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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.
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