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CHAPTER ONE

THE MONUMENT

Rafael Nadal was absent from Roland-Garros for the first time in twenty years, but he was still drawing a crowd.

As thousands of fans streamed through the front gate for the start of the 2023 French Open, descending the wide flight of stone steps, a gleaming ten-foot, stainless-steel statue of an airborne Nadal in action was the first selfie stop for many.

It stood there front and center, against the odds and protocol, by sheer force of will and math.

Why immortalize a Spaniard in the cathedral of French tennis? Why erect a statue of an active champion (it was inaugurated in 2021)? But the question really is: Who could have imagined anyone summoning the staying power to win the game’s most grueling, grinding tournament fourteen times?

“For me it’s the most amazing record in the history of individual sports,” said Feliciano López, Nadal’s friend and fellow Spanish tennis star. “To win a Grand Slam title, this is something you dream of as a tennis player. To win the same Grand Slam fourteen times is not even something you dream of. It’s insane.”

Contrary to popular belief, Rafael “Rafa” Nadal is not entirely averse to the cult of Nadal. Pay a visit to the Rafa Nadal Museum, opened during his playing career, at the Rafa Nadal Academy in his home city of Manacor for a full dose of self-celebration that runs counter to Nadal’s humble image.

But he never asked for this French Open statue. His numbers simply became so preposterously big that the logical response was something larger than life. The French, seldom short on chauvinism, had to come to terms with Nadal’s inevitability.

“It’s true that, even though I don’t like saying it, what I accomplished in Paris is something very, very special,” Nadal said. “I am grateful, and I understand the gesture. I achieved something that was very difficult to imagine.”

As a consequence, he is now an integral part of the Roland-Garros landscape, in addition to the Roland-Garros record book. The striking statue, created by Spanish artist Jordi Díez Fernández, has become a pilgrimage site. This is not the Louvre. There are no barriers, no velvet ropes, no alarms. The tournament invites you to get very close to the art. I saw one female fan kissing Nadal’s stainless-steel foot for a photo and saw quite a few others roaring and imitating the slashing forehand with the wraparound finish that the statue portrays.

Kevin Wu, a young American tennis fan whose parents gave him French Open tickets as a college graduation present, was among those gathered around the monument.

“I think it’s valid to have the statue, because he’s won it so many times,” Wu said. “I feel like this is Rafa’s tournament.”

It was his tournament no doubt—but also his surface. The crushed red brick at the French Open and in other Nadal fiefs like Monte Carlo, Barcelona, and Rome is gritty, sticky, and tricky. This vast canvas of clay, swept smooth at the end of every set, exposes the dilettante and the late adopter but rewards the veteran, particularly the native slider who grew up on the stuff.

Clay is to Nadal what water is to Michael Phelps or midair is to Simone Biles: a natural habitat suited to serial success. Clay was paradoxically not Nadal’s favorite surface in his youth, but it was and will forever remain his best surface.

In June 2023, I went back to the beginning and visited Nadal’s boyhood courts, leaving Paris during the French Open and flying south to Mallorca for a few days, kicking up some red dust at the modest facility where he began playing the game on the outskirts of his home city of Manacor. Walking through the dusty corridors and changing rooms of the Club Tenis Manacor, which has seen better days, you could not help but think, What were the odds of a great champion coming from here, right here?

They were long, of course, but perhaps a bit shorter than one might suspect considering that Mallorca, an island with fewer than a million inhabitants, produced another world No. 1 tennis player, Carlos Moyá, shortly before Nadal. A faded banner featuring the two local boys who made good loomed over the courts at the Manacor club.

“It’s like Rhode Island producing two world number ones back-to-back,” said James Blake, an American tennis star turned ESPN analyst.

So much had to go just right for Nadal to make it big: an uncle, Toni, who knew tennis and shared the family residence; another uncle, Miguel Ángel, who was a world-class athlete; parents, Sebastián and Ana Maria, who understood when to get out of the way; a role model in Moyá who made it possible; an agent and occasional hitting partner in Carlos Costa; and above all the youngster who had the ideal temperament to go with his outlier talent and over-the-top energy.

“It’s the perfect storm,” said Emilio Sánchez, the former Spanish star turned coach.

So much could have blown Nadal off course: injuries, family dynamics, soccer, big money, ennui, pressure, the azure lure of the nearby Mediterranean Sea that seemed a world away from clay-stained socks, sweat-stained bandannas, and daily sacrifice.

What were the odds?

I remember mulling something similar when I visited Kopaonik, the modest ski resort in Serbia where Novak Djokovic, one of Nadal’s future archrivals, took his first tennis lesson just across the street from the family pizzeria, much as Nadal had taken his first lesson from Uncle Toni just across the street from the family apartment in Manacor.

When I stepped onto that Serbian hard court, which was cracked and neglected when I arrived in 2010, it was child’s play to imagine another outcome. There were no serious tennis players in Djokovic’s family, only competitive skiers. If those courts had not been built in that particular spot, and if Jelena Genčić, a charismatic tennis teacher and formidable talent spotter, had not chosen that particular summer to start giving clinics on those remote courts in the Serbian mountains, Djokovic would never have had the early start and solid platform a future tennis professional required.

But Genčić, with her pale blue eyes and nose for a grand cru, did happen to be there, poised to become Djokovic’s guide to unknown territory even though that had never been part of some master plan. As it turned out, the bristle-haired youngster was in just the right place at just the right time to begin traveling the moonshot path to the very top despite war, economic hardship, and isolation.

To explore Nadal properly it feels like you need to follow his lead by sweating and suffering: going the extra mile, even on your off days. As I wrote this book, I was drawn, Rafa style, to rituals—early-morning walks, coffee grinding, deep breathing—to keep my mind off the finish line. There is Method acting. This is Method writing, and the more you learn about Nadal, the more you don’t want it to come easily, don’t want it without problems to solve and heavy brush to clear. When riffing on Roger Federer, as I did in my book The Master, the ideal state is surely the flow state. Writing on Nadal, you feel as if you need to sense the strain, feel the burn, as you build the narrative red brick by red brick with an occasional tug of the seat of the sweatpants to keep things moving along in orderly fashion at the laptop.

Long before Nadal’s emergence, I traveled to another part of Spain—sleepy Monzón in the province of Aragón—and ran my fingers along the factory wall where Conchita Martinez fell for tennis and its rhythms. Walls have launched many a tennis career, and shy little “Conchi” would hit against this one for hours. Soon she showed so much promise that her family, with scant resources and no expertise in tennis, had to make the wrenching decision to let her leave for Barcelona to train at age twelve. She went on to become the first Spanish woman to win Wimbledon, beating the aging grass court queen, Martina Navratilova, in the 1994 final. Martinez later became the Davis Cup captain for Spain, counseling Nadal and his teammates.

“Of course, there’s an element of luck, but I think the main thing is to have passion for what you do and to enjoy the process,” Martinez said. “I remember, in my case, grabbing a racket and never wanting to let it go, and I’m sure that Rafa had passion for tennis and passion for learning and continuing to improve. That is such a key. Of course, Rafa is on another level of champion, the things he has already achieved are a dream come true for him. But when you look all the way back, it’s, like, wow. When you start you never know where it will lead.”

Consider a much longer journey I made to the outskirts of Harare, Zimbabwe, and a family-run avocado farm that was, in truth, a family-run tennis factory. The proprietor was a grizzled, often barefooted figure named Don Black, who had played at Wimbledon in his youth and relished the experience to such a degree that he decided to build his “own little Wimbledon” in rural Africa and raise his own champions.

One by one, he constructed and carefully tended four grass courts and hung a sign on the fence with the same line from the Rudyard Kipling poem “If” that is on display above the players’ entrance to Centre Court: “If you can meet with triumph and disaster / And treat those two impostors just the same.”

Don and his wife, Velia, had three children—Byron, Wayne, and Cara—all of whom, in the midst of political turmoil at home, went on to play on tour and, most symbolically, at Wimbledon. Byron and Cara each made it to No. 1 in the world doubles rankings, and though none of the siblings quite managed to achieve Don’s dream of winning the men’s or women’s singles at the All England Club, they still did the dream justice. Cara won the girls’ event in 1997 and the mixed doubles with Wayne in 2004. Byron reached the quarterfinals in singles and the final in men’s doubles.

Agronomy was destiny.

What were the odds?

Nadal, I conclude from our many conversations through the years, has not spent much time and energy pondering this.

It is one of his signature strengths: his ability to stay in the moment. It has long been every tennis player’s objective and yet was elusive long before the age of social media and streaming services. Nadal learned to focus on the essential through routines and ritual, learned to simplify the complex through force of habit. But there was nature with the nurture. Nadal may thrive on challenges, real or imagined, but he is not a brooder. His prodigious nervous energy and competitive drive carried him forward, and if he did think it through with an arched eyebrow, looking back was of limited value, unless you were selling tickets to his eponymous museum. The only point that can make a difference now as you clear the baseline of clay with your sneaker, tuck your hair behind your ears, flick the sweat from your face, and bounce, bounce the ball is the point you are about to play.

The other element here is Nadal’s roots are not simply his roots. They are his present. He does not need to make a nostalgic pilgrimage to the modest spot where it all began: to fly from the Spanish mainland or farther afield with camera crews and chroniclers to Manacor (population 43,000) and these clay courts on the edge of it. He drives by them all the time even if he stops very rarely. His eponymous, state-of-the-art tennis academy is nearby. His boyhood apartments in Manacor are even closer, and his new clifftop dream house with a Bondian boat slip cut into the rocks below is in Porto Cristo, the resort village only twelve kilometers from Manacor that has long been a getaway for the Nadal clan.

When people rightly talk about Nadal being grounded, this is where the ground is. He was born in Manacor, grew up there, and except for one up-and-down year of boarding school in the Mallorcan capital of Palma, he has remained based in Manacor, marrying a local—Maria Francisca Perelló—and staying a local: usually returning as quickly as he can after the tennis travels that made him a household name far beyond his home island. In his teens, he and his parents and younger sister Maribel moved to an apartment building in central Manacor with their grandparents and Toni Nadal’s family, each generation and family unit getting their own floor. The building was on one of Manacor’s main squares, the site of the principal church that Nadal could see so clearly from his balcony. Once out the door, he was in a cozy community full of familiar faces, neighbors, and shopkeepers to greet politely; a community where ostentatiousness and braggadocio were frowned upon. He would bring that same ingrained civicism to the tennis world, re-creating a sense of village on the tournament grounds at Monte Carlo, Rome, and Roland-Garros.

But Mallorca remained his home. His story began there, continued there, and will probably end there. For Nadal, a man who values continuity and loyalty, it seems fitting that the gritty surface on which he first apprenticed under Tio Toni is the one with which he will always be identified.

Clay court tennis suits his values, and surely some of those values came from clay court tennis: the work ethic, the aversion to shortcuts, the need to think of others by pulling the drag mat after a practice session to smooth out the surface and the bumps for the next players. But to be fair and clear, Nadal was not simply a clay court specialist. He and his team rejected that label even in his earliest years on tour, when his technique and suspect serve made it far from inevitable that he was going to break the mold. But he would win big and win often on pro tennis’s other, quicker surfaces as he became one of the greatest athletes of any era.

“When I really knew that he was going to have a great career was in 2005 after he won his first French,” said Brad Gilbert, who has coached former No. 1s Andre Agassi and Andy Murray and U.S. Open champion Coco Gauff. “Rafa lost early at Wimbledon, and then Canada that year was ridiculously fast. I haven’t seen a hard court that fast since then. And he beat Andre in that final, and I said this guy is not just a clay courter. He’s a tennis player, a great tennis player, who can adapt on anything.”

Nadal was talented, driven, and versatile enough to win two Wimbledon titles on grass and six more Grand Slam titles on the cushioned acrylic hard courts of the Australian Open and U.S. Open.

But slippery clay was his terra firma, the safe haven where it all came together for his diverse skill set and warrior mindset. In a sport that has picked up speed and lost subtlety through the decades, clay continues to reward patience and point construction. It requires specific footwork as players slide into shots, but only some of their shots.

“I know coaches that will instruct their players that they have to slide on every ball on clay, and it’s simply not true,” said Michael Chang, the surprise 1989 French Open champion.

The pros have become sliders on every surface as a way of extending their reach and bolstering their defenses: Visualize Djokovic in an open stance skidding into a two-handed backhand in a near split. But with the solid footing on a hard court, a player can push off and change direction at any moment. On clay, you slide in anticipation of changing direction, timing contact with the ball with the end of the skid. Start to slide too early or too late, and the synchronization is spoiled.

Mere speed, which Nadal once had in abundance, is not enough. You need to perfect the choreography, and Nadal started and stopped with both precision and pure power. He was no ballerino in sneakers like the smooth-as-cognac Roger Federer, his former archrival, but there was majesty of another sort in Nadal’s predatorial style.

“His movement on clay, it’s just better than the rest,” Federer told me. “Because he has an open stance on both sides, it’s like he’s playing two forehands from the baseline. I can’t do that, so I lose a meter or two here and there. So, he’s got a huge advantage in that aspect. I don’t know how he grew up doing that, but it’s definitely very difficult.”

Nadal’s explosive yet supremely controlled movement is one of the explanations for what might be the most phenomenal, smack-your-forehead-with-the-palm-of-your-hand individual sports achievement of the twenty-first century.

The modern version of tennis is not short on history. Wimbledon was first contested in 1877. But when Nadal arrived on the scene in Paris in 2005, the record for men’s singles titles at the French Open, the premier clay court event in the world, stood at six and was firmly in the grasp of Björn Borg. Since his early retirement in the early 1980s, only Ivan Lendl, Borg’s Swedish compatriot Mats Wilander and the elastic Brazilian Gustavo “Guga” Kuerten had managed to win even three.

“Nobody is going to win six again like Borg,” former No. 1 Ilie Nastase told me in the early 1990s. “That was a different time.”

But Nadal astonishingly—the word suits in this instance—more than doubled Borg’s total.

“Just as it might be hard for a regular pro to imagine how I won three or Guga Kuerten or Ivan Lendl won three, it’s just as hard for us to imagine how Rafa won fourteen,” Wilander told me. “I cannot make sense of it. It’s a dedication to the competitive fight knowing that if you lose it’s going to hurt like crazy, but yet you are willing to take that chance again and again and again. That’s something we never had.”

French veteran Nicolas Mahut knows firsthand about unbreakable records. He played the match that was and will remain the longest in history against John Isner in the first round of Wimbledon in 2010, losing 70–68 in the fifth set after eleven hours and five minutes of staccato, serve-dominated tennis over three days. The rules have since been changed at majors to eliminate the possibility of such marathon final sets. But it is Nadal’s mark that really blows Mahut’s mind.

“When you play Roland-Garros 14 times you tell yourself you had a good career,” Mahut told L’Équipe, the French sports publication. “When you win 14 matches there, that’s not too bad at all. When you get to the second week 14 times you are one of the great players. And when you win the title 14 times, there is no way to comprehend that. There are no words.”

One suspects, after watching Nadal beggar belief in Paris for so long, that he might find a way to reach fifteen even in retirement. If not, fourteen is already the most staggering number in an era bursting at the seams with tennis records.

“You are never going to see, not in your life or the life of your children, someone winning a Grand Slam tournament fourteen times again,” said Ion Ţiriac, the Romanian tennis star of the 1970s who became a billionaire impresario and one of the most influential and insightful figures in the sport.

You may not see anyone in your lifetime challenge Djokovic’s men’s record for Grand Slam singles titles either. Wherever Djokovic ends up, be it twenty-four or beyond, will be astonishing as well. But Nadal’s French Open record is a tribute to one player’s deep and singular connection to one surface, and his ability to wipe the slate genuinely clean each spring.

“He had the humility to start from zero, year after year after year,” said French star Gilles Simon, a master tactician who was one of Nadal’s contemporaries.

Nadal came close to Djokovic’s mark for total majors. No one is remotely close to Nadal’s Roland-Garros record, not even his two greatest rivals, and neither could match that kind of dominance at a major on their own best surfaces. Federer, brilliant on grass, won Wimbledon a record eight times before retiring in 2022. Djokovic, excellent on everything but at his best on hard courts, has won Wimbledon seven times and the Australian Open a record ten times, which would have gotten a lot more attention if not for Nadal’s numbers in Paris.

“Of all the statistics that have come out of this great era in tennis on the men’s side, in the locker room what stops people in their tracks the most is fourteen French Opens for Rafa,” said John Lloyd, a leading coach and former British star, in an interview with the BBC.

When Nadal began playing full-time on tour, the men’s record for total Grand Slam singles titles was fourteen, held by Pete Sampras. Nadal would win fourteen times at just one Grand Slam tournament.

“If you would have told me or any of us ten years ago that Rafa was going to get to fourteen, we would have been in fits of laughter,” said Darren Cahill, a former leading player and one of the game’s top coaches. “Now, we’re laughing, because oh my God, it actually was possible, and it actually did happen.”

Nadal’s Roland-Garros record, achieved over nearly twenty years, is a sports outlier, perhaps only comparable this century for enduring, outrageous individual dominance at a recurring event with Michael Phelps’s record of twenty-three Olympic gold medals, many of which came in relays, not on his own.

“I’m not sure there’s any greater challenge in sport than playing Rafa over five sets at Roland-Garros on clay,” Cahill said before Nadal’s final season. “The way he plays. The energy he brings to the court. The physicality and game that he brings to the court; the mental attitude and never-say-die approach. Every time he steps out there, he doesn’t take anybody for granted, every single time he plays. It doesn’t matter whether you’re ranked 100 in the world or 1 in the world, he treats you exactly the same with the same respect. So, if you win games off him or you win sets off him, or you happen to be one of the very few who actually beat him at Roland-Garros, you have damn well earned it.”

Fourteen French Opens certainly looks like a record that will never be broken, even if Nadal, a down-to-earth champion despite his flashy résumé and eighty-foot superyacht, rejects that kind of definitive thinking. He has been much more fixated on getting the maximum out of himself—point by point, match by match, practice by practice—than creating something nobody else can touch.

“I am happy with who I am,” he told me in 2020, tapping his barrel chest for emphasis after I had asked one too many questions for his taste about tennis records. “My level of happiness does not depend on these numbers. I am really appreciative for all the things that have happened to me. I feel like a very lucky man, but I have said it so many times, obsession is bad for everything. If I’m obsessed to win more titles to be better than somebody else, I think you can finish frustrated. The reality is that I’m not trying to create obligations for myself that lead to me being less happy.”

Nadal chuckled reflexively as he emphasized the point, which is another of his tics. It has always struck me as a family trait, developed during lengthy dinner debates at Casa Nadal between bites of grilled fish or seafood pasta. I have heard Nadal’s uncle Toni punctuate his comments the same way. It seems an attempt to lighten the mood, as if Nadal recognizes you might not have expected quite this point of view, might not see the subject quite the same way. But what is also clear as he politely defuses potential tension is that he is not changing his mind, not altering his source code.

“I don’t need to get to 12 or 13 or 14 at Roland-Garros,” he said then. “I don’t need to get to 21 or 22 or 23 Grand Slams to pass or match someone. What will happen will happen. What I can do is do things to the best of my ability. I cannot always be looking at what’s next to me, thinking this guy has a house that’s bigger than mine.

“Joder!” Nadal said, swearing in Spanish. “Clearly there’s always someone with more money, a bigger boat, and a more beautiful wife. I cannot always be looking at the outside, because it’s a recipe for constant unhappiness. It has to come from the inside.”

Back here on the outside, what is beyond doubt is that Nadal’s French Open record will remain his signature achievement: the uber-stat which will define him in memory twenty, fifty, even one hundred years from now. Which is why I wanted it to be the principal focus of this book, the lens through which to view his life and career. I also wanted to go deep on Roland-Garros, the place where he defined himself and redefined the boundaries of dominance, setting the bar at a dizzyingly high altitude for those next-generation talents who might be more driven by the external than Nadal.

With his playing career now at an end, this book is the portrait of a champion and of his proving ground. I feel well positioned to write it after living for a big chunk of my adult life in France and Spain and after covering the French Open for more than thirty years. It is the Grand Slam tournament I know best; the one with which I feel the deepest connection after marrying a Parisian, spending my newlywed years based only a few blocks from the tournament, and helping to raise our three French-American children.

I have seen Roland-Garros transformed repeatedly and now completely. The soccer field where I once played as a local resident is long gone, a casualty of the French Open’s expansion. All that remains from the original tennis stadium complex, built in 1928, is the foundation deep underneath the rectangle of red clay on the center court and one small timbered building on the edge of the grounds that once housed future French Open champion Yannick Noah but is now, rather less poetically but just as symbolically, an overpriced snack bar.

I have seen quite a lot of change in my years at Roland-Garros, but above all I have watched quite a lot of Nadal victories: titles in three different decades, titles beyond reason. I was there in the press seats and at his victory party near the Eiffel Tower in 2005 when he made his debut at nineteen with long hair, a fluorescent-green sleeveless shirt, and white clamdiggers. I was still there in 2022 when he prevailed for the last time, at thirty-six with a bald spot and much more conservative attire, requiring daily painkilling injections in his left foot to make it through the matches.

The French championships were 114 years old when Nadal arrived on the scene. But Paris, even Paris, had never seen anything quite like him, and now its cosmopolitan denizens can see him whenever they like. All they need do is peek through the front gate at Roland-Garros.







CHAPTER TWO

THE CODE

Rafael Nadal’s tennis had a way of making grown men cry. There was Roger Federer in Melbourne and Wimbledon. There was Nadal’s father, Sebastián, in New York and beyond, and Nadal’s coach and uncle Toni, repeatedly, in Paris.

But I was surprised by Jim Courier in Indian Wells. We were discussing Nadal on a sun-scorched terrace in the California desert in March 2023. Courier, a red-headed American with a big forehand and bigger work ethic, reached No. 1 and stayed awhile, winning four major titles, including two French Opens. A whip-smart autodidact, he was not the easiest interview in his chip-on-the-shoulder playing days, but in his next phase, he became one of the sport’s most insightful and eloquent broadcasters. We have spoken many times through the years, and on this bright and cloudless afternoon, we were talking about what elements of Nadal’s game could be copied and applied by other players and what elements could not.

“Well, I think his point-in-and-point-out competitiveness and the consistency of that is innate, and I think that’s very hard for anyone else to replicate,” Courier said. “Even Novak, in all of his greatness, has dips and ebbs and flows, and Rafa just typically doesn’t unless it’s injury driven. He’s the best I’ve ever seen in men’s tennis and arguably sport at playing every single play, to use a general sports term, as if it is its own little island.”

“So, what can be replicated?” I asked.

“I think that’s the attitude, the way that he handles defeat, the way that he handles success,” Courier said. “He’s the Kipling quote basically come to life. And it’s kind of amazing, as famous as that guy is, he’s never seemed famous. He’s the guy who cleans up the practice court when he’s done. Right? He’s not entitled in the least. So that’s the stuff that’s very easily replicable by everybody. You can sweep the court, you can shake people’s hands, you can look them in the eye. You’re going to have a hard time matching the entire physical package and the mental package, but all those details…”

I thought Courier was in full flow but suddenly he was choking up.

“It kind of makes me misty, actually,” he said.

After a moment of silence, I asked: “Why that reaction? Why does it hit you like that?”

“It’s hard, man,” he explained, his voice cracking. “It’s hard not to break a racket. The guy’s never broken a racket. Because it’s hard. It’s emotional.”

We spoke for another thirty minutes about Nadal’s stroke mechanics, pre-serve rituals, and patterns of play. But nothing was more illuminating than that moment when Courier’s guard came down and his smooth delivery faltered. As a longtime top player, he had experienced the same pressures, pitfalls, and temptations as Nadal without managing to arrive at the same consistency and stamina. But I think what Courier found so moving were Nadal’s dualities: the blend of self-control with competitive passion; of modesty with the ambition to get the absolute maximum out of himself; of relentless, destructive force with ingrained common decency.

It was not that Nadal never got temperamental. Andy Murray, one of his rivals, confirmed it. “You’re probably the only tennis player ever to have never thrown their racket in anger, which is incredible,” Murray said in a video message sent to him for his retirement in 2024. “However, this wasn’t the case when you would lose at PlayStation. I’ve seen Rafa throwing PlayStation controllers around hotel rooms all over the world when he and his close friend Juan Monaco would lose a late goal to me with his beloved Real Madrid at Pro Evolution Soccer.”

That story, delivered in Murray’s droll baritone, was not only amusing. It was reassuring. Nadal was one of us, after all. But then I already knew that Nadal passed what I called the “taxi driver test”: that informal examination of whether you treat people further down the social pecking order with respect and empathy when the cameras are off. I had watched him thank the stenographers in the interview room personally at the end of his stay at each tournament. I had seen him cross a crowded space to shake hands with acquaintances. But he also, with precious few exceptions, passed the peer test. His competitors understood firsthand the forcefulness of his shots and the speed in his legs, but what they really admired were the intangibles.

“The greats don’t give you anything, but you know, no matter what the score is, Rafa’s not going to give a single inch out there,” said John Isner, one of only three men to push Nadal to five sets at Roland-Garros. “He is going to be 100 percent from first ball to last ball. You have to try to match his intensity, which is extremely tough to do. He just seems to have this motor that seems to never end. He goes out there and he just looks at his opponent and goes, ‘I may not play my best, but I’m going to outlast you, and outwill you, and outcompete you.’ And that’s really what he does. In my opinion, and I’m a little biased being in the tennis world, I think he’s the greatest competitor in any sport in the history of the world.”

That sounds like a reach, even for Nadal, but that a veteran like Isner, a thoughtful University of Georgia graduate and serious sports fan, is willing to go that far gives you a sense of the mental edge that Nadal developed and deepened. Playing him was daunting. So was thinking about playing him, particularly on clay.

Mackenzie McDonald defeated a hobbled Nadal at the 2023 Australian Open in the second-round match that ended Nadal’s season because of a hip injury. That was on a hard court, but McDonald also faced Nadal on clay in the second round of the French Open in 2020 on the main Philippe Chatrier Court. Nadal won 6–1, 6–0, 6–3.

“I really didn’t believe I could beat him,” McDonald said. “I did the math. I think I warmed up on that court for like fifteen minutes, and I figured out that if you add it all up and consider that the tournament lasts fifteen days, he had spent something like half a year winning matches on that court. I was probably putting up a barrier for myself before I even got out there. But for me it was just an honor to be on the court with him, and I got my ass kicked.”

McDonald, who had grown up a Nadal fan, not only got the classic experience of getting crushed by the king of clay. He, like all his predecessors and successors, got the full treatment as Nadal went through his pregame rituals: cold shower, short sprints, and kangaroo jumps in the locker room and the tunnel.

“Didn’t watch the shower,” McDonald said with a laugh. “But definitely saw the other stuff. He takes space. You can tell it’s his territory, and it’s like he wants to mark his territory. He did all the same stuff he always does, went through all the same little motions. He has that aura about him, and I was like, ‘All right, how the hell am I supposed to even match up against this?’ I felt small and just kind of in awe. But he still went out there and ran and jumped around, and when he won the match, he treated it like he’d never won a match on that court before. He has that purpose behind everything he does.”

That started very early, and it started with his uncle Toni, a disciplinarian and contrarian with a touch of gravel in his raspy tenor voice who enjoyed a good argument perhaps even more than he enjoyed a good forehand. Toni was nicknamed “Dr. No” by Jordi Arrese, the former Spanish player and Davis Cup captain. Toni can indeed be prickly but also profound.

Most of Nadal’s rivals through the years, including Federer, spent at least some time working with sports psychologists. Nadal did not do so regularly. He was offered the chance to consult with one in his teens when he began practicing at a regional tennis training center in the Mallorcan capital of Palma. But he and Toni rejected the offer. Late in his career, Nadal said he had seen a therapist in two distinct phases of his life: “Once when I was very little and another when I was older,” he said. “Maybe that is a taboo topic, but I see it as something natural.”

What is clear is that Nadal had, in his uncle, an unofficial performance psychologist with him every step and slide of the way.

Toni is certainly not the only reason his nephew became one of the greatest athletes of any era, but he is the biggest reason other than Rafael himself. Toni shaped Rafael’s game and competitive psyche, and guided him, improbably, on the path from beginner to serial champion.

“Sure, it was complicated at times to have your uncle be your coach, and it still is at times,” Rafael told me when I first asked him about Toni. “But it is also a big advantage, and I am very grateful.”

As Rafael has rightly pointed out, Toni should be grateful to him, as well.

Toni was the second of five children, born after Sebastián Nadal. Their father, also named Rafael, was a prominent musician in Mallorca, a conductor and polymath with a lively mind and regard who surely did not plan on his progeny becoming world-class athletes. Toni was the first in the family to become interested in tennis and play it seriously. After a late start, he became one of the top 30 men’s players in Spain with a good one-handed backhand and a dogged defensive style. In the early 1980s, in a bit of foreshadowing, he played for the Real Club de Tenis Barcelona, one of the country’s top clubs—just as Rafael would do very early in his own career. What Toni lacked was the kind of power and weaponry that tour-level players possessed.

Toni introduced Rafael to tennis when he was three, tossing balls to him on the red clay at the tennis club in Manacor, which at the time was just across the street from the Nadal family apartment. Toni and Sebastián were both struck by what clean contact tiny Rafael made with the ball right away.

Toni was in his late twenties when he gave Rafael his first regular lessons beginning at age four, and it soon became clear that Rafael was an exceptional talent. Alberto Tous, the first man from Mallorca to play on the ATP Tour, returned to the island to become a coach, and when Rafael was six, Tous hit some balls with Rafael at Toni’s request.

“He was so small, and I started at midcourt and was talking with Toni while I was hitting with Rafa,” Tous told me. “And I promise you we hit for three minutes, and the kid did not miss one ball. One hundred and eighty seconds, not one! I ended up catching the ball to stop the rally, and I turned to Toni, and I said, ‘He’s a wall!’”

That would not be the last time Rafael would be described that way. But a wall does not return your shot with greater pace and spin.

There can be little doubt that Rafael would have pursued soccer seriously rather than tennis if not for Toni’s influence. The pull to fútbol would have been too strong considering the sport’s preeminence in Spain and Mallorca. Rafael had an obvious aptitude for the game and was a prolific goal scorer on youth soccer teams. He also had the boyhood thrill of watching another of his uncles, Miguel Ángel Nadal, star for FC Barcelona, RCD Mallorca, and the Spanish national team.

“Rafa has the great fortune to be very good at two things,” said Antonio Mesquida, his youth soccer coach, in an interview with the Diario de Mallorca in 2000, the year that Nadal had to make a choice between the two sports in which he was so gifted.

Miguel Ángel, nicknamed the “Beast of Barcelona” by the British press, was an imposing defender and midfielder who was actually Toni’s first family tennis coaching project. Under Toni’s guidance, Miguel Ángel won the boys championship of the Balearic Islands, the island chain in the Mediterranean that includes Mallorca. “I was the experiment,” Miguel Ángel said in the documentary film Mestre Toni.

But despite his considerable tennis promise, Miguel Ángel chose to pursue soccer, and it is hard to argue that he made the wrong choice in view of his long, successful career for clubs and country.

Tennis was the underdog in the Nadal family, but Rafael’s extraordinary ability and Toni’s availability and methodology combined to change the equation even if Rafael certainly had second thoughts along the way.

When he was eighteen, already ranked in the top 50, he did an interview with Spain’s national newspaper El País and was asked if he already had made his dream reality by becoming a professional tennis player.

“Bueno,” he answered. “My dream, in reality, was to be a professional soccer player, like my uncle.”

Instead, he ended up living the dream of a different uncle, the one who had moved to Barcelona to try to become a tennis pro and, realizing his limitations, became a tennis instructor instead after abandoning his university studies in law and history and returning to Manacor.

“I am not saying this to take credit, but Rafael plays tennis because of me,” Toni once told me.

His nephew agrees. “I think I had a lot of good luck,” Rafael said. “He’s been looking out for me since I was little and helped me with everything. I owe being a tennis player to him. Without him, it never would have happened.”

It seems worth pointing out at this stage that Ilie Nastase deserves some of the credit, too.

In December 1972, Toni was almost twelve years old and not yet a tennis player, but he did attend the Masters Grand Prix, held in Barcelona that year in a new arena, the Palau Blaugrana. The Masters was the precursor to today’s ATP Finals: an eight-man, season-ending event for the world’s best players. Toni was in the stands for the final to watch Nastase, the mercurial Romanian star, face Stan Smith of the United States. Nastase was the reigning U.S. Open champion; Smith the reigning Wimbledon champion. Those were the days of wooden rackets and serve-and-volley; and the charismatic and unpredictable Nastase, long dark locks flying, came up with just enough acrobatic overheads and flashy passing shot winners to defeat Smith in five sets.

Toni Nadal was smitten. He had a new idol, and though Toni was good enough at table tennis to become junior champion of the Balearic Islands, it was tennis that became his passion and eventually his profession.

It is an amusing testimony to Toni’s complexities that his tennis role model was, in many respects, the antithesis of all that he preached to his pupils and all the virtues that Rafael came to embody. Though Nastase reached No. 1 and won two majors, he is widely considered an underachiever. He was temperamental and impulsive, alternately ill-mannered and endearing with a limited attention span and a taste for vulgarity, midmatch buffoonery, and bedeviling chair umpires.

But youth does tend to love a rebel, and Nastase certainly qualified, even if he often seemed like his own worst enemy.

Nastase could treat points like trifles, as disposable as Halloween candy. Rafael treated them like matters of state. And yet however unlikely, one champion led to another.

That was not the only paradox in Toni’s coaching method. He has spoken often through the years of the importance of Rafael accepting and embracing “reality,” of hearing unvarnished assessments of his tennis limitations and the challenges ahead, particularly when they involved Federer.

But Toni was just as interested in fantasy as reality in his nephew’s earliest years. Rafael was the first grandchild and thus the family “mascot.” He was full of energy with a trusting nature, and Toni famously had fun with it. He convinced his young nephew that he had magical powers. In his first tournament, seven-year-old Rafael faced an eleven-year-old in an under-12 team competition in Mallorca. Toni discussed Rafael’s options with him in the car on the way to the matches and explained that if he fell far behind the older boy, Rafael could simply tell his opponent that his family needed to leave the site and that they could finish the match another day. But Rafael said he was not comfortable with that plan, and so Toni told him that if he started to get far behind, there would be no problem because Toni would make it rain.

The match began. Rafael understandably fell behind.

“It was 1–0, 2–0, 3–0, 4–0, and then he starts to come back 4–1, 4–2, 4–3,” Toni Nadal said later in a Spanish television interview. “Rafa is running like crazy, and at 4–3, it starts to rain, so I stop the match and take shelter on a porch at the club. And Rafa comes up to me when the other player can’t see him and tells me, ‘Listen, Natali, I think you can stop the rain because I think I can beat this guy.’”

Fifteen years later, in the 2008 Wimbledon final against Federer, there was a rain delay with Rafael leading two sets to love, and when Toni reached Rafael in the locker room during the forced break, Rafael’s first words to him were “Now was not the time to make it rain!”

Rafael called his uncle “Tio Mago” (Uncle Magician). He also called him “Natali” because Toni had convinced him that he was actually an Italian soccer star for AC Milan. “My brother was playing for Barcelona, so I had to find a better team, and in those days, Milan was a bit better,” Toni explained. “So, I was the star of Milan, and I still remember the lineups I gave to Rafael. In goal was Pappardelle. In defense we had Spaghetti, Macaroni, and Fettuccine.”

But Toni was the unstoppable Natali and even recruited Txiki Begiristain, the former Barcelona star turned soccer executive, to keep the ruse going when he visited Miguel Ángel in Mallorca. With Rafael looking on approvingly, Begiristain asked Toni when he was going to come visit the Barcelona players and explain what it took to be a soccer star.

But the charade eventually came to an end when young Rafael saw Natali actually play soccer. “I was devastated,” a laughing Rafael told the TV network TVE, many years later. “I went back home and said to my mother, ‘Toni’s not that good!’”

“I had a bad day,” Toni said.

There are more such stories, quite a few more, but clearly the realization for Rafael that he could not believe everything his uncle told him was not an impediment to believing what his uncle told him about tennis and what it took to get the best out of himself.

Toni’s true talent was not teaching his nephew about forehands and backhands. He was certainly not better at that than coaches with much stronger technical backgrounds. Toni’s gift—maybe even his genius—was providing a framework for lifelong achievement by cultivating a taste for challenges and effort and inculcating a code of behavior to go with it.

“My main goal was that Rafael would be self-sufficient,” Toni explained.

Rafael’s often-fragile body and go-go playing style (and practice style) might not have been ideally suited to the long haul, but his philosophy was built to last. Its core principle is that Rafael draws motivation not from being better than others but from being better than Rafael. Complacency was thus not an option.

“When it comes down to it, surpassing others is not always possible but surpassing yourself, that’s the great challenge,” Toni said. “That’s what Rafael was essentially required to accept from the earliest age. He understood it and embraced it.”

For Benito Perez-Barbadillo, an Andalusian from the Spanish sherry capital of Jerez de la Frontera, that philosophy meant giving your utmost, whatever the endeavor.

“Rafa would not do something if he doesn’t know he’s doing his best with the best people around him,” he said. “He’s not going to leave things in the middle like I do. I have a lot of great ideas. How many do I finalize? Not even twenty percent, because I don’t have what he’s got. Once he goes into something, he finishes it. He goes for it and tries his best, and he’ll do everything to make it happen. And I think that’s part of the way he played. When the balls were not even in play, he was running after them. He was always trying to get better and improve, and he did.”

Rafael and I talked about this in 2020 in one of our most extended interviews.

“I think everyone changes their way of looking at life through the years,” he said. “When you get older, you have a different vision of things, but I don’t think my real motivation for why I continue to play has changed much at all.”

“How would you define that?” I asked.

“First of all, because I like to play, and second because, though I have my personal goals, for me it was never a goal to show myself to the world or to prove to people or convince people what I was or was not,” he said. “It was always a personal motivation for me and for my people, my family, my team, and for those who are close to me. I never found motivation in trying to prove others wrong or fight on the outside.”

Lit from within, Rafael was and remains self-motivated to the extreme, which also explains how he made it all the way to his late thirties without losing his appetite.

“I have learned to enjoy suffering,” he told us once after winning the 2009 Australian Open by grinding through consecutive five-setters against Fernando Verdasco and Federer.

Or as a marathoner I know likes to put it: Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.

That was the spirit of Rafael’s tennis education, which was really a general education. Toni does not think his students should have it easy, but what he wants most of all is for his students to embrace the ethos on their own and to value not having it easy.

“You have to confront difficulties and take them on, not shy away from them,” he told me. “Too many parents and coaches smooth the path for the children. We never did this with Rafael.”

Toni is no perfect coach. The decision to switch from clay courts to hard courts frequently during those early years training in Mallorca turned out to be a bad call for his nephew’s knees.

“We practiced clay, hard, clay, hard, changing surfaces all the time,” Rafael said. “For sure we didn’t know that it was a problem when we were kids, so I had a lot of problems later in the knees. For sure, I would change that. The drastic changes on the surfaces are not good for the body, and I did it almost every day.”

But Toni’s approach to the mental game and the character building certainly worked wonders with Rafael. Professional performance psychologists like Christian Marcolli are impressed. Marcolli, a former Swiss soccer player for FC Basel, worked successfully with the temperamental, hypersensitive Federer in his teens to help him manage his emotions in and out of competition. Marcolli has met Rafael Nadal on several occasions but, to be clear, has never counseled him.

Marcolli believes that Toni’s masterstroke was emphasizing from the start of Rafael’s career that he would constantly face problems and that he should expect and relish them.

“It’s very rare that you hear coaches talk about that at this level,” Marcolli told me. “It’s a different way to look at it, that there will be problems, and they can be exciting to solve. Most of us, when we hear the word ‘problems,’ we immediately respond with ‘I don’t want that.’ But I feel the Nadals have given it a totally different connotation. A problem was not something to avoid, and when you look at Rafa in tough moments, he’s right there, and I never got the feeling that he would rather be without that problem to solve.”

Marcolli laughed.

“Actually, I’m sure if you asked him, I’m sure he’d want straight sets and 1, 1, and 2, and go home,” he said. “But if it wasn’t like that, it was ‘Okay, bring it on!’”

There have been very rare exceptions, usually involving Djokovic. But in general, Nadal’s race was one that could never be won because the race never ended. It was all about embracing the effort, the incremental improvements, and the inevitable adversity, both expected and unexpected.

“As a performance psychologist that attitude is, in every sense of it, wonderful,” Marcolli said. “It’s also important to have that attitude in a game that is so hard to play. You want to have a desire for perfection, but the game is so brutal on mistakes. It creates problems all the time. You are exposed. You are alone.”

Toni’s spartan approach normalized that. But Marcolli, when he looks at Nadal, Federer, and Djokovic, sees common ground psychologically, no matter how different their personalities.

“One of the key things you need to do, which is so hard to do, is define who you are, expressing it through how you go about the game and then in the tough moments, find peace in who you are and make it an advantage while so many others get stressed,” Marcolli said. “I’m not saying Rafa’s not getting stressed. But it’s overall about the clarity and the peace of mind that comes with it, which has been confirmed through the titles. The more players win, the more they get confirmed in their approach. Roger, Novak, Rafa, they are all in that space, and that is a point of differentiation with the others. You almost know what to expect from them in tough moments, and you cannot counter it, because it’s so good.”

There was not much mystery in Nadal’s approach on clay. He would push you back or force you out of your comfort zone with his spin and precision, wait for the short ball or hanging ball, and then express his inner peace by ripping it with his forehand for a winner.

“You know what’s coming, but it doesn’t help,” said Gilles Simon, as we sat on a terrace at Roland-Garros one spring day.

“To play Rafa on clay is the worst experience a tennis player can have,” Feliciano López said. “First of all, because it’s 99.9 percent sure you’re losing, and second of all, because he makes you feel so vulnerable. You can lose 6–1, 6–1 without doing anything wrong.”

No leading tennis player has looked as intentionally at Nadal’s methods and mindset as Iga Świątek, the young Polish women’s star whose best surface, like Nadal, is clay and who, like Nadal, rose to No. 1 on the strength of her heavy topspin forehand, explosive movement, and a focused approach to competition that resembles a full-court press. Unlike Nadal, she did not possess that relentless quality from an early age. Sensitive and intelligent, she had difficulty with her nerves, sometimes crying during matches. She told me she was often easily distracted. To demonstrate her younger self, she opened her eyes wide and rapidly twisted her head right and left.

“Suddenly my head was like a pigeon,” she said. “I was looking everywhere but where I should have been looking.”

Nadal was her inspiration, the only player whose matches she regularly watched, and long after Świątek had reached the top ranking and won multiple French Opens, she still had a Nadal poster and a tennis shirt signed by him on the wall of her room at her family home near Warsaw.

“As a small kid, I didn’t watch so much tennis as people could suppose,” Świątek told me. “I had so much tennis in my life, every day before and after school, that I didn’t want to watch it in my time off. But I was cheering for Rafa from a very young age. I would say that the defining moment was when I first went to Paris for junior Roland-Garros, and I was able to observe Rafa and other great champions there. That was the first time I felt I can be the best, like them, and that I want this life for myself. I always admired Rafa for his dedication, being so humble and for his amazing style of tennis, especially with his forehand and his athleticism.”

Świątek later trained at Nadal’s academy in Manacor and established a personal rapport. At his request, she spoke at the academy’s graduation ceremony in 2023, and she has cultivated her inner Rafa with the help of Daria Abramowicz, the Polish performance psychologist who is part of her traveling team.

“It’s tough for me to recall any other athlete who has been as resilient over so many years as Rafa and been able to sustain this incredible level of grit,” Abramowicz told me. “‘Grit’ is a fascinating word. It combines determination, sometimes being stubborn but in a good way, I would say, and being strong and being motivated. But often it’s the most important part of the process when things aren’t going the way you want them to go. And I think that’s Rafa’s ultimate superpower.”

Toni would argue that limiting contact with sports psychologists helps explain how his nephew developed the grit and the self-reliance to believe in himself on the biggest points. But Toni certainly nurtured the grit, too. He created obstacles if none existed: sometimes giving Rafael worn-down balls in training sessions so that he learned to adapt without complaint.

Toni is a natural storyteller who now is paid handsomely to share life lessons on the corporate circuit. One of his favorite anecdotes is from a junior tournament when Rafael was fifteen and Toni was also coaching another player. Toni was keeping an eye on Rafael’s match from a distance and noticed he was losing 0–5 to a lesser player. One of Toni’s friends came over and said he thought Rafael might be playing with a broken racket. Toni spoke with Rafael, who only then realized that he had a problem. He switched to another frame but ended up losing the match 6–0, 7–5.

When it was over, Toni asked Rafael how a player of his experience could have been unaware that his racket was broken. Rafael’s answer: “Look, I’m so used to being blamed that I didn’t even think that the racket was the reason I was losing.”

“I think that a sense of self-criticism is necessary,” Toni said in a TEDx talk in Malaga, Spain. “It’s very hard to progress, to improve, without it, and I’ve always tried for him to have it. I have always made sure that he never gave me excuses, neither about his defeats nor anything that happened.”

His demanding approach, which included hitting balls at his nephew during training sessions if he was inattentive, might not pass muster today in some cultures. It certainly left Nadal with some scar tissue.

“I remember one day we were playing a golf tournament in Mallorca,” said Alberto Tous. “Rafa already had won four or five Roland-Garroses. And I said, ‘Rafa, after the tournament, let’s have lunch together and sit together.’ And he said, ‘No, I can’t, because Toni is waiting for me. I have one hour, and I have to stop to eat on the way. I’ll only have time for a piece of pizza. Because if I don’t arrive at four thirty, he’s going to kill me.’”

Tous made a strangling motion, putting his hands around his throat, as he told the story.

“I mean Toni, even after four or five Roland-Garroses, was still boom, boom, boom, pushing, pushing, pushing,” Tous said.

But Toni coached many young players. Only Rafael became a great champion, so Rafael certainly deserves the bulk of the credit.

“Rafa’s mentality in a way was created by Toni,” López said. “But I also think Rafa is naturally very strong mentally and always willing to accept any challenge.”

He was the one finding the lines under duress versus some of the greatest players in tennis history. He was the one striking the inside-out forehands for winners, running down drop shots, dispatching difficult volleys with great precision and maintaining an even strain, putting on, in Toni’s words, a “buena cara” (a good face) to give his opponent even less cause for optimism.

“Let’s not forget that Rafa is a beast,” said Tous.

