Grand Slam.

Pete was a superb hardcourt player, and the Rebound Ace was friendly to his game. But he disliked the way the difference between day and night affected the Rebound Ace; he wasn’t crazy about the heat (he took great pains through his career to disguise the fact that he suffered from thalassemia, a form of anemia common to men of Mediterranean descent), and he thought the change in the way the balls played from year to year was too pronounced.

Agassi probably enjoyed a slight advantage Down Under by virtue of his pure stroking talent; he’s the best ball striker (off either wing) I’ve ever seen. I’m talking about the ability to hit the ball pure, clean, and with conviction. Even Roger Federer doesn’t hit the ball as cleanly (especially off the backhand side), but Roger more than compensates for it with his other attributes, starting with his speed.

Andre’s genius comes from being a control freak, a supreme irony when you consider how much he rebelled against the control exerted on his life by his father, Mike, and his early coach, Nick Bollettieri. I experienced Andre’s controlling tendencies over the years as his friend, his Davis Cup captain, and his opponent. That streak was obvious in the precise, clean way he played the game in the last glorious half decade of his career. Put the ball almost anywhere near his strike zone and it was like clockwork: boom, boom, boom. He fired crisp, stinging, laserlike bullets.

Andre’s talent as a hitter helped shape his game, which became surprisingly one-dimensional (if effective) in the second half of his career. To me, it bordered on boring, insofar as such precision and consistency could be called that. But his game plan was simple: I’m gonna go crosscourt, time and again, until I get my opening, then I’m going to go down the line for the winner or to force an error. It’s a color-by-numbers formula, but don’t underestimate the skill it takes to pull it off consistently. His results spoke for themselves.

One of the few guys good enough to keep Andre from imposing that killer template on a match most of the time was Pete. He knew he had to keep Andre contained. But Pete had some big advantages on any medium-to-fast surface, starting with the serve. Pete always felt confident he could hold because of his big serve, and while Andre served smart and picked his spots, Pete would usually find a way to get stick on the ball. Andre often kicked the serve to Pete’s backhand, forcing Pete to chip the return. If the shot floated at all, Andre would pounce on it, setting up shop in the middle of the court and, as Pete put it, “It was time to put on the track shoes.”

It’s not as if Pete was averse to the athletic game. Paul Annacone, his coach through the glory years, always encouraged Pete to find a way to make athleticism a big factor in his matches against everyone, especially Andre. But Pete understood that you just couldn’t allow Andre to play the role of the puppeteer. You had to impose the game on him, which is why Pete tended to play a lot of serve-and-volley tennis against Andre. One of Andre’s few vulnerabilities was his defense; he didn’t have the sheer athleticism to transition from defense to offense as quickly as a Pete Sampras or a Roger Federer.

Pete also staked a lot on his ability to make the most risky of groundstrokes, the backhand down the line, even though that shot flew to Andre’s dangerous forehand. Pete risked that because he liked to set himself well over on the backhand side, literally daring Andre (and anyone else) to go for the big shot to the open (forehand) court. Unless the shot was of the highest quality, Pete would track and respond to it with his best and most dangerous shot—the running forehand.

One of the best performances by Pete, if not the most competitive Sampras-Agassi match, occurred in the Wimbledon final of 1999. Pete was striving to tie Roy Emerson’s Grand Slam singles title record (twelve) that year, but Andre’s astonishing late-career resurgence was just beginning. Just weeks earlier, Andre had stunned everyone by winning Roland Garros (aka the French Open), becoming only the fifth man in tennis history to post a career Grand Slam—meaning he’d won every major at least once. Now here he was, facing Pete in the Wimbledon final.

Pete’s game rose to another level that day, and it wasn’t just a matter of good luck. Pete, the athlete nonpareil, actually enjoyed running and trading blows. The guys who had the most success against him, and the ones he feared most, were the big, strapping players (Richard Krajicek, Goran Ivanisevic, Michael Stich) who hit huge serves and tried to aggressively finish points with two or three swings of the racket. In other words, guys who had power and service ability comparable to his own. But while Pete actually enjoyed playing the run-and-gun game that was Andre’s specialty, those other thunder merchants did not; nor did they have the ability for it.

