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Tennis star Roger Federer was fading. He was 
playing in the 2018 Australian Open final at 

Melbourne Park. Entering the title match, the 
Swiss wizard had steamrolled over his six 
opponents without dropping a set. In this final 
contest, he won the first set in a mere 24 minutes. 
But then his opponent, Marin Cilic, began 
battling back. The tall Croatian blasted winning 
shots. Federer struggled to keep up. Two hours 
later, Federer lost five straight games. The match 
was tied entering the fifth and final set.

MAKINGHistory
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Why was Federer so 
powerless? Maybe it was the 
extreme heat. The 
temperature in Melbourne 
that day reached 103 degrees 
Fahrenheit with high 
humidity. After the women’s 
final a day earlier, top-ranked 
Simona Halep spent the night 
at the hospital with heat 
exhaustion. Maybe it was the 
pressure. Federer was trying 
to win his sixth Australian 
Open title. No one in history 
had won more. “I was 
thinking about the outcome 
all day,” he admitted 
afterward. “During the first 
set, during the second, the 
third, the fourth. ‘How would 
I feel if I lost? How would I 
feel if I won?’ And it just 
wouldn’t stop.” 

HEART of a CHAMPION

Federer’s ace serving was 
a strength at the 2018 

Australian Open.
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Chapter ONE

Or maybe it was his age. At 36, Federer was 
considered an “old” player. Nearly all tennis players 
retire well before then. Federer was trying to 
become the oldest winner of a Grand Slam 
tournament in 45 years.

Federer sat on a bench along the blue court to 
prepare for the final grueling set. The packed crowd 
at Rod Laver Arena watched him closely. Federer 
drank from his sports bottle and wiped a towel 
across the back of his neck. Rod Laver himself, for 
whom the arena was named, sat in the front row, 
snapping pictures of Federer with his phone. Laver 
was the greatest Australian tennis player ever. He 
retired long ago and never played against Federer. 
But Laver knew him well. In 2006, he presented 
Federer with the winner’s trophy, as Federer cried 
with joy. In 2017, just a year earlier, he did so again, 
and Federer wept again. This time, Laver knew 
Federer was drained. But he also knew Federer 
wasn’t done. “He’s playing as well as he did 10 years 
ago,” Laver had told reporters when the tournament 
started. “He’s playing smarter. He sees weaknesses 
in his opponents that other people can’t see. That’s 
the difference between Roger and everyone else.”
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MAKING HISTORY

Federer’s super 
training allowed 

him to cover major 
ground on the blue 
court in Melbourne.
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