Let’s also not forget that others have played key roles in Rafael’s success. His father Sebastián, a successful businessman who owned a window company in Mallorca and had other investments, could have been front and center but, concerned by how many tennis parents were drawn to the limelight, he chose to remain in the shadows. He still played a major role as an advisor and in helping to manage his son’s flourishing business affairs, funding Rafael’s early career instead of accepting the offer of financial assistance from the Royal Spanish Tennis Federation, which would have required Rafael to move to Barcelona. Sebastián wisely let Toni be the public face of the enterprise, and Toni wisely refused to be paid directly by Rafael to maintain his independence, sharing instead in the family company profits.

Toni likes to say that Sebastián urged him to coach Rafael because the employees in the window factory did not get enough work done when Toni was there.

“My brother’s making the money so I can travel with his son,” Toni Nadal told L’Équipe in 2003. “There is no discussion about my brother and me switching roles. I don’t know what it would do to Rafa’s tennis if we switched, but what is certain is that the factory would go under.”

Toni told me there was one period when Sebastián suggested that Rafael pay him directly. “I felt if my nephew paid me it would change our relationship, and take away some of my freedom of expression,” Toni said.

Outsiders often wonder how Toni, who never played professionally, had the savoir faire to take his nephew to the top. Part of the answer is that Toni was and remains curious: a lifelong learner quick to ask questions and expand his knowledge. But the rest of the answer is that Toni and his nephew hired a lot of help with more firsthand knowledge of the challenge ahead and what it took to be truly elite.

Carlos Costa, who became Nadal’s agent in September 2001 when Nadal was fifteen, was one of the best players in the world. He peaked at No. 10 in the ATP rankings in 1992, the year in which he won titles in Estoril and Barcelona and lost in the final of the Italian Open to Courier. Costa was at his best on clay and often served as a hitting partner in Nadal’s early years as a pro.

It is unlikely they would have connected if David Serrahima, the IMG agent who signed Nadal to his initial contract, had not left the agency. Costa, who retired from the tour in 1999, was looking for new opportunities. “Carlos was saying, ‘What am I going to do with my life?’” his agent, Jorge Salkeld, told me. “We talked about the different alternatives he had, and this one was presented to him because IMG had to find a solution for Rafa’s management at that very early age. Carlos was excited about it, because Rafa already had huge credentials. Carlos was a great mentor, I think, for the young Rafa, because he was not only a top 10 player but a very responsible player with his life and habits. So, it was a great fit for Rafa to have someone who knew tennis so well be part of his team, and he stayed part of his team until the end.”

In Nadal’s formative period, there was also Jofre Porta, an iconoclastic Spanish national coach based in the Mallorcan capital of Palma who had helped develop Carlos Moyá. Porta is now rarely acknowledged by the Nadals but was an important part of the early brain trust. He offered technical counsel and sometimes traveled with Rafael to give Toni a respite, including the trip to the Miami Open in 2004 when Rafael played Federer for the first time (and beat him).

Toni Colom, another coach based in Mallorca, also traveled with Nadal on occasion in his early years and was with him when he played what turned out to be his last challenger tournament in August 2003 in Segovia.

Colom, whom Nadal called “Colombo,” described the experience in a piece for La Razón. Nadal had just reached the semifinals of a main tour event in Umag, Croatia, and was stepping back down in category. Colom noticed something highly unusual: The seventeen-year-old Nadal was not giving his usual point-by-point effort. Colom politely told him so, expressing his surprise, and Nadal admitted that he was weary and struggling to adapt to the new conditions in Segovia.

“He also said he should be at home on the beach with his friends in Porto Cristo, but he had made the commitment to the tournament and the most honest and sensible thing to do was always to keep his commitments,” Colom wrote.

He told Nadal that he understood his situation but that his capacity to fight for every point and chase every ball was one of the elements that made his tennis so special.

Nadal pondered that for a moment, and as Colom was turning away to return to the practice court, he heard Nadal’s answer: “He said, ‘Colombo you are absolutely right. Thank you for the comment, and don’t worry. You won’t see that anymore. I will continue fighting, giving my maximum, and trying, as usual, to reach all the balls.’”

Francis Roig, a top 60 ATP singles player from Spain, later played a key role as Toni’s longtime assistant coach. Roig got to know the Nadals well when he was coaching Feliciano López and traveling to the same satellite and challenger tournaments in Europe. “Toni likes to talk a lot, and we talked a lot about tennis and soccer, and Feliciano had a good connection with Rafa, so we spent so much time together,” Roig told me. “In 2005 in Australia, Toni came to me and said he had a young and growing family, and it was going to be tough for him to travel all the time, and he wanted someone to work with Rafa for some weeks. Obviously, you could see already that Rafa was probably the best project you could have in tennis.”

Roig had seen Nadal play for the first time when Nadal was twelve and participating in a junior tournament on the red clay of the Real Club de Tenis Barcelona, which many years later would name its center court in Nadal’s honor.

“I’m always saying it’s difficult to see if a young player is going to be really good or not, but with Rafa you could see it very clearly,” Roig said. “What really surprised me was the intensity with which he could play and the concentration. You could see the guy was playing every point like it was match point: very brave, totally different than others his age. He also had a huge rhythm for that age: speed of shot, speed of legs. You could already see how the opponents were intimidated with his personality on the court, the way he was looking, unbelievable. Everything you’ve seen all these years you could see already when he was eleven or twelve.”

Roig was watching with Jordi Arrese, the former leading Spanish player who would later be Nadal’s Davis Cup captain. “Jordi turned to me and said, ‘This kid is going to be number one in the world, 100 percent,’” Roig said. “But Jordi, he always talks a lot and is always very bold, and so I said, ‘Jordi, he’s going to be huge for sure, top 10, but number one, you never know.’ And Jordi was telling me, ‘No, no, no. Number one, 100 percent.’ And in the end he was right.”

Roig, who had his best results on tour in doubles and even played some doubles on tour with Nadal, is an excellent swing doctor, adept at fixing glitches in strokes. “Technically I think he’s the best coach in the world,” said Feliciano López. “He doesn’t use that much video analysis, but he sees things that the rest of the coaches don’t see. He’s able to see things in Rafa’s forehand or movement that no other guys would notice, and it allowed them to be very specific and precise.”

Roig provided Rafael with another voice on tactics and technique for nearly twenty years, helping him in particular with his volleys and slice backhand.

There was also of course Moyá, Mallorca’s first world No. 1. He was a remarkably selfless mentor to Rafael during his own playing career and later became Nadal’s primary coach, helping him return to the fore in 2017 and stay there until his body ultimately said no más. There were others on the short list. Rafael Maymo, nicknamed “Titin,” was Nadal’s physiotherapist, close friend, and sounding board; Joan Forcades was a fitness coach with a cerebral streak who first worked with Moyá. Angel Ruiz-Cotorro, a good amateur tennis player who became Nadal’s personal doctor and the longtime head of medical services for the Spanish tennis federation, helped Nadal manage his ever-lengthening series of injuries and ailments. Perez-Barbadillo helped Nadal navigate the transition to becoming a global star as his personal publicist after first working with him—and sometimes translating for him—at the ATP.

It was a sizable team, mostly from Mallorca or Catalunya, and one of its hallmarks was continuity. Many of the team members knew Nadal before the start of his professional career. Perez-Barbadillo met him comparatively late—the day Nadal won his first match on the main ATP Tour in 2002 in Mallorca at age fifteen.

“I think it’s the way Rafa is, and I think it’s great,” Perez-Barbadillo said of his loyalty. “We obviously had discrepancies and fights. He got upset with me many times obviously, and I with him and with the rest the same. But in the end, you put that aside and the trust is very important I think, especially with people like this, celebrities or important people or sports people.”

But the team was not simply a band of loyalists. They had the requisite experience at the highest level of the pro game to complement Toni and fill the gaps.

“Toni did very good work,” said Tous. “He was very good in the beginning, very good at discipline, very good at education, very good in all these things. But for the technical part I was waiting and thinking that Carlos Moyá, for example, was a very good change. I thought in that moment Rafa needed a person who can give him other ways to play, and Carlos Moyá was what he needed. Toni did very good work, but he was not prepared to have a talent like that and go to this level. He did it, because he had a very, very strong team around him. For that reason, it worked.”

For Tous, Nadal’s phenomenal success has created a misconception. “People say Toni Nadal is the best-ever coach in the world,” he said. “I mean that is going too far, because there are a lot of people who know a lot about tennis.”

But no one shaped Nadal’s competitive philosophy, his warrior code, like Toni, who actually coauthored a book in Spain in 2009 entitled Sirve Nadal, responde Socrates (Nadal serves, Socrates replies) that explored the connections between Greek philosophy and modern-day sports.

Toni likes the Greeks, but he is also fond of quoting the German philosopher Goethe (“Talent develops in quiet places, character in the full current of human life”) as well as the Argentine writer José Narosky (“The biggest hope is to continue to have hope”).

Yet it is Toni’s 2015 book Todo se puede entrenar (Everything can be trained) that really lays out his belief system in detail. It is a traditional view in many respects, one that preaches the merit of discipline and respect for elders’ viewpoints and authority. Toni, married with three children of his own, is also convinced that modern Western society is overprotective of the young, overpraising them and hindering their ability to build resilience.

He says he rejects the philosophy that “the most important thing is that children have a good time.”

“I’ve heard it so often when I’ve taken my kids to soccer, basketball, or tennis practice, and you can extrapolate it to any other activity that kids do,” he writes. “I am completely against this.”

In Toni’s view, children need to rub up against challenges and exacting standards and grow from the experience.

Rafael had his own parents, of course. Their influence on his values too easily gets forgotten, but Toni’s day-to-day contact with his nephew and his methodical coaching style certainly shaped a champion’s mind.

Toni is a memorable, unusual person with, in another of his contradictions, a restless intellect and firm principles. I remember finding Toni outside the locker room at the 2017 U.S. Open. It was his last major tournament as Rafael’s coach, and Rafael had just reached the final, continuing his resurgent season.

“Progress is what distinguishes humans from the rest of the animals on the planet,” Toni told me. “A lion, I think his behavior is the same for the last five thousand years or however many years. Humans have improved, or at least the majority have, and that’s what makes us who we are. We are evolving. That’s the way it works, and that’s what I’ve managed to inculcate in Rafael. Sometimes he’s listened better than at other times, but there’s nothing more to life than that.”







CHAPTER THREE

THE WEAPON

Rafael Nadal was trying to sign his name with his left hand, and it wasn’t pretty. He was trying to brush his teeth with his left hand, and it wasn’t easy. He was trying to throw a dart with his left hand, and it wasn’t close to the board.

Nadal’s efforts were recorded for posterity in a short video released by Nike in Spain in 2008, the year of some of his greatest tennis triumphs.

It was an amusing way to illustrate a paradox: Nadal was on his way to becoming the best men’s player on the planet despite relying on his nondominant hand.

“I’m a righty for just about everything else,” he said in one of our first interviews, tossing and catching a tennis ball with his right hand to prove the point.

His righty inclinations include golf, which has long been his passion away from the tennis court. But they do not include fútbol, as is clear to anyone who has watched him play pickup soccer on the player lawn at the Indian Wells tournament, or who watched the indoor charity match in Spain in 2008 when he scored repeatedly on Iker Casillas, the longtime Spanish national team goalkeeper.

Nadal has a deft and thunderous left foot and can do plenty of damage with his weaker right foot as well. And it was his soccer prowess that got his uncle Toni’s attention as they considered what to do about his tennis game.

They had a problem.

After hitting his first balls at age three with Toni, Rafael developed a two-handed backhand and, not unusually for a child of that age, a two-handed forehand. “He just didn’t have the strength at the beginning to use one hand,” Toni told me.

There have been very few touring pros who hit with two hands off both wings, but the small group has some illustrious members: Pancho Segura, Frew McMillan, Gene Mayer, Monica Seles, Byron Black, Marion Bartoli, Peng Shuai, Hsieh Su-wei, and the velour-voiced Frenchman Fabrice Santoro, rightly nicknamed “the Magician” for his legerdemain.

Bartoli won a surprise Wimbledon singles title in 2013. Seles, a naturalized American who grew up in ex-Yugoslavia before moving to Florida, was one of the greatest women’s players, using her double-handed strokes to attack the ball on the rise and apply a new kind of constant pressure in the women’s game. Seles would have been greater still if not for a horrific on-court stabbing in Hamburg in April 1993 that cost her peace of mind and more than two years of her career.

One suspects that Nadal, with his quickness and off-the-charts athleticism, would have been able to compensate for the lack of reach that comes with using two hands on both ground strokes. But it would not have been optimal, and there were too few reassuring examples on the men’s tour.

Gene Mayer reached No. 4 in the rankings in 1980. Fabrice Santoro peaked at No. 17 in 2001. But no man had reached No. 1 or won a major title in singles with double-handed ground strokes off both sides. “And it’s difficult to imagine that you will be the first,” Toni said to his nephew.

When Rafael was ten years old, Toni, after consulting with Jofre Porta, a Mallorca-based coach, pushed for Rafael to join the mainstream and switch to a single-handed forehand.

Which hand Rafael would use was ultimately his own call, but Toni became convinced that the left hand was the best choice given his nephew’s kicking proclivities and the sense that he had the most power with his double-handed strokes when he was hitting from the left side.

“It just seemed like his more natural side,” Toni told me. “That side needed to be the forehand.”

The transition to the left hand on the forehand was made gradually, starting with short sessions, on those modest clay courts in Manacor. The decision would change not just Rafael’s game but the game itself.

His forehand is the stroke that came to define him. It was the foundation of his dominance on clay and his success on other surfaces. For Patrice Hagelauer, the formidable French coach who helped Yannick Noah win Roland-Garros in 1983, the Nadal forehand was a slap more than a shot. To me, it looked like a lash, delivered with his left hand on the grip of the whip.

Ask Nadal what stroke he enjoys hitting the most, and he does not hesitate. “The forehand, without a doubt,” he says. “When I’m playing well, it’s a true pleasure. I feel that I can control it. I can do what I want with it.”

Darren Cahill calls Nadal’s forehand “one of the most remarkable shots I have ever seen.”

“It’s the physics of it,” Cahill told me. “The rpms that he gets on it; the hand speed, and the fact that he’s actually a righty and can generate that much hand speed being a lefty is phenomenal. It’s a thing of beauty.”

“Cruel” beauty, to be more precise. The Nadal forehand, with grunt included, was a bellicose thing, designed to make mayhem. It seemed more artisanal than machine-tooled; more rough-hewn than sleek. It had more moving parts than absolutely necessary. But even with the idiosyncrasies, it was one of the most intimidating weapons in the sport’s long history. Nadal could rip it with topspin that kicked like a second serve. He could flatten it out and smack it down the line with no warning or, at his most lethal, make a few quicksilver dance steps to his right and nail a forehand inside out for a winner. And just when you had adjusted to those unfortunate realities, he could take his racket back and hit a feathery drop shot with backspin that died out of reach on the clay.

It took time to make the switch.

“The first tournament he played as a lefty was rather difficult,” Toni said. “But it was a step he needed to take.”

The origin story has changed through the years. Toni used to say he decided Rafael would become a tennis lefty because he knew the advantages. Lefties are comparatively rare in pro tennis, comprising about 15 percent of the top 100 and wider playing group. They are even rarer in society, at about 11 percent.

Still, the novelty effect is real, and the slice serve wide in the ad court—where more critical points are played—can be a trump card, because it opens the court.

“You know Toni, he makes a lot of jokes,” Jofre Porta told me in Mallorca. “I kept telling everybody that Toni chose to have Rafa play left-handed, and a lot of people chose to change the hand because of what I said about Toni.

“One day I was in Ireland, and there was one kid who could not play, and I said, ‘Why don’t you try with the other hand?’ And he said, ‘No, I’m right-handed but my father told me I needed to play with my left.’” My God! This Rafa story caused all kind of trouble. And then one day, Toni told me, ‘No, this is not true. Rafael chose the hand. I didn’t make him!’ And I’m like, ‘You’re telling me this now? People must think I’m crazy.’”

But for Porta the choice made sense because when Rafael was a young child, he already was serving with his left hand. Rafael could not serve well with either hand at that stage, according to his uncle, so the left seemed the lesser evil. But Toni has since acknowledged that the choice probably limited Rafael’s serving capacities during his career. Some coaches have noted that his pronation—the rotation of the wrist and forearm when striking the ball—was not optimized as it is in most world-class servers. Other specialists, like performance physiologist Mark Kovacs, have observed no such deficiency.

“It’s why he can lose his rhythm on his serve,” Thierry Tulasne, a former French player turned coach, once speculated. “His motion is not automatic or spontaneous. It’s also why he needs so much time before serving, so his brain can process the right motion.”

Nadal, with his many quirks and world-class talents, is an outlier, no doubt, but he is in excellent company in tennis when it comes to dominating with the nondominant hand. This is, in part, because great tennis players tend to start very young: sometimes before handedness is clearly established. Dr. Mininder S. Kocher, associate director of sports medicine at Harvard Medical School, told the New York Times that handedness is “typically revealed at 2 to 3 years of age and developed by 5 to 6” but he added sometimes it is not “fully integrated until 8 to 9 years of age.”

Players who start at age three could be for in some confusion: players like Nadal or like Angelique Kerber, the former women’s No. 1 from Germany who is a natural right-hander but played with her left hand when she started and then stuck with it.

More often, natural lefties end up righties. That was the case for Carlos Moyá, Nadal’s measuring stick and the first Mallorcan to reach world No. 1.

“Nobody forced me; it was just the hand I used when I started out at three or four,” Moyá told me. “Maybe somebody just handed me the racket that way.”

But by the end of his playing career, Moyá wished that somebody had handed it to him differently. “If I had it to do over again, I’d be a lefty,” he said.

Seeing Nadal thrive surely gave Moyá even more reason to draw that conclusion. Nadal was helped in his early years by the dearth of other quality lefties. In his breakout year of 2005, he became the first left-handed player since Marcelo Ríos in 2000 to make it into the top 10.

Federer welcomed Nadal’s arrival and said it made the game more interesting and appealing to have a lefty in the elite mix, even if Federer paid a heavy price for it.

“So many of the guys are programmed to play a certain way, and of course that’s going right into Nadal’s strength,” said Tony Roche, Federer’s coach at the time, who had been the second-best left-hander of his era after his fellow Australian Rod Laver.

Only three women have completed a Grand Slam in singles by winning all four majors in the same calendar year. Two of those women were natural left-handers who played right-handed: Maureen “Little Mo” Connolly of the United States and Margaret Court of Australia.

Kimiko Date, the Japanese star who peaked at No. 4 in the world, was also a natural left-hander but played tennis with her right hand because of Japanese custom.

Dr. Kocher points out that “up to 40 percent of the population is not strongly left-handed or right-handed.” Maria Sharapova, part of this “mixed handed” group, would earn fame and fortune and win all four majors as a right-hander, but when she was eleven, she switched for a brief period to a left-handed forehand at her father Yuri’s urging. She returned to playing righty, but during her pro career, when stretched wide on her backhand wing, she would sometimes extend her reach by hitting a left-handed forehand instead.

There are very rare cases of mixed-handed players using two forehands at the highest level. The most successful was Beverly Baker Fleitz, an American who reached the 1955 Wimbledon final despite her lack of a backhand. Baker Fleitz was before my time, but I was there in Paris when a Muscovite named Evgeniya Kulikovskaya reached the second round at the 2003 French Open. Kulikovskaya preferred to call her two forehands “left” and “right” to avoid confusion, and though she never won a tour singles title or made a deep run at a major, she was accustomed to being the focus of attention.

“I feel like a horse in the circus,” she told me. “Sometimes, I’m getting crazy, because people come and see me, and they point their finger at me: ‘Look! Look! Look, how she plays!’ I understand it’s different, and people will react, but sometimes I can’t stand it.”

Another oddity was John Bromwich, an Australian star from the amateur era who hit his forehand with his left hand and served with his right. Nadal never went that far, but he did spend a considerable amount of training time reinforcing his right arm to keep his body balanced. “I do a lot of compensation work with the right arm, lifting weights,” he said.

Such work also helped his two-handed backhand, which was considered a relative weakness in his earliest years on tour but not for long. Federer often compared it to a “second forehand” because of its power, and Nadal’s dominant right hand certainly allowed him to direct the shot with great strength and precision.

Wojtek Fibak, a former top 10 player from Poland who coached Ivan Lendl, has been an informal advisor to the Nadals. In 2004, he was in Sopot, Poland, where Nadal won his first ATP title. “I told everybody he was a genius, and he would win Roland-Garros,” Fibak said. “But that wasn’t a hard prediction to make. He has the gift of concentration. He didn’t win fourteen Roland-Garroses with his muscles. He won them with his head.”

About ten years into Nadal’s pro career, Fibak told Toni Nadal in Monte Carlo that he believed his nephew was not using the full potential of his backhand. “Everybody was always admiring his forehand, but I thought his backhand was one of the best ever,” Fibak said. “But he was showing its greatness only on defense. He would use his backhand slicing to the backhand of the opponent, or sending like a half lob with topspin to change the rhythm and get the ball to his forehand where he could hit a winner. But when someone would attack him, he would come up with a phenomenal backhand passing shot down the line or short crosscourt or topspin lob. So you could see the potential. So in Monte Carlo, back in 2011 or 2012, I went to Toni and said, ‘Why doesn’t Rafael go for the backhand during the exchanges, because he has 90 percent accuracy with the passing shots, so he could create openings with boom, backhand crosscourt, or boom, down the line, instead of passively waiting to set up the forehand.’ And Toni looked at me and said, ‘You know what? That is the simplest, most obvious thing, and I never thought of it.’”

In later years, Fibak said Rafael would sometimes greet him by imitating the gesture of a full-cut backhand drive. And through the years, the increased quality of his backhand gave him the luxury of playing a more balanced baseline game with less need to run around it to hit forehands. That spared him some wear and tear on his fragile knees and surely extended his career.

His backhand is unusual in that he hits it with both arms straight.

“When you hit a two-handed backhand, you have a few options,” said John Yandell, an American tennis coach and analyst. “You can hit it with both arms bent, which is what most of the women do; or you can hit it with the top arm straight and the bottom arm bent, which is Novak Djokovic. Or you can hit it with both arms straight, and that’s only a few players.”

Andre Agassi also hit his two-hander this way, and Agassi’s former coach Brad Gilbert calls Nadal’s two-hander “maybe the most underrated shot in the history of tennis.” The straight-arm technique allows Nadal’s right hand, which is the top hand, to play a bigger role in the stroke. “Maybe the technique has to do with him being a natural righty,” Yandell said.

But the forehand remains the key to the castle.

Cahill, who coached Australian star Lleyton Hewitt in his early career, remembers speaking with Hewitt at the Australian Open in 2004 after he faced Nadal for the first time. Hewitt won that match in the third round in three tight sets. Cahill would come to see commonalities between Nadal’s and Hewitt’s games, above all their relentless intensity, but at that early stage, Nadal was still a relative unknown.

“Lleyton was in the locker room, and I said, ‘Is this kid going to be any good?’” Cahill told me. “And Lleyton said, ‘Oh my God. This kid is going to be awesome.’ So, he could feel it straightaway. He said, ‘His ball just jumps off the court like it’s a superball.’”

That was the magic of the Nadal forehand, and there were several factors in play.

Nadal was generating next-level racket-head speed, a skill developed by technique and flexibility but also by pushing the envelope repeatedly in practice by trial and unforced error.

Magnus Norman, a former No. 2 player who became one of the game’s top coaches, remembers meeting Nadal in April 2002 when Norman was playing in the Mallorca Open.

“I arrived a couple of days early, and I had no one to hit with,” Norman told me. “So, they brought this local guy over.”

It was Nadal, then fifteen years old.

“He came with his team,” Norman said. “And I just remember he was hitting the ball so hard but missing quite a lot, as well, and I was kind of upset because I was the guy who was ranked quite a bit higher, so I was expecting him to keep the ball in the court a little bit more. But he was hitting bombs. I remember that he was very respectful when we met but as soon as we started to practice, he didn’t show any respect. He was just hitting the crap out of the ball.”

A few days later, Nadal kept the ball in play long enough to win his first match on the main ATP Tour: defeating Ramón Delgado of Paraguay 6–4, 6–4.

Norman said that his experience with Nadal had made him reflect as a coach and a co-owner of the Good to Great Tennis Academy in Stockholm, Sweden.

“In my profession we always think about if it’s better when you’re younger to play safe and, once you can play safe, then you add the speed?” Norman said. “Or is it better to go with the speed first and then add the safety? Rafa obviously started with the speed first.”

It was part of Toni’s plan, and it made sense. Back in the 1990s, I visited the Australian Institute of Sport where Gennadi Touretsky, an innovative Russian swimming coach, was training Alexander Popov, then the world’s greatest sprint freestyle swimmer. Touretsky was using a harness to pull Popov through the water at a higher speed than he could attain on his own. The idea was to help Popov optimize his stroke technique and streamline his body position. At high speed, flaws would become even more apparent, and once he was back to swimming and competing fully under his own power, he would be in complete command.

Norman saw Toni’s plan pay off in person when he faced Nadal on clay a year later at the ATP tournament in Umag, Croatia, in 2003. Nadal defeated Norman in their first and only official match: 6–3, 6–4.

“He had everything under control by then,” Norman said. “He was starting to play with amazing spin. It was something new in tennis, especially on the forehand side. The backhand was a bit vulnerable then, but he was running around it all the time to hit forehands, so it was tough to dictate against him. Because he’d hit that left-handed serve and he’d start to dictate with the forehand, so you knew you were in trouble. The speed and the spin he had was something I’d never faced. He added a dimension to the game, for sure.”

Nadal had a fellow revolutionary in Federer, whose right-handed forehand was built around similar principles.

John Yandell was one of the first to examine players’ strokes by using high-speed film, which ran at 220 frames a second instead of the usual 30. He began measuring revolutions per minute in the early 2000s and found that Federer was averaging 2,500 rpm on his forehand where the leading players of the previous generation—Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi—were averaging around 1,800 rpm.

But Yandell noted that despite greater spin, Federer was generating the same speeds as Sampras and Agassi. That was the real breakthrough. It allowed Federer to take time away from the opposition while giving himself more margin for error with his heavy topspin.

Nadal’s numbers were even more pronounced. Yandell measured Nadal’s average spin value on his forehand early in his pro career at 3,200 rpm with a maximum reading of nearly 5,000 rpm.

This was not an entirely new paradigm. Sergi Bruguera, the Spaniard who won the French Open in 1993 and 1994, had similar levels of spin on his forehand. But he was not generating the same speed.

“Bruguera also wasn’t a lefty and he didn’t have the rest of what Rafa had,” Yandell said. “But Rafa in his era was hitting roughly 20 percent more spin than the other guys on his forehand, and 20 percent is a huge increment. Think about if a baseball pitcher gained twenty miles an hour. What it does to the ball in Rafa’s case is cause it to bounce much higher.”

Yandell has not hit with Nadal, but he has used a high-tech ball machine that could produce 3,500 rpm of topspin.

“For me and a Division One college player, the thing was almost unhittable,” Yandell said. “And the fact that Rafa was a lefty, you’ve got that spin going into a right-hander’s backhand, so what are you going to do? Are you going to step up and try to play that kind of spin on the rise. Are you going to try to play it at the top of the bounce? Or are you going to move back and let it drop? There’s no good solution to that.”
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Nadal has more than one hundred career singles and doubles titles on tour to prove it, as well as a 24-16 record against Federer, who, for all his tennis genius, could not find an antidote to Nadal’s forehand until late in the game. Federer’s single-handed backhand would break down under the battering, particularly on clay, where Nadal finished with a 14–2 edge by using his crosscourt forehand into Federer’s weaker wing ad infinitum.

Federer’s crisp backhand slice, so troublesome to many opponents, did not bother Nadal, and when Federer chose to run around the backhand and hit his favorite shot—the inside-out forehand—that also went to Nadal’s forehand.

But the issue of course was not simply that Nadal was left-handed. Federer had a glittering career record of 118-13 against other lefties. It was Nadal and his manifold talents that were the problem. His next-level topspin would have been a conundrum even if he had been right-handed, and what also makes Nadal’s forehand distinctive is how often he follows through and finishes the shot with his racket circling above his head instead of wrapping around his body.

Call it a “buggy whip forehand” or a “reverse forehand.” Or you can call it what Nadal himself calls it: “sobaquera,” which comes from “sobaco,” the Spanish word for “armpit,” which was exposed whenever Nadal, in a sleeveless shirt, would strike the sobaquera. Whatever term you choose, the shot is not Nadal’s invention. Tennis players have been hitting the reverse forehand on the run for ages; Yandell has seen footage of Fred Perry, the British star, making the shot in the 1930s with a wooden racket. Pete Sampras, the great American men’s champion, popularized it during the 1990s.

But the reverse forehand traditionally is an emergency shot, struck on the move and when time is of the essence. Nadal has expanded its range, and no prominent player has used that follow-through as often or from as many different positions. It has become his trademark, part of his logo at one stage, and a source of fascination and confusion.

I asked Paul Annacone, former coach of Sampras and Federer, if he fully understood the physics of Nadal’s forehand.

“My head spins off my shoulders when I even try to think about it,” Annacone said with a laugh. “I think I know tennis pretty well, and then I watch him hit it. I guess the most simplistic way for me to describe it is that even with his western grip and the big swing, he has an unbelievably loose arm as he accelerates to the line of the ball. That’s why he finishes up over his head and around his left shoulder and all over the place. He’s truly let his arm and racket become a whip, and that’s the only way you can do what he does for that long without getting hurt. It’s so loose and elastic, and he trusts the racket head speed to create safety on the shot, and he’s always maintained that softness in that left arm, which is just amazing.”

Ask biomechanists what Nadal’s bolo finish adds to his forehand, and the answer is surprising. They say it is essentially garnish on the plate or engraving on the blade of a sword: a personal touch that has no real impact on the actual production of the stroke.

“None, zero,” said Brian Gordon, who has a PhD in biomechanics from Indiana University and is the director of sports science at Rick Macci Tennis Center.

“This is the question I always get about Rafa,” Gordon said as he showed me slow-motion footage of Nadal’s forehand on a video call. “And that bolo finish is just a way to gracefully finish the segment without blowing something out. It has literally nothing to do with his shot output.”

Gordon stopped the video shortly after the ball left Nadal’s racket strings on one of his standard-issue forehands from a stable position behind the baseline. The swing path was straight. By the time he started to follow through the ball was long gone, not surprising considering that research done by the late coach Vic Braden and his disciple Andy Fitzell showed that in general the ball stays in contact with the strings for only three to five milliseconds, which is three- to five-thousandths of a second.

“By the time you even feel the ball, which takes fifty to seventy milliseconds to reach your brain, the ball is already gone,” Fitzell said.

Nadal certainly does hit the classic reverse forehand under duress, when the swing path is steep and comes up the back of the ball. But more often, he extends his arm forward after contact, following the flight of the ball, and only then starts his journey toward the bolo finish.

“You’ll see lots of other guys who come up with similar hand paths, but they don’t finish like that, they just wrap it around their bodies,” Gordon said. “Rafa developed it as a flair and a signature. He could easily finish without doing that. I think it’s become part of his gig, and now you’ve got all these kids out there doing all this stuff, and they have no idea how the thing works, and they are spraying balls into the lake. So, if there’s a negative influence of this forehand, that’s it.”

But what then makes Nadal’s forehand so exceptional? Gordon says that Nadal, like Federer, hits a straight-arm forehand.

“The idea of that kind of swing is that there’s never a trade-off between speed and spin,” Gordon said. “The joint rotations that are used to produce the forward racket speed are different than the ones used to create the vertical racket speed. So, this type of forehand is the one that can optimize both speed and spin.”

So why doesn’t everyone do it?

“Most people just have a very difficult time maintaining a straight arm in the forward swing,” he said. “But from a more practical perspective, it’s a lot more restrictive in terms of your position to the ball. So, if I have a bent arm, I can bend it at varying degrees according to how I position myself relative to the ball. If you have a straight-arm forehand, you’re either in really good position or your position sucks. There is no in between. It’s a lot less forgiving.”

His conclusion is that though Federer and Nadal were often seen as opposites stylistically, their fabulous forehands have more in common than not. And he sees their influence in the next generation, with players like Carlos Alcaraz, Andrey Rublev, and Stefanos Tsitsipas using the straight-arm technique. Still, only about one-fifth of the top 100 has been able to go that route.

“It’s so challenging to do,” Gordon said. “But if you can get there, it’s the holy grail of forehands from a mechanical perspective.”

Nadal certainly got there, with plenty of tinkering along the way, particularly on his backswing. He also added pace through the years. Shane Liyanage, an Australian tennis analytics expert, told me that Nadal’s forehand was on average seven kilometers per hour faster in 2022 than in 2013.

He has other trademarks. He keeps his off hand, the right hand, lower on the throat than most players as he takes the racket back. And rather than using that off hand to turn the racket and change the grip, Nadal will sometimes do it on the fly with his left hand.

But perhaps most important was the degree of confidence he possessed in the forehand, which allowed him precious clarity on the pressure points.

“Tactically, the more important the point the more I try to play to my strengths, or at least to rely on my most natural patterns: a one-two punch of serve and forehand, for example,” he said to Tennis Magazine in France. “I am not going to take the chance of hitting a drop shot or a backhand down the line right at the start of a rally in those moments. You’ve got to keep it simple.

“On big points, I try to play the shots that I’m feeling most comfortable with on the day so I can keep my nerves and my negative thoughts the most under control. Normally that shot is the forehand.”

That generational shot certainly helps explain his fourteen French Open titles and eighty-nine other tour titles. But his strokes were only a part of the story.

“If you take Rafa’s game and style and take away the intuition, the knowledge of the surface, the anticipation he has and you just keep the forehand and the actual hitting of his shots, Rafa doesn’t win fourteen French Opens,” said Michael Chang, the 1989 French Open champion who later coached against Nadal. “You have to add in his heart and his fight, because that in itself has propelled him to win so many more majors than he should. He has no business coming back from two sets down in the Australian Open final against [Daniil] Medvedev, but what pulls him through is his fight.”







CHAPTER FOUR

THE CANVAS

It was a May morning shortly before the French Open in 2019, when Philippe Vaillant received an urgent phone call from Guy Forget, the former French tennis star who was then the tournament director.

“Rafa would like to speak with you,” Forget said.

The emergency meeting took place on the Suzanne Lenglen Court where Nadal, in a deep sweat as usual, was practicing ahead of the tournament. The Lenglen Court is the second biggest show court at Roland-Garros, named for the great and balletic French women’s champion who was one of the very first female superstar athletes but never actually played a tournament match at Roland-Garros.

Vaillant, who oversees the maintenance of the courts, arrived in a hurry, and Nadal met him on the clay and explained his concerns.

“Rafa said it was strange but though the south side of the court was fine, there was something wrong on the north side,” Vaillant said. “He said it was not the same as usual and that there was a bad bounce in one of the service boxes.”

Vaillant, who had become friendly with Nadal through the years, told the groundskeeper in charge of the Lenglen Court to investigate the issue further as soon as the day’s practice sessions were over.

Sure enough, there was a bit too much clay on the north side of the court.

“We removed some from that side, and two days later, when I knew Rafa was practicing again on the Lenglen Court, I came back to take a look, and Rafa saw me from a distance and flashed me the thumbs-up that everything was now all right,” Vaillant said. “He had sensed this subtle thing. It always fascinates me, the feelings these guys have, these guys like Rafa who are true clay courters.”

Nadal’s powers of perception, it should be said, are not restricted to clay. Later that same year, he arrived in New York to prepare for the 2019 U.S. Open, and a week before the tournament began, he went out, as usual, for a practice session in Arthur Ashe Stadium. Not long after he finished, David Brewer, the tournament director, was surprised to get a visit in his office from Nadal.

“Can you come with me, David?” Nadal said.

Brewer followed him back onto the blue hard court in the stadium. “David, I want you to know there’s a little ridge here, and I got a bad bounce,” Nadal said, standing inside the court. “I know there’s nothing you can do about it until next year, but I thought you’d want to know.”

Other top players like Roger Federer, Stan Wawrinka, and Andy Murray already had been practicing on the court for several days and had made no mention of the defect. But Brewer and Gordon Smith, the chief executive of the United States Tennis Association, were soon back on the court with a two-by-four. They placed it on the area in question and realized that it rocked back and forth instead of lying flat. The ridge was indeed there, and it was about four feet long and parallel to the baseline.

“I just went crazy,” Smith said. “This is the most important hard court in the world, and we can’t make it flat? If Rafa Nadal gets a bad bounce on match point and he told us about it and we didn’t do anything about it, we are screwed! He didn’t even suggest we should fix it, but we ended up taking the court out of service, sanding it down, and completely resurfacing it a week before the Open started.”

Nadal, who went on to win the tournament, clearly keeps a close eye on all his workspaces, but clay remains a world apart. The connection is tactile. It sticks to sweaty skin and damp shirts. When Nadal walks on a clay court for the first time after arriving at an event, he likes to bend down and rub the clay with his hands to get a feel for its properties, to sense the level of humidity and whether it is more coarse than fine.

The term for a clay courter in French is “terrien,” which literally means “earthling.” That seems the wrong word for Nadal on clay, where he has been much closer to an extraterrestrial. But “terrien” derives from the term the French use for their clay courts, which is “terre battue” and means “beaten earth.”

Grass is the original and traditional surface of tennis in much of the world, including Britain, the United States, and Australia. The modern version of the game, developed in the late nineteenth century, was not called “lawn tennis” for nothing.

But terre battue rapidly became the surface of choice in France and many other Latin countries even if that did not seem entirely necessary. Other games codified by the British that went global, like soccer and rugby, did not shift to red clay when they made the leap across the channel. They stayed on grass, but le tennis in France took a different turn, which has frankly made things a lot more fun.

One of tennis’s great strengths is its variety of surfaces. They don’t play Champions League soccer or NFL football on grass, clay, and hard courts. And there is also diversity within the clay court category even if Nadal has played only one tour-level event in his career on clay that was not red (it did not go well, but more on that later).

Rod Laver, who grew up on a cattle farm in rural Australia, began his tennis journey on “ant bed”: a surface made of soil from termite mounds that, once collected and crushed, could be spread and rolled to create a level surface that would set quite hard—with termite saliva as a binding agent—but which could also absorb a downpour and be playable before long.

Like the surface at Roland-Garros, it was red.

“My family made the court I started on, and it was similar to clay,” Laver told me.

Obviously, it was a suitable training ground, because Laver, nicknamed “the Rocket,” became the only player to complete the Grand Slam twice in singles by winning all four major tournaments in the same calendar year, including the French Open, in 1962 and 1969.

Roy Emerson, another Queenslander who became an all-time great, also grew up playing on his family’s ant-bed court.

“We had ant nests on the back of our property,” Emerson told me. “So, we knocked them down and built the court back there.”

South Africa, once a leading tennis nation, also had courts made from what locals called “termite heaps” and staged its national championship on the surface in Johannesburg’s Ellis Park from the 1890s to the 1950s before switching to synthetic hard courts.

In other parts of Africa, including Ghana, they still sometimes play on dirt courts, watered to keep the dust down. In India, another sunbaked place, there was a long tradition of playing on courts topped with dried cow dung, which were then rolled. The surface was certainly sustainable but had its inherent drawbacks along with advantages when visitors came to play in the Indian Open or the Davis Cup international team competition.

“They definitely thought it was crazy,” Indian star Vijay Amritraj told me with a laugh. “And they always said, ‘What should we be worried about?’ And I said, ‘Hey, listen, just don’t fall. The guy is waiting outside with a tetanus shot.’”

Amritraj and his brothers, Anand and Ashok, grew up in southern India in Madras, which later changed its name to Chennai. They played on clay topped with beach sand that was off-white in color, and they eventually had a court constructed at their house.

“We had trees hanging over it, and sometimes snakes would fall out of the trees,” Amritraj said.

Northern India had excellent grass courts, and the majority of the dung courts were in the west in the state of Maharashtra, which is where Mumbai and Pune are located.

“The interesting thing was that it was closer in playing conditions to a hard court surface,” Amritraj said. “It got baked hard by the sun. You couldn’t really slide on it. You had firm footing. I enjoyed it more than the clay we grew up on in the south. The first question from people was, did it smell? And it didn’t, strangely. It did not smell at all.”

All the foreigners did not stay away. Laver won on dung courts, just like he won on everything else. The courts eventually fell out of favor in India in the 1990s, but not before Sania Mirza started playing on a dung surface and went on to become the world’s No. 1 women’s doubles player and one of India’s biggest sports stars. Mahesh Bhupathi, who reached No. 1 in men’s doubles, also grew up playing on such courts.

“I haven’t seen one in the last ten years in India, because everything has been converted to proper hard courts,” he told me. “But when I was a junior, the majority of the courts in India were made out of this and obviously extremely inexpensive to put together.”

While dung courts and ant-bed courts were cousins of terre battue and classified technically as clay, they lacked the loose topsoil that leaves clear ball marks and allows players like Nadal to slide with grace and precision, leaving traces of their own making.

“Dung courts were very fast, true bouncing, and pretty solid like a hard court,” Bhupathi said. “The only thing they didn’t take well to was rain.”

Nadal actually won his first ATP points on yellow clay on the sand-topped courts in Seville, Spain, in 2002 when he was fifteen years old. It was a challenger event at the Real Club de Tenis Betis, which, like Roland-Garros and the Monte-Carlo Country Club, was founded in 1928.

The next closest cousin to red clay is green clay, popular on the east coast of the United States, where it was developed in the 1930s and is usually known by the brand name Har-Tru. It is a particularly gritty, fast-drying surface. Chris Evert, the greatest women’s clay courter until Iga Świątek proves otherwise, grew up playing on Har-Tru at Holiday Park in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, learning the game from her father, Jimmy. She later won the U.S. Open when it was held on Har-Tru in 1975, 1976, and 1977, after the Open stopped using the grass courts at the West Side Tennis Club in Forest Hills, New York. For three years, two of the four tennis majors were on clay. Imagine how many Grand Slam titles Nadal would have won if it had remained that way. But in 1978, the tournament moved to more spacious digs in nearby Flushing Meadows and switched to hard courts, which were increasingly popular and easier to maintain than clay or grass.

Nadal, the king of clay, never competed in a tournament on Har-Tru, not even a junior event, but he has played on it. He hit with American tech mogul Larry Ellison on a private court in the California desert when he stayed with Ellison during the tournament in Indian Wells, which Ellison, the billionaire cofounder of Oracle, bought—lock, stock, and show courts—in 2010.

While the top layer of red clay is crushed red brick or red tile, the top layer of “green clay” is not clay at all; it is crushed stone. Specifically, Precambrian metabasalt found in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia.

The naturally green stone is mined near Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s home in Charlottesville. It was used there for landscaping and later used to make roofing granules for asphalt shingles. It is particularly hard, which is good for durability.

“Harder than granite,” John Welborn, Har-Tru’s former business development director, once told me. “It actually has the strength of an industrial diamond.”

Precambrian metabasalt is also quite angular, which helps the crushed particles to lock together for a stable playing surface.

“The angular, hard edges don’t wear off when you slide on them, and when you agitate them, it keeps it stable yet porous,” Welborn said. “The little stones will nest together but they won’t totally compact, because they won’t round out and fit the spots that they’re in. They always leave some void in between them, and that’s the secret to how the court works. It will take water into itself and stores the water until it evaporates back through the top of the court, so it stays moist long enough to play on it.”

Drainage issues and durability were two of the reasons European-style red clay courts, once popular in the United States in the 1930s and 1940s, lost market share.

“The green clay was predictable because it was manufactured,” Welborn said. “If you needed it every year, you could replicate your court, so you always knew what you were going to get.”

The name Har-Tru is a composite, coined by the wife of the surface’s inventor, Henry Alexander Robinson. “Har” comes from Robinson’s initials. “Tru” refers to the surface’s supposedly true bounce and true green color.

In my youth, I spent a happy summer teaching tennis (and learning how to slide) on Har-Tru at the East Hampton Tennis Club on Long Island. I found it easy on the legs and grittier underfoot than European red clay.

“The French Open courts, which I’ve played on several times, have a little smoother slide,” Welborn said. “You feel like you’re sort of gliding a little more than you do with ours and that’s probably because it’s a smaller particle size that they use at Roland-Garros.”

Emma Navarro, the American women’s player, has said the French Open is like “playing on silk.”

I also have played on a rustic, stone dust court north of Boston in West Newbury, Massachusetts, built and maintained with care (and a few bad bounces) by the Flaherty family, just as the Laver and Emerson families built and maintained their ant-bed courts half a world away.

This range of playing surfaces, from the artisanal to the industrial, is one of the beauties of the sport, and clay and its cousins have the advantage of being the best school of tennis and, as a bonus, not a bad school of life.

Modern hard courts give you the truest, most dependable bounce unless the white paint on the lines is too slippery. They allow you to plant your feet and shift direction in a flash, but they also favor the big server, the huge hitter, and briefer exchanges.

The increased speed and power of the modern game has shortened rallies on clay, as well. Online footage from the 1970s of Björn Borg vs. Guillermo Vilas reveals how long and slow the rallies used to be, with an average of more than three seconds between shots instead of the approximately 2.2 seconds of today.

Players slide some now on hard courts, too, particularly into the corners as they attempt to increase their defensive range. But sliding with an extended squeak on a solid, factory-tested hard court surface is not the same physics problem as sliding with an extended scrape on a shifting, living surface.

Stan Smith, an American tennis star who won Wimbledon and the U.S. Open before he became better known as the name on a shoe, equated playing on clay to “running on marbles.”

Though people often think it is easier to play defense on clay because the surface blunts some of the punching power, think again.

“It’s much easier to be a great retriever on a hard court, because you have more to push off on,” Jim Courier, the 1991 and 1992 French Open champion, said.

On clay, shifting direction in a hurry can be daunting, which is why “wrong-footing” an opponent by hitting to the space they just vacated can be so effective.

“You can wrong-foot people on clay more than any other surface,” Courier said.

Not to oversell it, but the clay court slide is a communion of sorts: a sign that you have become one with a potentially hostile environment, like wading into the ocean, diving beneath a breaking wave, and resurfacing.

“The movement on clay might seem easy,” Nadal said. “But it gets to the majority of players when they leave the faster surfaces behind. It gets to us all, actually. But sliding is about confidence. When you slide it’s because you are feeling at ease and you’re not thinking about anything other than just getting to the ball the best way possible. It’s a really good sign when you are sliding well.”

Tennis on clay feels more like a craft than a skill, which surely has something to do with the way the raw material clings to the socks and everything else it touches, like sawdust to a carpenter.

