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    To the years I enjoyed playing this incredible sport, all the doors it opened to me and the lessons learned, but only years later.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "In the 1,526 singles matches I played in my career, I won almost 80% of those matches, yet I won only 54% of the points played."
— Roger Federer, Commencement Address, Dartmouth College, June 9, 2024
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My story and the story of natural strings and how Pierre Babolat gave tennis its voice


Editorial note: I have no affiliation with Babolat. This piece was a history research project, written purely out of love for the game, and it draws entirely on publicly available information.


Why did I do this

I HAVE BEEN AN AVID tennis player since I can remember. It started as a kid at the CCSP on the Guarapiranga Reservoir, took me to a runner-up finish at the 1990 UK National University’s Championship playing for UCL, and later to the directorship of the YCAC tennis section in Yokohama.

My early start on the sport was recreational, and obviously tournaments always appear in front of you, whether you are prepared for it or not. How natural it is to actually follow those things; I am still trying to understand 50 years later. I did play, like almost all of them, in the club, in the city, and one on a national level. This particular one, was in Rio, a long bus ride with a whole bunch of people the tennis federation arranged. Anyway, I can only recount the details that struck with me. All I remember was sitting around and waiting for my match to happen, and at the time it felt like it never would. I don't know I was maybe 12 / 13, and fishing was never my strong suit, so sitting in a strange place and patiently waiting for a match, was not something I was happy about, and getting onto the court a winning had become something out of the question. The only good thing about it was, there as a major championship going on, a slam may be, and all I can remember of that day, was watching Borg, and others play. My match, who knows what happened.

Throughout the years, my patience got just a little better, and the “moonballer”, always got the better of me.

Physically I only got fit when I got to college and there, I managed to win a couple of tournaments for/with the team. The trips were fun.

When London came along, I instantly joined the team, and that took me over the moon, being part of different mindset, with a truly international "gang". We did get along well, and got to the finals and lost to Loughborough University, that at the time was seen as a major "sports university".

Next came Yokohama, and once again tennis was there for me opening doors, conversations and friendships. I always used it like that, irrespective of tournaments and rankings.

Having managed to become a member of the Yokohama Country & Athletic Club, YCAC, apart from all other perks, tennis was the main attraction. Weekend in, weekend out, tennis was it. So much so that I was invited to become the Captain of the department. Their rationale was, since I was young, I would become long-term Captain and develop the sport and department further. Well, it did not materialize the way they envisioned, for as a young married man, family took precedence, and we decided to move, to get pregnant, in a western environment. Despite loving being in Japan, some of the hardships, of first parenthood did not have to happen like that.

Nevertheless, the time there as their Capitan taught me a lot too. I was still a young engineer, first real job, but that leadership position had given me a leverage no one could measure, but me.

All of that, the mixture of cultures inside a different culture, helped shape me the chameleon I became to endure the rest of my journey, for as tennis is concerned, that time in Yokohama was the last I actually had that much involvement with the sport. Absolutely loved it and miss it.

It starts long before tennis even existed

HERE IS SOMETHING MOST people do not know: the strings we call “gut” have never, at any point in history, come from a cat. Theories differ, but include one that says it drifted from “kitgut” — the strings of a tiny fiddle called a ki​[1]t, the instrument dancing masters carried under their arms — or perhaps it is simply a playful joke. Nobody is entirely sure. What is certain is that the material itself is ancient, and that once people discovered what animal intestine could do, they never really stopped using it.

The Egyptians used it. So did the Babylonians, the Greeks, and the Romans. Strip the serosa, the tough, collagen-rich outer layer of a sheep or goat’s intestine, clean it, split it, twist it, dry it under tension, and you end up with a cord that is elastic, strong, and remarkably responsive​[2]. For centuries, that description made gut the material of choice for surgical sutures, bowstrings, and the strings of lutes, viols, and harpsichords. No plant fiber — not hemp, not silk — could match the combination of spring and feel that gut provided. It had a kind of aliveness to it that everything else lacked.

It was no accident of craft. All the way from the tombs of ancient Egypt to the concert halls of Europe, gut strings stood out for their rare balance of strength and sensitivity. Musicians discovered they could coax an almost living tone from violins, lutes, and cellos—warm, responsive, and full of color in a way synthetic materials still cannot fully replicate. The string responded to the lightest touch yet could withstand the repeated violence of a bow drawn across it for hours. That same balance of resilience and responsiveness would later prove essential on the tennis court, though no one could have imagined it at the time.

By the time the first strung rackets appeared in Europe, the knowledge of how to prepare gut had already been refined through generations of trial and error. What began as a practical solution for medical thread and musical wire had quietly evolved into one of the most sophisticated natural materials available to craftsmen. It carried within it centuries of accumulated understanding, waiting for the right sport to give it a new purpose.

Racquets already knew about gut
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There was this man in Lyon




One request changed everything





What those strings actually did for the game







Five generations later, they’re still in Lyon
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