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	Novak Djokovic would live through war; he would become the first member of his family to ever hold a tennis racquet; he would eventually topple both Nadal and Federer from their thrones—but first, he came into the world in Belgrade, Serbia, on May 22, 1987.

	Novak's father is Srdjan Djokovic, a man recognized by sports enthusiasts worldwide as the fellow in sunglasses sporting a shirt printed with his son's face. In those earlier years, he made his living as a ski instructor and built a career in the sporting goods business. Srdjan first encountered Novak's mother, Dijana, on a ski slope. Novak is the eldest of three brothers in the Djokovic household. Marko Djokovic arrived in 1991, and Djordje Djokovic followed in 1995. Both younger brothers would eventually trace Novak's footsteps onto the tennis court.

	The entire family carried a deeply athletic spirit and participated in multiple sports, with skiing and football being their greatest passions—which made Novak's turn toward tennis something of a surprise. It proved fortunate that tennis courts had been constructed at the Kopaonik ski resort, where the family ran a business. He picked up a racquet at just four years old. Witnessing his natural gift, his family backed him wholeheartedly—taking out loans to fund his training—and instilled in him a fierce sense of discipline. Later, when he transitioned to a tennis academy, the level of commitment and focus he brought left his coaches genuinely astonished. Novak not only treated every training session with complete seriousness but would arrive ahead of schedule to prepare himself before practice even began.

	Jelena Gencic, who had previously discovered Monica Seles, spotted young Novak at a tennis camp and immediately recognized a future star. She took him under her wing and understood that he was not merely talented—even at six or seven years old, he already carried the mindset of someone destined for professional competition. Novak made his ambitions plain to her: "No. 1 player in the world!" Tennis was unmistakably his calling, though he did dabble in skiing competitions during his younger years.

	Srdjan understood exactly what was required as he positioned himself behind Novak to help his son realize his full potential: "Only Novak mattered. All of us—even his own family and coaches—were secondary. Every decision was made to help Novak accomplish what he has accomplished today. The moment I noticed something wasn't working as it should, I would move on and find a different coach."

	Working for his parents consumed considerable time, though the setting was far from unpleasant: a pizza restaurant perched at a mountain resort. He would deliver pizzas and pancakes to customers, and he kept himself physically active by shoveling snow to clear the way for visitors. Whether in snow or rain, Djokovic kept playing tennis, modeling his developing game on Pete Sampras.

	The country of his birth had been Yugoslavia, and a series of wars would fracture that nation apart. Further conflict would eventually reach Serbia and Montenegro. Novak had to remain constantly alert for aerial bombardments, yet he never stopped practicing tennis. One approach he and his coach devised was to play on courts in areas that had already been struck by bombs, reasoning that the same location was unlikely to be targeted twice.

	A significant dimension of his life in Serbia was rooted in the Serbian Orthodox Church. Through it he absorbed not only the principles of his faith but also a deep sense of responsibility toward others—something that would later manifest in extensive charitable work. In 2011, the church conferred upon Novak its highest recognition, the Order of St. Sava of the First Degree. Tennis followers have often noticed the small wooden cross he wears, which he received at Hilandar, a monastery nestled on a mountain in Greece. Novak spent time there in 2009: "The only thing we did is pray all day, walk around, do some maintenance, and eat twice a day, at 6 a.m. and 6 p.m. It makes you go back to your roots and back to yourself." His Eastern Orthodox faith also carries a particular reward when he competes at tournaments around the globe—he is cheered not only by Serbian supporters but by Greeks, Bulgarians, and others who share his religious tradition.

	Novak was still young, yet he had already outpaced what Serbian tennis could offer him. He was simply too gifted, too full of potential, for a country whose facilities and coaching infrastructure were not equipped to carry his development further. His coach in Serbia told him plainly that greatness would require a different destination, and so Djokovic set out on the journey that would take him toward becoming the finest tennis player the world had ever seen.

	
Chapter 2: The German Tennis Academy

	He was twelve years old when he departed Serbia for the Niki Pilic Academy outside Munich in 1999. Pilic was immediately struck by what he witnessed: "I soon realized after a short spell playing against him that he had this incredible will. He was great to coach, particularly because he had what it takes in the places that no coach can reach, into the heart and the head." When Gencic first reached out, Pilic initially considered Novak too young to take on as a student—but he quickly changed his position, and Novak made the journey to Germany accompanied by his uncle Goran.

	Pilic had built a distinguished career both as a player and as a coach. Among those he had previously developed at his academy were Goran Ivanisevic and Michael Stich. Novak would ultimately surpass the achievements of those two celebrated players, though at that point he was merely a young teenager still absorbing the fundamentals of the game. The separation was particularly painful for his mother, who missed him deeply, most of all during that first year. The financial strain was considerable as well—the Djokovic family had to source several thousand dollars every month to cover Novak's academy fees and tournament travel. In hindsight, every sacrifice his parents made proved entirely worthwhile. Out on the courts, no one was working harder than young Novak.

	Novak was steadily constructing a style of play that would eventually leave opponents with no exploitable weakness. His approach treated every single shot as an opportunity to claim the point, and he would evolve into one of the most formidable returners in the history of the sport. Even when his own shot failed to finish the rally outright, the sustained exchanges he forced would wear down opponents until they produced an unforced error. His right-handed game generated shots of tremendous pace, and his two-handed backhand became a weapon that very few rivals could effectively counter.

	Novak adopted the nickname "Nole"—a simple contraction of his given name, one syllable shorter but half the length in syllables. Even in the matter of nicknames, Djokovic demonstrated the same economy and effectiveness he brought to the tennis court. The media and supporters would eventually furnish him with a much broader collection: The Serbinator, Djoker, Djoko, Nox, and The Joker. As the years passed and Federer and Nadal became the beloved heroes of the tennis world—the sport's own Batman and Robin—it seemed only natural that The Djoker would emerge as the figure to challenge them both.

	Success followed Novak both in individual tournaments and in competition representing Serbia. Among his notable victories was the 14-and-under singles title at the European Junior Championships. Djokovic showed a maturity well beyond his age, and in thinking ahead to what his future career would demand, he surprised those around him by requesting lessons in English. Novak would eventually become fluent in five languages. Pilic may have refined Novak's racquet grip, but Novak extracted from him
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