“It does get into everything,” Vaillant, the man behind the Roland-Garros courts, told me. “But we live with it. It’s part of the job and part of us in a way.”

You don’t work with an acrylic hard court. You work on it. But with clay, there is a form of symbiosis, and Nadal, with his early childhood connections to the surface and his deeply ingrained patterns and choreography, is no doubt in his element in a way that he is not elsewhere, not even on his acquired taste of grass, a surface that, at different phases of his career, he has said he prefers.

Grass court tennis does provide some of the same larger lessons: The bounces, like the vagaries of life, are not always predictable or fair. Grass, like clay, is a natural surface dependent on regular pampering and watering for tennis to be played. But it is less invasive and aggressive than clay. The footsteps and slides are muffled. The ball bounces lower, and the rallies are shorter though not as routinely brief as when serve-and-volley was the rule instead of the tactical exception.

The lines between surfaces have blurred somewhat in a more homogenized time on tour, which explains in part how Nadal, Federer, and Djokovic were able to win on everything, but clay is still for the grinder, the geometer, and maybe even the deeper thinker.

“Tactics are a bigger part of the game on clay,” Nadal said. “On hard courts, sometimes everything boils down to crushing the ball. Wham, bam, slam: Serve well and hit the ball hard.”

Federer talked about this with me once, conceding that it did sometimes feel like there was no time to think. With the pace of the game, you were acting purely on instinct, or on patterns hardwired into your memory. In his mind, there was an inherent element of chance in this.

Clay still offers a bit, if only a bit, of time for reflection.

“On hard courts it’s more and more complicated to apply tactics because the ball is going ever faster,” Nadal said. “If an opponent wants to play, you can make it difficult for them, but the points are not going to last long. On clay, it’s still more complex.”

The tactical demands of clay were not, however, why terre battue became France’s tennis surface of choice. That was in large part due to the dry and sunny climate in the south, which is where tennis first boomed in the country.

As so often in sports, the British were behind it. Le Havre Athlétique Club, which considers itself the cradle of French tennis, was founded in 1872 in the port city in Normandy on France’s north coast by a group of sports enthusiasts who were, for the most part, British expatriates or students.

They were ready in 1874 when Major Walter Clopton Wingfield, a retired British cavalry officer, began publicizing this new version of an old game, which he had tested and refined at country estates. He dubbed it “lawn tennis” but also “Sphairistike” (sfee-ris-TI-ki), a shorter version of a Greek phrase that translated as “the skill of playing with a ball.”

Not surprisingly, the name Sphairistike did not stick. Nor did Wingfield’s hourglass-shaped court: narrower at the net than at the baselines.

The new game was called lawn tennis to differentiate it from “real tennis,” also called court tennis or royal tennis, which had been played indoors as early as the twelfth century and became a favorite of European nobility like England’s Henry VIII and France’s François I. That original version of the game is still played in a few exclusive places like Queen’s Club in London. I tried it there in 2024 with my friend George Skinner and struggled with its quirks, surprisingly vast spaces, low bounces, and the small-headed wooden racket that seems ill-suited to its purpose.

What differentiated lawn tennis from other existing racket sports was that, as tennis historian Richard A. Hillway has noted, it used a hollow rubber ball instead of a solid ball or shuttlecock.

The hollow rubber ball was recent technology in the 1870s, and another key to the game’s rapid success was the ready availability of so many expansive, well-tended, closely clipped lawns that already were being used for croquet. But croquet, which grew popular in part because it allowed men and women to play together, was falling out of favor in the 1870s. Lawn tennis, a more vigorous activity that also allowed men and women to comingle, helped fill the void.

Wingfield popularized the new game by selling boxed sets that included equipment and a rule book. It soon arrived in France, perhaps fittingly considering that Wingfield’s agents for selling the equipment were the London-based suppliers French and Co.

From the start, lawn tennis in France was played not only on lawns but on the beaches of Brittany and Normandy at low tide, when the sand was flatter and firm enough for the ball to bounce. There are numerous photographs of beach-tennis players in France in the late nineteenth century and a lovely painting by Parisian Albert Lynch from the period that depicts two women and a man—all in straw hats and formal attire—exchanging shots on the vast white sands of Normandy.

“The hotels in France were building courts on their beaches, so those could be considered early clay courts,” Hillway said.

French author Guy de Maupassant wrote critically about the seaside phenomenon in the publication Gil Blas in 1887: “This racquet, the odious racquet, a horrible nightmare, one can’t take a step outside without seeing it. Everybody has it under their arm, from morning until night.”

But the weather was most reliably warm on the French Riviera, and the first lawn tennis court was laid down there in September 1874, just a few months after Wingfield published his rules of the game.

It was in Cannes, long before there was a film festival, and it was built on a croquet lawn at the Villa Victoria, the home of Englishman Thomas Woolfield, a leading property developer.

The grass court was occupied from 8 a.m. to dusk, and the public was sometimes admitted to the grounds to watch matches, according to Alan Little, the late tennis historian and longtime Wimbledon librarian, in his book The Golden Days of Tennis on the French Riviera.

Other private courts soon appeared in the region, and in 1880, with the sport’s popularity continuing to rise, three courts were built at the Beau Site Hotel in Cannes. According to Little, they were unique, “made of a fine, almost silky sand, indigenous to that part of the Mediterranean, extracted from the Esterel Mountains.” The sand “binded well when watered and rolled and formed a magnificent playing surface, particularly when slightly damp.”

This, even more than a Normandy beach, was a precursor to the red clay of Roland-Garros, and for many years, two stone plaques were in place on the hotel’s garden wall. One was in French and the other in English, both celebrating that in 1880 the “world’s first courts in terre battue had been invented and constructed here by the famous Renshaw brothers.”

Most news accounts today and sites like Wikipedia continue to cite the Renshaws as the innovators behind the clay court and explain that with the grass courts in Cannes browning out in the heat, the brothers decided to improvise by covering the surface with red clay from crushed terra cotta pots that came from the nearby community of Vallauris, which had a tradition of making pottery.

It all sounds too precise to be questioned, but the problem is, according to Alan Little’s extensive research, it almost certainly never happened.

William and Ernest Renshaw were British twins, and they dominated the early years of Wimbledon, with William winning the men’s singles title seven times in the 1880s and Ernest winning it once in 1888 and reaching the final on four other occasions. Together, they won the men’s doubles five times. From an affluent family (like Nadal’s), they were frequent visitors to the French Riviera and played a big role in popularizing the game there, as they did in Britain. They were indeed regulars at the Beau Site Hotel courts.

But in 1880, the year they supposedly had their eureka moment and launched clay court tennis, they had yet to begin their reign at Wimbledon and had also yet to retire from the Royal Lancashire Militia to focus fully on tennis. According to Little’s research, there is no trace in English or French newspapers or any other records of either of the Renshaws visiting the French Riviera until October 1883, when William was reported to be in Cannes.

“The reference to the Renshaw brothers’ presence and intervention in the construction of the courts as early as given appears to be nonsense and based on legend and hearsay,” wrote Little. “This story has been perpetuated over the years to the present day. At that time, the two brothers were less than 20 years old and surely would be lacking the experience required to be able to construct the courts, particularly in a strange environment with the unique materials being produced locally for the construction of the courts.”

But somebody, maybe even somebody French, had the idea to start using crushed terra cotta or crushed brick as a tennis surface. Rowan Ricardo Phillips, an American writer, pursued the subject when researching his 2017 book The Circuit: A Tennis Odyssey. Phillips focused on Georges Henri Gougoltz, the beleaguered French owner of the Beau Site hotel, who would have authorized the shift from grass courts to clay and, Phillips suggests, might have concocted or exaggerated the Renshaw origin story for publicity during a period of financial duress.

However intriguing a theory, it remains speculation.

“I am certain that the first clay court was in the south of France at a hotel frequented by British tourists,” said Michaël Guittard, the former head of collections at the French Tennis Federation. “And if the Renshaw theory remains unproven, the idea of transforming grass courts scorched by the sun into terre battue to be able to continue to play in the summer seems a very likely explanation.”

What is clear is that the development of clay courts vastly expanded the range of potential tennis venues, bringing into play sun-drenched locales like Spain, Portugal, and Italy, where grass courts were climatically problematic, and laying the foundation for a supreme talent like Nadal, who grew up in a country where roughly 90 percent of the courts were made of clay.

Farther north in Paris, future home of Roland-Garros, the Décimal Club was founded by ten Britons in 1877 and became an early hub of lawn tennis, although it quickly disbanded. By the 1880s, three other clubs had become preeminent: the Société des Sport de l’Île de Puteaux, the Racing Club de France, and the Stade Français.

In the early years of the French Championships, the event alternated or was shared between these three clubs and venues, but the inaugural edition in 1891 was held at the Racing Club in the Bois de Boulogne on Paris’s western outskirts. Though it is not certain, it appears the matches were played on grass.

What became the world’s leading clay court tournament was very likely not yet a clay court tournament, although that would soon change. “The question of when the French championships switched to clay does not have a definitive answer,” Guittard said. “My personal view is that it happened before 1900.” In those very early years the tournament was sometimes held at the Société des Sport de l’Île de Puteaux, which was on an island in the Seine and had courts made of sand. Documentation found by French journalist Rémi Bourrières show that by 1898 the Racing Club had built five courts of red clay using methods brought from England.

It is easier to maintain a clay court than a grass court, to be sure. No mowing. No fertilizing. No weeds or grubs.

But the red clay of Roland-Garros is hardly maintenance free, as Philippe Vaillant can tell you, and that is partly because red clay is only red on the surface. The red brick is merely the frosting on the layer cake: important to the overall impression, to be sure, but not the foundation of the experience.

What gives a clay court its playability is the base, and at Roland-Garros the base that matters most is a layer of crushed white limestone that is about eight centimeters thick. It comes from the quarries of Saint-Maximin in the département of Oise north of Paris; some of the same quarries that for centuries have provided the pale stone necessary to construct those elegant pierre de taille facades on the buildings and monuments of Paris.

“To be honest, you should not talk about red clay at Roland-Garros,” Vaillant said. “Only the top five millimeters are red, and then after that it’s white. People are often surprised. They expect it to be red all the way down.”

Vaillant and his team spend their days talking about rouge (red) or blanc (white). Work on the limestone layer, and they are working on the blanc. Work on the top layer, and they are working on the rouge.

The quality of the limestone layer determines the consistency of the bounces, as well as the feeling underfoot, and it is one of the big reasons that experts like Nadal often claim that the Roland-Garros courts are the best clay courts in the world.

But the limestone also plays another vital role. Great clay courts need to drain, as Har-Tru’s manufacturers also have discovered, but moisture must flow in two directions. The limestone layer allows moisture to pass through it from above and below. Underneath it is an approximately ten-centimeter layer of coal ash that retains water, allowing it to filter back up through the limestone to the surface when it evaporates.

“It’s why we water the courts more at night at the end of play,” Vaillant explained. “We fill up the coal-ash layer with water, and then during the day by the capillary effect, the water comes back up and that allows us to keep that limestone layer supple, because it never totally dries out.”

Underneath the layer of coal ash is a thin layer of gravel, and then below that a final, much thicker layer of larger stones.

Clay court tennis, as it turns out, is also geology, which is a point of pride. Roland-Garros officials have taken to giving out Plexiglas trophies containing a cross-section of the five layers of their clay courts to retiring players and other honorees. Inside the French Tennis Federation offices underneath the main Philippe-Chatrier Court, there is a transparent standing sculpture that also displays tennis’s version of a layer cake.

“We have a handbook now that clearly lays out our process for building and maintaining the courts,” Vaillant said. “This much gravel, this much limestone, this much crushed brick. It’s all defined.”

Vaillant has a team of nearly two hundred during the tournament, some of them seasonal workers from Alpine ski resorts, who help to maintain the match and practice courts. But his year-round team numbers only about ten, and they ramp up to about twenty for Roland-Garros’s version of spring cleaning. Many on that crew, like Najim Snoussi and Abdelhamid Tebbi, are from Algeria, the former French colony in North Africa.

The outdoor clay court season does not extend to winter for a good reason in Paris. Freezing temperatures destroy the courts, creating the tennis equivalent of the frost heaves on a Vermont road.

“When it freezes, the limestone layer loses its compactness,” Vaillant said. “It’s like when you put yeast in the dough, and the bread rises. It’s the same with terre battue. The limestone rises, like in the bakery.”

The outdoor courts remain playable at Roland-Garros typically until the beginning of November. After that, Vaillant and his team remove the red brick layer for winter and then usually begin to redo the courts in the last week of March.

They begin by breaking up the limestone layer with a rake attached to a tractor and then use rollers and other tools to smooth the surface.

They stretch twine across the court to identify areas where there might be hollows or sloping in the limestone and then fill in or scrape those areas before using the rollers again to create a more compact surface.

“When we feel the court is really done and level, only then do we put on the crushed brick,” Vaillant said.

Eight wheelbarrows of rouge are needed for each court, with each wheelbarrow able to hold two 25-kilogram sacks. Each court gets three layers of rouge, each layer thinner than the last.

Once the rouge is spread, Vaillant’s team waters the surface and then compresses it further with 650-kilogram rollers.

“We roll in different directions, so the crushed brick gets settled, because the roller tends to push the clay around like a rolling pin does with flour,” said Vaillant, fond, like many a French citizen, of culinary metaphors. “By the end, there’s a uniform compactness.”

After that, it’s a matter of watering the clay regularly to keep the crushed brick from flying away and, above all, keep the base limestone layer from hardening and cracking.

“What we fear the most is not rain,” Vaillant said. “It’s heat and wind.”

They use measuring tape to get the dimensions of the court and then drive nails into the clay and stretch wire from nail to nail to establish the borders of the lines. Using a specialized spatula, they then scrape away most of the brick surface inside the wires down to the limestone layer and apply preheated linseed oil directly on the exposed areas. When it dries, it hardens and creates a crust that can be painted. Voilà: White lines in the red clay.

“We used to do it all with brushes, including the spreading of the linseed oil, but now we have a machine like one of those you might use to paint lines on roads,” Vaillant said. “But at the very end, we still touch up the paint by hand.”

At Roland-Garros, the embedded lines become part of the clay, creating a more seamless surface less prone to bad bounces or to tripping up players than the synthetic, nailed-down variety that are common elsewhere.

“There have been problems sometimes in Rome,” Vaillant said of the Italian Open. “One year, Rafa slid into a line, and the line came loose.”

That was in 2021, when he fell hard in two different matches—once versus Alexander Zverev and once versus Djokovic—sliding in normal fashion toward a line only to go down hard on each occasion and rise up angry.

“The lines!” he shouted at chair umpire Carlos Bernardes after his second tumble. “They’re going to kill us in the end!”

Falling on clay is the dirtiest experience in tennis. Grass is made for the tumble: Just ask former German star Boris Becker or all his successors who have taken to launching themselves into the air, goalkeeper style, in pursuit of a passing shot.

Falling on a hard court can hurt as much as falling on the pavement and is not recommended even if you know how to break your fall with an acrobatic roll. Clay no doubt makes for a softer landing, but taking a tumble often leaves a perspiring player coated in rouge, requiring extensive courtside cleanup and sometimes a change of shirt or more.

It is not the best form of communion unless you are, like Nadal, falling to the clay in victory. All the more reason to perfect your slide. Starting young certainly helps.

“It’s not that you can’t learn to slide later, it is possible, but there is also a muscular element involved,” said Carlos Rodriguez, the longtime coach of Justine Henin, the former No. 1 and four-time French Open women’s champion. “There are muscles in your foot and your lower leg that are vital to the process. You see a lot of hard court players getting sprains on clay because of this. The feet work so differently on clay. On hard courts, you’re in constant motion. But on clay, you have to stop completely and then restart the machine. It demands enormous strength in the calves, the lower legs, and the feet. It’s very specific, and it’s very important to teach children to slide from a very young age, not just for the feel of it but for muscle control.”

As Rodriguez points out, there are three types of slides on clay, conditioned by when you reach the ball.

The first is ideal, because you have ample time.

“You slide, you plant, and you hit,” Rodriguez said. “When you touch the ball, the slide has stopped, and sometimes you are even already changing direction as you hit the shot.”

The second type is when you arrive at the ball a bit later. “You are sliding as you are hitting,” he said.

Then comes the third kind, the type to avoid.

“It’s the least productive, but it’s necessary sometimes,” Rodriguez said. “It’s when you have been overwhelmed, and you are out of time. You hit and then you slide. It’s a sign of weakness, but also a point of no return. You have to win the point right then and there, or it’s very hard to recover and win it afterward.”

Rodriguez recognizes that there is also a fourth option: not to slide at all. Andre Agassi, the flamboyant and tactically astute American, won the French Open in 1999 with a strict minimum of sliding, using his prodigious timing and fast-twitch ball striking straight off the bounce to dictate terms despite footwork much better suited to a hard court.

“Andre did manage it, but you have to play so cleanly, hit very hard and be quick,” Rodriguez said. “Above all, you must never leave the baseline, because then it’s over. You’ll have to run and be out of your element, and honestly to go without sliding has gotten much more difficult since Agassi because of the revival of topspin, and the need to constantly adjust your position in response.”

Agassi felt so unstable on the clay that earlier in his career he wore grass court shoes with knobby soles to give himself more traction and above all allow him to push off securely on his first step toward the ball, but those shoes were eventually banned at Roland-Garros and other clay events because they tore up the courts.

Mats Wilander, the three-time French Open champion, never liked playing the great Jimmy Connors on clay.

“He never slid anywhere,” Wilander told me. “So, once he’d been on a side of the court, there’d be little cakes of clay everywhere, because he only took steps. There would be bad bounces galore.”

Such situations are unique to clay: an opponent’s footwork affecting you because of what it does to the surface, not because of the shot they just hit. But that is because the clay records your movements, like carbon paper once recorded your pen strokes.

Shoes do leave marks on hard courts, but it’s a much less complete accounting of events. Clay is a vast canvas where the impasto technique, with its thick brushstrokes, prevails, and it’s a visual feast to get courtside and see the ephemeral artwork before it has been swept away. There are sneaker prints. There are gouges from a quick change of direction or an angry swipe of a racket or an explosive leap to serve or smack an overhead. Above all, there are skid marks: sometimes three meters long or more in the case of a master mover with powerful leg drive like Nadal.

There is certainly slide envy.

“I watch their ten-foot slides, and I slide, and I count three feet,” American Robby Ginepri once told me, speaking of Nadal and his fellow terriens.

In sports, the closest thing I can compare it with is examining the ice after a hockey game or figure-skating program before the Zamboni has melted the evidence, and it seems appropriate that the Spanish sometimes use the verb “patinar” (to skate) to refer to sliding on clay.

It is an elegant, even beautiful thing in the act but also evocative after the fact. And the clay is not just a skating rink or a canvas, it is a legal document, recording the bounces of the balls that determine the winner and the loser.

My colleague Alexander Wolff, then of Sports Illustrated, came to Roland-Garros one year and watched a chair umpire and a player hunched over a ball mark in the clay, examining it from all angles as they pointed and debated. “It’s not tennis; it’s archeology,” Wolff concluded.

This rite of spring will surely soon vanish altogether as live electronic line calling becomes de rigueur at Roland-Garros, as it is has become de rigueur nearly everywhere else on tour.

But throughout Nadal’s career, they checked the marks on clay at Roland-Garros the same way they have done it for more than a century: with the human eye, fallible as it might be.

Nadal, a traditionalist by his own admission, prefers it that way and was particularly resistant to all-electronic systems that eliminated line judges entirely.

“The technology is there; it could just be the two of us on the court if we want,” he said, referring to the two players. “But I think the human side gives some more value somehow to the sport.”

He left the game just in time, and Nadal’s traditional tastes also apply to clay’s color, as became clear when Ion Ţiriac, the former Romanian player turned billionaire entrepreneur, decided to innovate at the elite clay court event he once owned, the Mutua Madrid Open, which is held at a stadium complex called La Caja Magica (The Magic Box).

He had long been convinced that red clay was suboptimal, making the ball difficult to see in the stadium and on television. In the 1980s, he had successfully installed blue hard courts at his indoor tournament in Stuttgart, Germany, because the blue highlighted the ball.

“Everybody was going ‘Ai yi yi!’ except for the television broadcasters, who were thrilled from the first moment,” Ţiriac said.

The Australian Open and U.S. Open later switched the color of their courts from green to blue to help with visibility. Field hockey and other sports that used artificial turf were tinting it blue rather than green for the same reason.

Ţiriac was convinced the time was right for clay to evolve, as well, and after several years of experimentation, he and his team developed a blue surface for the 2012 edition of the Madrid Open.

They did it with the help of Gaston Cloup, who had been in charge of maintaining the courts at Roland-Garros for twenty years. They managed it by extracting iron oxide and other metals from excavated earth to change its color from red to white. They then baked it into white bricks that were crushed, filtered, and dyed blue.

“Despite the color, it’s a traditional terre battue,” Cloup said.

Nadal, a young man reliant on ritual, was hardly against all innovation. This was the same player who agreed to play his first Roland-Garros in 2005 in Nike’s white pirate pants and sleeveless green shirt; the same man who worked with Nike to develop fabrics that would absorb his overabundant sweat. “He used to lose more than four liters of fluid every match, so he was the athlete who helped us push the limit in terms of innovation in sweat management,” Adriana Caliri, then of Nike, said.

But clay was not just his workplace, it was his haven, and Madrid’s radical change left Nadal seeing red.

He felt the tournament already was an outlier in the clay court season because it was played at significant altitude, requiring a period of adaptation that could be disruptive between the tournaments in Barcelona and Rome, which were both played at sea level.

“You are in the middle of the clay court season, and the clay here in Europe is red,” Nadal said. “Madrid is the only tournament you are playing with high altitude, and now you are putting a different color of clay?”

Nadal also felt blue clay smacked of gimmickry for a tournament that was already well established. But in truth, Nadal was more upset with the ATP leadership, including former chief executive Adam Helfant, for allowing the blue clay against the recommendation of the players than he was with Ţiriac for thinking outside the magic box.

“I cannot understand how the ATP accepts that,” Nadal said. “We were against, the players, but the president voted for himself.”

I asked Ţiriac why he wanted to risk alienating Nadal, the Spanish-based tournament’s main attraction, by insisting on the blue clay.

“Listen, I respect Nadal from A to Z, and I respect his behavior and his tennis and everything,” Ţiriac said. “But I believe when he’s going to see it, he’s going to believe it, and I think he’s man enough to recognize that.”

It was a bold plan, but it failed miserably.

The blue clay, despite all the testing, turned out to be too slippery. The tournament still got very worthy champions in Serena Williams and Federer, but as I wrote in the New York Times, there were jokes in Madrid that Williams and Federer had become the first players to win titles on five different surfaces: grass, hard court, indoor carpet, clay, and ice.

Djokovic, the top seed, took a pratfall in his quarterfinal loss and vowed never to play in Madrid again if they kept the blue clay. Nadal, who also lost in the quarterfinals, said the same thing.

The culprit, it turned out, was not so much the blue clay but the base below it. Worried about bad bounces, the maintenance staff rolled the courts so thoroughly after they were installed at the Caja Magica complex that they became difficult to water properly, which made the clay more slippery than usual.

Seeing was not believing, which, in my view, was too bad, because Ţiriac’s blue clay truly was better for visibility and was also a clever way to distinguish the Madrid event from all the other clay court events on tour.

But if you are going to rock Nadal’s orderly world and shake up tennis, you had best get it right on the first try.

Mission unaccomplished, and Madrid returned to red clay the very next year with Djokovic and Nadal back safely in the draw and Nadal winning the title.

“I don’t see red grass,” Nadal said, “so I don’t like blue clay.”

A few weeks after the failed experiment in Madrid, Roland-Garros used the same procedure to color its clay pink, but there were no Nadal protests. It was only for a single court (the No. 1 Court) and just for one day (International Women’s Day). It was quite a photo op, but no official matches were played on the pink.

French Open clay has and presumably will remain red, or ochre if you want to be more precise about it. The color does vary slightly depending on the mix of brick dust that arrives and how much water is applied to the surface. It can look deep red. It can look something closer to orange or even dark yellow. How you perceive the color also depends on the light, the time of day, and the weather.

But all the crushed brick in use at Roland-Garros during Nadal’s years was produced at a factory owned and operated by the French company Supersol in the town of Pontpoint in the Oise, a département just north of Paris.

The brick itself came from brickworks in northern France near Lille and the border with Belgium. What arrived in Pontpoint were the rejects: the defective, chipped, or cracked bricks that were not suitable for construction. The rejects were piled high in large mounds behind the factory, as I discovered when I arrived unannounced shortly before closing time on June 12, 2023, the day after the French Open.

When my Uber driver and I pulled into a gravel driveway off a tree-lined lane, it was clear we had come to the right place, because the gravel, in patches, was the color of terre battue.

Christophe Pivato, a young Frenchman with facial stubble and a fade, was in the process of locking the main door at the end of his workday. Surprised but not flustered, he listened to my explanation for my visit, thought it over for a few seconds, made a quick phone call to his superiors, and then unlocked the door and took me on an expedited factory tour.

This was no spotless, state-of-the-art twenty-first-century industrial showplace featuring robots and whirring machinery. It was a large, glorified shed with corrugated metal for walls. It was dingy, and the factory floor was made of dirt that had unsurprisingly turned red from the dust that seemed to have infiltrated everywhere, coating everything from the tractor tires to the rafters to Pivato’s work boots.

“You better like the color red if you work here, and if you don’t, you better learn to like it,” Pivato said. “It gets into everything, everything, everything! I’ve had to change the washing machine at home three times in seven years. My wife is yelling at me!”

Pivato, into his eighth year on the job, was the only person working on-site during my visit, which was not unusual considering that the red clay “factory” only had two employees who worked on-site.

“Two people make all the clay for Roland-Garros?” I said to Pivato.

“Not just for Roland-Garros, we send it all over the place: to China, to Greece, to other clubs in France,” he said. “At least our job can’t be replaced by AI. We’ve got to do it by hand and by feel.”

“By hand” for Pivato means grabbing a fistful of crushed brick from the red dune that looms in one corner of the factory. He then rubs it between his palms and releases the clay back to the dune, rather like Nadal, who handles the clay to sense its properties.

“If it leaves red marks on your palms, you know it’s just right, just damp enough,” Pivato said. “If it leaves no trace, you know it’s too dry, and we need to add more moisture so it will hold together. But not too much moisture, otherwise it becomes a sticky mess.

“When I tell people what I do, they say, ‘My goodness, that’s not your everyday job, is it?’ People think it’s simple, and I did, too. When I first got here, I thought it was easy. Crush the brick. Put in the sacks. Voilà. But it’s more complex than that. It took me two years to really figure it out so that the rouge was perfect.”

Like a lot of people involved in the care and maintenance of French clay, Pivato had no background in tennis. Like Philippe Vaillant at Roland-Garros, he heard there was a job opening and learned on the job. He has been to the French Open several times, but always after hours for deliveries when the matches were over.

“We’re the guys in the shadows,” he said. “We do the work for the people in the light.”

The work requires Pivato to operate a tractor with a telescoping attachment that allows him to scoop up the defective bricks and lift them high above the dirt floor to unload them in the grinding machine’s wide funnel. Through a series of stages, the clay is crushed into particles of just one-tenth of a millimeter in diameter: small enough to make it feel lighter and more powdery underfoot than the clay in use at some other tournaments.

“This machine must be more than sixty years old,” Pivato said. “But it still gets the job done.”

It was closing time (again), and before I could call for another Uber, Pivato insisted on driving me back to the train station. As we left the factory behind, he explained that he did watch the French Open on television from time to time. That meant watching Nadal.

“It gives us pleasure to see him play on the clay we make here,” Pivato said. “I like the way he slides.”

Vaillant said something similar when we had spoken a few days earlier about Nadal’s record at Roland-Garros.

“We are proud that it happened on the courts we made, the courts we prepared,” Vaillant said.

By force of will and reliability, Nadal became a reference point, a way of measuring time for all those associated with Roland-Garros.

Ask Vaillant when he started working at the tournament, and he answers: “In 1995, so I was here before Rafa, long before Rafa.”

That was the year the men’s title was won by Thomas Muster, another tenacious terrien who was also left-handed and inclined to practice even harder than he played.

But Nadal is the man who has left the indelible mark.

“There have been lots of great clay courters,” Vaillant said. “But he has something more: a hunger to win that won’t go away. Rafa is humble in a way but also brave. He is not afraid to start anew each year, to strip himself down and try it again with the same spirit.”

It is not unlike the clay itself at Roland-Garros or in Monte Carlo, Barcelona, or any of the other places where Nadal has been a serial champion. They remake the courts in the spring, scraping away the evidence from last year and putting down new clay and new lines. Once the tennis resumes, they drag the court between sets, eliminating any trace of the effort that has come before.

It seems the right fit and metaphor for Nadal’s in-the-moment mentality: a ritualistic, labor-intensive manner of providing a fresh canvas.

“Nobody paints on it like Rafa,” Vaillant said.







CHAPTER FIVE

THE VISIT

At Rafael Nadal’s first Roland-Garros, he did not hit a ball. He came to Paris on crutches to visit the stadium and attend the tournament at the insistence of Carlos Costa, his agent.

It was May 2004, and Nadal was already a big threat to any opponent. But his momentum and promising clay court season had been cut short in April because of a stress fracture in his left foot that forced him to withdraw from the tournament in Estoril, Portugal, but not before he had hobbled his way to victory against French teenager Richard Gasquet. That match was a harbinger of all of Nadal’s left foot problems to come and all of Gasquet’s defeats against Nadal.

A few weeks earlier, Nadal had been dazzling in his first singles match with Federer, the new world No. 1: beating him in the third round of the Miami Open on a hard court. But clay was then, as ever, Nadal’s best surface, and now all he could do during his three-day visit in Paris was watch others do the sliding. This was not the sort of suffering that Nadal embraced, but Costa, mindful of the future, felt it was smart for Nadal to familiarize himself with the surroundings. The seventeen-year-old met with his sponsors Nike and Babolat, but above all, he observed: from players’ lounge to press center to practice courts.

I caught a glimpse of him that year from a distance as he navigated the grounds without drawing a crowd and wondered when he might finally make it on court at this tournament where he seemed destined to excel. All of us who covered the sport closely sensed the big possibilities, and even Nadal, not much for braggadocio, felt the same way, as Costa made clear in an interview with Spanish journalists Jaume Pujol and Manel Serras.

Costa and Nadal watched a match together from the stands, and Nadal lasted only three games. “I should not be up here; I should be down there,” he told Costa.

They exited the court and took the wide walkway leading to the Lenglen Court. Costa remembers Nadal turning to him and saying, “Do you know why I got injured this year and I could not play here? Because it wasn’t my turn yet. It still wasn’t my time. When I’m able to play this tournament for the first time it will be to win it.’”

Grand Slam champions often get a test run, or several. Many of the men and women who have prevailed in the majors over the last fifty years first played in the junior events. Björn Borg and Roger Federer were Wimbledon boys’ champions before they became serial Wimbledon men’s champions. Djokovic reached the semifinals of the Australian Open boys’ tournament before going on to dominate the main event. Mats Wilander was rightfully celebrated for winning the French Open in his first appearance in the main draw in 1982, but the year before that he had won the boys’ title in blissful obscurity as Borg, his Swedish compatriot, secured his sixth and final Roland-Garros.

Even the Williams sisters, who never played in Grand Slam junior tournaments, competed in the main draw before winning the title.

Nadal never got his test run at Roland-Garros.

In 2002, at age fifteen, he would have been eligible to play in the French Open junior event, but his parents wanted him to focus on his high school exams. “When I was in school, I seriously didn’t have time for school,” Nadal said. “I went every day, and my schedule was nine to twelve school, twelve to two tennis, three to five school, five-thirty to seven soccer, and then seven to eight-thirty or nine tennis again. When I came home to study at night, I was completely destroyed, but I did have the personal satisfaction of finishing my mandatory school requirement. That last year I suffered a lot. And I was supposed to come to Paris and play the juniors, but I had to complete my studies. So I spent the last three months of the school year without playing one tournament so I could finish everything.” Schoolwork done for good, he took a wild card to play in the Wimbledon junior tournament instead, beat the No. 2 seed Brian Dabul in the first round, and reached the semifinals despite his lack of experience on grass.

In 2003, he was given a wild card into the French Open itself. That was a rare privilege for a non-French player. Federer had received a wild card in 1999 despite being Swiss after his agent, Régis Brunet, a well-connected Frenchman, had lobbied for it.

You could certainly understand the French excitement about Nadal. In Monte Carlo in April, he qualified for the main draw and walked onto center court, with its rightly celebrated view of the Mediterranean. He then trounced Albert Costa, the reigning French Open champion, in straight sets. Nadal mixed ripped ground strokes with deft drop shots and used his topspin forehand to get the ball uncomfortably high to the right-handed Costa’s single-handed backhand, which was foreshadowing for many matches to come against Federer.

“That was a very important tournament for me,” Nadal told us later. “It showed me that I could really play with the professionals, with the best players.”

In his next tour event, Nadal pushed two-time French Open finalist Àlex Corretja, another veteran Spanish star, to three sets in Barcelona. Then, after qualifying in Hamburg, he coolly defeated his magnanimous mentor, Carlos Moyá, apologizing at the net. That gave Nadal two victories over former French Open champions from Spain in less than a month.

He looked more than ready to make an impact at Roland-Garros, even at age sixteen. But shortly before Nadal was to leave Mallorca for Paris, he was hitting with friends in Manacor after his regular practice had ended. For fun, he jumped the net, and, youngsters being youngsters, someone thought it would be funny to lift the net. Nadal fell, suffering a hairline fracture in his right elbow, and ended up in tears, not because of the pain but because he was going to miss the French Open.

“Bad luck,” Toni Nadal said. “Rafael was done training. Everything was ready.”

Nadal had to spend a couple of weeks with his arm in a splint, but he did heal quickly enough to make his Grand Slam debut in 2003 at Wimbledon, where I first saw him play on a back court at the All England Club, bounding and hustling on the grass as if every point was match point (something I scribbled down in my notebook). Nadal would later pour cold water on this observation,

“Oh no, I don’t play every point like match point, because if I did, I would lose more than win,” he said. “On the match point you are much more nervous than a normal point, no?”

Nadal was already sturdy of build and physically imposing. From courtside, he looked like a tour veteran, not a seventeen-year-old, but up close he looked much more like a teenager with a few pimples on his otherwise smooth and chubby cheeks. He still did not speak much English at that stage, even if Toni Nadal’s wife, Joana Maria, was an English teacher, so we did an interview in Spanish after his second-round victory over British wild card Lee Childs.

Spanish tennis stars with clay on their socks and in their souls had often resisted Wimbledon. “Grass is for cows,” Sergi Bruguera, the two-time French Open champion from Barcelona, liked to say.

But Nadal felt differently. He was well aware of the exploits of Spain’s first Wimbledon men’s champion, Manuel Santana, and had been raised with Uncle Toni drumming home the importance of the attack. And hadn’t Nadal wanted to be a soccer star? Grass was not just for cows. It was for Real Madrid.

“I actually like the grass more than the clay, although yes, I do play better on clay,” Nadal said.

He also noted that Feliciano López, another emerging Spaniard, was already thriving on grass, reaching the fourth round at Wimbledon in 2002 and 2003.

Nadal had plans to do better, as he made clear later in 2003 on a trip to Sun City in South Africa for the Nike Juniors International Masters Tournament. Luca Appino, a representative of Babolat, the French racket and string manufacturer that sponsored Nadal, made the journey. In his 2009 book The World of Rafael Nadal, he recounts that the tournament hosts organized an elephant ride that was also a safari. Nadal was understandably wary and told Appino, “If you don’t come with me, I’m not going.”

Appino climbed onto the elephant, and the expedition went smoothly until they came near a group of rhinoceroses at a watering hole. The guide asked for silence to avoid startling the animals, which could cause them to charge. As they rode past the beasts, a shaky Nadal turned to Appino and said, “Let’s hope everything will be okay. I don’t want anything to happen to me, because I still have to win Wimbledon.”

In his 2003 debut, Nadal ended up losing in the third round to No. 12 seed Paradorn Srichaphan and then had to miss the event in 2004 because of the same foot problem that, above all, kept him out of Roland-Garros.

“Those are tough moments,” Nadal told me. “But you have to keep working and staying positive, so when your time does come, you’re prepared.”

It was a sensible conclusion, and no matter what Nadal said to Carlos Costa from his crutches, I have to believe that Nadal would have won the French Open in 2004 if he had been able to play. He was that transcendent a competitor, that much of an outlier on clay, and the field was vulnerable to a new paradigm.

Gustavo Kuerten, the elastic Brazilian who had won three French Opens, was still a factor but already past his prime because of chronic hip problems that would force him to retire early. Juan Carlos Ferrero, the smooth-moving Spaniard who won the French Open in 2003 and looked set for a long reign, was slumping after illness and injuries. Guillermo Coria of Argentina was now the favorite on clay and had won thirty-one of thirty-two matches on the surface coming into the tournament. But there were concerns about his staying power over five sets and doubts about his mindset, and he also had just been beaten by Federer in the Hamburg final, while Carlos Moyá had won the title in Rome.

Any of them could have won the French Open, but instead, none of them did.

The outsider was Gastón Gaudio, an unseeded and inconsistent Argentine with a glorious one-handed backhand who pulled it all together for two weeks. He reached the final, where he was expected to lose to Coria in the first all-Argentine Grand Slam final in history. No Argentine man had won the French Open since Guillermo Vilas in 1977, and both finalists were connected to him. Coria, whose father, Oscar, was a tennis coach, was named Guillermo in honor of Vilas. Gaudio had trained regularly since he was a boy at Vilas’s eponymous academy in Buenos Aires. If there were any further doubt about the links to the past, there was Vilas himself in the second row of the Presidents Box on this glorious, sunbaked Sunday.

It was the first Grand Slam final for both Gaudio and Coria, and it showed. Coria took a two-set lead as Gaudio struggled to control his shots and nerves. He even turned to his coach, Franco Davin, in the stands at one stage and told him he wanted to leave. He chose to stay on the clay, and what could have been a short story turned into a five-act play. Coria began cramping in both calves in the third set: a problem that tournament medical officials suspected was brought on more by nerves than by grueling rallies.

Gaudio won the third set and the fourth to force a fifth that turned into a spin of the roulette wheel. Coria twice served for the title and was broken. He had two championship points on his serve at 6–5 but could not convert either, making errors to end long baseline rallies. Gaudio finally made it across the finish line, winning one of the wildest Grand Slam finals 0–6, 3–6, 6–4, 6–1, 8–6 in three hours and thirty-one minutes.

“It was a roller coaster,” said Vilas when we found him in the players’ lounge. “I didn’t move from my chair. I’ve been so long there I look like Lawrence of Arabia.”

It was a draining, deeply emotional day in the heat, one that left both the champion and runner-up in tears. Coria was just twenty-two years old. He had won forty-eight of his last fifty-one singles matches on clay and twice come within a point of winning the big one. Surely his time would come.

But as it turned out, Coria was right to be so distraught about his blown opportunity. Nadal was not in the stadium that day. He had returned to Majorca where he watched the carnival ride of a final on television after his reconnaissance mission in Paris.

But he would be back.







CHAPTER SIX

LA PRIMERA

It was a chilly Friday evening in early December 2004 in Seville, hub of tapa crawls, bullfights, and flamenco and one of the most enchanting cities on the planet, particularly after sundown (take it from me, a former resident).

Nadal was about to become a bona fide tennis star.

He arrived on a flight from Palma de Mallorca after the rest of the team had flown from Barcelona. Pedro Hernandez, the Spanish team’s press officer, was traveling with Nadal, who was still only eighteen years old. When they landed, Nadal asked Hernandez if they could go to La Cartuja stadium before joining the team at the hotel.

“When we arrived, he touched the clay, letting it fall through his fingers, and walked on the court,” Hernandez said. “Then he ran up into the top row of seats in the stadium. He said, ‘But it’s very far from the action. You won’t be able to see the ball from up here.’ I told him every seat was sold, even ones in the farthest corners.”

Hernandez said Nadal gave him a puzzled look and then said excitedly, “Esto va a ser una bomba” (This is going to be a bombshell).

It was Nadal’s debut season in Davis Cup, and he was originally expected to play nothing but doubles in this much-anticipated final against the Americans. The Spaniards, after all, had two well-established clay court masters in Carlos Moyá and Juan Carlos Ferrero to play the singles. Both had won the French Open and been, however briefly in Moyá’s case, No. 1 in the world. But as the three Spanish captains, including Jordi Arrese, prepared their squad for the final, they agreed that Ferrero was not at his best and Nadal was a force of nature.

They chose to risk team unity and put Nadal in an All-Mallorca singles lineup with Moyá. Nadal was surprised by the decision but hardly intimidated by the occasion. Competing in front of 27,200 fans, the largest crowd to watch a sanctioned tennis match at that stage, Nadal played at full vamos against Andy Roddick. I was there, rubbing my hands together to keep warm, for the New York Times and the International Herald Tribune. Nadal’s ability to embrace this grand occasion convinced me that bigger victories lay ahead. Those who knew him best needed no convincing.

“I think he can be a great champion,” Moyá said. “He’s the kind of guy that likes to play these kinds of matches. So, I really trust him. I believe in him.”

Roddick, quick of wit and serve, cared deeply about the Davis Cup, sometimes to the detriment of his regular-tour results, and he gave this match his all despite his precision power game being better suited to quicker, lower-friction surfaces.

Roddick, No. 2 in the world, had routed Nadal earlier in the year in straight sets in the second round of the U.S. Open. But this was clay in Spain and not just any clay in Spain. Though the Spanish had put a temporary roof over the court, which they had constructed in a section of Seville’s Olympic Stadium, this was not a true indoor court. The roof was more canopy than roof. The stadium was still exposed to the elements, and temperatures were in the fifties. From the stands, you could sometimes see Nadal’s and Roddick’s breath turn to steam as they exchanged blows below. These were slow, heavy conditions that favored the true clay courter, and Nadal, grunting with nearly every shot and scissor-kicking to celebrate winning key points, was a sight to behold.

“The energy he came with was crazy,” remembers Conchita Martinez, the Spanish star and future Davis Cup captain. “The shouting and the fist pumps, I was like, ‘Oh my God, I’m already tired just watching.’ Sometimes I was like, ‘Chill, a little bit. It’s only the first set. You still have a couple more sets to go.’”

But Nadal was in no mood to chill, even a little bit. That Roddick won the first set was a testimony to his own fighting spirit and patriotism, but there were limits, and Nadal went on to win 6–7 (6), 6–2, 7–6 (6), 6–2 to give Spain a commanding 2–0 lead on opening night and set the table for their 3–1 victory.

“I tried everything, and he played very well, so it’s no secret that he has a very, very bright future,” Roddick said.

After the late-night news conference following Spain’s victory had broken up, Nadal lingered on the dais to answer some more questions from Spanish journalists, and I made my way into the group and managed to ask a few more of my own in español.

My last question was simple: “So do you think you can win the French Open?”

Nadal, in a very good mood, grinned and waited a beat. “Look,” he said. “What really interests me is playing in the French Open.”

It was a fine deflection, even if Nadal had already made clear to Carlos Costa what he really thought of his chances at Roland-Garros.

But then this might have been the first time in Nadal’s tennis career that he was behind schedule. He was only eight when he won the under-12 title of the Balearic Islands (a trophy he still treasures), only fifteen when he won his first ATP point and first main tour match. At seventeen, he had become the youngest man since Boris Becker to win two rounds at Wimbledon; and at eighteen in Seville, he had become the youngest man in the Davis Cup’s 104-year history to be part of a champion team.

But 2005 would allow him to start making up for lost time in Paris. He arrived, unlike any other French Open rookie in my lifetime, as the consensus favorite, even if he was seeded fourth and even if Federer was a well-entrenched No. 1.

In Nadal’s breakout season, he already had won five tournaments on clay, coming into his first Roland-Garros on a seventeen-match winning streak after sweeping Monte Carlo, Barcelona, and Rome. He had defeated Ferrero in the Barcelona final and defeated Coria in the Monte Carlo and Rome finals.

I was in Monte Carlo for the week, shuttling between the tournament and my hotel, La Voile d’Or, in the port of Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. Saint-Jean was a beautiful spot any time of year with its rocky coastal walk and deep blue views, but it was a particularly peaceful place to stay in the bridge season of April. That provided a nice contrast with the crush and buzz of the Monte-Carlo Country Club. There had been discussion about postponing the tournament because of the death of Monaco’s longtime ruler, Prince Rainier III, on April 6. But the tiny principality’s royal family gave their approval for the event to go ahead, and though the mood was somber on Friday for the prince’s funeral, the tournament eventually turned into a coming-out party. Not just for Nadal but for another teenager: Richard Gasquet, whose lilting accent made it clear that he came from the south of France.

Born fifteen days apart, Nadal (the elder) and Gasquet (the younger) had known each other since they were twelve years old. In 1999, Gasquet had beaten Nadal in a close three-setter in the quarterfinals of Les Petits As, a top junior tournament in Tarbes, France, that has long attracted the world’s best players under the age of fourteen. Gasquet went on to win the title, and Nadal did the same the following year.

France, one of the world’s premier tennis nations, was still searching for a men’s champion to follow Yannick Noah, who had won Roland-Garros in 1983. Gasquet, nicknamed “Le petit Mozart,” had been on the cover of France’s Tennis Magazine at the age of nine under the speculative headline: “Richard G. The Champion That France Is Waiting For?” The publication, then one of the best in the sport, drew some fire for creating unreasonable expectations, but then tennis has seldom known restraint when it comes to pushing prodigies. Tracy Austin, a southern Californian wunderkind and future No. 1, was on the cover of World Tennis magazine in the United States when she was four years old and on the cover of Sports Illustrated at thirteen.

Gasquet, unlike Austin, was a painfully shy youngster, ill equipped to carry the weight of a tennis nation. Nadal was timid, too, at this stage, but only in certain contexts.

“I remember in Monte Carlo the first year he was playing, he was not shy at all to be in the locker room,” Perez-Barbadillo said. “Gasquet would be hiding in there with his head down quietly. And you’d see Rafa jumping over the couches with Moyá while players like Sampras and Agassi were getting ready. Rafa was not shy at all in the competition area.”

I asked Perez-Barbadillo if he had ever seen a youngster with Nadal’s energy.

“No,” he said before quickly correcting himself. “Well, yes, his son.”