Andre and Pete held serve to 3–all in the first set of that match, and Andre had Pete down, love–40, in the seventh game. But Pete escaped with a hold. Andre served the next game with new balls (in a match the balls are changed after the first seven games, then every nine games thereafter; it’s an advantage to serve with new balls), but he had a mild letdown after letting Pete off the hook; and on grass, service breaks are as rare as cold springs in a desert. Sensing Andre’s disappointment, Pete pounced on Andre’s serve, made a few good returns, and suddenly found himself serving for the set at 5–3. That was the nightmare scenario for Andre, given Pete’s atomic serve.

Pete took the set, and in the next two his game hit heights it rarely did before or after. Feeling that he could hold his service games almost at will, thanks to his power, while Andre could not, put him in a mental comfort zone. Pete started to hit out—he hit his way into “the zone,” that place where you can’t seem to do anything wrong, you feel like you have all the time in the world, and the ball looks as big and easy to hit as one of those multicolored beach balls.

Pete grew so confident as the games rolled by that he was content to play Andre from the backcourt. This wasn’t entirely inspiration; the properties of Wimbledon’s grass at that time also worked in Pete’s favor. Although grass plays fast (and back then, it played very fast), it also caused Andre’s shots to sit up a bit.

On hard courts, Pete often felt pressed for time by Agassi’s lasers. But on grass, Pete had that extra fraction of a second to draw a bead. The effect was also pronounced on Andre’s kick serve. On hard courts, it bounced high enough to force Pete to chip it back or play it defensively. On grass, Pete was able to get up and over the ball, to drive the return back flat and hard. And when Pete could make a return that started the point on even terms, he was justifiably confident in his athletic ability. As he put it, “It was like, okay, here we go—let’s see who moves better.”

Andre didn’t just make Pete play his best on that and a few other occasions, he was able to keep up with the pace and level even when he surrendered advantages he enjoyed on the hard courts of Australia. In the big picture, Pete saw his matches with Andre as a pitcher vs. batter kind of duel. If Pete, the pitcher, didn’t throw the fastball with a lot on it and brush the corner of the plate, Andre would hit it out of the park. But Pete was the pitcher—he was the one in control of how things went. Andre, in many ways, was a reactor, eager to take control—if you gave him the chance. Where Pete’s natural mode was to dictate, Andre’s was to take advantage. Pete won that Wimbledon final going away, and it’s still one of Pete’s most satisfying triumphs. His lifelong rival gave him an opportunity few others could—he allowed Pete to play, to let it rip, even though he demanded that Pete play his absolute best to win.

One of the ironies in that great rivalry was the basic feeling that Pete was dull and played a “boring” game, while Andre was the electrifying showman. The reason for that was simple: human nature. Andre got a lot of mileage out of his early career reputation as a mercurial showman. Once that image was implanted, it was there for good.

Granted, Pete was not a Big Personality, and he had a hangdog manner that fooled countless opponents into thinking he was vulnerable. But Andre was the predictable one. Near the end of his career—when he was playing incomparably better if duller tennis—all he had to do to make the crowd ooh and aah was throw in a between-the-legs shot, or show a flash of temper, and it was all good. The fans ate it up because they’d been conditioned to see Andre through a certain prism. A little of the old Andre went a long way.

 

Here’s a final thing to think about when it comes to the Australian Open: In a very short span in recent years, Pete Sampras and Roger Federer both shattered the Grand Slam singles title mark—the old record (12 majors), held by Roy Emerson, appeared unbreakable to generations of players, including the likes of my brother John, Bjorn Borg, Jimmy Connors, and Ivan Lendl.

As I write this, Pete Sampras is retired with 14 titles, Federer is king-of-the-Grand-Slam-hill with 16, and Rafael Nadal is on track to bag a comparable number—if Rafa can remain healthy. And that’s a big “If.” The key to this recent flurry of excellence is the Australian Open.