Gasquet was a true prodigy—he won his first ATP match at age fifteen—and had some promising results. But there were some difficult moments in 2004: He refused to continue playing in a challenger match in the Bronx after falling behind in the third set; and then was disqualified from the U.S. Open qualifying tournament after throwing his racket and accidentally hitting a line judge in the head.

While Nadal quickly gathered momentum and ranking points in his early professional years, Gasquet lagged, so it was reassuring to see him in a better place in Monte Carlo, qualifying for the main draw with the support of a new coach, Eric Deblicker, and of a family friend, a doctor who had worked with troubled teens.

Nadal and Gasquet had different strengths: The left-handed Nadal’s best shot was his whipping forehand; the right-handed Gasquet’s best shot was his spectacular and versatile sweep of a one-handed backhand.

They both had a deep connection with clay, and both had quarterfinal matches worth savoring in Monte Carlo in 2005. Gasquet, in his first meeting with Federer, saved three match points and finished off the upset in a third-set tiebreaker, stopping Federer’s twenty-five-match winning streak. Then Nadal, in his latest matchup with a reigning French Open champion, crushed Gastón Gaudio 6–3, 6–0.

That was an unmistakable sign of Nadal’s progress. Until then, he had lost three times in three attempts against Gaudio, all on clay, which, knowing what we do now about Nadal, is quite a testimony to Gaudio. But in Monte Carlo, Nadal shifted into a higher gear that left Gaudio in the rearview mirror for good. When Nadal and Gasquet faced off in the semifinals, Nadal dropped the first set in a tiebreaker and went on to win 6–7 (8), 6–4, 6–3. But it was a genuine tussle—Nadal had to rally from a breakdown in both the second and third sets—and this looked like the beginning of a rich and entertaining pro rivalry.

The victory put Nadal into his first major clay court final. It came against Coria, who, despite his considerable skills and edge in experience, made a startling, prematch concession.

“I believe Nadal is the best player on this surface in the world,” Coria said.

That was quite a statement from the reigning Monte Carlo champion who, at that stage, could still have laid the same claim. But it provided the first real chance to see Nadal in one of his classic modes: arguing against his own brilliance.

“I am the best?” Nadal said, laughing, when he was told of Coria’s comment. “So, I won the final? No, I am not, not the best on clay. He won last year here. He lost in the final in Hamburg. He played the final in the French Open.”

Perhaps Coria hoped that high praise might be a possible path to destabilizing the phenom. Or perhaps Coria, despite his 1-0 record against Nadal, sensed unmistakably which way the wind was blowing on the French Riviera and beyond.

The next day, Nadal returned to the clay and defeated Coria for the title, navigating intermittent rain and intermittent trouble to win his most significant individual title yet: 6–3, 6–1, 0–6, 7–5. Nadal let a 4–1 lead slip in the fourth set but then recovered to close out the match by breaking Coria’s serve and chasing down the last of the Argentine’s many drop shots.

“He hits the drop shot very, very well,” Nadal said. “I think it is the best in the world. He won a lot of points with that, but I won some very important points, no? The last one, for example.”

Nadal grinned and even looked proud of himself after that flash of wit. And why not? The English-language news conferences frankly seemed more challenging for him at this stage than the tennis.

That Monte Carlo Open title also launched another Nadal ritual when he held the trophy in his hands, kissed it, and then gently bit the crystal rim. That would become his trademark celebration. “I do it just to please the photographers,” he said.

After his first Masters Series title and first top-tier title on clay, I got the opportunity to interview him in Spanish for the New York Times. We sat down in a small room in the clubhouse with spartan décor and a mega-million-dollar view of the Mediterranean. His answers in one of his two native languages (Mallorquin is the other) came in paragraphs instead of the sentence fragments of his English interviews. He was a thoughtful eighteen-year-old, accustomed from the lively Nadal dinner table to communicating with his elders (and sometimes disagreeing with his elders).

“I always wanted to have success, but I never thought it would come quite so quickly,” he said. “Last year was difficult at times, but I finished it incredibly with the Davis Cup victory, and this year I was at a high level from the start. I got a lot of confidence from Davis Cup for sure, but I’ve been training and working hard all my life and now it’s paying off.”

In Miami, just a few weeks before in the Miami Open final, he had Federer in deep trouble, leading him two sets to love and 5–3 in the third set, only to see the Swiss come back and take the title after being two points from defeat.

“I played the best player in the world there and learned that matches last the whole match, and that you can never let up,” Nadal said. “When a player is that good, you have to stay really focused and realize that things can change at any time. It’s a learning curve. Tennis is not a game that you win when time runs out. You win when you win the last point. You have to always be prepared for a match to turn. You need to stay present and alert.”

It would be ten years before Nadal, one of sport’s great closers, would blow another two-set lead, losing to Fabio Fognini at the 2015 U.S. Open.

But then five-setters on clay would be rare for Nadal throughout his career. His edge, as Coria sensed, was very real, and yet Coria—his self-belief not yet diminished by injuries and serving issues—could still push Nadal to the limit at this stage. They played again three weeks later in the final of the Italian Open, and it was not only a far better match than their Monte Carlo duel but one of the most compelling matches of their careers.

Coria, more aggressive and incisive this time, had Nadal on the ropes after breaking him twice to start the fifth set. But Nadal, running on young legs and well-founded confidence, reeled Coria back in by superior strength of will.

It came down to a tiebreaker, and though Nadal could not convert his first two championship points, the last exchange of the match somehow managed to do justice to this five-hour-and-fourteen-minute classic. Nadal attacked from the baseline. Coria regained control of the point and hit a blistering, no-regrets forehand on the line that very few men could have even reached. But Nadal slid, lunged, and threw up a one-handed backhand lob that began to descend near midcourt. Coria hit a conservative overhead and paid for it as Nadal pounced on the opportunity like a grizzly on a salmon. Coria made the next volley but could not handle the next, and Nadal, who had gone from offense to defense to offense in a matter of seconds, was soon flat on his back on the clay in what would become his trademark celebration.

The final score, 6–4, 3–6, 6–3, 4–6, 7–6 (8–6), dispelled any lingering doubts about the teenager’s endurance and ability to handle five-set tests of character.

In his first appearance in Rome, he had won the title with the sort of brio that Italians could appreciate. Now, it was time, at last, for Nadal’s first appearance at the French Open.

“Roland-Garros has been frustrating for all of us, most of all Rafael,” Toni Nadal told me. “But sometimes it’s best to wait. It makes you appreciate it more.”

I always imagined Toni protecting his exuberant nephew in bubble wrap in the days leading up to that French Open—anything to ensure that no other freakish happening could delay the inevitable. Instead, the Nadals agreed that Rafael would withdraw from the tournament in Hamburg to rest and recover. Nadal had blisters on his left hand that needed to heal. First and foremost, he needed to catch his breath after all the smaller summits he had scaled in anticipation of climbing the big one.

His arrival in Paris as the No. 4 seed did not go unnoticed: A few camera crews were waiting for him at Orly Airport, which Toni thought was over-the-top. The French press spared no detail. Julien Reboullet, the fine tennis writer from L’Équipe, was there on the Lenglen Court for Nadal’s first training session:

“Thursday night. 6:55 pm,” Reboullet wrote. “Though Nadal is supposed to start his practice in five minutes, rain starts to fall on Roland-Garros. Will the Parisian malediction continue to follow the young Mallorcan? The rain turns to drizzle, and Nadal arrives on the trot. In any case, he would play even if it were hailing at this stage. At 7:05 p.m., Nadal finally puts his foot on this land that has been promised to him by the majority of observers and figures on tour. As soon as he enters the Lenglen Court, he takes two intentionally heavy steps, like a vacationer looking to knock the snow off his moon boots by tapping his feet against the frozen ground. It’s done. Nadal has taken possession of the soil.

“His first shot at Roland-Garros, at 7:07 p.m., is a backhand. About 30 curiosity seekers are in the stadium to watch his debut. A half hour after the first rally, Nadal returns to his bench and talks with his uncle and coach Toni. As he does so, the giant screen placed at one of the corners of the court begins to show images of Gustavo Kuerten’s victory in 2001: the one where Guga drew a heart in the clay and then lay down inside of it. Watching this scene, the two Nadals laughed hard. Was it giving them ideas for the future?”
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Let the record show that Nadal’s first practice partner at Roland-Garros was Ivo Karlović. It was hardly a conventional choice considering that Karlović was a six-foot-eleven Croatian giant who had one of the best and biggest serves in tennis history and treated baseline rallies like kryptonite.

But Nadal was clearly preparing for all possibilities, and as he and Karlović wrapped up their soggy session, a French boy who had watched the entire practice asked Toni for a big favor. And so, Nadal, still a teenager himself, finished his first day as a player at Roland-Garros by hitting a few balls with his contemporary before heading back to the locker room.

Nadal, a creature of habit, had no habits yet in Paris. It was time to make some. Instead of choosing an isolated hotel that was far from the bustle of the city, Nadal and his team chose lodging on Paris’s Right Bank, a short walk from the Seine and the Champs-Elysées. It was a smaller team then: just Rafael, Toni, and Carlos Costa when the tournament began. Publicist Benito Perez-Barbadillo had yet to come on board full-time. He was still working for the ATP. Nadal’s parents and friends, including Rafael Maymo, who would become his trusted physiotherapist, were not in Paris in the opening stages of the tournament. Neither was his uncle Miguel Ángel Nadal, recently retired at age thirty-eight after a long career in professional soccer. The timing seemed just right: one sports star in the family stepping away in the same year when another soared to even greater prominence.

The nephew certainly benefited from Miguel Ángel’s experience in the spotlight, and if he seemed so sure that he belonged at this level, perhaps that was in part because he had never known a time when Miguel Ángel had not been part of the international sporting elite.

“He has given me a lot of good advice,” Nadal told me in Monte Carlo.

For now, Nadal was spending time with other Spanish elders: with his mentor, Moyá, and with Albert Costa, David Ferrer, and Feliciano López, all well established on tour; and with other Spanish-speaking players like Juan Monaco of Argentina. They went to dinner together. They did virtual battle on PlayStation but also played cards or parchis, the Spanish board game known as Parcheesi in North America, that Nadal would find endlessly diverting during his long career between matches and practice sessions.

“There was a group of four or five of us,” López said. “I see the players now, and they don’t spend that time together because they have a lot of things that we didn’t have at that time, like social media, mobile phones, Netflix, all those platforms. We used to go out to the movies when we were traveling, not stay in our hotel rooms. It was a very different life, and in many ways I think it was better because we were able to share a lot of things with other players. I call them the good old days.”

Nadal, though five years younger than López, feels the same way.

“When I started, the communication between players was more frequent than it is now, because there were not so many things to binge-watch, so many series to stream, so many possibilities to be distracted by the cell phone all day long and by the stuff on your screen,” he told me. “I think that you could connect more with the other players.”

Players’ support teams have grown bigger, isolating players from each other.

“This is true, and with your people around you it’s often easier to go out for dinner with them than other players,” Nadal said. “But I think the big change is technology. Like everything that changes in life, there is a good side and bad side. What’s nice is you can be far away and not feel so far from home. I can see my family every day in my telephone, and that used to be much more complicated. I can watch all the football matches I want to watch: all of Mallorca or Madrid or Barcelona. But though technology helps you communicate with the world, it disconnects you from the people right in front of you. We had Christmas dinner with my cousins in Mallorca, and you look around the table, and all the young ones are looking at their phones. We have to find a way to pause.”

That debut year at Roland-Garros was a precious time when Nadal could still go out to dinner in Paris without drawing constant attention, and ritualistic as he is, he went to Pizza Pino on the Champs-Elysées nearly every night. But his world was changing quickly, and on the Sunday before the tournament, he got the star treatment by being scheduled on the main Chatrier Court for an exhibition match on the traditional charity day.

“I’ve watched a lot of finals here since I was a kid,” he said. “There was Courier, Corretja with Moyá, [Alberto] Berasategui. There was Bruguera. I remember a number of finals, but nothing special. I’ve come here to try to play my own game and to get my own name on the list.”

The next day, for his first official match at Roland-Garros, he was sent to Court One, which seemed appropriate considering that it was nicknamed “the Bullring” because of its intimate, circular design.

Nadal faced Lars Burgsmüller, an unseeded German veteran. “I tried to convince myself I could win,” Burgsmüller said. “But it became clear pretty quickly that he was the better player.”

Final score 6–1, 7–6 (4), 6–1 for Nadal, although Burgsmüller, now a radiologist in Duisburg, Germany, did get the consolation prize of having been there across the net at the start of something extraordinary.

“I was certainly not happy to lose,” Burgsmüller said. “But now when you see all that he’s done, it’s a good story to be able to tell the grandchildren someday.”

Nadal beat Xavier Malisse in the next round in straight sets in his first official appearance in the vast confines of the Chatrier Court, which set up a rematch with Gasquet that was the talk of the tournament. Gasquet had given France further hope by reaching the final in Hamburg the week before the French Open, losing to Federer.

Nadal was certainly concerned about facing him, as well, and had hoped he would be placed in a different section of the draw. But this time, unlike in Monte Carlo, Nadal dominated, winning 6–4, 6–3, 6–2. Watching from courtside, he seemed to grow bigger as the match unfolded, rising to the occasion, while Gasquet started to look smaller, wilting under the pressure. It was the sight of two parallel paths diverging forevermore.

“We are the same age, and I feel like a junior player, and he’s like a senior player,” Gasquet said. “He is there 100 percent physically, which is not my case. I’m not ready for such a situation.”

It was a hot and sunlit day, ideal conditions for Nadal’s topspin to kick high after the bounce. The victory was so straightforward that a surprised Nadal actually asked Gasquet after the handshake if he was ill or injured. The answer was no, but Gasquet had seen the future very clearly.

“When I came off the court, I told my father, ‘It’s over, that’s the new champion of Roland-Garros. There’s no doubt,’” Gasquet explained many years later. “I saw very quickly that he was an extraterrestrial. I was close in Monaco but this time I wasn’t close at all, and it was only two or three months later. I could already see that he was a different player, that he didn’t have the same level as before at all. Nobody could have imagined he would win Roland-Garros fourteen times, but it was clear he was going to be immense.”

Gasquet would pay as high a price for that as anyone, losing all eighteen of his tour-level singles matches against Nadal, who did soften the blow by writing an introduction to Gasquet’s autobiography (and by publicly defending him when he tested positive for cocaine in 2009 and was at risk of a long suspension). To his credit, “Richard G.” would have a long and successful career of his own, winning more than six hundred singles matches and playing even deeper into his thirties than Nadal. But despite all those early comparisons and projections, there would be no rivalry.

“I’ve heard it so many times, ‘You beat him at twelve years old!’” Gasquet said near the end of his career. “It’s such a stupid comment that I’d rather not hear it anymore, but it is part of me, and as time has passed, the fact that I got compared to perhaps the greatest player of all time is actually pretty flattering.”

In the next round, Nadal faced a more experienced Frenchman, Sebastien Grosjean, the last local left in the men’s draw. That provided Nadal with his first taste of a partisan, capricious French Open crowd, which delayed play for nearly ten minutes at one stage by booing the chair umpire’s refusal to accede to Grosjean’s request to check a mark in the clay.

Grosjean, well aware that he needed all the support he could get to deal with Nadal, egged the fans on and ended up splitting the opening two sets with Nadal before play was suspended early in the third because of darkness. Toni Nadal was furious with the tournament officials for letting the crowd delay the match for that long. His nephew looked rattled, but a night’s sleep solved that. When the match resumed the next day, the mood had lightened and Nadal wasted no time to finish off the victory 6–4, 3–6, 6–3, 6–0.

“It was a tale of two days for me,” Grosjean told me. “The first day it was heavier, and it was raining a little bit, and the next day it was sunny and quicker and the bounce was higher. For me, it was way more complicated to control the ball. I was hitting the ball above my shoulder, and I’m not that tall. The other problem was that he was just tough. You could see he had the confidence and belief to go all the way.”

When Nadal defeated his Spanish compatriot and friend David Ferrer in the quarterfinals, the tournament had the match most had been longing for: Nadal-Federer. They already had played twice, both times in Miami on a hard court, with each winning once. But this was their first meeting on clay and in a Grand Slam tournament. Nadal, despite his winning streak, was not quite the oddsmakers’ favorite. It was Federer, who had not lost a set in his first five matches, which included a rout of Moyá in the fourth round.

There was certainly a case to be made. Federer was entrenched at No. 1 in the world, had lost only two matches all season, and had just been named world sportsman of the year by the Laureus Foundation. Like Nadal, he had grown up playing tennis primarily on clay and had just defended his title in Hamburg, albeit in Nadal’s absence. He had come to Paris unusually early with his coach Tony Roche, a former French Open champion, to get extra practice time on the Chatrier Court, whose extra-large dimensions had left Federer feeling out of place in the past. “If I want to win the French, this is the court I’m going to have to do it on, so I better get used to it,” he told me.

Though Federer had never been this deep before at Roland-Garros, he already had won the other three Grand Slam titles. Nadal was the unknown, not Federer. Though it seemed abundantly obvious by now that the young Spaniard was a big-match player, he had yet to prove it in the major tournaments that define careers and legacies.

But here came that first big match in a major, and it came on Nadal’s nineteenth birthday. “I’m feeling much calmer now than when I started the tournament and even than when I started the match against Grosjean,” Nadal said. “I feel that I’m playing at a good level, and that really helps me to see this match with a good state of mind.”

I had interviewed Federer a few days before the tournament at the Hôtel de Crillon. The top-floor suite with its grand, panoramic view of the Place de la Concorde was the definition of Parisian elegance, but Federer was casual in attire and relaxed in mood as he discussed, among many other things, Nadal.

“Quite impressive, isn’t it?” Federer said, as if he were talking about a sculpture instead of a sculptural young rival. “He’s already bigger than me, and he’s five years younger. Imagine how he looks in five years.”

Given the length of their rivalry, Federer was going to find that out and more, but first he was going to face the youngster on clay. The French Open organizers were well aware of what they had in their hands, and unusually they organized a photo shoot with Federer and Nadal on the eve of the match. The anticipation was big, and the impatience was palpable on the Chatrier Court when the first semifinal on Friday, between Nikolay Davydenko of Russia and Mariano Puerta of Argentina, turned into a protracted tussle, delaying the start of what was clearly the main event.

When Federer and Nadal finally took to the terre battue in the late afternoon, Nadal set the tone immediately with a sprinting, full-power, forehand passing shot winner down the line on the first point. Federer, who had seemingly done everything right, barely had time to flinch, and Nadal broke his serve in a hurry. There would be fifteen service breaks in all in this tense, choppy match that did not quite live up to the buildup but did deliver a terrific third set. Nadal won it with aplomb, breaking Federer at 4–5 with, among other strokes, a backhand passing shot winner, a beautifully disguised backhand drop shot on the move, and, to finish, a cocksure forehand swing volley winner that caused Federer’s chin to droop.

Federer, who had developed quite a poker face through the years after his temperamental early days on tour, was no imperious, impassive champion in this match. He banged the side of his head with his racket strings and even howled with frustration as he mistimed yet another ground stroke to lose his serve and control of his own destiny at 3–4 in the fourth set. Nadal then closed it out, attacking with his forehand and locking down the defenses as he won the final point when Federer steered a forehand long on the eighteenth shot of the rally.

Nadal was a French Open finalist at nineteen. Quite a birthday present and only partially a gift from Federer, who finished with 62 unforced errors to the Spaniard’s 32. Nadal had gone after it, playing the critical points with so much clear-eyed aggression and enthusiasm. He had started better and finished much better than the world No. 1, reeling off the last five games to win 6–3, 4–6, 6–4, 6–3, and though Federer complained, not for the last time against Nadal, about the visibility in the fading light, it was of course fading for both players.

“Winning a semifinal is already incredible, and beating Federer is even more amazing,” Nadal said after dusting off some of the clay from his victory tumble.

“My disappointment is obvious,” Federer said. “Wasn’t much left between this and the finals, and maybe a chance to win it. But the disappointment is, I would say, in control. I’m not going to destroy the locker room and never play tennis again. I’m not at that point. I feel like the motivation’s big to come back the next few years and do better.”

Federer already had been coming to play in the main draw since 1999, when I had watched him lose to Patrick Rafter in his Grand Slam debut on the Lenglen court. But Nadal had gotten the better of Federer and just about everybody else on his very first visit. Though he would surely have preferred to play in 2003 or 2004, his delayed arrival did have benefits. He came to Paris ready not just to win but to dominate. The anticipation had built not just in tennis fans’ minds but in his fellow players’ minds. The reality was even more intimidating and set the tone for Nadal’s long and phenomenal run at Roland-Garros.

Only one obstacle remained in 2005, and it was a surprise: the unseeded Mariano Puerta of Argentina. Like Nadal, Puerta was left-handed and with a bullish physique, able to generate heavy topspin with his forehand. Unlike Nadal, he had a tarnished reputation. Puerta had been suspended from competition in 2003 after testing positive for clenbuterol, a banned anabolic agent.

His initial two-year ban had been reduced to nine months by an independent tribunal after hearing testimony from a physician who said he had prescribed a medication containing clenbuterol to Puerta because of an asthma attack brought on by the anxiety of his teenage niece undergoing major surgery. Puerta never declared the medication when he was tested and acknowledged that he had made a mistake. Representatives of the men’s tour argued that Puerta had never declared the use of asthma medication previously, either. But the suspension was still reduced, and if it had not been, the two-year ban would have kept Puerta out of this French Open.

Neither Nadal nor the twenty-six-year-old Puerta had been anywhere near a Grand Slam final until now, but they had played each other three times on clay in the past, with Puerta winning a close three-set final in tennis’s minor leagues, the challengers, in 2003 in Aix-en-Provence. But Nadal had won both their meetings on the main tour in straight sets and was a prohibitive favorite based on his exclamation point of a victory over Federer and his twenty-three-match winning streak.

“What he’s done at his age is very special,” Federer said. “We won’t see any one like him for at least another five years. And to come in here and keep it going in Roland-Garros is also very special.”

Federer clearly had a five-year plan when it came to Nadal (see above), but Nadal would have a way of making time stand still at Roland-Garros, of making each point, each match, each year merge with the next in the collective memory. But everything was new and distinct in 2005, and it is easy to forget that victory was no sure thing. The toughest match of his rookie year was yet to come.

On the eve of Nadal’s first Grand Slam final, he made a promising connection with the past, practicing on the clay with Mats Wilander, the only man to have won the French Open on his first attempt. Wilander was retired and working as a commentator for Eurosport, but he was still in fine shape. He was a friend of Carlos Costa, Nadal’s agent, from their playing days, and with a shortage of practice partners on-site, Costa asked Wilander if he might fill in on Saturday. Wilander jumped at the chance, even if he knew he was not the ideal choice considering that Puerta was left-handed with a one-handed backhand while Wilander was a righty with a two-hander.

But the symbolism was certainly potent. Wilander was just seventeen when he won Roland-Garros in 1982; Nadal was still a teenager, too. And though Wilander had never formally met or hit with Nadal, he quickly came to understand firsthand why he was such a force.

“I realized this is way more complicated than I thought,” Wilander told me. “Watching him on court, you feel he’s putting a lot of balls in play, and he runs hard. But once you actually stand there and face it, it’s a style of tennis that no one up to that point had ever faced, and I think it took them all a long time to begin to deal with it. There were no mistakes. Nadal’s ball was bouncing higher than when Bruguera or Ferrero or Moyá played or any of the other Spanish guys. It was an ongoing battle to keep the ball in play, not because he played so fast, but it was a different way of playing clay court tennis off both sides with more spin, more height. I don’t know what you do. You couldn’t overpower him. So, I realized it was not only a different style, but a different level and different commitment, and you just can’t beat him. You can close your eyes and rip fifty winners if you can, but you can’t keep that up. It’s not that simple.”

Puerta certainly gave it a good shot the next day. He smartly had concluded that he was not going to defeat Nadal purely from the baseline, so he took big risks, running around backhands to rip forehands off the short hop and coming to net on a regular basis, sometimes involuntarily, to chase down Nadal’s excellent drop shots.

Nadal broke Puerta’s serve in the opening game, and Puerta got treatment on his right thigh when he was down 1–3, but he and the match lifted after that. He got back on serve with audacious shot making and became the first man to take the opening set against Nadal at the French Open, winning it in a tiebreaker after seventy-two minutes. But Nadal, true to form, did not take the hint. He kept his level high, and though Puerta kept taking risks, diving to hit a forehand volley winner to hold serve in the second set, he could not sustain the excellence, as Nadal’s topspin kept forcing him to hit his one-handed backhand from awkward, usually elevated positions.

“It’s like climbing a ladder again and again,” Wilander said.

Nadal rolled through the next two sets but Puerta was able to regroup in the fourth, breaking Nadal at 4–4 with a ripped forehand down the line that set up a backhand volley down the line that Nadal reached but could not handle. Puerta then served to even the match at two sets apiece and took a 40–15 lead.

It was a moment of truth, and the truth is that Nadal is a champion.

“People say he dreams with his feet on the ground,” said Mary Carillo, the eloquent American television analyst who was working the final for NBC. “He knows he belongs out here.”

He saved the first set point with court craft: bringing Puerta forward with a forehand drop shot and then wrong-footing him with a clever backhand passing shot against the grain. Nadal saved the second set point with help from the tennis gods when Puerta’s diving, desperation forehand volley into open space struck the tape.

Nadal then saved a third when Puerta ran around his backhand and missed a midcourt forehand into the net. But the youngster still needed something special to secure the break. He produced it by tracking down a forehand drop shot that very few could have reached. Puerta, waiting at the net, chose to go back at Nadal with a forehand. It was the wrong call, and Nadal, who had his arms extended with his racket head low, was able to bunt a blink-of-an-eye backhand volley straight at the Argentine. Puerta, caught by surprise, pushed his forehand volley wide.

They were—in spectacular fashion—back on serve, and Nadal amid the din was exuberantly side-shuffling back to the baseline straight into a fist pump: a version of his “cobra” celebration. Puerta did not know it yet, but the match had just peaked, and his best chance was gone.

Nadal held to 6–5 and then, at 30–30, hit his fifty-second winner of the match with a reverse forehand down the line behind Puerta. It was match point. Nadal whipped a return comfortably into play, and Puerta, one more time, tried to force the issue and take it on the rise. But he could not deal with the spin, and his forehand sailed well wide as Nadal went into a victory slide, releasing his racket and lying spread-eagled in his natural habitat: the clay.

It was a terrific final, even without a fifth set, but it was cast in a more somber light several months later when it was revealed that Puerta had tested positive in Paris for etilefrine, a prohibited cardiac stimulant, in a doping control after the final. Given his previous doping violation, he was banned for eight years, and though he was able to reduce that ban in 2006 to two years on appeal and return to competition in 2007, he never played in another Grand Slam tournament.

The tribunal that reduced the ban noted that the amount of etilefrine in his positive test was too small to have a material effect on performance. Puerta told the tribunal he had inadvertently ingested the substance by drinking from his wife’s glass when she had been taking etilefrine for menstrual pain. Fifteen years later, Puerta told the Argentine newspaper La Nacion that this explanation had been a lie, and that he had ingested it instead through a contaminated supplement that he had purchased under the counter. Members of his team at the time have questioned that explanation.

Whatever the reality, Puerta’s remarkable run at the 2005 French Open looks different through today’s lens.

So does Nadal’s, but not for the same reasons. His collapse on the clay after match point and his tears in victory as he embraced his family and friends in the players’ box felt like a culmination. But we now know that this was only the beginning of something that not even Nadal and his uncle Toni could have dreamed up.







CHAPTER SEVEN

THE FORERUNNERS

In 1891, more than a century before Nadal’s first visit to Paris, the French tennis championships began and left us with a mystery.

No one knows the first name of the first champion.

For the record and perhaps for good, he is listed as H. Briggs, and the French are not even entirely sure about that first initial. We know the full names, and I do mean the full names, of the inaugural champions at the other Grand Slam tournaments: Spencer William Gore at Wimbledon in 1877; Richard Dudley Sears at the U.S. Championships in 1881; and Rodney Wilfred Heath at the Australian Championships in 1891.

But the French, as so often, are outliers. Everyone else who went on to win their tournament through the decades got the full treatment, but not Monsieur Briggs. Or should I say Mister Briggs? French tennis historians, to their collective frustration, do not know much about him, but the consensus is that he was British, which seems fitting considering how large a role the British played in the rise of tennis in France. Although the early French championships did not generally allow foreigners to take part, they made an exception for foreigners who played for French clubs. Briggs was a member at Stade Français, one of the top sports clubs in the capital, and was likely a French resident.

A man identified as Briggs is featured in a group photo in the well-documented French book La fabuleuse histoire de Roland-Garros. If this is truly Briggs, he is dressed in tennis whites with a tight-fitting cap and a high shirt collar and black bow tie (we’re a long way from Nadal’s fluorescent sleeveless shirts). Briggs, surrounded by competitors, is standing behind a large trophy. He is lean and serious with a thick, dark mustache and the mutton-chop sideburns that were fashionable in the late nineteenth century. If only we knew this man’s first name, although one name does suffice for Brazilian soccer stars.

It was a decidedly low-key first championship. It lasted just one day, a Sunday in June, and there were only five competitors, all men representing Paris clubs (the French women had to wait until 1897 for their turn). The tournament was almost certainly held on grass, not red clay, at the Racing Club de France’s relatively new courts in the Bois de Boulogne very near present-day Roland-Garros. The event received no mainstream coverage in the news media, which in 1891 meant the print media. But there was an in-house reporter, Richard Dougerthy, from the French sports union that organized the tournament, and his report, published in the union’s review, was not particularly kind to Mr. Briggs’s tennis, which was characterized as “ungraceful and risky.”

That was understandable considering that Briggs, according to Dougerthy, had not known how to hold a racket just “two months earlier” and had developed “extraordinary form in just a few weeks.”

Dougerthy observed that light rain made the surface very slippery by day’s end—all the more reason to think it was grass—but Briggs emerged unscathed, reaching the final and defeating a Frenchman named P. Baignières, whose given name has also proven elusive.

This time Briggs received more credit for his efforts. “Nothing threw him off, not even Baignières’s very tough serve,” Dougerthy wrote. “He won the final rather easily, and he deserved it for his calm, endurance and energy.”

Not bad at all for a beginner, and for his trouble Briggs still has his place more than a century later at the beginning of the honor roll that is on the wall of the Roland-Garros presidential grandstand.

Though Briggs was clearly a quick learner, he did not win the French championships again. But domination, later taken to the nth degree by Nadal, soon became a hallmark of the tournament. Nobody won fourteen singles titles in those early years, but somebody did win eight. That was Max Decugis, a French amateur who ruled the Paris clay before becoming a highly decorated soldier in World War One, which the French called “la Grande Guerre.”

“Very, very few people know who he is,” said Michaël Guittard, the former head of collections at the French Tennis Federation.

“Even for most big French tennis fans, the first great champions they could name would be some of the musketeers: René Lacoste, Jean Borotra, and perhaps Henri Cochet,” Guittard said. “They could name Suzanne Lenglen, too, but they don’t go all the way back to Max Decugis.”

To be clear, equating Decugis and Nadal is a stretch. The French championships is not classified as one of the four major tournaments until 1925, when it became open to all international amateurs. Unlike Wimbledon, the U.S. Open, and the Australian Open, any French titles won before 1925 are not considered Grand Slam titles, which means that you won’t find Decugis on that list now topped by Novak Djokovic.

I knew Bud Collins, the eminent and often ebullient American tennis writer and broadcaster, for nearly thirty years. I can only remember him getting truly irritated once. That was when I asked if he could comment on Nadal tying Decugis’s all-time French championships record of eight men’s singles titles in 2013.

“They can say they had a tournament in France, and call it anything they want,” Bud said. “But they didn’t really start being the French championships that we know until 1925 when they allowed non-French-club members to play. You cannot and should not compare them.”

Bud was great company. He loved tennis as well as anything has been loved, and his writing was as colorful as his trademark trousers. We owe him, among many other things, “Fraülein Forehand” for Steffi Graf. He was also a generous man, particularly with young colleagues, and had strong and well-researched views on the game’s rich history. But the French Tennis Federation does see it differently, and when I arrived in 1991 to cover my first Roland-Garros, the tournament organizers were celebrating the centennial of that 1891 event. For the French, those early years are still part of the official timeline.

You can and really should argue that the true precursor to the French Open was not those parochial French Championships dominated by Decugis, but the World Hard Court Championships that were held, with only one exception, on the courts of the Stade Français club in the Paris suburb of Saint-Cloud from 1912 to 1923.

The term “hard court” is misleading. In our era, it means a court made with a hard, synthetic material: acrylic in the case of the U.S. Open’s courts. But back in the day, the term referred to any tennis surface that was not grass, including terre battue. The World Hard Court Championships were one of three world championships recognized by the International Lawn Tennis Federation. The others were the World Grass Court Championships, which was just another name for Wimbledon; and the World Covered Court Championships, which were played indoors on a wood surface.

The World Hard Court Championships were played on red clay similar to that used later at Roland-Garros, and the event was open to all nationalities, including the French. The list of champions in Saint-Cloud has the ring of truth. Anthony Wilding, the dashing New Zealander, won it in 1913 and 1914 when he was widely considered the world’s best player. American Bill Tilden, one of the greatest of any era, won it in 1921. Suzanne Lenglen, the balletic French sensation, won the women’s title four times, with her first coming at age fifteen in 1914.

But though the World Hard Court Championships were a much closer equivalent to the international French tournament that began in 1925, the French Federation has stuck with its own restricted national championships as the earliest version of the tournament. That is not without historical consequence: It means Wilding, who died in battle in World War One in 1915 at age thirty-one, never won a Grand Slam singles title on clay. Neither did Tilden, who came close but lost in the French championships final in 1927 and 1930.

Instead, Decugis is the early champion who goes on the French honor roll (and only the French honor roll).

“For us inside the French federation, the tournament goes back to 1891,” Guittard told me. “But it’s clear that Nadal’s and Decugis’s achievements are not comparable, and if we could somehow arrange a match between Nadal and Decugis, I also fear that poor Max would suffer a great deal.”

I laughed out loud at that line, but then if you handed the great Nadal one of Decugis’s small-headed wooden rackets and asked him to hit his forehand the same whipping way, I also fear that poor Rafa might suffer a fair bit as well.

Ritualistic Rafa also would have had to make do without plastic water bottles in front of his chair on the changeovers in the early twentieth century, and he would have had to do without courtside chairs as well because there were none: Players stood on the changeovers if they bothered to stop at all. No wonder a five-set match could take less than two hours (weren’t those the days?).

Decugis, at five foot seven, was not nearly as imposing a physical specimen as Nadal, but he was, like the Spaniard, known for his combativeness. In 1910, Decugis played Wilding in Brussels. Decugis trailed two sets to love and 5–4 in the third but rallied to win 3–6, 0–6, 7–5, 6–0, 6–0. That epic comeback might not have been entirely due to Decugis’s trademark tenacity. Jacques Dorfmann, a former head umpire at Roland-Garros, revealed that Decugis had told him that he had been given “a small piece of fruit” by the chair umpire in Brussels during that pivotal changeover with Wilding leading 5–4 in the third. Decugis told him that he later realized the official had given him a kola nut, packed with caffeine.

“Max Decugis told me that he thought, through no fault of his own, he had been the first case of doping in tennis,” Dorfmann said to L’Express, the French newsmagazine.

Decugis also was accused of professionalism and briefly suspended from competition in 1910, the same year as his kola-nut comeback. As an amateur, Decugis received no prize money, but he did receive trophies and gift certificates, and he raised eyebrows and hackles by supposedly pooling his gift certificates to purchase a car.

But Decugis was soon reinstated and went on to become the most successful early French player at home and abroad. He won twenty-eight French national titles: eight in singles, thirteen in men’s doubles, and seven in mixed doubles. He also won four Olympic gold medals, one of them in mixed doubles at the 1920 Games in Antwerp with Lenglen, which goes to show just how highly regarded a player Decugis once was despite his present-day obscurity.

“You can be sure that Charles Lenglen, Suzanne’s father, didn’t have her play with just anybody,” Guittard said.

Lenglen was trained very intentionally to be a champion by her father: establishing a tennis precedent that would have a long run (see Steffi Graf, Monica Seles, and the Williams sisters). An affluent man, Charles Lenglen studied the best players of the day, above all the leading men’s players, and set the bar high for his only daughter. She was a true prodigy with a diva streak and one of the first female athletes to become an international star. She dominated in style: her hair wrapped in her signature bandeau. Her tennis clothing, with short sleeves and exposed stockings, broke with convention, like her aggressive, acrobatic game, which was full of flash, swoops to the net, and flourish.

Al Laney, an American newspaperman who, like Bud Collins, is in the International Tennis Hall of Fame, covered Lenglen in Europe and the United States in her heyday. He wrote about his first glimpse of her in his memoir, Covering the Court. It was in 1919 at a practice session during a tournament in Cannes, France. Lenglen was just nineteen.

“Suzanne seemed a plain girl with dull, almost sallow colorless skin and strong irregular teeth,” Laney wrote. “She had large hands and feet for so slim a person, and her face in repose had a strong melancholy cast. But when the man with whom she was waiting to practice came up she was at once all animation and vivacity. How sudden the change and how immediate the effect.

“As soon as she began to play, all the people who had been wandering came and stood or sat by the court, neglecting tournament play to see Lenglen practice. This was a foreshadowing of what was to come, of the saying that became well known at Wimbledon—namely, that while Lenglen was not the only player who could fill the center court, she was the only one who could empty it by playing outside.”

Laney, who would cover tennis for more than fifty years and clearly much preferred the men’s game, watched Lenglen’s training session, rapt.

“Here was a girl with as much skill as, and a greater variety of strokes and greater ease of execution than any man I had encountered,” he wrote. “And with a natural grace of movement I had never seen equaled on a tennis court, and still have not.”

Lenglen would lose just one singles match as an amateur after the war. That came when she retired, controversially, because of illness at the 1921 U.S. Championships in her second-round duel with Molla Mallory, the sturdy Norwegian-American star whom Lenglen later overwhelmed 6–2, 6–0 in their rematch in the 1922 Wimbledon final. The rout took just twenty-six minutes: not much value for money.

But Lenglen was a crowd magnet and tour de force and a sign of cultural renewal for the French, who had lost so many citizens and illusions in la Grande Guerre. She won the French championships four times when it was restricted to French club members, then won it twice more after it was opened to all comers in 1925 and again in 1926. But that would be her last major title. Later that year, she became the biggest tennis star to date to turn professional, signing a contract with American promoter C. C. Pyle to headline an exhibition tour in the United States. Lenglen needed the money by this stage, and her decision made her ineligible for the Grand Slam tournaments.

Though the French Open named one of its two main courts in her honor in 1997, Lenglen never played an official match at Roland-Garros Stadium, which opened in 1928.

Others would write the story of that showplace, beginning with the musketeers—Lacoste, Borotra, Cochet, and the doubles specialist Jacques Brugnon—whose Davis Cup exploits in the 1920s created the need for a new tennis stadium in Paris. I had the chance to interview Lacoste and Borotra in France before their deaths and will return to the Musketeers later in this book. Without them, Roland-Garros as we know it would not exist.

But the two tennis luminaries who would truly set the stage and tone for Nadal on clay came a half century later. One was an American woman; the other a Swedish man, and both Chris Evert and Björn Borg were, in their heydays, every bit as unbeatable as Nadal on terre battue.

Born less than two years apart, Evert and Borg were teen prodigies who grew into dominant champions and played key roles in the tennis boom that reached both sides of the Atlantic in the 1970s and 1980s. It did not hurt that they were both easy on the eyes. Evert was the pulled-together girl next door who was probably, surely, out of your league. Borg was one of tennis’s first teen idols with his shaggy hair, midtournament stubble, rolling gunslinger’s gait, and an air of Nordic mystery.

“He was like the Beatles for God’s sake,” Ingrid Löfdahl Bentzer, a leading Swedish women’s player who was a friend of Borg, told the International Tennis Hall of Fame.

Above all, Evert and Borg were inscrutable under pressure (she was “the Ice Maiden”; he was “the Ice Man” or, catchier yet, “Ice Borg”). Both were rightly known as human backboards and possessed two-handed backhands that flouted tennis orthodoxy and set a trend that has only accelerated through the decades. The single-handed backhand, which was the rule when they emerged, is now a big exception on the men’s tour and all but extinct on the women’s tour.

Evert’s father, Jimmy, was a tennis coach. Borg’s father figure was Lennart Bergelin, a demanding coach and former top Swedish player. Evert, the second of five children, grew up playing on green clay in Florida; Borg, an only child, started on red clay—in the summer, at least—in Sweden. But though both, like Nadal, were serial champions on other surfaces, clay was their best medium. They moved on it with natural ease. They rallied on it with patience, geometric savvy, and, this might be the most important part, supreme confidence.

“Clay was my surface,” Evert told me. “When I played on grass, I always felt the ball came so fast, and in my day the bounces were low. Players were serving and volleying, and I always felt I was on my back foot. I was on the defensive unless I played out of the box or took risks, which wasn’t my nature. But I feel like I had enough time on clay that nobody was going to overpower me or hit it through me, because I had that extra second or two to get my feet organized and line up my shots. I pretty much felt like I was in control of every rally. I dictated the point. That’s something people misconstrue. They think a lot of clay court players are defensive players or grinders, but not necessarily. With my placement, I dictated the point. I was the one who moved my opponent side to side.”

Evert was a clean ball striker and flat hitter from the baseline, though she also had a devastating drop shot and an ahead-of-her-time drive volley. Borg, a fluid and fabulous natural athlete, used wooden rackets that were strung extraordinarily tight and was one of the first masters of controlled topspin. That, like Nadal, gave him margin for error, particularly on his passing shots in an era when so many of his opponents were regularly rushing the net, even on clay.

His shots were very heavy, but unlike Nadal, he was so light on his feet.

“He was the best athlete I have covered in tennis, probably equal with Rafa but more aesthetically appealing because of a physique that wasn’t so muscular,” said Tom Tebbutt, the dean of Canadian tennis writers, who covered forty-six French Opens, beginning in 1975.

While Nadal needed special clothing to absorb all his sweat, Borg often looked, Federer style, like he was barely perspiring.

“Borg was the same kind of physical dominator as Rafa has been but in a different way,” said Harold Solomon, one of Borg’s longtime foils on clay. “Rafa looks bigger and stronger and moves aggressively. But Björn floated on the court. He just floated, almost like Muhammad Ali, and Björn could sting like a bee, too. But he and Nadal, with their conditioning and the heaviness of their ball and their mental acuity and fortitude, I think they both approached it the same way.”

Borg, like Nadal, had started by hitting two-handed ground strokes off both wings and chose tennis over soccer. Like Nadal, he would go undefeated in French Open finals and had a birth date—June 6—that fell during the tournament.

Borg’s movement on clay was so ingrained as to seem innate, just as it was for Evert. They admired each other without really knowing each other outside the occasional photo shoot or exhibition match.

“I didn’t know Björn well back then,” Evert said. “He was stoic and private and quiet. I know him better now, funny enough. We just laugh at ourselves, and he is so much more outgoing. He has really come out of his shell.”

As players, they appeared to be cut from the same cloth, with their even-tempered approach to a demanding sport that can drive anyone to distraction. But Borg’s equanimity, much more than Evert’s, was a mask. Yes, he had a resting pulse rate made for the marathon: fewer than forty beats per minute. But he was not as calm as he appeared. Combustible in his youth, he screamed and smashed rackets in frustration, but his parents and early coaches drew the line, banning him from playing the game for several months. He returned a stoic, giving his public and opposition nothing but Nordic cool.

“I was never that cold inside,” Borg said. “It was always an act, an act I came to perfect, but an act just the same. It was part of my armory. I felt if my opponents did not know what I was thinking, how I was really feeling inside, then I was invincible.”

Twenty years later, another temperamental tennis genius would follow a similar evolution. Federer was also a volatile young player: prone to self-loathing, equipment abuse, and tears in defeat. Some of his early instructors noted that he was a poor loser. But like Borg, Federer learned that he played his best when he kept all that emotion under wraps, and anyone who watched poker-faced Federer in his prime—deep-set eyes on the contact point—would never have suspected all the self-control that was required to go against his own grain.

Evert and Borg might have come to their composure by different routes, but they followed eerily similar paths at Roland-Garros.

They both made their debuts in 1973 and made big impressions, with Borg reaching the fourth round at age sixteen and Evert reaching the final at age eighteen, where she lost a close three-setter to Margaret Court, the Australian who had long been dominant in the women’s game and had a winning career record against even Billie Jean King.

It was Evert’s first trip to Paris, and though she did not speak much French (and still doesn’t), she got a crash course in the cultural differences. Philippe Chatrier, the president of the French Tennis Federation and the mastermind behind the tournament’s revival in the 1980s, took Evert and her mother, Colette, to dinner every year when they came to Roland-Garros. That first year he took them to the Lido.

“I was shocked because the women were dancing right in front of me with no tops on, with glitter on their, you know, nipples,” Evert told me with a laugh. “I had just graduated from Catholic school, jeez. I was eighteen, and I had never been exposed to anything like that in America.”

In 1974, when Evert and Borg returned for their second appearances at Roland-Garros, they both left as champions. Evert did not drop a set in six matches—the women’s singles draws featured 64 players, not yet 128—and routed Olga Morozova, the Soviet Union’s top women’s player, 6–1, 6–2, in the final. What many have forgotten is that, despite the Cold War and the Russian-American geopolitical rivalry, Evert also teamed up in doubles with the gregarious Morozova and won that title, too.

In the men’s game, 1974 was the year of Jimmy Connors, Evert’s fiancé at the time, who won the other three majors but missed any chance at the Grand Slam by being barred from the French Open over his decision to play World Team Tennis in the United States. The new league, cofounded by Billie Jean King, paid well for that era and was drawing sizable crowds and interest. Those who ran the European tournaments in the late spring and summer were worried enough to make a stand and exclude the players who had chosen to take part in WTT. Connors did make it to Paris briefly but only to watch Evert at Roland-Garros.

Connors, an all-time great who played his last major tournament at age forty, never would reach a French Open final, although he did win the U.S. Open in 1976 during its three-year run on green clay, beating Borg in the final. But 1974 would certainly have been his best shot at Roland-Garros, even if victory would have been no sure thing.

Borg was precocious and ready. He had just won the Italian Open on clay. But he had to navigate plenty of peril in Paris, and he did not make it any easier on himself by flying to Paris on the morning of his first match. “Nobody would ever do that these days,” he said.

The opening two rounds of the singles tournament were best-of-three sets instead of best-of-five during that period. Borg flirted with elimination in his opener before defeating Jean-François Caujolle, a French qualifier he had faced often in the juniors, 4–6, 6–0, 6–4. Borg later needed five sets to defeat American Erik Van Dillen in the fourth round, Mexican star Raul Ramirez in the quarterfinals, and Spanish star Manuel Orantes in the final, as Borg rallied from two sets down to win 2–6, 6–7 (4), 6–0, 6–1, 6–1.

Borg, who had turned eighteen during the tournament, became the youngest men’s champion in Roland-Garros history, and the lopsided scores of those last three sets were a warning shot. Borg would not only dominate the French Open. He would demoralize the resistance.

“They should send Borg away to another planet,” Romanian star Ilie Nastase said. “We play tennis. He plays something else.”

“Borg is the only player I played where I knew was going to lose,” said José Higueras, the Spanish star turned leading coach who was at his best on clay. “It was just a matter of how many games I was going to get.”

If this is sounding familiar, it should.

Borg did lose twice at Roland-Garros in singles, both times to the same attack-minded Italian: Adriano Panatta. But Borg would win the French Open six times: an Open-era men’s record until Nadal came along and more than doubled it.

“I always have said that records are meant to be broken, not only in tennis, but in all sports,” Borg told me. “That’s what is great about sports, and that’s what people like to see.”

While Nadal played into his late thirties, Borg stepped away from the game in his prime, playing and winning his final French Open in 1981 as he celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday.

Despite Bergelin’s protests, Borg missed the tournament in 1977 because of his commitments to World Team Tennis. Unlike Evert, he regretted it, feeling the pain as he watched Guillermo Vilas win the title in his absence.

The knee-jerk assumption is that Borg could have reached double digits at Roland-Garros if he had simply stayed the course, but enduring in tennis is a skill in the same way that ripping a forehand crosscourt into open space is a skill. Though Borg did attempt a brief and unsuccessful comeback in 1991, he left center stage very early for a reason. Both he and Nadal were pegged for greatness as teenagers and did not disappoint. But Borg did not seem to relish direct competition to the same degree as Nadal. Borg left the game with archrival John McEnroe his superior on quick surfaces and with Borg’s fellow Swede Mats Wilander beginning to rise. Nadal would have wanted to dig his teeth into those matchups, those challenges. But Borg, burned out and eager for a life free of his obsessive commitment to the game, lost the day-to-day passion.

Nadal never did.

I asked Borg about this, and he believes that he and his generation of stars were more exposed to the public and its pressure than players like Nadal.

“I think they are more protected than we were,” Borg said. “I think maybe that is one of the reasons why I stepped away from the game, and I lost my motivation: because it was very difficult to be a so-called normal person. It was very difficult to go anywhere compared to the players today, who are very protected when they come to the stadium or hotels or anything. And that is the way it should be.”

Borgmania was real, and security and restrictions were certainly more lax. For confirmation, watch William Klein’s fly-on-the-clay, insider documentary The French, filmed without many restrictions at the 1981 French Open, which turned out to be not only Borg’s last Roland-Garros but his final Grand Slam title.

In Klein’s film, Borg is the paragon of Swedish restraint amid Latin excitability. He poses placidly for photograph after photograph with French youngsters for a sponsor appearance. He is surrounded by fans in his chair on the court shortly after championship point: something that would be unthinkable today. But there is a hint of world weariness in Borg’s demeanor, or perhaps that was what I noted with the benefit of hindsight.

At least the public cared enough to storm the clay. Evert’s early memories of the French Open are of playing amid general indifference and plenty of empty seats at Roland-Garros.

“In those days, the French did not appreciate women’s tennis at all,” she told me. “I wasn’t the most exciting tennis player, and it wasn’t like I was hitting winners, and they were on their feet. But I remember when they put me on center court at the end of the match when I was close to winning, all the sudden they loved me and they would just be clapping, clapping. And then I realized the reason was because the next match was like Jimmy and Björn. They wanted the women off and the men on. I think the French Open was the last tournament of the majors to accept women as tennis players, as athletes. Women were kind of second-class citizens for longer than any other major, 100 percent.”

Perhaps that explains why Evert did not revel in her Roland-Garros victories to the same degree she did in her titles at Wimbledon and the U.S. Open. The French Open was still off-Broadway for American superstars at that stage, but Evert went on to win the tournament seven times in singles, a women’s record that still stands, and she would surely have won it more if she had not missed the event in her prime for three straight years in 1976, 1977, and 1978 because of her own World Team Tennis commitments. The three women who won in her absence—Sue Barker, Mima Jaušovec, and Virginia Ruzici—never won another major in singles.

Viewed through today’s lens, which magnifies major titles, you might think Evert would regret missing three chances to win Roland-Garros. But you would be wrong.

“I don’t think I felt one iota of anything negative because of that decision,” she told me. “Those three summers, for me, were a lot of fun. I had great coaches like Tony Roche. I had great teammates. We traveled. We had big matches in front of eight thousand to twelve thousand people every night, every night. Tennis was really different back then, and we had Björn, Jimmy, Martina, myself, Billie Jean, Virginia Wade. We had everybody, and it was just good crowds wherever any team went to play. That was another one of Billie Jean’s great visions, because that format really did work back then. I feel my heart was in the right place.”

WTT, for all the buzz and innovation, did not last long as a mainstream attraction and faded into irrelevance. Team events with more history like the Davis Cup also have suffered. Today’s great players are judged, above all, for how many Grand Slam singles titles they have won, which is an injustice to nonmajors with great fields and ample prestige like the Italian Open or the tournament in Indian Wells but perhaps fair enough in a world of limited attention spans and a surfeit of entertainment options. But today’s Slam-filtered lens does make it tricky to compare across the eras. While Serena Williams wanted, most of all, to win singles majors and made it to twenty-three, Evert and her friendly archrival Martina Navratilova, who both finished with eighteen, had more pressing priorities than maximizing their Grand Slam count. The Australian Open was a long journey at an inconvenient time of year with the Christmas holidays, and it did not have nearly the prestige or quality player fields of today. Evert and Navratilova played many more tournaments on average per year than contemporary stars because they still had a fledgling women’s tour to build and carry.

“There was definitely more of a commitment from the WTA [Women’s Tennis Association] standpoint, because it was early on, and we really had to prove ourselves,” Evert said.

But Evert, not included often enough in the modern GOAT debate, certainly produced some staggering stats of her own. She set the tour record by winning a singles major for thirteen consecutive years. By comparison, Graf did so ten years in a row, Navratilova seven, and Serena Williams five.

Push Evert to tell you what number gives her the most pride and she grudgingly comes up with her career-winning percentage in singles of 89.96 percent.

“Just the fact that I could keep up that consistency and that focus and that hunger,” Evert said.

Her winning percentage was second only to Court’s 91.74 percent among modern champions, although Court, unlike Evert, bridged the amateur era and Open era, which began in 1968. But Evert’s clay court numbers are what truly astound. She won 94.6 percent of her singles matches on the surface, by far the best in tour history and well ahead of the second-place Graf at 88.6 percent. Nadal finished at 90.5 percent.

Between 1973 and 1979, Evert also compiled a record 125-match victory streak on clay in singles. It ended with a defeat to Tracy Austin in a third-set tiebreaker in the semifinals of the Italian Open, but Evert did not sulk over it. She immediately started another sixty-four-match victory streak on clay that lasted until 1981.

Nadal’s longest winning streak on clay was eighty-one matches from 2005 to 2007, the longest men’s streak on any surface in the Open era but still forty-four victories short of Evert’s run.

“I don’t know if you can compare those streaks,” Evert said, citing the depth of the modern men’s game versus the depth of the women’s game in her era.

However you parse the history, Evert was and remains the Queen of Clay, and even when the crown started to slip, she found a way to keep it in place by defeating Navratilova in back-to-back finals at Roland-Garros in 1985 and 1986. Those were Evert’s final major singles titles and a reflection of her grit and ability to reinvent herself. Yet for Evert, there is no doubt that Nadal is the greatest clay courter of all time. His staying power has surpassed even her own, and his serial success in places like Monte Carlo, Barcelona, Rome, and, above all, Roland-Garros close the debate, in her view.

But, like Borg, she feels a certain kinship with Nadal.

“We are both in control of the clay; the clay is not in control of us,” she said. “We have completely different games. Look at his grips, his topspin, his athleticism. All of that is different, but the mindset is similar. All those years he won, he knew when he walked out there that he was going to outlast them, out-steady them, and outthink them. And I felt the same way almost 99 percent of the time. In my later years with Martina and Steffi, it was a little different, but you just know that psychologically you have the edge on your opponent, and I think Rafa and I both felt that on clay.”

Borg got an early look at Nadal in person in 2003 on clay in Bastad, Sweden, nearly two years before the Spaniard played in his first Roland-Garros. Nadal was seventeen and lost in a third-set tiebreaker in the quarterfinals to Nicolás Lapentti, an angel-faced Ecuadorean with a game rugged enough to be ranked as high as No. 6 in the world.

“I said this guy is going to be unbelievably good, and I don’t think there was even one person who disagreed,” Borg said of Nadal. “When you saw him with the way he was playing and moving and the way he was hitting the ball on the court and with that energy. You could see it in his eyes and the face: This guy wants to be the best in the world.”

It was not nearly so easy to see that desire in Borg’s expression. “He was the silent assassin, just kind of gave you that blank stare,” said Tom Gullikson, who lost to him at the 1979 French Open. “If you couldn’t see the scoreboard, you couldn’t tell if he was winning or losing, although he was usually winning.”

Nadal, in some respects, has more in common with another star of the 1970s: Guillermo Vilas, the well-mannered Argentine left-hander who had attended law school but was nicknamed the Bull of the Pampas and trained with a fervor. But though Vilas won fifty-three straight matches and forty-nine titles on clay, he was Borg’s foil at Roland-Garros, failing to win a set in either of their French Open finals.

Borg and Nadal both reached the top, one with ice and one with fire, and what also bonds them across the years is that they both defied the experts and did one of the tougher things in sports: win Roland-Garros and Wimbledon back-to-back.

Tough because of the big difference in surface between gritty red clay and closely clipped lawn. Tough because of the very quick turnaround with just a two-week gap between the events when Borg and Nadal both completed the double. Tough because of their technique, with extreme forehand grips that, in theory, made low balls more challenging to handle.

“When they both won the French Open for the first time everybody that you asked would say these guys have absolutely no chance of winning Wimbledon, and especially Borg in those days,” Higueras said. “The balls were a lot faster. The bounce was lower.”

Borg did struggle at first. In 1974, he won just six games in a straight-set defeat in the third round of Wimbledon to Ismail El Shafei. But he translated his game to grass soon enough. He served and volleyed effectively with unorthodox technique and used his deft footwork, natural athleticism, underrated serve, and heavily spun passing shots to great effect. He won five straight Wimbledons beginning in 1976 and did the French Open–Wimbledon double in 1978, 1979, and 1980, capping his improbable run by winning one of the game’s greatest matches: the 1980 Wimbledon final against John McEnroe.

It took twenty-eight years for Nadal to follow Borg’s lead and become the next man to do the double. He managed it by winning another of the game’s greatest duels: the 2008 Wimbledon final against Federer that ended in the gloaming. With Nadal injured and unable to defend his title, Federer pulled off the same double the very next year, followed by Nadal again in 2010 and then, when the gap between the two Grand Slam tournaments had been expanded to three weeks, by Djokovic in 2021 and Carlos Alcaraz in 2024.

By Nadal’s time, the grass and conditions of play had changed, providing a higher and more consistent bounce. Andre Agassi proved that Wimbledon could be won primarily from the baseline in 1992, and by 2002 Lleyton Hewitt had proven that with the changes, Wimbledon could be won without serving and volleying. He and David Nalbandian did not do that once in the 2002 final.

Styles became more homogenized across surfaces in the golden age of Djokovic, Nadal, and Federer. That meant that they could win on any surface, but no one else came close to winning on the clay like Nadal. Although Nadal certainly played some gripping matches against Djokovic in Paris, the duel many of us would like to see at Roland-Garros can never happen.

It would be prime Nadal versus prime Borg.

“That’s the one, but they’d both have to start playing at the same time and have the same equipment,” said Jim Courier, a two-time French Open champion. “I think we want modern rackets, but I’d really be fascinated to see what Björn’s strokes would look like with modern rackets. Because Björn had foot speed along the lines of Carlos Alcaraz, and he was so mentally locked in, so tough. So, I would have loved to see those two mental giants do it on clay. But we already have kind of what we need anyway in that department with Rafa against Novak.”

In 2010, I asked Nadal to name the tennis legend he would most like to have faced. He answered Borg without hesitation. My sense is that Borg is one of the few stars of the past who had the athleticism to thrive in this more explosive era. He would be considered short today at five foot eleven, but his skills would surely transfer.

“His forehand would have been much more brutal with the string technology now,” Gullikson said. “He used to string that old Bancroft racket at eighty pounds with gut, so he got nothing out of the string. He used to hear his strings breaking at night in his hotel room.”

Alhough Nadal’s technique would have required significant adjustments to work with a small-headed and much heavier wooden racket (Borg’s was a hefty 420 grams to Nadal’s 340), I am convinced Nadal would have thrived in Borg’s time as well.

“I think the game is easier now, and the equipment is better,” Higueras said. “But I have no doubt that Rafa would have been a great champion in any era.”







CHAPTER EIGHT

THE ROUT

The first set was gone in a hurry, and the second set was going just as quickly when Nicolas Almagro, down on the red clay, shared his conclusions with his coach Antonio Gonzalez, up in the stands:

“He will win Roland-Garros forty years in a row. When he is sixty-five, he will still be winning.”

It was June 2008, and “he” was Nadal, rumbling to a 6–1, 6–1, 6–1 victory over his Spanish compatriot in the quarterfinals of the French Open.

At least Almagro had the line of the day. Not much else went his way on Nadal’s twenty-second birthday, and I cannot recall another midmatch comment quite like it in all my years of covering tennis.

Opponents surely felt like bystanders as well against Borg and Evert at Roland-Garros or against Martina Navratilova, Pete Sampras, and Federer at Wimbledon.

But I don’t remember any victim verbalizing their helplessness in real time with Almagro’s sense of history and humor.

How on earth (or red clay) was anyone going to beat this young man?

“I probably didn’t play my best tennis, but, you know, when Rafa plays like this, there is nothing you can say,” Almagro said. “Just congratulate him, wish him a happy birthday, and wish him all the best for the rest of this tournament. Quite clearly, we’ll have a champion for many years to come here in Roland-Garros.”

At this stage, Nadal was thirty-seven titles short of Almagro’s projection. But Nadal was still undefeated at Roland-Garros after winning in 2005, 2006, and 2007, and was close to undefeated on clay over the previous four years. His only losses since his title run at the Monte Carlo Open in 2005 had come in the Hamburg final in 2007, when Federer had stopped Nadal’s eighty-one-match winning streak on clay, and in the second round of the Italian Open in 2008, when Juan Carlos Ferrero had beaten Nadal in straight sets with Nadal diminished by blisters.

Otherwise, it was gritty business as usual. Nadal on task and on target, sliding outside the doubles alleys to extend rallies or slashing forehands to end them. Nadal removing his bandanna, giving his wet locks a shake worthy of a Labrador retriever, and then meeting his vanquished opponent at the net with a tilt of the head and a slightly apologetic look.

He had conquered his domain and secured the borders at Monte Carlo, Barcelona, Rome, and Paris.

Interviewing his subjects was often edifying and sometimes amusing.

“It felt like the Sahara, and you just see hills and there’s no ending,” said American Kevin Kim after losing to Nadal 6–2, 6–1, 6–4 in the second round of the 2006 French Open.

“The games just went by so fast,” said French qualifier Nicolas Devilder after losing 6–4, 6–0, 6–1 in the second round in 2008. “I was looking around. We were playing on this grand stage. There’s Nadal in his bandanna bouncing the ball. I was telling myself, ‘This is nice,’ but in fact it was dangerous. The guy just doesn’t miss.”

To watch the 2008 highlights now in various languages is to watch winners galore and to hear a stream of superlatives from the commentators—incroyable, phenomenal, outrageous, dominante—and no shortage of gasps as Nadal turned defense into offense on the stretch, on the run, and sometimes in midair. It wasn’t all about perfectly deployed, high-bouncing topspin. There were delicate drop shots, straight-line backhand passing shots ripped crosscourt with dazzling pace and precision, angled winners in the forecourt off the sprint and slide.

The only hint of vulnerability were the bands of white tape below his knees, a defense against tendinitis. But the tape was hardly slowing him down.

“The guys come up against him and don’t dare to believe,” said Mats Wilander, the three-time French Open champion. “And after the first five or six games of the first set, they are already beaten. Nadal is the first one to notice.”

Nadal was not the only player to dominate at Roland-Garros in his early years. Justine Henin, the Belgian with the beautiful game and flowing one-handed backhand, won four titles, mirroring Nadal’s three straight victories from 2005 to 2007. But she did not have his staying power, stunning the tennis world by retiring on top at age twenty-five shortly before the 2008 French Open, explaining that she had lost the desire to train and compete.

“Tennis is something that has been in my life since I was five,” she said. “Do we really decide what is good or not for us when we are five?”

Henin later made an unsuccessful comeback, retiring for good at 2011 because of a chronic elbow injury, But Nadal, who had hit his first balls at age three, was giving no hint of existential doubt.

“I don’t see many players who can even get a set off him, much less beat him,” Carlos Moyá said. “Of course, Federer’s one of them, and Djokovic can be one of them.”

Federer and only Federer managed it at Roland-Garros in 2007, losing in four sets in the final. But Nadal was in an even deeper groove by 2008, demolishing quality players like Almagro, who had won twenty-one of his twenty-five matches on clay that season coming into their quarterfinal.

Jarkko Nieminen, the likeable lefty from Finland, was asked after losing 6–1, 6–3, 6–1 in the third round how he felt when he walked on the clay to face Nadal.

“Obviously I had tactics, but it’s very tough to use that on the court,” he said. “It’s easier to talk about playing against him than to try to do it.”

That reminded me of boxer and tennis fan Mike Tyson’s line: “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth.”

Djokovic took a punch much better than most. By the 2008 French Open, the Serbian was No. 3 in the rankings behind Federer and Nadal and threatening to go higher. He had been the best player so far that season, breaking through to win his first Grand Slam title at the Australian Open and backing that up by winning the Masters 1000s events in Indian Wells and in Rome, where he won his first significant clay court title.

The concept of “the Big Three” was gathering steam. My insightful Australian colleague Linda Pearce was the first to use it in print to refer to Federer, Nadal, and Djokovic in a column for the Sunday Age ahead of the 2008 Australian Open.

Djokovic was delighted to be part of the club.

“Obviously their rivalry is the biggest rivalry in men’s tennis,” Djokovic said of Federer and Nadal in Melbourne. “But I’ve been recently making a lot of good results and people started talking more about three players, not anymore just two. So, it’s a nice thing to hear, and it’s very flattering. But I just really need to focus on my life, on my career, and then try to achieve my lifetime goal.”

That goal was the No. 1 ranking, which Djokovic would eventually hold for longer than any tennis player. But in Paris, he was still on the rise, not yet as physically and mentally imposing as he would become but already a formidable obstacle.

“I’m coming to this year’s French Open as a much more mature player,” Djokovic said at Roland-Garros. “And considering that fact, I believe much more in myself and that I can win against Rafa on clay, or Roger on any surface, or any other player who is at the top.”

Nadal is wary even with a clear advantage against much inferior opposition. He is both warrior and worrier. But he was worried with good reason ahead of this semifinal. Djokovic already had beaten him three times, all on hard courts, and had just pushed him to a third set before losing a best-of-three semifinal on clay in Hamburg. That had allowed Nadal to hang on to the No. 2 ranking.

But this upcoming French Open semifinal would be played on his terms and on his court, the Chatrier Court. After demolishing Almagro, Nadal was asked if felt he “couldn’t lose” on it.

This line of questioning seemed fruitless by now. We knew Nadal, knew his point-by-point, match-by-match ethos and his informal vow of humility. But in a world full of change and vacillation, it was reassuring, I suppose, on some level to keep testing Nadal’s foundation for cracks and find none.

“I feel I can lose every time when I go on this court,” he said, sounding like he meant it.

Against Djokovic, the baseline rallies were grueling and tactical from the beginning, but Nadal took the early lead by breaking serve in the third game. Djokovic’s marvel of a two-handed backhand held up much better than most against Nadal’s heavy topspin, and his excellent timing allowed him to hold his ground and survive, if not thrive. Nadal even got a warning for slow play: rarer in those days before the serve clock but a sign that Djokovic was making him think (and fret) more than usual.

After unlocking the first set, Nadal was more expeditious in securing the second and then took a double-break, 3–0 lead in the third. Borg was watching from courtside, and this was the sort of one-way traffic to which he could certainly relate. Spanish matador El Cordobés, who was also in the stands, later said of Nadal, “I have seen raging bulls, but he scares even me.”

But Djokovic, squarely in Nadal’s path, found a way to make it a match. He started taking more risks with his forehand and converting, giving himself better opportunities to close points at net. He was one of the only players I had seen who was able to reclaim control of a rally once Nadal had taken command. Djokovic recovered one break in the fourth game, then recovered the second with Nadal serving for the match at 5–4 as Djokovic ripped two forehand winners and a drop-shot winner.

It was 5-all and the crowd, accustomed to Nadal processionals, was fully engaged. Djokovic rode the wave and secured a set point with Nadal serving at 5–6, but the Spaniard saved it with a forehand winner that wrong-footed the sure-footed Djokovic. Nadal held firm, then took command of the tiebreaker, which he finished off by winning a circus act of an exchange, capped by an acrobatic backpedaling overhead winner and a tumble to the clay.

He had won in straight sets again—6–4, 6–2, 7–6 (3)—but looked genuinely relieved. So did Toni Nadal as he rose and applauded after, to his credit, applauding both players’ efforts throughout the match. Djokovic was gathering strength and belief, and the seventy-eight-minute final set was foreshadowing.

“I was playing incredibly in those first two sets, by far the best two sets of the tournament for me,” Nadal said. “Everything was working perfectly. Then I played a horrible game at 3–0, and against a player like that, you can’t give them a second chance. I suffered a lot.”

Knowing Nadal, that should have made it a great day at the office. Challenge is Nadal’s catnip, and now he faced a familiar one: Federer in a final.

“I don’t like the word ‘favorite,’” Nadal said. “I don’t believe in a favorite. I think the favorite is the one who holds the cup. What does it matter who is the favorite before? All this is speaking for speaking. What matters is what happens during the match.”

This seemed very Nadalian: a refusal to accept the usual construct, even at age twenty-two, and to enter directly into the expectation game even though everyone else was still playing it.

But as the drumbeat before their latest rematch got louder, it was frankly hard to stop thinking about what Toni Nadal, often his nephew’s most demanding critic, had said to a group of us about the victory over Djokovic: “It’s the best match Rafael has ever played at the French Open.”

That should have concerned Federer a great deal, given Nadal’s penchant for self-improvement. He can work and will his way into form during a tournament like few players in tennis history: calibrating his ground strokes and his confidence as he puts his cap on backward and digs into his full-throttle practice sessions.

“At the beginning, after I arrived here, I was not happy with my game,” Nadal told me. “But as the days went by, I started feeling better, and I’m happy with my forehand, and my backhand has gotten a lot better, too.”

The “Fedal” rivalry had grown into a phenomenon: one of the best things in sports. It had quantity and quality and more edge off the court at this stage than people realized.

This was already their seventeenth meeting and their fourteenth in two and a half years. Nadal had the overall lead 10-6, and that advantage was built on clay, where Nadal led the series 8-1. But Federer had a 5-2 lead on other surfaces, above all on grass, and that separation of powers was the inspiration for one of the strangest exhibitions in any major sport.

It was billed as the “Battle of Surfaces,” and it was played on May 2, 2007, on Nadal’s home island in Palma de Mallorca, on a hybrid court that had grass on one side of the net and red clay on the other. The unique configuration, which was quite a groundskeeping challenge, meant Nadal and Federer had to change shoes on each changeover: Grass courts require different footwear than clay courts. The bounces left much to be desired, as did the quality of the tennis at times. But it was an unusually intense exhibition, which Nadal won in a third-set tiebreaker. Winning was beside the point, of course. This was a one-off experience, and neither man considered playing in anything like it again.

“I have to admit it was a strange one,” said Nadal when we discussed the Battle of Surfaces many years later. “It was actually quite difficult for both of us, but I had fun, honestly. And it’s something that’s going to stay in our memories for the rest of our lives. We won’t do that again!”

I saw the rivalry develop from close range, just as I had seen Sampras vs. Agassi grow into something special in the 1990s. Through my work for the New York Times and the International Herald Tribune, I was given the opportunity to spend significant time with Federer and Nadal over many years.

Many of our conversations seemed to take place in transport: a consequence of tennis superstars’ overstuffed schedules and desire to compartmentalize their lives. I interviewed Federer on a private plane flying to Chicago and in a limousine rolling through the streets of Buenos Aires. I interviewed Nadal well after midnight in a minivan in Paris that was also carrying his parents and other family members, and shared another ride with Nadal and his team, including his future wife, Maria Francisca Perelló, after he had completed the career Grand Slam at the U.S. Open in 2010. I even took official transport with Federer and Nadal in Prague in 2017 at the Laver Cup team event on the eve of their first doubles match as partners. As they bantered and laughed, Borg, now their captain, sat quietly in the back seat.

But one of my favorite memories of interviewing Federer and Nadal was when both were at rest instead of in motion. It was in New York in 2006 in the days ahead of the U.S. Open when I spoke separately with Federer and Nadal at their Midtown Manhattan hotels.

They were only a few blocks away from each other, and Nadal, despite being No. 2 in the rankings, had the better view. He was in the top-floor Presidential Suite at the Essex House on Central Park South. “We’re a long way from Mallorca here,” he remarked, taking in the view of the green, rectangular oasis of Central Park. “Beautiful.”

Federer and his future wife, Mirka, were in an understated corner suite in the Peninsula Hotel at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Fifth Street.

I arrived chez Federer in the morning as he was pushing the breakfast cart out the door. His room was immaculate with eleven Wilson rackets all lined up with their white grips resting against the brick fireplace. This was Mirka’s influence, Federer said.

“Second year here for me at the hotel,” he said. “I like to get away from the players a bit. You see them on the courts all the time. I stayed at the players’ hotel in Shanghai and in some places it’s convenient. But at the Grand Slams it’s your choice where you want to stay, so I like it here. I always try to find good locations and good hotels. It’s time to get out and see these cities.”

We covered, as usual, lots of ground in our interview, and even talked about David Foster Wallace, the talented and tormented writer and former junior tennis player. Wallace had interviewed Federer for the New York Times Magazine earlier that year and written a classic piece full of footnotes and pyrotechnics that had just been published and was entitled “Roger Federer as Religious Experience.”

“It was an interesting interview,” Federer told me with a laugh. “They were different questions, sort of, and I wondered, ‘How is this interview going to come out?’ It was interesting. Tony Godsick, my agent, said, ‘This thing, you have to read it three times to understand it!’”

We spent a good chunk of our time together talking about longevity. Federer had just turned twenty-five.

“I draw inspiration when I see guys like Schumacher and Rossi,” he said, referring to German Formula One driver Michael Schumacher and Italian motorcycle racer Valentino Rossi. “And guys like Sampras and Agassi who did it for years and years and years. Same with Tiger now. You always wonder, how do they keep it up? And now I’m in the same position, and I’m like, ‘Why are you even asking me this question about why I want to keep it up?’ This is what we all love doing, and you want to prove to yourself you can do it over and over again. You can just never get enough until you hit the wall and say I’m done now.

“I love this sport, and I have a bit of regret. In my junior years, I thought I didn’t practice well enough. I could have done so many things better, and even though I learned very quickly, I was a bit lazy. I look back, and I always had the feeling I could have maybe had success earlier than winning Wimbledon in 2003. Now when everything is working out, and I’m happy with my private life and am playing well on the court, I want to make sure I do things right so I can look back and say at least from the time I came on tour really I kind of made everything right. And that’s the feeling I want to have when I leave.”

Though he and Nadal had started in different places—Nadal was never “a bit lazy,” never an underachiever—Federer seemed to have matured and worked his way into a similar headspace.

“It’s to prove to yourself that you can do it, and not prove it to other people,” Federer said. “That’s why for me, the rivalry with Nadal, okay, it’s interesting maybe. But in the end, I care about winning the tournaments. That for me is the bottom line, and if Nadal happens to be on the other side of the net, even better because then I can beat the main rival or make a great story on top of that. But you want to do it the best you can. It’s important you can wake up in the morning and go to bed and feel good about yourself.”

How are you sleeping these days? I asked.

“I’m sleeping well, thank you,” he answered.

I arrived at Nadal’s suite in the afternoon, and food would quickly become part of the conversation. If you think Nadal takes a long time between points, you should have seen him scrutinize the room-service menu.

“I’m crazy hungry,” he said, looking up and speaking Spanish to me and his publicist Benito Perez-Barbadillo. “Shrimp cocktail is a cocktail de gambas, right? Okay. Pasta of the day. Vamos. Look, maybe no shrimp cocktail. Coño, listen to me. If they have chicken tenders, have them bring me with that and with French fries. If not, ask for the pasta. A pasta with mushrooms and shrimp but without cheese or sauce or anything. But that’s only if there are no chicken fingers, and if not, maybe the salmon with French fries instead. Man, I’m hungry.”

Only then could Nadal settle back into an overstuffed chair and resume the interview. I had brought Nadal a small present to welcome him to New York. Nadal was struggling with his English in those early years on tour. I had moved back recently to the United States with my family after eight years in Spain, and I gave Nadal a copy of one of the books I had found most useful during my time in his country. It was 2001 Spanish and English Idioms, which listed common expressions with their closest equivalents in the other language. One of my favorite examples was “Much ado about nothing” which translated as “Mucho ruido y pocas nueces” in Spanish (Lots of noise and few nuts). Its origins were unclear, but it always left me thinking about a Spanish farmer shaking a tree with all his might and getting little reward.

“I feel your pain,” I said, as I handed Nadal the book. “This might come in handy for press conferences.”

He laughed, thanked me, and politely examined it, and then we talked about what New York meant to him.

His earliest memory of the U.S. Open was from the 1995 men’s singles final when Sampras defeated Agassi in four sets, winning the opening set by prevailing in a spectacular twenty-two-shot rally. “What I remember is that point that was so long,” Nadal said. “I was watching it live on television in Spain.”

He first visited New York six years later in May 2001, not to play in the U.S. Open but to be part of a weeklong trip that had been organized by his father, Sebastián, an Americanophile who had first come to the United States in 1994 to see his brother Miguel Ángel play for Spain in the World Cup of men’s soccer.

“I went to Chicago and New York and liked it very much,” Sebastián Nadal told me later. “This city is alive, so full of energy.”

The Nadals being the Nadals, their 2001 visit was a vacation with the extended family, including grandparents and some of Nadal’s uncles. As part of their visit, they had gone to the top of the World Trade Center.

Four months later, he came off the court in Madrid at a satellite tournament after failing to convert thirteen match points and losing his first-round match, but soon forgot about all of that as he stared at the television screen and watched coverage of the September 11 attacks.

“I couldn’t believe what I was seeing,” he said. “For me, something is still missing here. This is my fourth year coming back since it happened, and I still have this sad feeling. I think if I hadn’t come here before the towers were destroyed, it wouldn’t have changed my feelings so much about the place, but the fact I was here at that age, that changed things a lot for me. Every year, I come back, I go to Ground Zero.”

By 2006, Nadal had yet to win any of his four U.S. Open titles. He had not even made it past the third round. He was clearly much more than a clay court specialist with his recent run to the Wimbledon final and his three tour titles on hard courts. He even had a winning record against Federer on outdoor hard courts, defeating him in Miami and Dubai. But Nadal was not yet a Grand Slam champion on anything other than clay.

“I think this tournament matches well with my mentality,” he said of the U.S. Open. “It’s a show. The people make a lot of noise and speak up. I haven’t had the luck to play well here yet, but I’m determined to play well here and have a chance to win.”

He and Federer were already weary of being asked about each other. Little did they know they were just beginning to be asked about each other. But they also recognized, even in 2006, that the questions were inevitable and, in some sense, warranted given the frequency and electricity of their duels.

“I hear it in every interview,” Nadal said. “I think it’s a beautiful thing for tennis right now. It’s not negative or hostile. We get along well. There is no problem, one with the other. If they are talking about it a lot, I think it’s a good promotion for tennis. You can’t forget that there are lots of good players on the circuit. But if you look at the ranking points, there’s a rather big difference in points between the two of us, and also between us and the others. In the last seven Grand Slam events, I’ve won two, and he’s won five. This year so far, he’s won two and I’ve won one. And we’ve also played lots of finals, five this year so far. That’s a lot. Ojalá, I’d like it all to last a lot longer.”

Nadal would get his wish, although Federer, in my view, was not searching for quite the same thing. He would have been delighted to roam and reign free, unfettered by someone as talented and tenacious as Nadal. But then he was the champion who arrived first: fending off the old guard led by Sampras and Agassi and a generation of his contemporaries like Lleyton Hewitt, Marat Safin, Andy Roddick, and Ferrero to secure the No. 1 ranking in January 2004. Nadal rocked Federer’s world, not the other way around. But Federer, not the best loser in his tempestuous youth, came to accept it and eventually embrace it, pushing himself and his game to new heights that he surely never would have reached without a certain Spaniard trying to scale the same peaks.

“At the beginning, there was a risk of breach between Roger and Rafa, because of the jealousies,” said Perez-Barbadillo.

In those early years, the Nadal camp would sometimes mock Federer behind his back for not being disciplined with his diet and not having the same work ethic as Nadal or the same capacity to grind his teeth and compete. “It was, ‘He’s a pussy and a coward, and he’s sitting there eating his Swiss chocolates, and he’s great because he’s so talented, but when it comes to the work and the pain, he can’t endure pain like we can,’” said a former tennis executive who heard the comments.

That same executive said he heard persistent questions from the Federer camp, though never from Federer himself, about how Nadal was demonstrating such staying power and about how effectively he was being drug tested.

But this sniping would not endure, and the ATP communications staff did its part in defusing the early tension, emphasizing Federer’s fine qualities to Nadal and Nadal’s to Federer and encouraging them to establish a direct connection and not communicate through the press or intermediaries.

“They were truly two good human beings, so they had to talk to each other and not hear what the entourages were saying,” Perez-Barbadillo said.

This was the fourth year in a row that they were playing each other at Roland-Garros and the third year in a row they were facing off in the final: an unprecedented streak for the men at the French Open. They also had played three finals in a row in Monte Carlo. Nadal had won all of these big matches on clay, leaving the top-ranked Federer with plenty of scar tissue.

Federer had never beaten Nadal at Roland-Garros, never even extended him to five sets, but he had pushed him to the limit in the 2006 Italian Open final. Nadal prevailed 6–7 (0), 7–6 (5), 6–4, 2–6, 7–6 (5) in what, in Toni Nadal’s view, was the best of their early matches in terms of overall quality and suspense.

They had mutual magic in them, no doubt, even if Toni said that having to deal with Federer was no privilege.

“I would prefer that there was no Federer at all,” he told me in 2006. “Otherwise, Rafael could have been number one last year, but obviously to win eleven tournaments and still be so far from it means that you are competing against a super number one. For me, I like how Federer plays very much, and I think, in terms of his game there is no one in history who can compare with him. For sure, for anyone not to have to face the best player of all time would be better, but I think it’s great for tennis that there’s someone like Federer who is such a great athlete. There’s nothing we can do about it. In life, you have to accept the reality, and the reality is that Roger, for me, is better than Rafael, and for everyone it’s the same, and the numbers say it, too. The idea is to imitate him and see if you can go past him when you can. But I don’t need to hate the rival to beat the rival. It’s clear that Roger is incredible as a player, and Rafael is not.”

Federer was indeed quite a player, more complete than Nadal at this stage, but this was a classic Toni riff: laser-focused on discouraging anything that might resemble complacency.

There was none to be found from his nephew at Roland-Garros in any year. But 2008 was a new level of concentration and demolition, and Federer was about to feel the full force of it with no place to hide.

The final score—6–1, 6–3, 6–0—was enough to make you rub your eyes in disbelief, and my recollection of the match was that an overwhelmed Federer capitulated early. But rewatching it tells a different story. What is remarkable about the score was how hard Federer was trying and how well he seemed to be striking the ball in some phases of the match. Nadal was simply irresistible, thwarting all of Federer’s bold initiatives and, more often, making him react instead of dictate by controlling the baseline rallies and forcing Federer to run laterally far more than usual.

Nadal did not take long to mark his territory, breaking Federer’s serve in the opening game of the match, and though Federer did manage to hold in the third game, Nadal reeled off twenty-two of the next twenty-five points.

The Nadal forehand was and would remain the showstopper, but it was Nadal’s backhand that dazzled in this final. Federer, following his game plan, went after it early with conviction but met with little success. Meanwhile, Federer’s own backhand was a safe space. Federer was less disastrous off that wing than I remembered, but he could do no real damage with it, and his trademark chipped backhands that landed short in the court had little effect. Nadal, with his quickness and racket-head speed, was able to move forward and whip the ball into open space for winners.

Nadal’s appearance had not changed much. His shirt was still sleeveless, still a shade of green. But he was standing farther back now to receive serve than when they first played at the French Open in 2005. This tactic would be one of his tennis legacies, and it gave him more time to read and react to Federer’s fine serve. He returned particularly well in this final. Once the point began, he moved quickly forward and was more aggressive than in the past, taking the ball earlier and doing more damage. He was also less demonstrative compared to 2005: fewer pumps of the fist, fewer leaping scissor kicks. By now, he was fully aware of his capacities.

“I think I’m calmer now,” he told me. “I’m still feeling the nerves, of course, but I think it’s that I’ve already gone through many situations and that things have worked out well.”

The first set was over in thirty-two minutes as Federer pushed an edgy forehand volley long, but the second set was a more balanced affair. Federer actually broke Nadal’s serve in the third game and began having more success at the net: his only viable play in light of Nadal’s baseline superiority. Managing risk and reward brilliantly, Federer got to 3-all with the wind at his back literally and figuratively, and he then had a break point on Nadal’s serve. This was the first truly big point of the final, and Nadal opted to change the rhythm with a drop shot, just as he had at critical phases against Djokovic. Federer reacted late but still reached the ball, only to drive a low backhand into the net.

The chance was gone, and as it turned out, it was his last chance. He did not win another game as Nadal tightened the screws and dialed in his passing shots, mixing exquisite lobs with full-cut blasts at or past the Swiss.

Down the stretch, Federer looked discouraged, even embarrassed, but above all, he looked befuddled. His usual winning patterns were producing quite the contrary against Nadal; his tactical shifts were offering no relief. Instead of getting closer to Nadal on clay, the gap was widening.

Even more than I realized at the time, Federer’s state of disarray was about Nadal’s state of grace. The Spaniard made just seven unforced errors—three in the first set, two in the second set, and two in the final set—and though Federer was more often the hapless aggressor, Nadal was hardly playing conservative, metronomic tennis.

“I think that’s where I’ve improved,” Nadal said. “I’m not playing a typical clay court style, for sure. I think I’m playing more inside the court, not the typical two meters behind the court, putting the balls in with topspin. For sure I am playing with topspin, but improving different things.”

It was the most lopsided men’s Grand Slam final since John McEnroe dropped only four games against Jimmy Connors at Wimbledon in 1984, and the one-hour-forty-eight-minute rout ended with the most muted of Nadal’s twenty-plus victory celebrations at majors.

When Federer’s last forehand was called out, Nadal remained on his feet for a change and simply thrust his arms toward the sky, tilted his head back for a moment, and smiled before trotting forward to offer his condolences to Federer at the net. It was an unmistakable sign of respect and empathy.

Nadal emphasized that point when I interviewed him later in the evening with my colleague Juan José Mateo of Spain’s El País newspaper. Nadal’s family was nearby, including his sister, Maribel, who seemed to be on her brother’s wavelength because she was carrying Federer merchandise: a blue “RF” cap.

“Nobody likes to see others suffering and losing like that,” Nadal said. “When I’m at home watching Roger in a Grand Slam final, and I’m not there and he’s not playing a Spaniard or any of my friends, it’s clear that I want him to win. But in the end, this is sports. We’ve played many finals together, and we know that we’re each going to do our best to try for the victory.”

Did he still enjoy the experience?

“More than enjoying it, you are happy because you are playing well, but these are difficult matches,” Nadal said.

The mixed emotions did not stop with the champion. Toni Nadal also kept the backslapping to a minimum in the players’ box and players’ lounge.

“It was strange, Federer’s attitude,” Toni Nadal said. “I never sensed that he was determined. I saw his expression. It was closed off. He wasn’t sending any message to Rafael. When Roger had the break point that Rafael saved, he dropped his chin again. He did not have a winner’s mentality. It was not the real Roger.”

It was, to be honest, a strange moment all around. There was certainly much cause for celebration. The victory gave Nadal a fourth straight French Open title, equaling Borg’s longest streak at Roland-Garros. Nadal lost just forty-one games in the tournament, second only to Borg’s thirty-two games lost in 1978.

Borg’s final was preceded by a ceremony honoring the stadium’s fiftieth anniversary. Nadal’s final was preceded by a ceremony honoring the eightieth anniversary. Borg overwhelmed a great player, Guillermo Vilas, in one hour and forty-eight minutes. Nadal overwhelmed a great player in one hour and forty-eight minutes. And Borg, fittingly, was there to award Nadal the Coupe des Mousquetaires.

Yet the manner of the victory left the Nadals looking uncomfortable.

“It’s more beautiful when it’s hard,” Toni Nadal said.

That was the school of Toni, to be sure, and his nephew had learned his lessons well. So, it was perhaps unsettling and inconvenient that the opponent whom Toni had spent years placing on a pedestal had been so easily put in his place.

It was and would remain Federer’s most lopsided defeat at any Grand Slam tournament, and it was arguably the most lopsided of the forty Nadal-Federer duels on tour. The only time one of them failed to win at least four games against the other was in the round-robin phase of the 2011 ATP Finals when Federer prevailed 6–3, 6–0, but that was in a best-of-three-set format.

There was much more at stake in Paris, and though Federer, as so often, had the majority of the crowd behind him, that was not nearly enough. As he took the microphone after the rout to address the crowd, someone shouted in French, “You’re the best, Roger.”

“Oui, c’est moi” (Yes, it’s me), Federer said, not sounding terribly convinced.

“I would have hoped, of course, to get more today than four games, but Rafa is really very, very strong this year,” Federer continued. “He dominated this tournament like perhaps never before. Like Björn. He deserves this title.”

Nadal, even at this early age, was competing against the past more than the present at Roland-Garros. With no suspense to be found in Paris, it was time to start looking ahead to a fairer fight, and it felt like Nadal already had delivered the first significant blow.

True, Federer had won Wimbledon five times in a row, the last three after losing to Nadal at Roland-Garros, but he had never lost to Nadal like this.

You had to wonder what it would mean at the All England Club, where Nadal had come closer than anyone to deposing Federer in 2007 before losing his edge and, unusually, his nerve. He could not convert any of the four break points he had early in the fifth set and ended up sobbing in a shower stall under the running water in the locker room. It was a telling moment, particularly for a young man who had built his game and philosophy on having no regrets. When Federer had beaten him in the 2006 Wimbledon final, Nadal had seemed genuinely delighted just to be there. But the 2007 Wimbledon final did not leave him with his typically clean slate. He knew he had better in him; that he had more to give.

He underscored his intent by winning the grass court title at Queen’s Club in London the week after his dominant French Open display. Federer bounced back by winning the title on grass in Halle, Germany.

They arrived at Wimbledon on a collision course, and the collision occurred with both at ramming speed. Federer did not lose a set on his way to the final. Nadal lost just one.

Federer called it a “dream final,” and he was correct. Their rich rivalry would have been enough to make it must-watch tennis. But there was also history in play. Federer was trying to break Borg’s modern-era men’s record by winning a sixth straight Wimbledon; Nadal was trying to become the first man since Borg in 1980 to win the French Open and Wimbledon back-to-back.

Great matches can surface at any time, but what made this one transcendent was not just the quality of the exchanges and the blade-of-grass gap between the combatants. It was that, after all the buildup, this final somehow managed to exceed expectations.

I was there typing on deadline. This was the last Wimbledon match to be played without a roof over Centre Court, and it was as if the tournament wanted to emphasize the necessity for change. Rain delayed the start of the final, and there would be two more rain delays once it began: pushing the finish past 9 p.m. when the daylight was getting so faint that it was a genuine challenge for Federer and Nadal to see the ball and for those of us in the press seats to read the scribbles in our notebooks. They gave us great material, and they gave us quantity along with the quality.

Just twelve minutes into the match after a series of hard-fought exchanges, Toni Nadal turned to Carlos Costa and said, “What suffering awaits us.”

At four hours and forty-eight minutes, this would be the longest Wimbledon men’s singles final in the tournament’s 131-year history, and it lasted closer to six hours with the delays. Nadal, in mission mode, won the first two sets. Federer rallied valiantly, saving two match points in the fourth-set tiebreaker, one of them with a magnificent backhand passing shot down the line that left Nadal feeling less manifest about his destiny.

Deep into the fifth set, Federer was two points from victory himself with Nadal serving at 4–5, 30-all, but Nadal, who would be broken just once in this marathon final, held firm, and then broke Federer at 7–7. It was 9:10 p.m. as he walked out to serve for the title, and a flashlight would have come in handy.

“In the last game, I didn’t see nothing,” he said. “Was unbelievable. I thought, we have to stop. Well, if I lost the last game, we have to stop, that’s for sure.”

But after faltering in the 2007 Wimbledon final and in the fourth set of this final, Nadal willed himself across the line. Though Federer did save a third match point with a bold backhand return that Nadal could not answer, the Swiss could not save the next match point: striking his signature shot, his forehand, into the net.

It was not quite the ideal ending. This crown jewel of a final deserved to finish with something exquisite. But their mutual masterpiece was now over, and Nadal fell to the grass, or what was left of it after thirteen days of play.

He had upgraded his game to get this moment: by playing closer to the baseline and by improving his serve, his slice backhand, and his two-handed drive backhand. Now, he had joined Borg and, above all, Manuel Santana, the only other Spanish man to win the Wimbledon singles title. Both Santana and Borg were in the front row of the Royal Box, and Santana, who won Wimbledon in 1966, was soon, like Nadal, in tears. I had spoken with Santana often about Nadal through the years, and he had always believed in Nadal’s great potential as well as his chances to thrive on the grass at Wimbledon, even when that was a decidedly minority view.