It’s funny, but Emerson’s name comes up in many contexts; he was a pioneer of fitness, the original Iron Man of tennis. He also could play for six, seven hours a day, go out and drink beer until 3:00 a.m., and then get up in the morning and do it all over again. He was also a towering doubles player (all in, he won a record 28 major titles in singles, doubles, and mixed doubles) as well as a top Davis Cup performer who played for teams that won the Cup eight times. But his name seldom comes up, even among old-timers, when they begin talking about the Greatest of All Time.

That’s because he did so much of his damage at the Australian Open, which at times was a Grand Slam in name only. And during Emmo’s salad years, the best players in the world, the pros, were ineligible for Grand Slam competition. Granted, the amateur competition, particularly from homegrown rivals, was tough in that golden age of Aussie tennis. But with the top players absent, and the long trip to Australia taking a toll on visiting players’ fitness, Emmo’s record was sullied. He won half of his twelve majors in Australia.

Unlike Rod Laver, who was two critical years younger, Emmo didn’t really make a big mark on the game in the early Open era. His achievements got an asterisk and he was somewhat forgotten. Emerson’s singles title record wasn’t even acknowledged, except as a stat, until Pete Sampras began to close in on it. But another reason the 12-Slam mark lasted so long was the decline of the Australian Open’s prestige in the post-Emerson early Open era.

From the early 1970s until 1988, none of the top players chose to pad their résumés with titles earned at rickety old Kooyong. In my brother John’s time, many top players simply ignored the event. That wasn’t entirely the fault of the Australian Open, much less Emerson. The players were simply shortsighted, and the Australian Open did little to clear their vision. You have to wonder how many majors those guys of John’s vintage would have bagged had the Australian Open flourished earlier.

Federer has won three Australian Open titles in ten attempts. My brother John, who finished his career with seven majors, played the Australian Open on just five occasions, but only three times in his prime. Borg (eleven majors) made the trip to Melbourne just once, and Connors (eight majors) played Australia just twice, and reached the final both times, winning once. All three of those guys were outstanding players on grass, the surface on which they would have fought for the Australian title through all or most of their careers. If Borg played as well at Kooyong as Wimbledon, he might have retired with 16 majors.

Emmo’s record would have fallen more quickly, and new records would have been established on more of a steady curve, had the Australian Open evolved as a “can’t miss” Grand Slam event along with the other three. The truth is that for almost two decades we were living in a world with just three majors.

 

Let me go back to 1991, before we leave Australia, to finish the story of my best run in singles at a major event. In the semis, I had Boris Becker by a set and I wrangled my way to a couple of break points early in the second; I could have gone up 4–2 if I converted either of them. But somewhere in there I clearly remember saying to myself, Shit, I could be in the Australian Open finals….

And that’s exactly when the wheels started to fall off—and Becker was too good a player not to jump in and help finish the job.

For the first time in a nearly two-week run, I got distracted. My gorgeous bubble of clarity and concentration burst as if it were made of soap. You’re warned about that kind of thing, of course; all your life as a player you’re cautioned about taking your eye off the ball, losing focus, and thinking ahead. Stay in the moment…. Forget the score…. Take it one point at a time. Pick your favorite cliché. But nothing really prepares you, and if you get blindsided by your own mind, things spin out of control pretty quickly. Suddenly, I had nerves again. And being a great player, Boris smelled blood. He lifted his game and turned the match around; I didn’t win another set.

The big lesson I learned from my dizzying run in Oz was something I try to convey to all the kids I work with today: Be prepared for success. Work hard, expect it, and go right out to meet it. If I wasn’t extra-fit, I never would have won that first round, period. If my own success hadn’t come up to bite me on the butt in the semis and make me think, Wow, I could be in the finals.…Who knows?

Nearly twelve months later, the editors of now-defunct World Tennis magazine named my quip about the four semifinalists their Quote of the Year.
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