“I believe in Rafa almost as much as he does in himself,” Santana wrote in El País the day after the final. “Because there is no other person who has believed in Rafa as much as Rafa himself. The light gave up on Sunday but not Rafa. When he walks on a court, he knows that there are no guarantees other than changeovers every two games. The rest of it depends on him, and the good thing about Rafa is that deep inside, in his heart, he does not have a high opinion of himself, and so he knows that nothing is going to come his way just because of his last name.”

That name was now on the Wimbledon honor board at the All England Club. “R. Nadal” was more than a French Open champion.

“I think I proved already that I was not just a clay courter,” he told us. “But to win here is very special. It’s the most traditional of the four majors, and it is el torneo” (the tournament).

And yet the seeds of his win at Wimbledon in 2008 had indeed been sown four weeks earlier with that rout on the Paris clay. Take it from Federer: “He crushed me; he blew me off the court,” Federer said nearly a decade later in an interview for the documentary Strokes of Genius. “So, when I went into the Wimbledon final I felt like, ‘Oh my God, this is going to be really difficult even though I had beaten him in two previous Wimbledon finals.’ But I think that it took me two sets to shake it off.”

Nadal had to shake off his own adversity, of course, gathering himself after failing to finish the job in the fourth set. But he had enough resilience and just enough of a mental edge to stop Federer’s grass court streak.

“Winning the French Open for the first time was unbelievable, too,” Nadal said. “I don’t want to compare the Grand Slams, but Wimbledon is special for everybody with its tradition and everything. For me it’s more of a surprise winning here than at the French.”

Bigger surprises lay ahead.







CHAPTER NINE

THE UPSET

It was May 31, 2009, and I was sprinting up the stairs of the main Roland-Garros press center. I was not alone.

The stairs led from the writing rooms on the second floor to the long rows of press seats on the third floor that overlooked the rectangle of clay inside the Chatrier Court.

The sprint was on because of something unprecedented: Rafael Nadal had just gone down two sets to one at the French Open.

Full disclosure: I had not been paying much attention to Nadal’s fourth-round match against Robin Söderling. Nadal had become such a lock at Roland-Garros that most reporters were spending time on more pressing subjects than Nadal until later in the tournament.

He had won thirty-one straight matches there and was an even more impressive 48-0 in best-of-five-set matches on clay. He had annihilated former No. 1 Lleyton Hewitt 6–1, 6–3, 6–1 in the previous round and had been even stingier with Söderling when they had played in Rome a few weeks earlier, trouncing him 6–1, 6–0 in the third round.

Nadal, the undisputed roi de la terre battue (king of clay), was going to be a story for another day, or so we were convinced. But Söderling and his coach, Magnus Norman, had other plans, however far-fetched they might have seemed before Söderling started crushing ground strokes, attacking the net, and keeping Nadal off balance while trying to keep thoughts of victory at bay.

“I tried to think, ‘Don’t think,’” Söderling explained later.

In the mind game that is tennis, that is so much harder than it sounds. Considering the implications of an upset is often the beginning of the end of an upset. And whatever you do, don’t seek refuge in focusing on technique. That will gum up the works and tighten the arm. Prioritize the process, not the destination. Keep your eyes on the strings between points. Then focus on hitting the targets again and again (and again).

The surprise was that Söderling had hope to begin with. He was 0-3 against Nadal and had never won a set against him on clay, but he had troubled and irked the Spaniard on one extended occasion. In the third round of Wimbledon in 2007, they had played on the grass in a rain-interrupted match that required five days to complete instead of the usual one. They warmed up on a Saturday on Centre Court and finished on a Wednesday on Court One. Nadal came close to blowing a two-set lead for the first time before prevailing 6–4, 6–4, 6–7 (7), 4–6, 7–5, but not before Söderling had openly mocked one of Nadal’s trademark tics by pulling on the back of his own shorts before the Spaniard served to start the fifth set.

Nadal had taken note and umbrage.

“The true is, is not nice,” Nadal said in his still-adventurous English. “In the end, we will see what’s happening in the end of the life, no?”

We might have thought the match was long, but Nadal was clearly playing a much longer game.

Söderling, it should be said, was winning no popularity contests with his fellow players at this stage. It was not about his foreboding appearance: He was an intimidating six foot four and, as I wrote in The Master, possessed of “a lupine gaze and a haircut worthy of a medieval blacksmith.” It was his demeanor. The tennis tour has a bit in common with high school. Saying hello in the hallways is social currency. Söderling was aloof and gruff toward Nadal and others and had long had difficulty controlling his frustration on court. Söderling’s story was more complex than his peers realized, as would become clear in later years when he struggled with anxiety and panic attacks and called for more attention to players’ mental health. But his rather mean-spirited imitation of Nadal at Wimbledon had not changed any views, and the perfunctory postmatch handshake—with bare-minimum eye contact from Söderling—did not help much, either.

“After four days, that’s not normal, no?” said Nadal, eyebrow arching. “For the other players, is not the best guy in the locker room.”

This was extraordinary. Nadal has an argumentative streak and a deeply ingrained code of behavior, but he is not much of a trash talker. Clearly Söderling had struck a nerve, just as Nick Kyrgios, another huge-hitting provocateur and code breaker with questionable tennis and table manners, would do a few years down the track against Nadal at Wimbledon.

Söderling defended himself, explaining that his imitation of Nadal was born of the frustration of having to wait for Nadal to go through his intricate prepoint routines ad infinitum.

“It was more of a fun thing,” Söderling said of his tuggery. “Until that, I think I had to wait for him, I mean, more than two hundred times. Every point I had to wait for him. He had to wait for me one time, and he’s starting already shaking his head, doing these things. Maybe I shouldn’t have done it. I’m not angry at him at all.”

Söderling was the latest in a long series of Swedish men to play on the pro tour: following Borg, Wilander, and Stefan Edberg. In the year-end rankings in 1986, there had been six Swedes in the top 20: a remarkable figure for a nation with a population of just over 8 million. At the 1987 French Open, there were eighteen Swedes in the 128-player men’s draw. But by the time Söderling arrived at Roland-Garros in 2009, the production line was shutting down. The tennis boom, started by Borg, was long over, and Soderling, ranked 25th, was the only Swedish man in the field.

He was born and raised in Tibro, a small inland town in southern Sweden much better known for producing furniture than tennis players. But Söderling, who had grown up watching Edberg win Wimbledon, learned the game at the local club where his father played. By age twelve, Söderling was a Swedish junior champion based at the national training center in nearby Linköping.

His potential was clear within Swedish tennis circles, but his temperament, monotone power game, and a series of injuries held him back. In six years on tour, this was Söderling’s first time in the fourth round of a major, but his breakthrough was no coincidence. He had been working since January with Norman, a gifted mentor. Norman had reached the 2000 French Open final, losing to Gustavo Kuerten, and had peaked at No. 2 in the rankings that year. But injuries soon stopped his momentum, and he was forced off the tour in 2003 at age twenty-eight because of chronic hip problems. Norman in his prime was a hyper-fit, powerful baseliner with a heavy forehand, but he had more finesse as a coach and would have great success in the years ahead working primarily with Stan Wawrinka.

Norman had faced Nadal on clay, losing to him in straight sets in a quarterfinal in Umag, Croatia, in 2003, when Nadal was just seventeen. Six years later, Norman got to watch Nadal excel again, this time from courtside, when Söderling won just one game in Rome in May 2009.

One of the great statistical oddities of Nadal’s career is that he never won a match on tour 6–0, 6–0 despite his generational edge on clay. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have it in him: He had won more love sets on the ATP Tour than any active player. Yet the double bagel eluded him. Consider it a sign of his humanity and compassion. But Nadal was surely feeling less magnanimous than usual toward Söderling after the Wimbledon kerfuffle.

Norman, however, was convinced the match in Rome had not been as lopsided as the score.

“It was a night match, so we stayed up quite late afterward with Robin,” Norman said. “Even if the score was 1 and 0, I thought the games were quite even, and the match was pretty long, so I thought there was something there. And we said with Robin, ‘Next time you face him, you need to be super aggressive. You need to go for whatever opening there is. If you leave him a little opportunity, you are the one who is going to run, so as soon as you see something go for it. And you do have to risk a little bit, risk on the second serve, risk on the second-serve return. Don’t try to get into long rallies.’”

This was not groundbreaking advice. No one could beat Nadal from the baseline on clay until Djokovic arrived at his peak. You had to take big risks, shorten the exchanges, and simplify the geometry to have any chance, but Söderling was one of the few who could implement such an approach effectively with his powerful serve and ground strokes. He was also tall, which kept Nadal’s topspin-heavy forehands from getting too far above Söderling’s ideal hitting zone when the Swede was stepping into his two-handed backhand.

Norman and Söderling had worked on improving his lumbering footwork, and Norman emphasized the importance of constantly adjusting his court position against Nadal—moving backward as well as forward—to deal with the spin. They also decided that Söderling would focus on going hard first to Nadal’s strength, his forehand, and then attack the backhand as Söderling came to net.

“It’s easy to have a game plan; it’s another thing to execute it,” Norman said with a laugh.

Shades of that Mike Tyson quote again. “Yes, exactly,” Norman said. “Nadal’s forehand is quite a punch.”

There also was encouraging news on the weather front. The thirty-first of May would not be hot and sunny. “We always wanted heavy conditions against Rafa,” Norman said. “Big balls. Not so bouncy.”

But the most unexpected boost to the Söderling-Norman game plan was that Nadal was not quite NADAL, even if that was not yet obvious.

In terms of results, his start to the season had been the best of his career. He began by winning the Australian Open, his first Grand Slam tournament title on a hard court. Nadal prevailed the hard way. In the semifinals, he won a five-setter over Fernando Verdasco, his barrel-chested and much-improved Spanish compatriot whose forehand was one of the most powerful in the game. To shake free, Nadal required five hours and fourteen minutes, which made it the longest recorded match in the tournament’s 104-year history.

It ended after 1 a.m., which meant that Nadal got less time to recover than Federer, who had reached the final in the daylight with a straight-set victory over Andy Roddick. This was Nadal’s and Federer’s first meeting since their grand Wimbledon duel in 2008, and Nadal further rocked Federer’s world in Melbourne by defeating him again in five sets (7–5, 3–6, 7–6 [3], 3–6, 6–2) to become the first Spanish player, male or female, to win an Australian Open singles title.

Toni Nadal, knowing his nephew needed all the positive energy he could get, delivered a prefinal pep talk in which he kept repeating the 2008 campaign slogan of U.S. president Barack Obama: “Yes we can!” And Rafael repeated it to himself on the changeovers.

The final lacked the consistent quality and high-wire fifth set of Nadal and Federer’s Wimbledon classic. But it was still a worthy addition to their collective body of work, and the scene that came to define the match actually came after the match when Federer choked up at the ceremony after receiving the runner-up’s trophy.

“God, it’s killing me,” Federer said, as he teared up at the microphone.

The understandable assumption was that he was referring to losing another major title to Nadal, but Federer told me later that he was referring instead to the difficulty of giving that speech. He was embarrassed by his struggles and cut his remarks short, but Nadal did not stand idly by. After receiving his champion’s trophy, he went to Federer and put his left arm around his neck and his head close to Federer’s. It was touching gesture. There was no condescension in it, seemingly no posturing, either. But Nadal, however supportive in victory, was certainly deep in Federer’s head and ever more on top of the tennis summit.

After years of pursuit, he had supplanted Federer as No. 1 in August 2008 after winning the gold medal at the Beijing Olympics, and he had now won three of the last four majors on three different surfaces, lacking only the U.S Open title.

A group of us met with Nadal in Melbourne the day after his latest triumph at the Langham Hotel around a big table that was suitable for corporate board gatherings. But the new Australian Open champion continued to insist on Federer’s overall superiority. He sounded like a young man reluctant to give up a quest he had already fulfilled because it risked leaving him without a daily purpose. But Nadal, who was well-versed as a Nadal in the need to bolster his arguments, was quick to offer supporting evidence.

“Right now, Roger has fifty-six titles or something like this and I have thirty-two,” he said. “He has thirteen Grand Slams. I have six. He has fourteen Masters Series. I have twelve. That is the only place we are close. No discussion. No discussion.”

Nadal neglected to mention that he had four French Opens to Federer’s none; one Olympic gold medal in singles to Federer’s none, and a 13-6 head-to-head edge. But that did not fit his narrative. He clearly was tracking and comparing their achievements—how else could he reel off all those numbers so quickly from memory?—but it was more to bolster Federer’s case, not his. There was some contrarian in all this, but also some Puritan in all this. And it was not that Nadal’s work ethic was based on delayed gratification. The work ethic was the gratification.

“Maybe,” he told us, “I like more fighting to win than to win.”

That instantly became one of my favorite Nadal epigrams, and still sums him up as succinctly as anything he has ever said. One wonders how he will scratch that unusual itch in older age. Senior tennis? Tournament golf? Coaching from the sidelines while promoting the same vamos-infused approach that defined him as a player?

But there has of course been plenty of winning to go with the fighting during his career. New challenges would arise in 2009, however. The day after our roundtable with Nadal in Melbourne, he boarded a plane for Europe only to learn during the flight from his father, Sebastián, that his parents were separating. This would have been difficult to hear for many a child, but for Nadal, still living in the same apartment building with his parents and firmly anchored in the family fiefs of Manacor and Porto Cristo, this was, in his words, “a shocking blow.” He said in his 2011 autobiography, Rafa, that he did not speak with his father for the rest of the flight as he absorbed the news that “suddenly, and utterly without warning, the happy family portrait had cracked.”

For Nadal, a young man of routines, this was a wrenching change even if it did not last: his parents would eventually reunite. But when he returned to the tour in Rotterdam and lost to Andy Murray in the final, he had another problem: chronic pain in his right knee, which only got worse as the season continued. He still won titles in Indian Wells, Monte Carlo, Barcelona, and Rome, and beat Djokovic in the Monte Carlo and Rome finals. He also defeated him in one of the finest best-of-three-set matches of the era, a momentum-shifting semifinal in Madrid.

Nadal won 3–6, 7–6 (5), 7–6 (9) in just over four hours.

After a quick turnaround, Nadal lost the next day to Federer in the final. But he headed to Paris looking good, certainly good enough to extend his Roland-Garros winning streak.

“Almost a perfect clay court season,” Nadal said upon arrival.

But he would later reveal that he was playing with anti-inflammatory patches on his knees and taking painkilling injections. Although he won in straight sets against Brazilian qualifier Marcos Daniel in the first round of the French Open, it was a surprisingly challenging match. Nadal failed on his first attempts to serve out the first and third sets and lost eleven straight points at one stage in the third. Nadal had injured his left knee during a training session, as was later confirmed by Toni Nadal. That explained some uncharacteristically concerned looks from Nadal toward his support team during the match. He was not getting the depth of yore on his ground strokes, particularly his forehand.

For those into foreshadowing of a different sort, Nadal had a new look at Roland-Garros. After four years of bare biceps and clamdiggers, he had become more conventional, opting for short sleeves and shorter shorts.

“He absolutely wanted back the short shorts,” said Adriana Caliri, who was a senior manager for global apparel at Nike for young athletes. “It was not because of the look, but because he wanted to feel free on the court.”

Another change this year was that unlike in 2008, there was no tape underneath his knees. But that, as it turned out, was misleading.
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The problem was not going away. A few years later, a knowledgeable orthopedic surgeon who saw MRIs of Nadal’s knees expressed amazement that the Spaniard was able to play tennis at a world-class level given the clear degeneration that was visible on the scans.

But Nadal has long had a high tolerance for pain. Tennis was never pitched to him as a pleasure cruise. Toni’s mantra was that adversity was surely on its way, no matter what the score. So, Nadal soldiered on, just as he soldiered on at Roland-Garros in 2009 despite being in much more discomfort than most of us realized.

After Nadal’s emphatic third-round victory over Hewitt, it appeared that he was hitting his customary cruising speed. When he evened the match against Söderling at one set apiece after dropping the first set, I assumed, based on five years of precedent, that the rest of the match would be routine.

Instead, Söderling broke Nadal’s serve at 3–3 in the third set. By now, I was watching on the small video screen at my Roland-Garros writing desk, and the moment when it became clear to me that something was truly not right with Nadal came in the next game.

Nadal hit a short return. Söderling smacked an approach shot. Nadal, well behind the baseline, ran to his right and elevated to hit a routine backhand passing shot. Then, as he landed, the sure-footed serial champion looked more like Bambi on ice, slipping as he pushed off and tumbling forward into a jumble on the clay.

I had never seen Nadal look that ungainly in his natural element. It was like seeing Usain Bolt stub his toe on a track.

Something was off, and Söderling took the hint after casting a long look over his shoulder at the fallen Nadal as he retreated to the baseline. Söderling served out the game and then the third set at love, which was when I started running for the stairs to make sure I could get a seat for what remained of the match.

The crowd already had taken a side. Söderling was surely unknown to the vast majority of spectators, who thus had no idea that he was not Mr. Congeniality. But there was a palpable desire for regime change: a collective French craving for somebody, anybody to restore a frisson of uncertainty to their annual tournament. “The French public likes it when the king falls, but when he’s dead they’re sad,” said Frenchman Jean-Christophe Verborg, global sports marketing director at Babolat, Nadal’s longtime sponsor.

Nadal already had read the room in 2008 when he overwhelmed the fan favorite Federer in the final to muted applause. “It’s logical; I won a lot of matches, and the last three years have gone well,” Nadal told me then. “It’s logical that they want a rival who can beat me and give me problems. But I don’t think it’s against me, not at all.”

A year later, this match felt different. The crowd was chanting “Ro-bin” but seemed to be cheering more against Nadal than for the Swede, applauding the Spaniard’s errors and struggles. Nadal certainly picked up on the energy.

“It’s a shame,” he said later. “This tournament is so important, such a beautiful tournament for me. But that’s the way it is.”

True to the warrior within, Nadal rebounded in the fourth set and was two points from forcing a fifth set on three separate occasions on Söderling’s big serve.

But the Swede, to his considerable credit, stuck with his aggressive approach though it was far from foolproof.

Even against a diminished Nadal, Söderling had to hit an economy-sized quantity of bold and brilliant shots to finish him off. Winning points at the net against Nadal is a challenge on any surface. His passing shots are among the best in the long history of passing shots. But the lack of consistent depth from Nadal in this match allowed Söderling to tee off on his approaches and force Nadal into errors on the stretch. The Swede built a 6–1 lead in the tiebreaker to reach match point. Even then it still seemed plausible, if no longer probable, that Nadal would find a way to fight his way out of the corner.

The Spaniard saved one match point with a winner, but the next point was a microcosm of the match. Nadal had an opening with his forehand down the line and time to prepare, but he hit the ball short enough in the court to allow Söderling to stay in the rally with a weak reply. But Nadal did not put the next shot away with his forehand. Instead, he approached the net and was greeted with Söderling’s full-cut backhand crosscourt pass. Nadal’s lunging, low forehand volley flew off course past the sideline, and when it landed, he was no longer undefeated at Roland-Garros.

Söderling did not roar or tumble to the clay. Instead, he stayed upright, extended his arms, and swatted at the air as if to say, You’ve got to be kidding me!

“I tried to keep telling myself before the match that I have to believe,” Söderling said. “Of course, I told everybody this is the biggest challenge you can have, I think, playing Nadal, the best clay court player of all times, best-of-five sets, Roland-Garros. But I have to believe that I have a chance, otherwise there’s no meaning going on the court. I could just go home instead.”

But it was Nadal who ended up on a flight home that night, missing his birthday at Roland-Garros for the first time since his debut in 2005. The shock 6–2, 6–7 (2), 6–4, 7–6 (2) result also prevented Nadal from breaking his tie with Borg for the most consecutive men’s French Open singles titles. They would remain equal with four, at least for now.

“I’m expecting at least an SMS from him,” Soderling said of Borg.

Söderling would get that text from Borg and also earn the ancillary benefit (or burden) of getting asked about this victory until the end of his days. The Parisian crowd, which had pushed and cheered for the upset, was rewarded with one of the biggest in tennis history.

But was it the biggest?

You could and probably should argue for unseeded Italian Roberta Vinci stopping Serena Williams and her bid for the Grand Slam at the U.S. Open in 2015, or Czech teenager Helena Suková stopping Martina Navratilova’s Grand Slam bid and eighty-four-match winning streak in the semifinals of the 1984 Australian Open, which was then the last of the four majors on the calendar.

You could certainly lobby for Michael Chang’s “miracle on clay” upset of No. 1 Ivan Lendl at Roland-Garros in 1989 with the help of the first and only underhand serve of Chang’s career. There was also towering outsider Ivo Karlović’s defeat of reigning champion Lleyton Hewitt in the first round of Wimbledon in 2003. On this same stretch of clay in Paris, there was American Kathy Horvath’s 1983 upset of Navratilova, which was Navratilova’s only defeat that season. Or Williams’s shock first-round loss to French wild card Virginie Razzano in 2012.

But none of those truly equate to Söderling’s breakthrough moment. None of the upset victims in the paragraphs above were undefeated at the tournament where they were beaten. None had changed the paradigm on the surface where they were playing to the degree that Nadal had changed it on clay.

You could compare it with Björn Borg’s big-surprise quarterfinal defeat at the 1976 French Open to the net-rushing Italian Adriano Panatta. But Borg, the greatest men’s clay courter of his era, had won the tournament only twice in a row by then. Panatta, unlike Söderling, was an established star, seeded 8th, who had already beaten Borg at Roland-Garros in 1973.

No, the result on May 31, 2009, was something truly extraordinary. L’Équipe’s boldfaced headline captured the mood: “TREMBLEMENT DE TERRE” (Earthquake).

Nadal was clear-eyed amid the rubble, even if he was not yet giving us full disclosure about his knees or his parents.

“The truth is that I was never calm today,” Nadal said. “Sometimes it’s not enough to fight. You also have to play a good level of tennis. Sometimes people think I win because I’m physically fit but no! When I win, it’s because I play well, and that wasn’t the case today. I have to admit that at key moments I couldn’t take the opportunities I had, because I was losing my cool, and I didn’t play very well.”

The question that remained unanswered was precisely why he had not played closer to his best. Philippe Bouin, the French tennis correspondent for L’Équipe, noted that Nadal had been less congenial and more distracted than usual in recent months: a sign, in Bouin’s view, that Nadal was feeling the strain of being No. 1 with all its attendant pressures and commitments. There was also the Nadal forehand. He appeared to have shortened his swing in an attempt to fare better on quick surfaces, but the change seemed to be hurting him on clay, making it more difficult to generate depth and his customary angles. There was also his schedule: The Madrid event had moved from hard courts to clay in 2009 and shifted into the slot just before Roland-Garros, replacing the Hamburg tournament. It made for a quick shift in playing conditions with Madrid at over 2,000 feet of altitude. Wojtek Fibak, the former Polish star who had coached Lendl and was friendly with the Nadals, said that they were concerned enough during Roland-Garros that they booked a private court at the nearby Racing Club so Nadal, far from public view, could blast scores of full-force forehands at the back fence in an attempt to recapture his rhythm. “It had worked for them before, but not this time,” Fibak said. “With the extreme grip of Rafael, if you are using super heavy topspin, it’s a question of millimeters or you mishit the ball. You have to have perfect timing.” Nadal had also made a detour to Switzerland a few days before Roland-Garros to meet with investors interested in creating a tennis academy. The Nadals rejected a French newspaper report that he had also played tennis with the children of Islam Karimov, the strongman president of Uzbekistan, in exchange for a million-dollar fee.

Perhaps the loss to Söderling required a combination of all these things. And after it was over, Nadal was asked whether he was prepared for this setback or surprised by it.

“This is sport, and you can have victories and defeats,” he said. “No one remembers defeats in the long run. People remember victories.”

Normally I would agree with Nadal, but not in this case. Losing epically has staying power. Consider French golfer Jean Van de Velde’s watery demise at the 1999 Open Championship with a three-shot lead on the seventy-second hole. It is the element of surprise that seals it.

Nadal’s first Roland-Garros loss was a stunner, to be sure, and when it was over, a reporter asked Söderling what he might say in “20 to 25 years” when his children asked him about the upset.

“I’m not sure yet, but this is for sure the biggest moment so far of my career,” Söderling answered. “I will remember this match for the rest of my life.”

The smaller surprise was what happened next. Söderling did not get floored by the magnitude of what he had just achieved. Instead, he went back out on the clay two days later in his first Grand Slam quarterfinal and defeated Nikolay Davydenko of Russia by the Nadalian score of 6–1, 6–3, 6–1. Then he defeated Fernando González of Chile in a five-set test of heavy mettle to reach the final.

“After a victory like the one against Nadal, it’s easy to be satisfied or have a letdown,” Norman said. “So, for me as a coach it was even more impressive that Robin was able to win those matches after that. From the minute after the Nadal match, we were saying, ‘This is one match. There is another one coming.’ That was the mantra.”

Söderling was not the only man trying to forget about Nadal in Paris. As soon as Söderling’s upset was complete, Federer knew that he had the opportunity of a lifetime, an unexpected journey back to a pre-Rafaelite era in which he had an excellent chance to win the only major singles title he lacked and complete the career Grand Slam.

To make matters even more promising, tennis’s third man, Djokovic, had lost in the third round to Philipp Kohlschreiber. It was as if Nadal and Djokovic’s high-intensity duel in Madrid had knocked the stuffing out of both of them.

The day after Nadal’s departure, Federer took to the clay on center court and nearly blew it. He fell behind two sets to love to his friend Tommy Haas in their fourth-round match, then fell behind 30–40 on his serve at 3–4 in the third set. If Federer had lost the next point, Haas would have served for a straight-set victory, but Federer, so shaky to that stage, ran around a backhand and coolly smacked his signature shot—an inside-out forehand—for a winner.

Break point and golden opportunity saved. Haas did not know it yet, but the match had turned. Federer rallied to win in five sets, allowing Haas just two more games in a 6–7 (4), 5–7, 6–4, 6–0, 6–2 victory.

Federer went on to reach the final, where he faced Söderling in a persistent drizzle that made the match heavy going for players and spectators alike. Early in the second set, an attention seeker vaulted the low barrier separating the stands from the court and ran onto the clay, cornered Federer behind the baseline, and tried unsuccessfully to put a hat on his head as French Open security took far too long to react.

Federer was flustered by the intrusion, but this was his year, his moment at Roland-Garros, and he refocused.

“I was honestly afraid for Roger,” said Pascal Maria, the French chair umpire. “I wondered if that was going to be the turning point of the match, if he would lose his edge because of it.”

Federer closed out the straight-set victory as the drizzle turned into heavier rain.

He was a fortunate champion, no doubt. He had won the French Open in the Nadal era without having to beat Nadal. But Federer also had paid his dues in his ten years at Roland-Garros: losing a semifinal and three straight finals to the Spaniard. He was clearly the second-best clay courter in the world, if not for much longer.

“It would be great to beat Rafa at the French, but it’s not something I feel my career necessarily needs,” Federer told me a year later. “Some might think that’s what form it should take, but then again, I’ve never played Rafa in all my U.S. Open finals. It happens as it happens. You just can’t make up the draws. You have to beat who is on the other side of the court.”

Federer, as it played out, would never beat Nadal at the French Open and never face him at all at the U.S. Open.

Nor would Federer have to deal with his archrival at Wimbledon in 2009. After Nadal made the trip to London to test his ailing knees in an exhibition event, he chose not to defend his title at the All England Club. Federer, riding high again, reclaimed the crown, defeating Andy Roddick in another long-running five-set final to win his fifteenth major singles title. That broke the men’s record set by American Pete Sampras, who was sitting bleary-eyed in the Royal Box after making the trip from Los Angeles to London on short notice.

Federer’s resurgence and back-to-back victories in Paris and Wimbledon allowed him to reclaim the No. 1 ranking. Nadal, when he returned to action in Canada in August, could not recapture his early-season form. He did not win another individual event the rest of the year and lost all three of his matches at the ATP Tour Finals in London. But he did help Spain to another Davis Cup title in December, winning both his singles rubbers over Tomáš Berdych and Jan Hajek in the 5–0 sweep over the Czech Republic on indoor clay in Barcelona’s Palau Sant Jordi.

It was the same former Olympic venue where Nadal had carried the flag for Spain at age fourteen at the opening ceremony of the 2000 Davis Cup final. This had been a recognition for Nadal’s exceptional results in junior tournaments. Pedro Hernandez, a Spanish team official, contacted Nadal’s grandfather, also named Rafael Nadal, to see if the family would approve. The response was immediate and affirmative.

“Take good care of me,” Grandfather Nadal said of his namesake.

Ferrero led Spain to its first Davis Cup title, defeating Australia and its stars Lleyton Hewitt and Pat Rafter. But nine years later, Nadal (the younger) was the team leader now, and despite the result of the 2009 French Open, there could be no better leader on clay, no matter where you laid it down.

That became even clearer in 2010. He spent the off-season training particularly hard in Manacor, then suffered a setback at the Australian Open when he retired from his quarterfinal against Andy Murray because of more right knee pain.

“When I worked a lot at home during all of December, my feeling was that I was in perfect conditions to try to win in Australia,” Nadal said. “And when I had to retire from there it was a very difficult moment. The biggest or most important thing is not that you are losing the match. The harder thing is that you’re going to be another three weeks without practice at home recovering.”

But such forced breaks were sadly starting to become routine for Nadal. He returned to the tour in March to reach the semifinals in Indian Wells and Miami on hard courts. By the time the clay court season began in Monte Carlo, he was ready.

He did not come close to dropping a set, losing just fourteen games in total, the lowest figure of his career at any tournament. He became the first men’s player in the Open era to win a tour event six years in a row, and he dominated quality opponents like his Spanish compatriots Ferrero, David Ferrer, and Fernando Verdasco.

“I’m sorry, Fernando,” Nadal said after his 6–0, 6–1 victory in the final.

Verdasco could have thanked Nadal for sparing him the double bagel and actually dropped to his knees in the red dirt and blew a kiss to the azure sky after winning one extended, fifty-second rally late in the match.

“I think if he plays like this, nobody can beat him,” Verdasco said. “What else do you want me to tell you?”

It was Nadal’s first tour title in eleven months, and he was just getting started. He won in Rome, dropping just one set; won in Madrid, dropping just one set; and then had no problem adjusting to lower altitude, rumbling through the French Open draw without losing a set on his way to the final.

His opponent, as symmetry would have it, was none other than Söderling, who had defeated Federer in the quarterfinals on his way to proving that his deep 2009 run was no fluke.

But Nadal was NADAL this year. His shots and his reservoir of confidence were significantly deeper; his knees, for a change, were not creakier. He did not lose a set against Söderling either, settling a score by the score of 6–4, 6–2, 6–4.

“I think I can beat anybody,” Söderling said. “But when Rafa is playing like this, you need to have a really good day, which unfortunately I didn’t have today.”

I doubt it would have mattered given the state of Nadal’s game in the spring of 2010. He lost just two sets in four tournaments on clay and when this mismatch was over, he fell flat on his back and then rose up, shook hands with Söderling, and fell flat on his back again. Finally, he took a seat in his courtside chair and sobbed at length into a towel.

“Relief, joy certainly,” he said, explaining that moment. “It was a great personal satisfaction, because of my family, my team, myself, and all those who supported me and helped me back. It’s true that I played this tournament with more anxiety. I was slightly more nervous than usual. I went through difficult moments, because I couldn’t find my momentum on the court.”

But he certainly found it when he needed it, and he carried it with him. He won Wimbledon for the second time, defeating Andy Murray in the semifinals and Berdych in the final. He then returned to New York for the U.S. Open and peaked again. The only set he lost in the tournament came in the final against Djokovic as Nadal became the first man to win Grand Slam singles titles on three different surfaces—clay, grass, and hard courts—in the same season. More important, he completed the career Grand Slam by winning the only major he lacked, which was also a career “Golden Slam” if you considered Nadal’s Olympic singles victory in 2008. Until Nadal, only Andre Agassi had won all four majors and the Olympic singles gold medal.

This would be, in many respects, Nadal’s finest season—the only one in which he would win three Grand Slam singles titles—and it certainly deserves to share a sentence with 2005, 2008, and 2013.

Nadal could feel it coming, even in March after a defeat to Ivan Ljubičić in Indian Wells when he was asked, after his twelfth straight individual tournament without a title, if he was thinking too much on court and had lost his killer instinct.

“I always was a winner,” he answered. “I was a very good competitor, and I’m gonna be a very good competitor and winner another time, no?”

There is some of the contrarian in this. Tell Nadal he is amazing, and he will reflexively explain to you all the reasons he is not. Tell Nadal he is vulnerable, and he will sometimes get his back up.

But the first U.S. Open victory was what made 2010 particularly special, emphasizing Nadal’s resilience, versatility, and—most gratifying from his perspective—progress.

“Many doubted he could do this because he was supposed to be a grand specialist on clay,” Toni Nadal told me in New York. “The satisfaction I feel, aside from the victory, is to see how much he has improved on fast courts, which was a goal we always had without knowing if we could get there. He’s returning better, serving a bit better. He’s more inside the court, and the sliced backhand is much better. I think he has become a rather complete player.”

All those tools were necessary to hold off Djokovic, who had saved two match points in the semifinals against Federer to prevent the much-anticipated first Federer-Nadal match at Flushing Meadows: a duel that would never happen. Djokovic then got a much-needed extra day of rest after that five-setter when the final was postponed until Monday because of rain. But in a match full of extended rallies and spectacular defense, Nadal prevailed: serving convincingly under pressure, hitting ultra-precise passing shots, and keeping Djokovic from locking in by deploying his new variety, thanks to that backhand slice.

“I’ve never seen a guy who was that good already be able to improve that much,” John McEnroe told me.

It was a rugged four-setter, and when it ended with a Djokovic forehand error, Nadal hit the deck immediately: falling on his back and then rolling onto his stomach, trembling with emotion. It was not as soft a landing as on red clay but just as sweet a sensation.

“You don’t have the control of your body at that moment,” Nadal explained. “I don’t have any plan to go down when I win a title. I think when I win the last point, I am dead. That’s what happens.”

He was not feeling much fresher when we met for a postvictory interview the following day. It came at the very end of Nadal’s media rounds in Manhattan. He had slept for only three hours because of the adrenaline and the celebration: into bed at 4 a.m. and up at seven to start his media rounds.

As I waited outside the Nike store where Nadal was attending a sponsor’s event, I spoke with his father, Sebastián Nadal, who had been as emotional as his son the night before.

“If you had written a script that had him finishing off the Grand Slam in New York, he would have agreed,” Sebastián said. “This city is a special place for him.”

It was special for Sebastián, too. His first visit, sixteen years earlier, also had been for a sporting event. He came to watch his brother Miguel Ángel play for Spain in the 1994 World Cup of men’s soccer. Sebastián visited New York and then returned with his wife and children for that weeklong trip in May 2001, a few months before the September 11 attack. The Nadals had been up in the Twin Towers during their stay, and Sebastián vividly remembers watching them fall.

“Rafa was playing in Madrid, and I was there working, but I was having lunch in the tournament restaurant when I saw it on television,” Sebastián remembered. “When you were just there a few months before in the same place, it has an even bigger impact. But the city has come back without forgetting, and it’s beautiful to see him win here after all that has happened.”

His son emerged into the sunlight, signing autographs and posing for pictures on the move as Nadal’s agent, Carlos Costa, politely took photo after photo with the fans’ phones in the days before selfie cameras had gone mainstream.

“Gracias!” “Thank you!” “Enhorabuena!” “Congrats!”

These were good vibes, but time was getting tight.

“We’ve got to move, we’ve got to move!” barked Benito Perez-Barbadillo, Nadal’s publicist. “Where is the driver?”

He soon appeared, and though Nadal was understandably weary of the question-and-answer game, he kept his commitment. We took a seat next to each other in the minivan that was taking him and his team to the airport.

“This is the fifth set,” he joked in Spanish. “You’re the last one.”

My previous ride with Nadal and his entourage had been after midnight in Paris in 2006 as we headed for a Champs-Elysées discotheque after his second French Open victory. That victory party was not as wild as it sounds. This time, in a sign of the changes in his life, one of the passengers in the van was his girlfriend (and future wife), Maria Francisca Perelló.

“Things do change, as they must,” Nadal said, sounding wise and a little world weary. “Coming here in 2001 with my family was a great experience for us, which really connected us to the city. I’ve been back many times since then and couldn’t experience it the same way, because I was chasing this goal. Now I’ve reached it after all those years of difficulties, and it’s an enormous satisfaction to finish off the cycle like I finished it off yesterday against an opponent of that quality.”

He was the third Spanish man to win in New York: coming after Manuel Santana, who won on grass at Forest Hills, and Manuel Orantes, who won on clay at the same venue. Now Nadal had won on a hard court in Flushing Meadows.

“It’s good to join them, and nice we all had our own surface,” Nadal said. “It’s another step for Spanish tennis and Spanish sport.”

Nadal was all about the steps and well aware that this was a journey without a clear finish line.

“When you play a final what matters most is the victory, but what really gives you deep, personal satisfaction is to feel that you are an improved player,” he said. “Because that is the real base of the work. You can win or lose on any given day. That depends on details, but to have the feeling when you go on the court that you are truly a better player, and to know that is the fruit of all your labors over many years is where the real satisfaction lies.”

Nadal stopped talking and thought for a moment as we rolled slowly through Manhattan’s heavy afternoon traffic.

“There’s so much competition,” Nadal said. “And what’s clear is either you get better or you’re dead.”

Toni Nadal had used the same phrasing, nearly word for word, during one of our interviews several years before. His nephew had learned his lessons well, and our time was up. The driver stopped at the corner of Madison Avenue and East Forty-Eighth Street, and I bade farewell to Nadal, his clan, and the cool of the van, and stepped back into a steamier, more disorderly world.

It was September 2010, and Nadal, back on top, had indeed finished off a cycle, but he was still much farther from the finish line than any of us could have imagined.







CHAPTER TEN

THE FOUNDERS

Roland-Garros, the dusty French domain that Rafael Nadal would rule for nearly twenty years, almost certainly would not have existed without four men he never met who played their best tennis nearly a century ago.

They were known, predictably for French sports heroes, as the Musketeers, even if the first to nickname them was an American rival who had seen a movie based on Frenchman Alexandre Dumas’s work.

All for one and one for all (unless they were playing each other), les Mousquetaires—Jean Borotra, Jacques Brugnon, Henri Cochet, and René Lacoste—changed the history of tennis and of Parisian landmarks, creating the need, with their resounding success, for a tennis stadium worthy of staging what was in 1928 one of the leading events in global sport: the Davis Cup.

“The Musketeers of Alexandre Dumas were ready to die for each other,” Borotra once said. “Luckily we didn’t have to go that far, but there was a mutual devotion between us of a higher order, every bit as profound.”

Tennis would have continued to grow in France without their breakthrough, but the prime and leafy location where Roland-Garros Stadium was constructed would very likely have been developed differently without the Davis Cup victory in 1927 against “Big” Bill Tilden and the Americans. Other French organizations and sports federations coveted the site, whose lease had just expired, but tennis was now a national priority in France.

The Musketeers were riding on the momentum and enormous interest that had been generated by their compatriot Suzanne Lenglen. She was one of the transcendent athletes and personalities of the 1920s, and she reveled in it, breaking social codes with her knee-length tennis outfits that were risqué for the time. She dominated the game and the courtside conversations with her balletic shot making full of leaps and flourishes, losing just one singles match between 1919 and 1926.

She inspired not only sportswriters but song writers: “Ah! Suzanne!” was a hit in Paris in 1925, its title drawn from what spectators would exclaim as they watched her at play. Lenglen was also a muse for the Musketeers. She convinced Brugnon, the oldest of the four, to postpone his law studies and focus on tennis, and partnered successfully with him, Borotra, and Cochet in mixed doubles. She even offered tactical and technical advice, recommending that Lacoste lower the grip on his ground strokes and shorten his preparation time. But she, unlike Lacoste, was no poker-faced technician. La Divine, as she was known in France, was a flamboyant attacking player, and Borotra, who played with the same brio and spontaneity, was mesmerized when he first saw Lenglen play in 1919.

“She had adopted what was traditionally the game of a man, with the volleys and an overhead of great power,” Borotra told me. “She had remarkable reflexes. She had an incredible game. There was never another one like her. She was also an intelligent woman, a great credit to France.”

But her business decision to turn professional in 1926—she was the first female tennis player to do so—did not leave a void for long in French tennis because the Musketeers were establishing themselves as the preeminent force in the men’s game.

They had sobriquets of their own. The dashing and sometimes maddening Borotra, who was born in the French Basque country in Biarritz and was fond of wearing a blue beret on court, was the Bounding Basque. Cochet, a diminutive and seemingly nonchalant shot maker extraordinaire from Lyon, was the Magician. Brugnon, primarily a doubles specialist in an age when doubles mattered more, was Toto. Lacoste, with his cunning and relentless game, was the Crocodile.

I never got the chance to interview Cochet or Brugnon before their deaths. But after I moved to France, I did spend time in the early 1990s with Lacoste and Borotra when I was on assignment for the International Herald Tribune. Given their advanced ages—Lacoste was eighty-eight, Borotra was ninety-four—I was well aware of how precious an opportunity this was.

I twice visited Lacoste and his wife, Simone, at their villa in the Basque country near Saint-Jean-de-Luz on the Chantaco golf course, which Simone’s father had built in honor of Simone’s golfing achievements.

Lacoste, at this stage, was frail, restricted in his movements because of a heart condition and reliant on a motorized chair to mount and descend the house’s sweeping central staircase. “Doctor’s orders,” he explained to me. “If you were a pretty woman, you could ride up on my knees, but you are not.”

I met Borotra briefly at the 1991 Davis Cup final in Lyon, where he was doused with champagne after a French team led by Guy Forget, Henri Leconte, and charismatic captain Yannick Noah ended a fifty-nine-year Davis Cup drought that dated to the Musketeers by upsetting another powerhouse United States squad that this time included a young Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi.

In 1993, a year before Borotra died, he granted me an audience (that was how it felt) in his elegant Haussmannian apartment on Avenue Foch in Paris. In a dark business suit and with his hair slicked back over his high forehead, Borotra was still full of vigor as he took me on a train-to-catch tour of his drawing room, where a shiny replica of the Davis Cup was on prominent display. He was firm of handshake and brisk of step and, though hitting forehands had become too painful because of arthritis, he continued to practice his backhand with hitting partners or, more often, against the wall at his longtime fief, the Tennis Club de Paris. “The wall has no problem hitting to my backhand,” Borotra explained.

He was droll. He was dry. The problem for me was that Borotra was so hard of hearing that our interview had to be conducted at a shout, which was no way to build rapport. But Borotra’s mind and memory, like Lacoste’s, were still sharp: a fine advertisement for spending much of one’s life in and around tennis. Both came to the game relatively late—as teenagers—and were drawn to it after trips to England. But while Lacoste, at age fifteen, committed himself immediately and systematically to studying the game’s finer points, Borotra, a natural athlete who had played Basque pelota and other sports in his early youth, did not get truly serious about tennis or even join a club until after World War One. He was in his early twenties, but with trademark energy and unconventional technique, he made up for lost time by relentlessly attacking the net. More man of action than reflection, he won nineteen major titles in singles, doubles, and mixed doubles, and was the only Musketeer to win the Australian Championships (and the only one to make the long sea voyage to play in the Australian Championships). He sparred with Tilden, who often found him insufferable and dubbed him “the Bantering Basque,” put off by his attention-grabbing behavior and gallantries. Borotra liked to doff his beret and kiss female spectators’ hands if forced to chase a shot into the stands. But he was certainly a crowd favorite, one of tennis’s and Wimbledon’s main attractions in the 1920s and 1930s.

Lacoste was from an affluent background: His father, Jean-Jules, was a top executive at luxury automaker Hispano-Suiza and started his own automotive company. But René, his only son, would have a successful business career of his own.

He worked in shipping, banking, and the automotive and aviation industries but was best known for cofounding the Lacoste Clothing Company, which became a leading global brand with its crocodile trademark inspired by Lacoste’s nickname. But when I asked him in French what he considered himself, he answered un bricoleur, which literally translates to “handyman.” “Tinkerer” might be more appropriate. He was an inventor at heart: creating, with Simone’s help, the innovative cotton Polo shirts that helped him through the hot American summers; and constructing and patenting the first metal tennis racket. It was later called the Wilson T2000 and used by Jimmy Connors and Billie Jean King to win major titles. Connors, no lover of authority or polished manners, treated “Mr. Lacoste” with great deference throughout his playing career.

“I will be perhaps dead next week, but for the moment, I am thinking about what I will be doing and inventing next year, and in two years,” Lacoste told me.

Even at a late stage in life, his workshop was overflowing with plans and prototypes for new rackets, vibration dampeners, and golf clubs. Golf was arguably his own family’s most successful sport. Simone won the British Ladies Amateur title in 1927. Forty years later, Catherine, their only daughter, stunned the golf world by winning the 1967 U.S. Women’s Open at age twenty-two. She was the first European to win a women’s golf major and remains the only amateur to have won the U.S. Women’s Open.

“When Catherine went to the USA the first time, someone asked her, ‘Are you the daughter of René Lacoste?’ And she was a bit upset by that,” René said. “Several years later, after she won the U.S. Open, we were all heading to the USA, and somebody asked me at customs if by any chance, I was the father of Catherine Lacoste. Catherine was delighted.”

Borotra, a graduate of L’École Polytechnique, one of the most prestigious French universities and perhaps best compared to MIT, worked for Satam, a French company that distributed gasoline pumps internationally. That was a fine fit for his globetrotting life as a tennis star.

But Borotra and Lacoste knew the somber side of life as well, after living through two World Wars.

Borotra, the portrait of robust health, fought for France as a teenager in World War One and was taken prisoner twice during World War Two. The first time was in June 1940 in Burgundy. He escaped, was recaptured, and escaped again. He debated fleeing for England and ultimately chose to remain in France and join the puppet Vichy government of Marshal Philippe Pétain as the commissioner of general education and sport.

Borotra felt loyalty to Pétain, who had commanded the victorious French army in World War One. Borotra also believed one of the reasons France had been defeated in 1940 was that the nation had lost its vitality and needed to follow the British and German model and provide more physical education in schools. Pétain agreed, and Borotra pursued this policy with trademark vigor, playing no role, he insisted, in abhorrent Vichy acts like the deportation of Jews. But serving at a high level in a collaborationist French government was a deeply questionable decision that would follow Borotra the rest of his life, impacting but not destroying his reputation.

Lenglen was gone by the time the war started, dead of pernicious anemia in Paris at age thirty-nine in July 1938. Borotra gave one of the eulogies. With the Musketeers fading, a golden era was well and truly over for French tennis, but the country and the world had much more pressing concerns.

“We did all we could to continue during that period; it wasn’t easy,” Borotra told me.

Lacoste did not serve in the military during World War Two because of an early bout of tuberculosis that left him coughing up blood and forced him to retire at the peak of his tennis powers in 1929. He was twenty-five and had just proposed marriage to Simone.

“My wife was courageous enough to marry me even though I was ill,” Lacoste said. “In those days, someone who had tuberculosis was usually looking at a short life.”

They were married for sixty-six years. “He held up rather well,” Simone said with a chuckle during one of my visits.

Lacoste would attempt a brief comeback in 1932, but his championship days were done, and he became France’s Davis Cup captain. He told me that he stopped his primary work after the French surrendered in 1940. “I was constructing airplane motors and airplane parts for the French defense,” he said. “The Germans could have used it to their advantage.”

But he did agree to serve as president of the French Tennis Federation in July 1941.

Roland-Garros Stadium, by then, had been through its darkest period. In the autumn of 1939, after France declared war on Germany because of its invasion of Poland, the French government turned several sports venues into provisional internment camps for “foreign undesirables” who might pose a threat to the regime. The camp at Roland-Garros was underneath one of the concrete tribunes of the center court: a space where players prepared for matches or spectators sought refuge from the rain. But this was no lighthearted gathering; it included Arthur Koestler, a prominent Hungarian author and journalist who would later write Darkness at Noon. Koestler had settled in France, and his former work as a communist activist piqued the concern of the French authorities even though he had resigned from the German Communist Party.

Koestler wrote the memoir Scum of the Earth about this period, describing the week he spent at Roland-Garros, which was now encircled by a barbed-wire fence. There were about six hundred prisoners from scores of nations. Koestler called it the “tower of Babel”: an eerie parallel in a sports venue usually used to bring together a cosmopolitan tennis community.

“Our grotto, or den, had no windows,” Koestler wrote. “Our roof was the underside of one of the grand-stands, ascending over us in a slope of 45 degrees; our bed was the concrete floor with a thin layer of straw on it. The straw was damp, as the roof leaked at the junctures of the steps; only half of us had our own blankets and the camp did not provide any; and we lay so closely packed together that many preferred what we called the ‘sardine system’: head between the two neighbours’ feet, in order to avoid mixing the breath. And, nevertheless, the morale in our den was excellent and we even had a lot of fun.”

Inside the stadium, when allowed by the guards to exercise, Koestler saw posters announcing the results of a recent match between Cochet and Borotra. Other posters “indicated that the mixed doubles were to take place on court No. 3, just behind our stand,” he wrote. “These mixed doubles were an occasion for obvious and ever-repeated jokes. Meanwhile our guards, the soldiers, blasphemously indulged in football on the smooth earth of the courts.”

Koestler and his group of prisoners were soon transferred to Le Vernet Internment Camp in the French Pyrenees. But Roland-Garros continued to serve its new and unsavory purpose until the German occupation in 1940.

The Germans wanted, symbolically, to relaunch the main tournament. “They were eager to get Roland-Garros back up and running,” Lacoste said. “I told them it was fine for the young who were not mobilized, but I didn’t want any German uniforms in the stadium.”

That line in the clay did not hold. From 1941 to 1945, an ersatz event now called “le Tournoi de France” was contested at Roland-Garros, typically in front of smaller crowds. It was limited to French players and local club players, but world-class talents like Cochet, now in his forties, and Bernard Destremau did take part. So did Marcel Bernard and Yvon Petra, a towering former prisoner of war. Both would win majors in 1946 when full-scale international play resumed: Bernard at Roland-Garros; Petra at Wimbledon.

“In the stadium, we saw very few Germans in uniform,” Destremau told French author Gilles Delamarre in his book Roland Garros: le livre du tournoi du centenaire. “We were unaware of what was going on, unaware of the drama. The news about the roundup (of Jews) at the Velodrome d’Hiver did indeed make it to Roland Garros, but we were sure of nothing and didn’t really try to find out. We didn’t have a guilty conscience for playing tennis.”

Borotra was forced out of his Vichy post because of a change of government in April 1942 and was arrested again seven months later as he was preparing to leave France to join Allied forces that had recently pushed the Germans out of North Africa. Borotra had written to Pétain urging him to join the Allied army there, as well, in what was, in that colonial period, French territory. Borotra’s letter was intercepted by the Gestapo, and after being interrogated at length, he was sent in secret to the concentration camp of Sachsenhausen near Berlin. “Which, as you probably know, was not a great place to be,” Borotra told me.

Lacoste, without news from his fellow Musketeer, was deeply concerned. “I don’t have brothers, but Borotra is a brother for me,” he said.

At Lacoste’s urging, Borotra’s mother, Marguerite, wrote a letter to King Gustaf V, the tall, tennis-loving king of neutral Sweden, to ask for his help in assuring Borotra’s safety. The king, a Francophile who had played socially with Borotra and the Musketeeers, wrote to General Hermann Göring, the head of the German Luftwaffe and the second most powerful Nazi after Adolf Hitler.

Borotra was transferred to Itter Castle, a chateau in the Austrian Tyrol, where his chances of survival increased considerably among other high-profile prisoners. He spent the remainder of the war there and, in the days just before Germany surrendered, helped American troops as they closed in to liberate the castle.

Back in France, Borotra resumed his tennis career and business career at Satam without formal sanction from the French authorities for his Vichy connections, although there were some gray areas when he first returned to France.

“When Borotra arrived, some said he should be arrested for how he conducted himself in the war,” Lacoste recalled. “He wasn’t arrested, but he was assigned two policemen and allowed to go to his house. The first time I saw him after the war these two policemen were still politely keeping watch on him. But one of my friends was a hero of the resistance who was named interior minister by De Gaulle. I called him, and he quickly freed Borotra.”

The Bounding Basque soon resumed playing doubles in France, but Wimbledon took longer to re-embrace him. Sir Samuel Hoare, the president of Britain’s Lawn Tennis Association, recommended that Borotra keep his distance. “He told Borotra that he shouldn’t come because ‘everybody knows you were a minister for Pétain, and you’ll be whistled and booed and all that,’” Lacoste said.

Borotra returned to the All England Club in 1948 at age forty-nine to play doubles and made his last appearance in doubles and mixed doubles in 1964 when he was sixty-five. He remains the oldest man to have played at Wimbledon and holds the record for longevity, playing in thirty-five championships over an astonishing forty-three years.

But though the Vichy government was discredited and Pétain convicted of treason and imprisoned, Borotra continued to lobby for the rest of his life for Pétain’s rehabilitation. He became president of the association to defend Pétain’s memory, and he spent much of our 1993 interview explaining how Pétain had been misunderstood. He leafed through a scrapbook during my visit that included photos of a sports tour he had made to German-occupied Algeria in 1941 during which he angered the Germans by giving thinly disguised French nationalist speeches.

“I was able to do this because of the Marechal,” he said of Pétain. “It was the message he gave me, and it had a big impact on the Algerians.”

But Borotra’s long campaign on behalf of Pétain did not have much of an impact. He made his deepest impression on French society when the Musketeers were in their primes.

“When you fought in two wars among the troops like I did, there are certain memories that mark you forever,” he told me. “But being part of the Musketeers was one of my greatest joys. We had a marvelous camaraderie.”

That was best expressed in the Davis Cup. Known as La Coupe Davis in France, it was created in 1900 and named for Dwight Filley Davis, a fine left-handed player from a wealthy St. Louis family. After taking part in a domestic tour in 1899 with some of his Harvard tennis teammates, Davis was eager, like many leading players, to expand lawn tennis’s reach at that early stage of its development. He commissioned Boston silversmiths Shreve, Crump & Low to create a sterling silver punchbowl to serve as a prize for an international team challenge event. Others had explored such an idea, and regular matches were being contested between England and Ireland. But the Davis Cup was the concept that caught fire even if it was only binational to start. A team from the British Isles was the only challenger in 1900, making the transatlantic trip to Boston and Longwood Cricket Club and losing 3–0 to Davis and the Americans and their innovative “American twist” serves, a precursor to the kick serve.

The Cup expanded to other nations but continued to be dominated by those the French still call “the Anglo Saxons,” with the United States, Australasia, and Britain winning it on multiple occasions.

The Musketeers would join the club, but only after paying their dues. They combined to sweep the three principal major tournaments in 1926 (top European and American players rarely made the trip to the Australasian Championships because of the long sea voyage). Cochet won the French Championships. Borotra won Wimbledon, and Lacoste won the U.S. Championships, beating Borotra in the final.

The Musketeers then lost to the powerhouse United States team, led by Tilden and “Little” Bill Johnston, for the second straight year in the final round of the Davis Cup, known as the Challenge Round. The matches were played on grass at Tilden’s home club, the Germantown Cricket Club in Philadelphia. In the Davis Cup’s early years, the reigning champion did not have to play through a full draw, instead lying in wait as the other nations faced off to determine a challenger.

Despite the Musketeers’ latest setback, they and their captain, Pierre Gillou, were convinced their time was coming. The Musketeers were improving, and Tilden and Johnston, the core of the American tennis dynasty, were aging. In the final match of the 1926 Challenge Round, Lacoste defeated Tilden in five sets to win France’s lone point. The outcome of the final already had been decided. It was, to use the vernacular, “a dead rubber” (each Davis Cup match was called a rubber, using card-game terminology). But it was Tilden’s first Davis Cup defeat in singles, and it set the stage for the Musketeers’ magnificent 1927.

Lacoste, just twenty-two years old, defeated Tilden again in the finals of the French Championship in a tournament overshadowed by Charles Lindbergh completing his record-breaking transatlantic solo flight and landing in Paris shortly before the main draw began. Lacoste won the title despite severe leg cramps and despite Tilden holding match points and hitting a potential ace on the first that was called out by none other than Cochet, who was serving as a line judge for the final.

Cochet went on to win an extraordinary Wimbledon, rallying to beat Tilden in the semifinals after trailing by two sets and 5–1 in the third. After that great escape, he saved six match points to defeat Borotra in the final.

The big individual prizes belonged to the French, and their team sailed for the United States shortly after winning the European zone final of the Davis Cup in Copenhagen in late July. French journalist Paul Champ, noting their collective panache and unity of purpose, referred to them as les Mousquetaires in a column for Le Figaro. The nickname, introduced by American Davis Cup player Henry Slocum a year earlier, took hold for good this time.

Al Laney, a Hall of Fame tennis correspondent who was based in Paris during those years, captured the mood in his book Covering the Court.

“Great enthusiasm attended the sailing of the Paris, and all the papers carried interviews full of hope and confidence,” he wrote. “Year after year these young men had gone across the ocean in search of the Davis Cup and had returned empty-handed. They had made five trips trying to win the trophy that had become, in that era of anti-American feeling because of controversy over the unpaid war debts, a symbol which it seemed everyone in France desired greatly to possess.”

As the train taking the team to its ship left the Gare Saint-Lazare in Paris, Cochet stuck his head through an open window and called out to the reporters and well-wishers: “First the Davis Cup and then the American championship! We bring them both back this time, yes?”

There were shouts from within the train compartment that he should not speak so boldly and invite bad luck. But Cochet had it right. The French team again crossed the Atlantic, providing quite a spectacle for the other passengers by training on deck on a special court surrounded by protective netting. After arriving in New York, they returned to the Germantown Club for their rematch with Tilden, Johnston, and the Americans.

Tilden—angular, exceptional, and often haughty—was the leading men’s tennis star of the age. His reputation was later tarnished by convictions for sexual misconduct with teenage boys, but he was a key figure in the Golden Age of sport in the United States, part of a group that included Babe Ruth in baseball and Bobby Jones in golf. Tilden was thirty-four years old in 1927, certainly not ancient by today’s elite tennis standards. Nadal, Federer, Djokovic, and Serena Williams all did some of their most impressive work when they were past thirty-five. Tilden still had greatness in him, but his staying power was suspect, and the French were hoping to wear him down in Germantown.

Tilden did rise to the occasion, beating Cochet in four demanding sets on the first of the three days and teaming with Frank Hunter to defeat Borotra and Brugnon in doubles in five sets on day two to give the United States a 2–1 lead. The Americans needed to win just one of the two remaining matches on the final day to extend their seven-year winning streak in Davis Cup. There were thirteen thousand fans in the wooden stands and a few thousand more watching without seats. But Tilden, no longer an irresistible force after playing nine sets in two days, was beaten again by the unflappable Lacoste, this time in four sets.

Lacoste was one of the first to film his rivals, and he kept notebooks full of tips and tactical observations. Before facing Tilden, he had reviewed his research and reminded himself to keep the ball in the center of the court with power to deprive the long-limbed American of the angles to hit winners. Lacoste also varied the pace brilliantly, mixing in drop shots and well-weighted lobs, to keep Tilden off balance.

“I had the impression to be playing a machine,” said Tilden.

That seemed fitting, considering that Lacoste had invented the first ball machine, a hand-cranked model, in 1927. “I did it for me,” he explained. “Because my overhead was not as good as I wanted it to be, and I couldn’t find anybody to hit me lobs with any precision. I made this machine that hit me lobs and any other shot I wanted. I got a patent for it, and I gave the license to Dunlop in England and Dunlop sold thousands. They sent these things to the English in the colonies who didn’t have partners but still wanted to work on their shots.”

Lacoste had done his homework on Tilden thoroughly, and now it was time to watch Cochet play Johnston for the Cup. Rather than sit with their respective teams, Tilden and Lacoste sat side by side as the decisive match unfolded.

Johnston was short and physically unimposing, but like Nadal and Federer in a different century, he had a fabulous and force-of-nature forehand. But the twenty-five-year-old Cochet was able to neutralize it by keeping the thirty-two-year-old Johnston off balance, and the Frenchman fought off a third-set comeback to win in straight sets. He celebrated by tossing his wooden racket into the air. It landed on the grass, where hundreds of spectators, including the French ambassador to the United States, soon joined him and les Mousquetaires.

It was September 10, 1927, and the Cup belonged at last to the French. The Americans called it a punchbowl. The French called it un saladier, a salad bowl. But it was quite a prize whatever the language, nearly equal in prestige at that stage with Wimbledon or the U.S. Championships, where Lacoste defeated Tilden one week later (11–9, 6–3, 11–9) in one of the most compelling straight-set finals ever played.

In his dotage, Lacoste leafed through a photo album at his villa and showed me a picture of Tilden.

“He used to say, ‘I want to take my racket and hit Lacoste over the head,’” Lacoste said, happily aware of his power to frustrate opponents. “I was not incredibly talented or very robust, but I was an inventor, and as an inventor, I could invent the shots that bothered my opponents.”

The center of world tennis had shifted to France, and as if to commemorate it, the Americans organized a tickertape parade for the French Davis Cup team on Fifth Avenue in New York before their departure. That is out of tune with twenty-first-century sensibilities. No American city would fête the European Ryder Cup team to such a degree if it defeated the Americans in the United States. But it was certainly a Corinthian gesture, and when the Musketeers regathered in Paris in November, they were invited to the Elysée Palace, the French equivalent of the White House, to receive congratulations from French president Gaston Doumergue.

The most pressing matter was where to defend the Davis Cup.

With nine months to go, Paris had no tennis stadium suitable for the occasion or the demand, but as fortune would have it, the lease on a three-hectare, city-owned piece of property on the southern edge of the Bois de Boulogne was expiring in 1927. It had been the site, for more than twenty years, of a multisport club for employees of the French bank Société Générale and already contained red clay tennis courts. But the property was in high demand.

Some Paris organizations wanted it converted to horticulture, but the council of Paris decided it should remain a sports hub. At least ten organizations made a bid on it, including the French boxing federation and the two leading Paris tennis clubs: Stade Français and Le Racing.

Ultimately, the two rival clubs joined forces. Gillou, the captain of the French Davis Cup team, was president of Le Racing. Emile Lesieur, president of Stade Français, was a former rugby and track star. Together, their clubs were granted a long-term concession, and part of the appeal was that the site would be used not only for the Davis Cup matches in 1928 but for the annual French International Championships going forward.

Gillou and Lesieur agreed to commit their personal funds to securing the bank loans needed to build the new tennis stadium. “We owe eternal gratitude to these two men who fully committed themselves,” Borotra said.

In exchange, Lesieur insisted that the new facility be named for his late friend Roland Garros, a pioneering French aviator who died in combat in the final days of World War One.

Garros, who was born on the remote French island of Réunion in the Indian Ocean, had been a member of Stade Français and attended the prestigious French university HEC with Lesieur. Though Garros seldom played tennis, his name would become synonymous, quite literally, with one of the four most prestigious tennis tournaments in the world. Many foreigners still call the event itself the French Open, but the French have long referred to it as Roland-Garros, and French tennis officials are now urging others to do the same to avoid marketplace confusion. It is best, in the social media age, to have one identity, not two, and the official @frenchopen accounts on X or Instagram no longer exist. Type them in search, and you are redirected to @rolandgarros.

Monsieur Garros would certainly have been amazed by it all (the internet included). I can think of no other example of a global sporting event named for someone with no deep or direct connection to that event, or even to the sport in question. The choice has always created confusion. Arthur Koestler, in Scum of the Earth, wrote about being taken to the stadium named for late French champion Roland Garros.

But Garros was prominent during his life for other reasons than tennis. After being mesmerized by an air show near Reims, France, in 1909, he decided to become an aviator and bought his own entry-level plane, a Santos-Dumont Demoiselle, which was considerably cheaper and more dangerous than other models. To modern eyes, it looks like a motorized hang glider, with the pilot suspended below the wing and exposed to the elements. But Garros survived his apprenticeship and joined barnstorming tours in Europe and the United States, where he was given the nickname “Cloud Kisser.” When he returned to France, he set altitude records. In September 1913, he became the first aviator to cross the Mediterranean Sea.

But his fortunes turned during World War One. Air combat was in its infancy, and aviators would shoot at the enemy with handheld carbines from their cockpits. In 1914, shortly after the war began, Garros helped develop a method of firing a fixed, forward-facing machine gun through the spinning propeller by attaching bullet deflectors to the props. It was risky progress, but flying fighter planes was nothing but risky, and engine trouble brought Garros’s plane down in German territory in April 1915 in present-day Belgium.

He was captured by the Germans and imprisoned for three years in Prussia before escaping, disguised as a German officer. Back in France in 1918, he was offered a noncombat post but refused. He was killed in combat when he crashed in Vouziers, in northeastern France, on October 5, not long before the Armistice.

It remains unconfirmed how he lost control of his plane, but an investigation raised the possibility that his machine gun malfunctioned and damaged a prop. He was buried in Vouziers. His tomb is little visited, unlike his two most prominent namesakes: Roland-Garros Airport on his home island of Réunion and Roland-Garros Stadium.

The Musketeers would certainly have been more logical choices for France’s leading tennis tournament. But they were still active players when it was constructed and patriotically approved of the choice.

The new stadium, which existed because of their exploits, was built in what amounted to a sprint. Short on time and funds, the builders opted for temporary wooden stands instead of reinforced concrete bleachers. The stadium was inaugurated on May 18, 1928, which was the same year that another future Nadal stomping ground—the Monte-Carlo Country Club—was built on the French Riviera.

The day after the inauguration ceremony, the first official tennis was played on the red clay of the center court. No Musketeers were involved. Instead, it was a women’s team event between the French and the British, and the first match at Roland-Garros was won by Eileen Bennett of Britain over Sylvie Lafaurie of France. That fact will win you quite a few tennis trivia contests.

But more memorable tennis was ahead. At the French Championships, Cochet beat Lacoste to win the first men’s singles title at Roland-Garros. American Helen Wills won the first women’s singles title, losing just fifteen games in six matches. But the main event was the Davis Cup Challenge Round in late July, and the Americans qualified to set up a rematch with the Musketeers.

Tilden had been ruled ineligible for amateur competition that year because he had been paid to write newspaper articles about tennis. But the French organizers knew that they needed Tilden’s star power, and they successfully lobbied the U.S. ambassador to France to push for Tilden’s reinstatement with the United States Lawn Tennis Association. Tilden eventually returned to the American team for the Challenge Round, the first played in continental Europe. It began inauspiciously for the French hosts. A section of the temporary wooden stands caught fire during the opening match between Tilden and Lacoste, and with the flames quickly extinguished, Tilden went on to win in five sets. But he lost the doubles with Frank Hunter to Borotra and Cochet, and then lost the Cup to Cochet in straight sets after rain pushed the final day to Monday.

The stands, which seated twelve thousand, were still full, and when Cochet completed the successful defense, he was carried around the stadium, like a triumphant matador, on the shoulders of spectators, beaming with a white towel wrapped around his neck. Hundreds of others celebrated by throwing their red seat cushions onto the red clay.

The French would defend the Cup five straight times at Roland-Garros before losing it in 1933 to Fred Perry and the British.

Lacoste was retired for good by then, but the Musketeers’ connection with their stadium endured, for worse during the war or for better after it ended. Borotra is still the oldest man to have played at Roland-Garros, making his last appearance in mixed doubles in 1968 at age sixty-nine. That mark, like Nadal’s fourteen singles titles, seems highly unlikely to be broken.

Cochet, who came from a less affluent background than the other Musketeers, worked for the French Tennis Federation at Roland-Garros after he retired from amateur tennis.

“In the 1980s, our team would meet at 7 p.m. at the end of the workday and have our glasses of whisky and remake the world,” said Gilles Jourdan, a French tennis administrator who would later supervise the major renovation of the stadium in the 2010s and 2020s. “Monsieur Cochet would come see us three times a week and talk about the things he had experienced.”

Brugnon died at age eighty-two in 1978: too soon to see a dreadlocked Yannick Noah in 1983 become the first Frenchman in thirty-seven years to win the singles title at Roland-Garros. But Borotra, Cochet, and Lacoste were all in the stands alongside Philippe Chatrier, the influential president of the French Tennis Federation, who was a passionate advocate for the Musketeers and for blending tradition with modernity.

The Roland-Garros men’s doubles trophy is named for Brugnon. A new men’s singles trophy called La Coupe des Mousquetaires was created in 1981, and the Musketeers presented it to the champion each year. Cochet died in 1987 at age eighty-five, but Lacoste carried on presenting it until 1992 and Borotra until 1993.

“It’s not difficult to hand out a cup,” Borotra said.

Much harder to win one, as the Musketeers knew from experience. Their breakthrough victory had big consequences, and long before a Nadal statue was put in place, four life-size statues of the Mousquetaires were installed at Roland-Garros. They remain on display, positioned not far from the center court on a brick esplanade as if they are playing doubles against each other: Cochet and Brugnon vs. Lacoste and a leaping Borotra in a beret. The statues are modern-day selfie props. Children climb on them during the day while others watch matches on the nearby big screen.

But I got some quiet time with the statues one late night during the 2024 Paris Olympics. In the calm and the moonlight, I stood among the Musketeers and flashed back to Lacoste puttering in his workshop at the villa and Borotra charging around his apartment with a tight schedule to keep at age ninety-four.

Before he politely ushered me out, I asked him about the statues, which had recently been unveiled.

“The only reason I go anywhere near them is to look at the scoreboard,” he said, seemingly ill at ease. “But they aren’t badly done. I always have believed that the past has a place in the present.”







CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE BACKLASH

Rafael Nadal was sweating again in Paris, though not at the usual address. We were in the sixth arrondissement, not in the sixteenth. We were on the Left Bank, not on the Right. We were in an art gallery in the charming and pedestrian-friendly Passage Dauphine, which would have been even more pedestrian friendly if it had not been packed to the cobblestones with patrons and Nadal fans.

He was there for a sponsor’s event, and as he arrived late in the room where he was to meet with me and three of my colleagues, he was dripping as if it were midmatch—a victim of the close quarters and the lack of air-conditioning.

“Man, I could use something to drink,” he said.

It all seemed, in May 2012, a metaphor for this stage of his career. Some of his toughest challenges in France were coming off the court, not on the court.

Beginning in 2011, his bête noire Djokovic had beaten him seven times in a row in a ten-month period, all in finals. But back on the clay this spring, Nadal had worked and scrapped his way into a better place, winning the titles in Monte Carlo, Barcelona, and Rome, and beating Djokovic twice to change the flow of the rivalry that Nadal had once dominated.

“That match in Rome, last year I would have lost it,” Nadal said.

Now with renewed confidence and depth on his forehand, he was about to chase his seventh French Open singles title, which would break his tie with Björn Borg and make him the all-time men’s leader at Roland-Garros.

This was Nadal’s domain, no doubt, but France could still feel like hostile territory, and as if to remind him, the topic of conversation during our group discussion soon shifted from a nude portrait on one of the nearby walls to his shock loss to Robin Söderling in 2009. The French crowd had been audibly against Nadal that afternoon, cheering for his errors and leaving Toni Nadal furious and his nephew crestfallen.

“There’s only one category of fans worse than the French, and it’s the Parisians,” Toni Nadal said in an interview with Spanish radio station Cadena SER. “They say it themselves, and it’s true. The Parisian crowd is stupid. I think the French don’t like it when the Spanish win.”

That was typically bold, probably rash, commentary from Toni, a proud French speaker who had a particularly good relationship with the French news media and surely knew at this stage that he and Rafael would be returning to Paris for many years to come. But more to Toni’s credit than discredit, he has rarely been a diplomat unless he was singing Federer’s praises with the not-so-hidden agenda of stoking the fire under his nephew.

It was true that the French (and Parisians) had had their fill of Spanish success at Roland-Garros. In the previous twenty years, five different Spanish men had won the singles title: Sergi Bruguera, Carlos Moyá, Albert Costa, Juan Carlos Ferrero, and Nadal. That might have been easier to accept gracefully if the French had been thriving at their home tournament. But no Frenchman had won the title since Yannick Noah in 1983, and no Frenchman had reached the singles final since Henri Leconte in 1988. The only Frenchwoman to win it in the Open era had been Mary Pierce in 2000; the daughter of a French mother and an American father, Pierce had grown up mostly in the United States and spoke French with an American accent.

“Without a doubt Nadal paid a price in France for being Spanish,” Philippe Bouin, long the leading tennis writer in France, told me. “Unlike what his uncle thinks, it was not because there was any superiority complex in France about the Spanish. That had long ago disappeared. It was because Nadal’s predecessors from Spain had developed a reputation for having games that were based on attrition and were lacking in brio and creativity. The other handicap for Nadal was Spain’s reputation in France as a country of doping. In Borg’s era, the subject never came up. His physical superiority was accepted without the slightest cloud of suspicion.”

There were reasons for the French drought and the Spanish deluge. Spain’s year-round tennis weather and critical mass of tennis academies—a mixture of private and public—were certainly factors. So was the accessibility to clay courts in Spain, which was no longer so easy in much of France, where, despite Roland-Garros’s renown, hard courts had become the rule because of their ease of maintenance. Learning the game on clay gave players a tactical edge, helping them master the art of constructing points. The extended rallies that clay often requires push young players to develop endurance and grit. Meanwhile, the French Tennis Federation’s tendency to support its biggest talents from an early age with financial and coaching assistance seemed to backfire, producing waves of top 100 players, even top 10 players, but no genuine champions. More surprisingly, many French players viewed Roland-Garros as a burden. The opportunity to compete in front of a home crowd often weighed them down. Amélie Mauresmo, the world No. 1 who would later become the French Open tournament director, was the ultimate example. She won the Italian Open twice and had a great game for clay with her heavy topspin and touch, but she would crumble annually at Roland-Garros, unable to break free of the expectation game. She had lived on the grounds at the national training center, yet despite that familiarity she never made it past the quarterfinals in sixteen appearances and lost eight times in the opening two rounds.

It was a mental block, wanting success too much with perhaps a fear of being judged in a place that should have felt like home. It would have been easy to consider the French struggles as cultural, as collective performance anxiety in a society that can be more critical than most. But other French teams and athletes thrived at home. Zinedine Zidane, Didier Deschamps, and their compatriots rose to the occasion to win the 1998 World Cup of men’s soccer in France. At the 2024 Olympics in Paris, French athletes punched above their weight, winning sixty-four medals, sixteen of them gold. This seemed, above all, a Roland-Garros problem. The French, after all, won the Davis Cup team tennis title in Lyon in 1991. It was true that no Frenchman had won any Grand Slam singles title since Noah, but Guy Forget, Sebastien Grosjean, and Jo-Wilfried Tsonga all had won the prestigious Paris Masters tournament, which was indoors in the Bercy arena in autumn. Across town, on outdoor clay in the spring, the pressures and challenges were different.

The achievement gap was real but not always comprehensible. Federer, in his developmental years, was generously supported by the Swiss Tennis Federation and still had the drive and skills to become an all-time great with twenty major titles. In the United States, where tennis was a niche pursuit, it could be a struggle to attract the best athletes to the game, particularly the best men’s athletes. But in France, tennis was the second or third most popular sport, and great athletes like Tsonga, Gaël Monfils, and Mauresmo were drawn to it. Yet Roland-Garros remained a stumbling block.

Some of this was Nadal’s doing, of course. He was a genuine outlier who relegated everyone else on clay to underdogs, and he sagely avoided any complaints about the Roland-Garros crowd when he returned in 2010.

“Toni was angrier than I was,” he said of the ambience in 2009.

Even two years later, when I asked him in the art gallery about the Söderling match, he still picked his words more carefully than usual.

“Was it disappointing for me about the crowd? Yes, I don’t want to lie,” he said. “Because I was having tough moments. Even winning tournaments, I was having tough moments. In my opinion, it’s right to support the opponent, but that day I felt all the stadium was not just supporting the opponent. I felt all the stadium against me, so that is something that is difficult to understand when it is a place that I love a lot, and I love the French people. I love Paris, probably more than any other city in the world. It’s one of the most beautiful cities in the world, so for me to have that feeling when you are playing in the place that you love so much is hard. But that feeling I only had it that year. The rest of the years, seriously, I don’t feel the crowd against me, never, and I am talking with my heart.”

Nadal was perhaps forgetting his raucous fourth-round match against Grosjean in Nadal’s debut year of 2005. The chair umpire’s decision not to heed Grosjean’s request and check a ball mark had sparked a seven-minute vent from the crowd that delayed play and turned the public, already pro-Grosjean, against Nadal (he won anyway).

The anti-Nadal mood at Roland-Garros had mellowed since 2009. His loss to Söderling had proven that Nadal was not quite as inevitable as death or taxes, giving the French fans some of the variety they clearly craved and, better yet, opening the door to the Federer victory that many of them desired. But Nadal had reestablished order in a hurry with the Reconquista, going right back to snuffing out the suspense by winning again in 2010 and 2011, when he defeated Federer in a closely contested four-set final in which the crowd was clearly pulling for the Swiss.

“I don’t see that problem with the French people, because when I go on the street and walk around, the people show me the love,” Nadal said. “I feel that all the time. I understand sometimes when I’m on court, and I won a lot, and I had a lot of success here that the crowd supports the other player. I understand that, and I respect it.”

It was not simply a question of serial champion fatigue, however. There had also been an undercurrent of suspicion in France around Nadal’s larger-than-life achievements.

His timing, to be sure, was far from perfect. His French Open reign began in 2005, the year that American cyclist Lance Armstrong won his seventh consecutive Tour de France amid persistent and increasingly well-documented doping allegations, including the 2004 book L.A. Confidential by journalists Pierre Ballester and David Walsh. Despite Armstrong’s repeated denials, he was eventually stripped of his Tour de France titles and all other official titles won after August 1998.

Armstrong was hardly alone in his trickery. Pro cycling and the Tour, one of France’s and Europe’s leading sports events, had been hit by a series of doping scandals, including the Festina affair in 1998 that exposed widespread use of endurance-boosting EPO and other banned substances by cycling teams. The revelations were a major factor in the creation of the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) the following year.

Then came the BALCO affair, in which Victor Conte and his Bay Area Laboratory Co-operative in California provided banned and often undetectable drugs to numerous high-profile athletes. This led to the downfall of American track and field superstar Marion Jones, who was eventually stripped of her five Olympic medals from the 2000 Games in Sydney and was jailed for lying to a federal agent investigating BALCO. Kelli White, another American sprinter who swept the 100- and 200-meters at the 2003 world track and field championships in Paris, also had ties to BALCO. She tested positive for a banned stimulant during those championships and ended up losing her medals. She served a two-year suspension and later became an anti-doping advocate.

I wrote about Armstrong and covered Jones and track and field extensively during those years. As a journalist my role was to report and analyze the news, not take it personally. But that was difficult in this instance. I was resentful, and like a lot of journalists and fans, I felt I had been duped. I had written about gold-medal performances that later turned out to be fraudulent. I had given short shrift to athletes who should have been medalists. The fallout from it all was a justifiable cynicism about extraordinary sports achievement, a firm resistance to a sense of wonder. Perhaps more of that skepticism always should have been there, but I certainly felt it now, like many others who covered global sports. France, where conspiracy theories are the coin of the realm, seemed particularly fertile ground for the sentiment.

Along came Nadal, an incandescent prodigy sporting sleeveless shirts and prominent biceps and with astonishing speed and a grinding and intimidating style. It was inevitable in this era, as his precocious achievements piled up, that there would be speculation about his methods, even if Nadal, to this day, has never been cited or sanctioned for failing a doping test. Until proven otherwise, the conjecture was unfair to Nadal, but he was paying the price, in part, for the sins of his predecessors and the weaknesses and holes in the anti-doping system.

Richard Ings, an Australian, was head of the ATP’s anti-doping program from 2001 to 2005 and then chief executive of the Australian Sports Anti-Doping Authority (ASADA) from 2005 to 2010. Nadal certainly caught the attention of the testers at an early age.

“I recall Nadal bursting into the Tour as a sixteen-year-old in challengers and muscling through the draws to win,” Ings told me. “He, along with any player achieving a lot fast, was put into our target testing pool. He was subject to numerous blood and urine tests with no notice in competition and out of competition during this early, breakthrough phase of his career. We found nothing, not even a hint of something. We know that testing is not 100 percent definitive, but the best technology available in 2005 detected nothing.”

Nadal continued to rise and show remarkable endurance, particularly in the 2009 Australian Open, when he bounced back from a marathon semifinal victory over Fernando Verdasco to beat Federer in a marathon final. After that, there was behind-the-scenes pressure on tennis authorities from some of his rivals’ camps to store his samples for retroactive testing. By 2008, this practice was becoming more widespread.

The International Olympic Committee announced at the Beijing Olympics, where Nadal won the singles gold medal, that it would now store samples for eight years, and more than twenty athletes at the Beijing Games were eventually stripped of their medals. It is unclear when the International Tennis Federation, which was conducting anti-doping tests in tennis, began storing samples for future testing.

But Nadal was never sanctioned, although he did make some miscalculations that magnified the spotlight on the doping issue.

Early in his career, a prominent French newspaper, Le Journal du Dimanche, reported during Wimbledon in 2006 that Nadal was a target of Operación Puerto, a Spanish government investigation into doping that centered on cycling but was widened to include athletes from other sports. The newspaper report was published without a byline, and the International Tennis Federation, which oversaw the anti-doping program in tennis, and the Spanish government responded by releasing statements denying that Nadal was a target. Over the years, Nadal would argue for full disclosure of the records and blood samples associated with the case, maintaining that he, like all Spanish athletes, wanted the chance to clear his name. That disclosure never happened, in part because of statute of limitations constraints.

In one of our early interviews, I asked him whether the report in Le Journal du Dimanche had made it difficult for him to focus on his tennis.

“Why would it have been complicated?” he said. “It might have been complicated to handle for someone who had doubts about whether they had doped or not. I’m totally convinced I never took anything in my life and never will take anything in my life. I love sports and love competition, and I prefer much more to lose than to cheat. For this reason, I wasn’t nervous about this. It hurt me, though, and what hurt me was that there are bad people who would write such things, such lies, and not even have the courage to sign their article.”

Nadal and his uncle Toni blamed cycling for tarnishing all athletes’ images, and Nadal said that he was “almost 100 percent” convinced that tennis had no doping problem. That seemed imprudent and too sanguine, considering that Guillermo Cañas of Argentina and Mariano Puerta, Nadal’s opponent in his first French Open final, had both been sanctioned and suspended for doping violations in 2005. There was certainly incentive to cheat in tennis with the sizable prize money and off-court earnings for the top players. Power was at a premium, in part because of more potent rackets and polyester strings, and with the season lasting eleven months, there was also a huge premium on recovery, both from training and from the matches that could stack up for the leading players who went deep in nearly every event. Yes, tennis was a highly technical “skill sport,” but strength and endurance were major factors, too. It was naïve to think the sport did not or could not have a problem.

“There are many, many sophisticated ways of doping now that people can ensure that their physical exertion can endure for longer periods. And that would suit tennis,” David Howman, then the director general of WADA, told the New York Times in 2009.

The players had long been concerned. In January 1999, not long after cycling’s Festina scandal and nearly six years before Nadal became a force on tour, I interviewed former No. 1 Jim Courier at the Australian Open. Courier was a big hitter with a particularly strong work ethic who was struggling to match his early-career results. No reliable test yet existed for EPO, and Courier was worried about its possible use in tennis.

“I don’t think strength is the answer in tennis,” Courier said. “It’s a component for sure, but if brute strength were the answer we would all be weightlifters in the locker room, which is not the case. Steroids definitely have a place in coming back from injuries. They definitely increase your capacity to train, but I’m much more inclined to have concern for something we cannot test for under the current system.”

He continued: “I can’t name names, but I see a lot of guys playing a lot of weeks in a row and jumping around fresh and crazy, and, knowing that it’s undetectable in our tests, I’d say there’s too much money at stake for people not to be taking advantage.”

“I hope it’s not the case that these drugs are widespread,” he said. “I hope guys are better athletes than I am and are able to push their bodies on a week-to-week basis. But I know what I’m capable of, and I know what I push my body to do, and I just don’t see a lot of it as humanly possible. On clay, every match is a war, and they are playing every week and winning 6–2, 6–2 in two hours. How do you keep doing that and stay fresh?”

Tennis responded too slowly to such concerns, in my view. Part of the problem was systemic. With the International Tennis Federation running the anti-doping program, the sport was essentially policing itself. Pro tennis was hardly alone in this, but it created a potential conflict of interest and the perception that players could be protected, which would backfire on players like Nadal down the road.

Though Nadal emerged at a time when international sport was beginning to take a more rigorous approach to anti-doping, he sometimes sounded conflicted by openly chafing at some of the constraints. He complained early in his career about drug testers visiting his home in Mallorca on a weekend morning. In 2009, he was one of the most prominent critics of WADA’s new whereabouts system that required athletes to specify in advance one hour each day when and where they could be located for drug testing.

Nadal told us in January that year at the Australian Open that the new rules amounted to “intolerable harassment.”

Athletes now had to fill out a form on a quarterly basis that laid out their schedule for the next three months. When they changed those plans, they had to notify anti-doping authorities.

“Neither my mother nor my uncle sometimes know where I am,” Nadal said. “And to have to send a message or be concerned all day long if there is a last-minute change seems to me to be totally excessive.”

“We are humans,” he said, arguing that athletes should not be made to feel like “delinquents” for playing sports.

The new rule was invasive, no doubt, but it was extreme because of the prevalence and increasing sophistication of doping. With some banned substances clearing an athlete’s system within hours, WADA officials believed that they needed to be able to test with no advance notice on any given day. Nadal was hardly the only one to protest. A group of more than sixty Belgian athletes mounted a legal challenge to the whereabouts rule, but it did not succeed, and Nadal was ultimately on the wrong side of history, arguing against more credible testing methods with sport’s credibility in doubt. He seemed blind to the optics, more interested in being a strong advocate for players’ rights and dignity. But it was also in players’ interest that their sport remained legitimate. The whereabouts rule was ultimately accepted as a necessary evil, and Nadal finally stopped railing against it, at least in public.

But his image issues in France would continue, driven in part by Spain’s resounding sports success. Spain’s soccer team won the men’s Euro in 2008 and the men’s World Cup in 2010. FC Barcelona won the men’s Champions League in 2009 and 2011. Spanish cyclist Alberto Contador, the sport’s biggest star since Armstrong, won the men’s Tour de France in 2007, 2009, and 2010 but was later found to have tested positive for the steroid clenbuterol during the 2010 tour. He claimed he ingested the steroid by eating tainted meat but was suspended in September 2010 while the case was being adjudicated. Nadal, against the advice of his team, offered the cyclist his support publicly.

In November 2011, Yannick Noah, who had remained one of the most popular figures in France by embarking on a successful pop music career, wrote an opinion piece in the serious-minded French newspaper Le Monde asserting that Spanish athletes were succeeding because they were using “a magic potion.” The tone of the article veered between playful and accusatory, and Noah did not name any athletes specifically except Contador. But he did mention certain sports specifically.

“When I was still dragging my racket around the courts, we were not ridiculous, far from it, against our Spanish friends,” he began. “Same for the football fields or basketball courts or the routes of the Tour de France. Today, they run faster than us, they are sturdier and leave us only crumbs. Compared with them, it’s simple, we look like dwarfs. What has happened that we missed? One question troubles me: How can a country overnight dominate sport to this degree?”

Noah’s surprising conclusion: “Let’s stop the hypocrisy. Respect of course the presumption of innocence, but nobody is a fool anymore. The best approach to take is to accept doping. And everyone will have the magic potion.”

The combination of Noah’s prominence and Le Monde’s credibility gave the article considerable reach, and the response was swift in Spain and in France. The problem with legalizing doping remained the same: It would potentially jeopardize athletes’ health and leave them with no choice but to dope if they wanted to be competitive.

“These are serious and irresponsible comments,” said David Douillet, the former Olympic gold medalist in judo who was now France’s sports minister. “It’s an extremely weighty subject. We are talking about cheating and public health.”

“It is very difficult for ignorant people to understand the boom in Spanish sport,” said Alejandro Blanco, president of the Spanish Olympic Committee. “It’s work that is the key to the success.”

Nadal was in London to take part in the ATP Finals when Noah’s article appeared. He was asked for his view.

“That’s going to be difficult to explain what I feel in English,” Nadal said. “This guy deserves not to write anymore in the newspaper, you know. What he said is completely stupid, and he knows better than nobody. Today, it’s a totally stupid thing, because you know how many anti-doping controls we are having during all the season, year by year… Is worse for his country than for our country, in my opinion, because when one guy, an important guy like him, says that it’s terrible.”

Tsonga, also playing in London, found Nadal and apologized, on behalf of France in a sense. Tsonga said Noah should not make such allegations without furnishing proof.

Toni Nadal said he was “shocked that a person of questionable honesty would dare speak badly of Spanish athletes” and added that if Noah “says hello to Rafa, I hope my nephew will politely tell him what he thinks of him.”

Noah eventually published a clarification in Le Monde, explaining that he was being facetious when he lobbied for legalized doping and “magic potion” for all. He said he was trying to break the code of silence around doping and that he was not accusing any specific athlete, just the system in general. “To Toni Nadal, Rafael’s uncle who would tell his nephew to not say bonjour to me anymore, how could it possibly affect me whether he says bonjour to me or not!” wrote Noah, stopping far short of a mea culpa.

But the drumbeat continued. In early 2012 Les Guignols de l’Info, a satirical French television show similar in spirit to Spitting Image in Britain, deployed a puppet of Nadal urinating into the gas tank of his Range Rover before zooming off and being given a speeding ticket by French police. A narrator then intoned, “Spanish athletes, they don’t win by accident.”

The Spanish Cycling Federation had ruled in 2011 that it would not suspend Contador, accepting his explanation about contaminated meat. But WADA and the International Cycling Union had appealed the decision, and in February 2012, the Court of Arbitration for Sport, the top sports court, upheld the appeal, then suspended Contador for two years and stripped him of his 2010 Tour victory.

Les Guignols soon featured the puppet of Nadal, biceps bulging, wielding an oversized syringe in place of a pen and signing a petition in support of Contador while singing, “I have fifteen liters of blood in the ’fridge, and long live Spain!”

Then, just a week before our art museum interview, Les Guignols depicted Nadal transforming into King Kong after using a potion and climbing atop a skyscraper.

Spanish sporting authorities, including the Royal Spanish Tennis Federation, had threatened legal action against the program without ultimately pursuing the matter. Nadal’s team sometimes did not alert him to critical articles or programs with the goal of preserving his peace of mind, but there was no avoiding Les Guignols.

“I’m the first one who likes to laugh; I like to make jokes, but I think that there is above all a problem at the heart of all this,” he said in an interview with L’Équipe’s Julien Reboullet in March 2012. “There is part of the public that has no idea what professional sport is about, that does not know how the testing system in antidoping works or that there is testing practically every day. That we have to be available and possible to locate 365 days a year. Not one day off. When you know all that, when you are a bit in the sports world, then this sketch continues to be unpleasant, but it’s nothing too serious. But what does bother me is how it might impact those people who don’t know anything about the system, who don’t know about all the constraints and testing and that it is impossible to cheat, to have banned substances in your body and to fall through the net. We are subject to a system that is comprehensive. I think this sketch could create a negative feeling about me and about Spanish sport for people who don’t know all this. I think it’s unfair. Tennis is a very clean sport. There have been very few doping cases.”

Nadal, after all his complaints, was now using the invasive whereabouts system as an argument for tennis’s integrity. He might be a creature of habit—water bottles in place—but he could also adapt and evolve.

Anti-doping efforts had a longer history in tennis than most realized. At the 1974 French Open, Czech tennis star Jan Kodeš requested that François Jauffret, the Frenchman who had upset him in the fourth round, be drug tested. This seems hard to believe viewed through today’s lens, a case of the inmates running the asylum, but French Open officials complied with Kodeš’s request and later announced, happily for Jauffret, that the Frenchman had tested negative.

“I’m sorry that a great champion like Jan cannot accept defeat,” said Jauffret, miffed by the test request.

“Like other sports, every tournament should have random tests,” Kodeš said.

Kodeš was correct on this, of course, and as tennis expanded its anti-doping program in the 1990s and 2000s, one of its failings was that it did comparatively few random tests out of competition, concentrating its efforts on in-competition tests that most experts agreed were much less likely to catch cheaters. Federer told me that he was concerned because he had been tested just once in more than ten years of training and living part-time in Dubai, whereas in Switzerland he was getting tested twice a week.

“In Switzerland, the tester shows up all the time, and I’m like, ‘Cool. Come in. I was expecting you,’” Federer said. “But when I’m in Dubai, I’m like, this can’t be true that you can train like a beast and nobody ever comes to test you. It drives me crazy.”

The testers clearly knew the way to Nadal’s family apartment in Manacor, however. But that did not stop the speculation in France.

“I’m not really angry,” Nadal told Tennis Magazine in France in the spring of 2012. “But I do feel, it’s true, a sense of injustice. In France, there was not only the Guignols or Noah. There have been things implied multiple times in the press. It’s ridiculous, what can I say? I’ve got to justify myself all the time.”

Though he did not say it publicly, it surely irked Nadal, too, that Federer, who was a more prolific winner than Nadal at this stage, was never the target of such speculation in France or beyond. Spain’s questionable approach to anti-doping surely played a role. So did Federer’s silken game style, as well as his less imposing physique and less imposing résumé at Roland-Garros. But the disparity was glaring.

All the negative energy did not affect Nadal’s results at Roland-Garros in 2012. Söderling, still the only man to have beaten him there, was not in the field. He was ill with the mononucleosis that would eventually force him to retire from the game prematurely. Nadal did not drop a set on his way to the 2012 final, offering a reminder of his capacity to compartmentalize by routing his good friend Juan Monaco of Argentina 6–2, 6–0, 6–0 in the fourth round: as close as Nadal had come to a triple bagel at Roland-Garros at that stage.

Nadal had routed his amigo before, but when this latest drubbing was complete, Monaco, normally a sunny fellow, looked shaken. The handshake turned into an embrace, during which Nadal all but apologized for winning seventeen games in a row and encouraged Monaco to remember that Monaco had come into the match playing some of the best tennis of his career.

“It’s something unreal, seventeen games in a row,” Nadal said. “You feel a little bit sad for the opponent. But at the same time, tennis is not a sport that you can relax for one moment. I lost a match this year against Verdasco in Madrid when I was up 5–2 in the third with two breaks. I tried to be focused and tried to finish today’s match as quick as possible. And that’s the best way to do it. To respect the opponent. To respect everybody, in my opinion. Try my best in every moment.”

It was a Nadal wisdom alert, and Monaco, the world’s 15th-ranked player, might have preferred a little less respect. He won just 43 points to Nadal’s 83, but Monaco was not resentful, just in awe.

“It felt like you were playing against a fronton,” Monaco said, using the term for the high wall used in Basque pelota. “I’m not going to hang myself or jump into the Seine. I played against Rafa Nadal, who comes from another planet. When Rafa finds the way to play, when he settles in, it becomes impossible. If he doesn’t have any health problems, which I hope he won’t, he will win the tournament. On top of that, he’s playing better than last year, because he’s already beaten Djokovic twice in a row.”

Nadal would soon make it three in a row, but it was no processional. Nadal was one victory from passing Borg. Djokovic was one victory from becoming the first man since Rod Laver to hold all four major singles titles. That would not be a true Grand Slam, which required winning them in the same calendar year and season, as Laver had done in 1962 and 1969. But a “Nole Slam” would still be very impressive, and Nadal already had stopped Federer from holding all four majors in 2006 and 2007 by beating him in the Roland-Garros final.

Nadal had not lost a set on red clay all year, his only defeat coming in Madrid against Verdasco on the blue clay that Nadal rejected conceptually. Djokovic, in contrast, had walked a tightrope even in Paris, rallying from two sets down to defeat Andreas Seppi in the fourth round and saving four match points before beating Tsonga in the quarterfinals. But Djokovic had soundly defeated Federer in straight sets in the semifinal, which meant he was coming into the final on an upswing.

“It is an ultimate challenge,” Djokovic said of facing Nadal. “But I believe today was the best match of 2012 Roland-Garros for me, so I’ve raised my game when I needed to.”

Nadal raised his first in the final, breaking Djokovic in an opening game filled with lengthy rallies on an overcast Sunday when the weather would be a major factor. Early in the second game, Djokovic already was casting anxious looks at his team. He was right to worry, but there would be five breaks of serve in the early stages of this match before Nadal seized the advantage to win 6–4.

The second set would remain a returner’s paradise, in part because of the heavy conditions that neutralized the serve. When Djokovic lost his yet again at 3–3, he marked the moment by taking a swipe with his racket at the bench where he was sitting on changeovers, putting a hole in the bench in the middle of the word “Perrier.” It was not the sort of exposure the longtime Roland-Garros sponsor was expecting. There were boos. Then, with Djokovic about to serve at 3–5, there was a short rain delay. When play resumed with quite a few umbrellas still open, Nadal closed out the set by breaking Djokovic again with a lunging backhand pass off a short hop.

It was two sets to love in the persistent drizzle, and when Nadal took a 2–0 lead in the third, it looked like this highly anticipated final was going to be short on suspense. But Djokovic, one of the game’s great fighters and problem solvers, started to get more aggressive and proceeded to do what no player had done at Roland-Garros: win eight games in a row against Nadal. He was benefiting from the cumulative effect of the weather. Djokovic had missed an unusual number of backhands in the first two sets as he tried to deal with Nadal’s high-bouncing topspin, but the court and balls were heavier now and the bounce lower. He was able to control the rallies, pushing Nadal farther behind the baseline and forcing him to react instead of act. “I felt I was in completely negative positions almost every time,” Nadal said.

Djokovic took the third set 6–2 and a 2–0 lead in the fourth, as Nadal, increasingly frustrated, gesticulated toward his box with his hands held far apart to indicate how big the balls were getting in the rain. There were some bad bounces and slips on both sides of the court. Nadal wanted another rain delay, but tournament referee Stefan Fransson, a hard-to-read Swede, did not intervene until Nadal had finally stopped Djokovic’s run by holding serve.

Before they headed off court shortly before 7 p.m., Nadal, atypically, expressed his displeasure to Fransson that it had taken so long to make what, to him, seemed an obvious decision. Nadal packed up and trudged off, leaving a banana peel on his bench, and when Toni Nadal crossed paths with Fransson in a stairwell he waved his arms dismissively. “La pista!” he barked at Fransson, referring to the court.

“Seriously, the last couple of games, the conditions of the court were not the right ones to play the final of a Grand Slam,” Rafael said later. “We had to stop.”

Djokovic also thought the footing was dangerously unsure, with the clay clumping and clinging to the soles of the players’ shoes. The damp conditions were not unusual for a French Open final in those days before the retractable roof on the Chatrier Court. Federer beat Söderling in light rain in 2009. Nadal and Federer had been forced off court by a heavy downpour in 2011. But that led to only a short delay. This break would become an overnight break. Djokovic would have been happy to resume when the rain abated around 8 p.m., but Fransson and the tournament organizers determined that there would not be enough daylight left to have a reasonable chance of finishing the match. They opted for Monday.

This was the first time a French Open men’s final had not finished on its appointed day since 1973, when Ilie Nastase defeated Niki Pilić in straight sets. Two full days of rain had pushed the start of that final to Tuesday, but Nadal and Djokovic would not have to wait quite that long.

When they returned to the clay on Monday at 1 p.m., the conditions and the crowd had changed. The French Tennis Federation had opened the center court to federation members in the Paris region. Nadal vs. Djokovic was enough of a draw to eventually fill the stands, even on short notice. But Nadal was edgy. Toni Nadal told us later that he had to shake his nephew by the arm to break the prematch tension and get him to communicate.

Toni was pessimistic, but he was wrong. Rafael came roaring out of the blocks in the drier, quicker conditions and immediately broke Djokovic’s serve to get back to 2–2 in the fourth set. Nadal’s forehand was again his irresistible weapon. Djokovic held on until 5–6 but lost his mojo as he served to force a tiebreaker, double-faulting long on match point after having to delay his second serve because of the crowd’s shouts.

Nearly twenty-four hours after they had begun, the 2012 final was over, and as Djokovic’s shoulders slumped, Nadal fell to the clay, certainly not for the last time. He covered his face with both hands, then leaped to his feet and hustled forward for the handshake. Djokovic had beaten Nadal in three consecutive major finals and sent him back to the drawing board by dominating him in 2011, but Roland-Garros was still Nadal’s territory.

Nadal might have never thrown his racket in frustration, but he threw it with joy and release at his racket bag, thrust his arms skyward, and then wiped away tears. So did Toni, and Rafael still had enough energy to leap into the front row of the stands and make the climb to the players’ box where he was engulfed in Team Rafa, then jumped into his uncle’s arms and knocked the contents of his water bottle onto the ground. He also hugged Spanish NBA star Pau Gasol, resting his head against the towering Gasol’s chest.

The context—solving the Djokovic riddle—helped explain the powerful emotions, but that was not all of it. My sense as I watched was that each year was indeed a new year for Nadal in Paris, which was surely part of the reason for his serial success. This was not the celebration of a blasé young champion. Each Roland-Garros was a story of its own for Nadal, a point he had made repeatedly but which suddenly made more sense.

“The pressure is the same every year,” he said before the final. “I am here because I try my best every day, and because I have a lot of motivation, the illusion to try to win the tournament. Not because it’s the seventh. Because it’s Roland-Garros. It’s one of my top tournaments of the year, if not the most important. So seriously, the extra pressure for me for being the seventh is zero. The pressure is the same because it’s another final of Roland-Garros, and that’s the most important thing for me.”

It seemed so simple, so obvious, when he described his mindset. But very few in the history of sports have been able to develop and maintain such a mindset over the long haul. Nadal did not want another Roland-Garros title. He wanted a Roland-Garros title. He was not focused on breaking anyone’s record. He was focused on getting the best out of himself in any given point, match, or year.

It was left to the rest of us to obsess over the math, and some young Spanish fans high in the stands brandished an up-to-date banner: “Rafa en el 7o cielo” (Rafa in Seventh Heaven). He had left behind Borg, once the ultimate clay court master, and joined Pete Sampras, whose seven Wimbledon singles titles made him the only other man in the Open era to have won seven at a major.

What we did not know then was that Nadal had managed all this after receiving painkilling injections before the semifinal and the final to numb his left knee, which had, also unbeknownst to us, been troubling him since March. He would take more painkilling injections at Wimbledon, where he was on the wrong end of one of the biggest Wimbledon upsets: losing in five sets to the 100th-ranked Lukas Rosol in the second round. Rosol, a six-foot-five journeyman from the Czech Republic, had a big serve but also had a career tour singles record of 19-32. He was twenty-six years old and had lost in the first round of qualifying the previous five years at Wimbledon. If Nadal had been fully healthy, it is hard to imagine that Rosol would have pulled this off. But staying healthy is a part of the greatness equation in pro tennis, and to his credit, Rosol handled this opportunity of a lifetime with aplomb, making big risks pay off.

The final set was played under a closed roof, and Rosol finished off the 6–7 (9), 6–4, 6–4, 2–6, 6–4 victory with an ace, a forehand winner, and then two more aces. “In the fifth set, he played more than unbelievable,” Nadal said.

Rosol equated his victory to a B soccer team from the Czech Republic beating Real Madrid. It was arguably the biggest men’s upset at the All England Club since Peter Doohan had ambushed Boris Becker, the two-time defending champion, in the second round in 1987. Becker, still just nineteen years old, showed remarkable maturity and perspective when he calmly declared, “I didn’t lose a war and nobody died.”

Nadal took a similar tack. “Is not a tragedy,” he said. “It’s only a tennis match.”

He would not play another one for seven months because of his knee. What hurt him most was having to withdraw from the London Olympics, where he was supposed to carry Spain’s flag in the opening ceremony. The problem was not just tendinitis this time. He had a small tear in the patellar tendon in his left knee. More troubling, he had Hoffa’s syndrome, an often-painful condition in which the fat pad underneath the kneecap becomes chronically inflamed. Nadal chose to take a conservative approach to recovery and forgo surgery. But the timeline was hard to predict, and it turned out to be the longest injury break of his career until he was in his late thirties.

He missed the 2013 Australian Open, too, because of a stomach virus and did not return to the tour until February. The long hiatus would lead to more trouble three years later: not with his knees but with still more unsubstantiated doping allegations in France.

In March 2016, Roselyne Bachelot, a former minister for health, youth, and sport in the French government, appeared on a French television program after tennis superstar Maria Sharapova’s suspension for using the newly banned substance meldonium. Bachelot spoke about what she viewed as a larger problem in the sport. “We know that the injury of Rafael Nadal, which lasted seven months, is certainly due to a positive test,” she said. “When you see a tennis player out of action for a long time, it’s usually because they’ve tested positive.”

At that stage, the International Tennis Federation did not announce if a player had tested positive until their case was adjudicated and a penalty imposed. If a player was exonerated, there would be no public announcement at all. This had led to speculation that players were using injury breaks to mask doping suspensions. But Nadal denied that this had been the case and filed a defamation suit in France against Bachelot in April 2016.

“In the past I didn’t want to go for this, to sue the people who said these things, because I didn’t think they were serious,” Nadal said. “But a minister of France should be serious.”

Nadal said that henceforth he would sue anyone who speculated about him doping.

“I have been working so much since I was five years old, all my career, to have the success that I had, and always with the right way, always practicing with passion, with intensity, with love for the game,” he said.

In an interview with L’Équipe ahead of the court hearing, he acknowledged that his particularly physical style of play could lead to skepticism. “Perhaps my way of playing encourages people with bad intentions to think certain things, but it’s very unfair, and it’s a lack of respect for what I put into this sport every day,” he said. “Some players hit harder than me. Others are more physically imposing, others even stronger mentally. You have to have all these qualities to be the best. But I would never cast doubt on anyone.”

That had not always served him well. Consider the Contador case.

“I try to be fair with people, and when I spoke about this, we didn’t know the whole story,” Nadal said of the cyclist. “I had no problem supporting him publicly, even if it could backfire on me later. That’s how I am.”

But he had had enough of people, particularly French people, questioning his integrity. In November 2017, a French tribunal ruled in Nadal’s favor and ordered Bachelot to pay Nadal 10,000 euros in damages.

It certainly was not about the money, which he donated to a French charity.







CHAPTER TWELVE

THE CLASSICS

It was March 2014 on the sybaritic island of Key Biscayne, where the living was often easy, but not for Rafael Nadal.

He had just lost to Novak Djokovic in the final of the Miami Open, 6–3, 6–3, one of the few top-tier tournaments that Nadal would never win: a short list that included the season-ending ATP Finals and the Paris Masters (proof that the French capital was not always magical for the Spaniard).

This was Djokovic’s third consecutive straight-set victory over Nadal, and they soon arrived for their postfinal news conferences in Miami. First came Nadal, glum and matter-of-fact. At this stage of my career, I rarely asked questions in such settings. This was not to my credit, but with the rise of social media and with interview transcripts being posted quickly on the internet, any in-depth answer to one of my queries was going to be mined lots of different ways by others before I could use it in one of my columns. It seemed wiser to keep my themes to myself and find a way to get answers in less floodlit settings.

I had not planned on asking a question this time, either, but as I listened to Nadal talk about Djokovic’s recent superiority and the need to get back to work on his game, I blurted out a query, too curious to wait:

“You like challenges,” I said. “You’ve said it many times. So, are you glad Novak exists?”

Nadal responded immediately. “No,” he said, shaking his head between sips of his recovery drink.

There was laughter in the room, including mine.

“I like challenges, but I am not stupid,” he said, with a wry smile and a Nadalian shrug. (The French can shrug with their mouths; Nadal can do it with his left eyebrow.)

It was a frank and surprising answer. This, after all, was the same champion who had told a few of us after defeating Federer in five sets for the 2009 Australian Open title that he liked the chase more than the kill, the fighting more than the winning.

I believed him then, and I also believed him in Key Biscayne. Djokovic pushed Nadal’s buttons in a different way than any other player, including Federer. Nadal’s normal patterns of shot making and behavior were no refuge against the elastic Serbian, whose defensive brilliance, balanced skill set, and mental strength could neutralize the weapons that typically did so much damage. Nadal did indeed run on doubt, but it seemed even he did not enjoy running on this much doubt.

It was soon Djokovic’s turn for his news conference. He looked serene.

“We asked Rafa if he was glad that you exist because he likes challenges,” I said.

“Okay,” Djokovic responded.

“I’m going to ask you the same question.”

“What did he answer?” Djokovic said, sparking more laughter.

I told Djokovic what Nadal had said.

“Well, I’m going to answer differently,” he said. “I think the challenges, big challenges, that I had in my career changed me in a positive way as a player. Because of Rafa and because of Roger, I am what I am today in a way because when I reached the number three in the world and won the first Grand Slam title in 2008, the years after that I struggled a lot mentally to overcome the doubts that I had. And all the big matches I lost to these guys, I was consistent but not winning the big matches, and then they made me understand what I need to do on the court.

“I worked hard, and it’s paying dividends, I guess, in the last couple of years. Obviously it’s not easy when you’re playing a top rival at the finals of any tournament, but if you want to be the best, you have to beat the best.”

I thought about those contrasting answers whenever I watched Nadal and Djokovic continue to face off in the years ahead. At that stage, they already had dueled more than any two men in the Open era, and their rivalry still had another decade to run.

Nadal had a knack for simplifying thorny subjects, boiling them down and extracting the essence, often using his code of conduct for fuel. This made him epigram friendly, particularly in English. (“I can accept failure, but I cannot accept not trying my best.”) It sometimes felt as if he were gently chiding the rest of us for tying ourselves in knots.

“There’s a book in his transcripts,” Jim Courier told me. “Someone could cherry-pick the Tao of Rafa in his press conferences, because he simplifies things that mystify a lot of athletes, and he seems to be mystified by the question actually because the answer seems so obvious to him, and part of his brilliance is he doesn’t clutter his mind with ifs or with anything other than what he holds true. And that is a really nice way to go through life, I’m sure.”

Djokovic was drawn to complexity and dug into it with evident relish, often answering questions at great length. There was a tactical benefit to this. If a news conference lasts ten minutes, you can limit the often-repetitive lines of inquiry by going deep or long—or both—on each response.

But if you knew Djokovic, you knew this was not his intent. He simply thought in paragraphs, essays even, and sometimes a question was not even required to get an interview rolling. In December 2019, I made a long and impromptu journey to Monte Carlo from the United States to speak with Djokovic in the off-season for the New York Times. I shook his hand and offered warm greetings. We sat down at a big conference-room table where the two of us were going to spend nearly two hours. I did not have the chance to ask a question for the first fifteen minutes as Djokovic launched into an explanation of what he hoped to share with me, everything from Monaco’s microclimate to morning gratitude rituals to early childhood brain development to legacy building (there was more in those fifteen minutes, much more).

Nadal was shy in some settings, despite how it looked and sounded on the court with the grunts and vamoses reverberating through the stadium.

Djokovic was a purer extrovert. Yes, he needed his forest bathing and moments of regenerative isolation. Yes, he had his dark moods and could be tough on his entourage. But he could also be the life of the karaoke bar or the late-night remake-the-world chat, sometimes with Janko Tipsarevic, his friend and Serbian Davis Cup teammate, who read Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky for kicks.

In a global sport where the patterns and behaviors can be so rote—rally after rally, round after round, city after city—it was a gift that the three men who dominated it for twenty years had such different personalities. Their playing styles were more similar than many archrivals of the past: think Martina Navratilova and Chris Evert; Björn Borg and John McEnroe; Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi. Serve-and-volley was a niche play now, even if Federer certainly would have used the tactic much more in a different era. When Djokovic met the great Australian champion Rod Laver for the first time, he apologized for the change in game style. “We are running around the baseline, Mr. Laver,” Djokovic said. “I’m sorry about that.”

In truth, the Big Three ended up being excellent everywhere, including at net, but they were, at the core, aggressive baseliners, capable of transitioning from defense to offense in a flash and from just about any zone.

If there had been just two of them, it surely would have gotten monotonous, even if it had remained Federer vs. Nadal. Djokovic preempted the ennui, which contributed to his villain status, but kept it fresh with help from interlopers like Andy Murray, Stan Wawrinka, Marin Čilić, and, pass the handkerchief, Juan Martin del Potro.

Djokovic was the only opponent I saw who could make Nadal look resigned to his fate, his trademark inner flame all but extinguished. It happened very rarely, but it was extraordinary that it happened at all. Nadal had been conditioned from his earliest years in tennis to expect and embrace adversity, and Djokovic, in a different way than Federer, provided a motherlode, challenging the Spaniard and beating him at his own suffocating game.




[image: image]







Toni Nadal had seen the danger early. In June 2005, he was on his way back from the Wimbledon practice courts when he stopped to watch Juan Monaco, his nephew’s good friend, play a first-round match against a young dark-haired qualifier whom Toni had never seen.

It was Djokovic, who had recently turned eighteen and was making his debut at Wimbledon, where he would reach the third round that year.

Rafael had just turned nineteen.

“I stayed to watch when I found out how old Djokovic was, because you never know who might be a rival,” Toni said. “I watched for about ten minutes, and then I went to the locker room, put my hand on Rafael’s shoulder, and told him, ‘We have a problem.’”

Toni did not yet know Djokovic’s name, but he could see the teenager was special from his movement, his flexibility, and his ability to sustain a high-velocity rally.

Nadal had certainly heard of Djokovic. Nadal was friendly with Andy Murray, who had trained in Spain for a time and was in the same age group in the junior ranks as Djokovic.

Nadal and Djokovic had just missed each other during those formative years. Nadal played in many of the same events a year or two earlier, including Les Petits As, the prestigious under-14 event in Tarbes, France, which Nadal won in 2000 and where Djokovic reached the quarterfinals in 2001, losing to Murray.

By then Nadal already had turned professional at age fourteen after signing at age twelve with Nike. In May 2001, he filled in for an injured Boris Becker as a last-minute replacement at a seniors event in Mallorca at the Santa Ponsa Country Club. Pat Cash, the former Wimbledon champion from Australia who was then thirty-eight years old, thought he was doing the organizers a favor by agreeing to play against a local boy. But Nadal met the moment like he would meet just about every moment on the courts of the world: at full throttle.

Cash said he lost the first set, realized what he was up against, and then bamboozled Nadal in the second with serve-and-volley tactics. It was time for the decisive match tiebreaker, and Cash expected the youngster to fold. Instead, young Nadal gave it everything—leaping, grunting, and scrambling—and won the match.

“I was pretty embarrassed for a few years until he won the French,” Cash said with a laugh, many years later. “I was no clay court master, but the look on the guys’ faces in the locker room when I came back in was priceless. They were just looking at me like, you bloody idiot, you just lost to a fourteen-year-old. I was like, ‘This kid can play, wow!’”

A few months later, Nadal won his first ATP ranking points at age fifteen in a challenger event on sand-topped clay in Seville, Spain, defeating Israel Matos Gil in straight sets. Nadal met Feliciano López there for the first time and practiced with him.

“I had heard about this kid from Mallorca who was related to the football player,” López said. “We got along well from the beginning, and I was so impressed with how hard he was hitting the ball, and his intensity when he is practicing is out of this world. When you see a fifteen-year-old kid practicing this way, you have to be surprised.”

Djokovic was surprising, too, but he was not quite as precocious: His first ATP points came at age sixteen at a satellite event in Belgrade. Jelena Genčić, a pivotal figure in Djokovic’s life who was his first tennis coach in Serbia, told me that a lack of resources held Djokovic back some in those early years, even after his departure for Niki Pilić’s academy in Munich at age twelve. Genčić, who had coached Monica Seles and Goran Ivanišević in their youths, had projected that Djokovic would be in the top 5 by age seventeen.

“We missed by two years, because we didn’t have the money to achieve all that I wanted,” Genčić said when I visited her on a cold day in Belgrade in 2010.

He had a more daunting path to the top than any of his rivals, coming of age in the midst of Yugoslavia’s violent breakup in the 1990s, interrupting practice sessions with Genčić in Belgrade to seek shelter from NATO bombs and struggling to find the training conditions to take his phenomenal talent to the next level. His beleaguered parents prioritized his career—borrowing, sacrificing, selling a family car to pay for his training costs—but money was tight, terribly tight.

During my Monaco visit, Djokovic slammed his hand on the conference table, imitating what his father, Srdjan, had done on the kitchen table during Djokovic’s childhood while holding a 10-deutsche-mark bill.

“I will never forget it,” Djokovic said. “There were five of us in a rented sixty-five-square-meter apartment in Belgrade. Ten deutsche marks was like ten dollars, and my father said, ‘This is all we have.’”

“That was the only time he did this,” Djokovic said, his voice quavering. “We never knew how much we had or didn’t have. My father is probably one of the strongest people mentally of anyone I know. Whatever was happening, he was the provider and never wanted us to feel that we didn’t have what we needed. But as we grew up, we could sense it.”

That 10-deutsche-mark bill was stark confirmation.

“He said that now more than ever we have to stick together and go through this together and figure out the way,” Djokovic said. “That was a very powerful and very impactful moment in my growth, my life, all of our lives.”

He added, “I was maybe eight or nine years old.”

Djokovic, whom Genčić called “a golden child,” would go on to earn nearly $200 million in prize money and hundreds of millions more in off-court deals. He made it clear in Monaco, where he and his wife, Jelena, and their two young children lived in a gilded world, that he did not feel the need to build his son’s and daughter’s characters through tough love or constant reminders about his own childhood struggles.

“I truly believe each one of us is born with certain karma, a life karma journey we are supposed to live,” he said. “We maybe don’t know about it, but we later on find out why certain things are happening in our life the way they are. I’m not planning to have my children grow up the way I did, or on the opposite end of the spectrum. I’m going to try to be their friend, their support, and the facilitator of their life journeys. By facilitator, I mean someone who can be a springboard for them rather than an obstacle, because unconsciously a lot of times as parents we can be obstacles. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, because we try to teach our children to go through certain tough life experiences in order to grow, in order to get tough, because life is tough. I don’t have necessarily that kind of philosophy. I don’t think life has to be tough.”

Djokovic emphasized the word “tough,” growling and baring his teeth as he said it.

“I think life offers so many beautiful things if you choose to see it that way,” he continued. “Of course my children will experience in life both sides of the spectrum, but fortunately my wife and I have the same philosophy. We would like to present life as a beautiful story and beautiful library that waits to be seen, to be read, to be written about, to be drawn, whatever it is. I would want them to express themselves in whatever way, artistic or human way, they possibly can. I am challenged as a father many times, don’t get me wrong. But my overall feeling is I would like to use my experience I had as a boy growing up in these kind of circumstances in Serbia to try to bring them awareness of how my life was. But I don’t want to burden them with that, because the one thing I definitely don’t want for my kids is that they would feel, Oh my God, here he goes again with ‘When I used to do this, I didn’t have this. I never had that, and you have everything.’

“I don’t want that, because my kids are born in this family in this way and these circumstances, and they have their journeys, and I respect that.”

I am sharing these comments at full length because they reflect how Djokovic thinks and communicates and because, after spending time with him through the years, I am struck by all the flowing and overflowing thoughts he has to shut down or redirect before striking a fuzzy yellow sphere with great force and precision as millions observe the result.

Or perhaps the tennis, as for many of us, gives him a welcome break: narrowing the gaze and muting the existential questions.

What is clear is that he has done a lot of work on his game but also on himself. His conclusions often do not correspond with the mainstream, like his decision to remain unvaccinated during the global pandemic for the coronavirus, which led to his deportation from Australia in January 2022 and to being barred from entering the United States until the summer of 2023.

But as he emphasized in Monte Carlo, he only ever wants to be a work in progress. He and Nadal share that to a degree, even if Nadal’s never-ending quest for gains remained more inside the lines than Djokovic’s wider-ranging quest.

Nadal is certainly more old-school; Djokovic much more new age, even if he told me he finds that term dismissive.

“We all have to roll up our sleeves and really dig deep into ourselves,” he said when we spoke again during the coronavirus pandemic. “It’s misinterpreted, and people think it’s like some voodoo-voodoo thing when you say, ‘internal work.’ When you speak about emotions or about meditation, it’s like, ‘Oh my God, this new age crap!’ But it’s about really understanding yourself.

“I mean how much do you really know yourself, Christopher, like really on the deepest level?”

“My wife would say not very well,” I answered.

“Exactly, exactly,” he said. “We don’t know ourselves enough, so I think this is the right time, and I mean quarantine is the perfect time to really do the work!”
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The pandemic would provide plenty of teaching moments to Djokovic, some of them quite painful, but he has long been a seeker, be it for inner balance or a competitive edge or simply for knowledge. He is one of the most analytical and curious superstar athletes I have interviewed (and I have interviewed many), but he clearly believes that knowing yourself, really knowing yourself, can help you perform better when it matters most. So, he has changed and experimented with his diet and his habits, even drunk the water deep below Bosnian pyramids. The only thing that did not seem to change through the years was his sensible, form-over-fashion haircut.

The once-shaggy Nadal might be jealous about that. He was much more about stability and continuity. He grew up in an affluent extended family in a relatively small island town and has remained there. Uncle Toni created the friction and obstacles, quite intentionally, to prepare Nadal for the tennis challenges ahead.

Nobody had to manufacture adversity for Djokovic, whose proud and sometimes prickly family lived it day-to-day. But though the sources of Djokovic’s and Nadal’s resilience were different, they both became fearsome competitors, able to stare down big points like very few in the history of sports. From my vantage point, it seemed that Djokovic, emissary of a Serbian nation that had become a pariah, needed to prove something to the world while Nadal needed, perpetually, to prove something to himself.

Djokovic might disagree with those pen portraits, but I think we can all now agree that they were both warriors, never more than when they were facing each other across the net.

Federer and Nadal probably generated more global buzz and goose bumps as they dueled forty times from 2004 to 2019. Their 2006 Italian Open final; 2007 and 2008 Wimbledon finals; and 2009 and 2017 Australian Open finals were all for the time capsule.

Federer and Djokovic, who played fifty times from 2006 to 2020, produced more dramatic reversals of fortune, with Federer ending Djokovic’s forty-three-match winning streak at the 2011 French Open; and Djokovic rallying from two match points to defeat Federer on three big occasions: the U.S. Open in 2010 and 2011, and, most poignant, the Wimbledon final in 2019, which turned out to be Federer’s last Grand Slam final.

But you can make a strong argument that Nadal vs. Djokovic was the greatest men’s rivalry of the Open era. They covered the most ground and bases as they played sixty times in an eighteen-year span from 2006 to 2024. No man beat Djokovic more often than Nadal. No man beat Nadal more often than Djokovic.

“If I had to choose, I would consider it as the number one; they played the most, and they were the toughest matches,” said Marián Vajda, Djokovic’s longtime coach, who saw so much Big Three content and who also played on tour in the 1980s and 1990s. “I went through four tennis generations. I started with Borg, Vilas, and [Vitas] Gerulaitis; then Connors, McEnroe, and Lendl; and I coached in the time of Sampras and Agassi. But basically, these three guys—Novak, Rafa, and Roger—were incomparable. Sixty-plus Grand Slams in twenty years, how can any three ever top this?”

Federer and Nadal never faced each other at the U.S. Open or in the Davis Cup or the Olympics. But Djokovic and Nadal dueled in all the most significant events, including four straight major finals and all of the Masters 1000s.

Nadal vs. Federer offered more of a stylistic contrast with Federer’s one-handed backhand, acquired cool, and tactical spontaneity against Nadal’s two-hander, rawer emotion, and deeper grooves.

Nadal vs. Djokovic was also left-hander vs. right-hander, but it was more of a backcourt slugfest with drop shots for spice. It was about phenomenal defense, opportunistic offense, grunts, roars, and even the occasional ripped shirt and bare chest.

There is no doubt that they lifted each other’s games while expanding each other’s tolerance for pain.

It started with their first match when Djokovic retired with a back problem after losing the first two sets in the quarterfinals of the 2006 French Open (and then raised eyebrows by confidently declaring that Nadal was beatable on clay). He retired again versus Nadal in the semifinals of Wimbledon the following year, this time with blisters, after winning the first set and then losing ten of the next twelve games.

Strange though it seems now after all their long-form matches, only one of their first nine encounters went past two hours, and that was a straight-set Nadal victory in the semifinals of the 2007 French Open. Djokovic did not yet have the staying power to match Nadal at the majors or on clay.

The first time I watched Djokovic play in person was in 2005 in his first U.S. Open in a steamy opening-round, five-set victory over Gaël Monfils in which the 97th-ranked Djokovic struggled with breathing problems that he was still trying to understand.

He was stretched out on the court, chest heaving, at one disquieting stage. He told us that doctors thought the issue could be stress related, but against Monfils he pushed the boundaries by taking two injury time-outs and two bathroom breaks. It was within the rules but outside the realm of accepted behavior, and Djokovic quickly developed a reputation with his peers as a youngster with a taste for the dramatic who used breaks in the action to break his opponents’ momentum.

In 2006, Federer and Switzerland played Djokovic and Serbia and Montenegro in a Davis Cup relegation match in Geneva. Djokovic rallied from two-sets-to-one down to defeat Stan Wawrinka in five sets, again making liberal use of injury time-outs and trainer visits. Two days later, Federer routed Djokovic 6–3, 6–2, 6–3 to clinch victory for the Swiss and did not hold back.

“I don’t trust his injuries,” he said of Djokovic. “I think he’s a joke when it comes down to his injuries. I mean, the rules are there to be used but not abused. He was doing it many times. That’s why I was not happy to see him doing that and then running around like a rabbit again. So yeah, it was a good handshake for me. I was happy to beat him.”

This was a rare public and personal attack from Federer, typically much more diplomatic, and it had an impact on young Djokovic and his family, particularly Djokovic’s father, Srdjan, who held a grudge.

It took years for Djokovic to shake his reputation. In 2008 at the U.S. Open, Andy Roddick, the often-sarcastic American star, took a shot at him in the open at a news conference ahead of their quarterfinal by reciting a laundry list of his ailments, exaggerated for comic effect, which included “a back and a hip, cramp, bird flu, anthrax, SARS, common cough, and cold.”

Roddick was asked if Djokovic was bluffing during matches.

“There’s just a lot,” Roddick said. “He’s either quick to call a trainer, or he’s the most courageous guy of all time. I think it’s up for you guys to decide.”

Djokovic went on to beat Roddick and did not pass on the opportunity to rub it in during his on-court interview: “Andy was saying I have sixteen injuries in the last match,” Djokovic said. “Obviously I don’t—right?”

New York being New York and Roddick being American, there were boos. Michael Barkann, the on-court interviewer, tried to calm the waters, saying there was no reason for Djokovic to turn the crowd against him. “They’re already against me, because they think I’m faking everything, so it’s all right,” Djokovic said, bristling.

There were more boos, and according to Roddick, he and Djokovic nearly came to blows in the U.S. Open locker room after the match. But they made peace and moved on. The days when Djokovic seemed like a quitter now feel as remote as the days when Federer was a racket-chucking, peroxide-blond hothead.

Federer, sensitive and expansive, had to suppress his temper and personality on court to thrive: developing a carapace where a furrowed brow equated to a full-throated scream. It was quite a feat of reinvention, and Djokovic had to go against his own grain, as well.

In those early years, he was a showman, impersonating other players, including his friend Maria Sharapova and Nadal. Djokovic, nicknamed “the Djoker,” was a gifted mimic, and the impersonations were frankly hilarious.

“I’m just trying to have fun, it’s my personality, nothing mean about it,” Djokovic said. ‘When I was little, I always wanted to copy the best shot from everyone. Sampras and Goran [Ivanišević] for the serve. Agassi’s return. Edberg’s backhand. Rafter’s volleys.”

But not all of his peers were amused by the impersonations, and after Djokovic had done his shtick, it became all too easy for every tournament to ask for an encore.

He got the message from the locker room and gradually shut down the act, at least in public. But there were some occasional revivals, the most remarkable coming at the trophy ceremony at the 2009 Italian Open after he had lost to Nadal.

At the emcee’s request and with Nadal standing by holding the champion’s trophy, Djokovic rolled up his sleeves to the shoulder, picked at the seat of his shorts, cleared the entire baseline of clay with his foot, and then settled into a spot-on impression of Nadal’s return position.

Nadal, grinning, gave him a high five and took it like a champ. Djokovic and Viktor Troicki then teamed up on French television in 2010 to send up Nadal’s steamy music video with the Colombian singer Shakira (Djokovic donned the blond wig and played Shakira).

Nadal and Djokovic were on particularly friendly terms at this stage and, from 2007 to 2011, even shared the same publicist, the Spaniard Benito Perez-Barbadillo, a former ATP communications specialist who would remain an integral part of Nadal’s support team until the end of his career.

But Djokovic’s postfinal performance in Rome only worked when Djokovic was the gallant loser, not the dominant force, and he made it clear in one of our early interviews that he did not want to be typecast.

“The crowd asks me about the impersonations all the time,” he said. “And I say, ‘I want you to remember me as a great tennis player, not as a clown.’”

There were still vestiges of the Djoker through the years: He walked on court on Halloween night at the Paris Indoors in 2012 wearing a Darth Vader mask. In 2024, after accidentally being struck in the head at the Italian Open by an autograph-seeking fan’s water bottle, Djokovic showed up the next day wearing a bicycle helmet. But those were mere winks at the past, and there can be no doubt at this stage that Djokovic’s goal has been achieved.

He will be remembered as a great tennis player.

The breakthrough came in Melbourne in 2008 where he beat Federer in the semifinal and French newcomer Jo-Wilfried Tsonga in the final to win the Australian Open and his first major title. But the real breakthrough came in 2010 when he led Serbia to the Davis Cup title.

Djokovic already had tried to address his endurance issues and breathing difficulties with two surgeries for a deviated septum, but in 2010, he met a Serbian doctor, Igor Cetojevic, who was convinced that Djokovic’s breathing and vitality were being impacted by his diet. He recommended that Djokovic switch to a gluten-free, largely plant-based regimen.

The rest is tennis history.

There was both more and less to the new-model Djokovic. With his dietary changes, he began to look like he belonged in an El Greco painting, his face gaunt and his weight down, which sparked concern within his entourage. But there was no arguing with his new staying power, even if through the years, gluten-free Djokovic remained prone to odd and occasional midmatch downturns, sometimes seeming to lose a fix on his center of gravity as he flailed at ground strokes and looked ready to keel over. That did not mean he was easier prey. Quite the contrary. No matter how winded or disoriented he looked, he became the toughest out in tennis, which had once been Nadal’s domain, and flipped both of his signature rivalries, winning 18 of his last 27 matches against Federer and 24 of his last 37 matches against Nadal to finish with winning head-to-head records against both.

Two statistics sum up the transition for me:

The last time Federer beat Djokovic in a Grand Slam tournament was in the semifinals of Wimbledon in 2012, ten years before Federer retired.

The last time Nadal beat Djokovic on a surface other than clay was at the 2013 U.S. Open, eleven years before Nadal retired.

Federer, to be fair to Federer, was nearly six years older than Djokovic and past his prime for much of that homestretch. But Nadal was only a year older than Djokovic. They were true tennis peers, and though their rivalry had several high points, it peaked in 2012 and 2013 with two extraordinary matches on two different surfaces.

The first came at the 2012 Australian Open on a hard court with Nadal having lost six matches in a row, all finals, to Djokovic in 2011. That was the longest losing streak of Nadal’s career so far against any player.

Djokovic’s 2011 season was one of the best in tennis history. He won ten titles, including three of the four majors, and compiled a 70-6 singles record, going 21-4 against top 10 players.

But Djokovic had understandably run out of steam in the final months, losing his last three tournaments. Nadal, who had finished off the year by leading Spain to the Davis Cup title over del Potro and Argentina, was reenergized in Melbourne.

It looked like he would be the fresher man in the final, defeating Federer in four sets in the first semifinal on Thursday. The next day, Djokovic had to toil for five sets and nearly five hours before defeating Andy Murray.

Murray, the young Scotsman still chasing his first major, had shaken up his team in the off-season, hiring the clever and complicated former world No. 1 Ivan Lendl as his coach. But despite Murray’s improvements, Djokovic still was able to prevail late on Friday night. He did not get to sleep until 5 a.m.; waking up at 2 p.m. on Saturday and skipping the customary off-day practice to conserve energy.

“We didn’t hit, because it was basically impossible,” Marián Vajda told me.

Meanwhile, Nadal came into the final with an extra day of rest and a better night’s sleep.

Off they went on Sunday on a warm and humid Australian summer evening for the toughest test of their tennis lives. They were both ready for it, and though the quality fluctuated, the commitment did not. Matches between Nadal and Djokovic have a split personality. Both are deliberate players, sometimes maddeningly deliberate between points with Nadal’s series of rituals and Djokovic’s addiction to bouncing the ball into double digits before serving. But once the ball was finally in play, they contested each rally with phenomenal urgency and intensity.

Djokovic’s matches with Murray were in the same vein, but their games were too similar; the body language from Murray was often too negative. It was not ideal viewing. But Nadal’s leftiness, flashy forehand technique, and relentless engagement created a more compelling dynamic for the Serbian and a consistently bigger challenge.

In Melbourne, Nadal set the tone and the bar by winning the first set in one hour and twenty minutes. It was an excellent omen for the Spaniard, who had lost only one Grand Slam match in his career after taking a one-set lead. That was against David Ferrer at the 2007 U.S. Open. Against Djokovic, Nadal had shifted tactics, trying to play more down the line and serve more into the body to avoid getting locked into the crosscourt duels that had favored Djokovic in 2011.

Down 2–5 in the second set, Nadal fought back and had a point on his serve to get to 5–5. But Djokovic cracked a forehand winner to stay in the game and then secured the set on a Nadal double fault. When Djokovic won the third set 6–2, he was in command, but the best was yet to come, and this final was, from an emotional perspective, just getting started.

It could so very easily have ended in four sets. Down 3–4, Nadal fell behind 0–40 on his serve. Djokovic was one point from serving for the match, but Nadal summoned something special, saving all three break points with winners to get back to deuce and then hold to 4–4.

It was raining, and play was stopped for ten minutes so the roof in Rod Laver Arena could be closed. They were nearly at the four-hour mark with the end in sight, but Nadal kept extending the horizon line, rallying from 3–5 in the tiebreaker as Djokovic, feeling the pressure, committed a series of sins of commission, overhitting aggressive forehands. Nadal won four straight points to even the match, and when Djokovic’s last forehand of the set flew wide, Nadal dropped to his knees in relief and delight.

It was a telltale gesture, one usually reserved for the finish line. I never saw Nadal do anything similar before or since that moment unless he was celebrating match point.

But there was still a fifth set to come: the first of their lengthy rivalry. It would be worth the wait.

Nadal, riding the wave of his fourth-set escape, was ascendant. In the fifth game, Djokovic staggered during and after some returns, looking low on fuel.

In the sixth game, Nadal broke him to take a 4–2 lead. But the next game would prove critical, and at 30–15 for Nadal, Djokovic attacked off a short slice backhand and popped up a forehand volley crosscourt. It was nearly 1 a.m., and the point was there for the taking, the momentum there for the keeping. Nadal closed in to rip his reliable two-handed backhand with plenty of open road in front of him. But he tried to make the passing shot ideal instead of good enough, and he missed it just wide.

I do not think he would have missed against any other opponent.

They were soon back on serve, their faces showing the strain of all those extended rallies, with Djokovic sometimes kissing the Orthodox cross around his neck.

It was 4–4. Crunch time, and Nadal put the serve in play to start the best rally of the match: a thirty-one-shot testimony to skill, fortitude, and fast-twitch fibers in which both men kept upping the ante until Djokovic finally missed a lunging backhand and crumpled to the court, chest heaving, while Nadal stayed on his feet.

“The first knockdown I’ve ever seen in tennis,” said Courier, commenting the match for Australian television.

It was an omen, right? It had to be. But this was where Djokovic surprised me, us, everyone, by finding another gear. At 5–5, he looked suddenly like the fresher man. Nadal was fully engaged but disheveled, his long hair matted against his neck. He kept going to his towel after points, not out of routine but out of necessity, and in the fifty-fourth game of this epic match, he could not hold his serve.

At 6–5, it was time for Djokovic to close it out, and fittingly, it would not be straightforward. At 30–15, Djokovic missed a weary overhead into the net after Nadal defended as if his life depended on it out of his backhand corner. Djokovic faced a break point at 30–40 but fought it off with a fully ripped, boldly angled backhand crosscourt that forced a forehand error from the scrambling Spaniard.

On the next point, Nadal’s shots twice hit the net cord. His forehand landed in play but his backhand clipped the tape and landed wide. Djokovic was pointing to the sky, making the sign of the cross, trying to speak directly to higher powers.

It was championship point, and Djokovic nailed a first serve down the T and then met Nadal’s short, desperation return with a clean inside-out forehand winner.

After five hours and fifty-three minutes, Djokovic was flat on his back, fists clenched and staring with wild eyes at the closed roof.

When he rose, there would be no handshake. Nadal waved it off as he crossed to Djokovic’s side of the net and embraced him quickly. Then he headed for his chair as Djokovic ripped his own shirt off his body and flexed and howled toward his team.

Nadal, raised not to rub it in, would not have celebrated this way. But it was the portrait of an adrenaline rush, just as the award ceremony was the portrait of decompression as both Nadal and Djokovic struggled to remain standing as the dignitaries and sponsors gave their speeches.

Chair umpire Pascal Maria, the Frenchman who had stayed in his own seat for nearly six hours, brought them both bottles of water. They leaned on the net or whatever was in reach. Tournament director Craig Tiley finally provided some relief, calling for chairs so Nadal and Djokovic could take a seat.

They had earned that, no doubt.

“It was obvious on the court for everybody who has watched the match that both of us, physically, we took the last drop of energy that we had from our bodies,” Djokovic said later.

The longest major singles final on record until now was the 1988 U.S. Open final in which Mats Wilander beat Lendl in four hours and fifty-four minutes. This one had gone nearly an hour longer, with four of the five sets extending past the hour mark. The average rally had lasted well over five shots: a big number in men’s tennis and a testimony to the quality of their returns.

The unforced error counts were high: 69 errors to 57 winners for Djokovic; 71 errors to 44 winners for Nadal. But that reflected the level of risk required to strike a winner past either of these supreme athletes.

The numbers were worth crunching, but they did not capture the dynamism and drama of this final. The last two sets were extraordinary, truly, as both men dug deep inside themselves and into the corners for just one more shot that usually required them to dig for another.

“The quality at the beginning was not very good,” Wilander told me. “It was slow, tight. Novak was tired. But the quality at the end was unbelievable.”

As crushing as this seventh straight defeat to Djokovic could have been, Nadal kept his composure and perspective.

“Good morning everybody,” he said at the ceremony, sparking laughter at 2 a.m. “First thing I have to say is just congratulations to Novak and all his team. They deserve it. They are doing something fantastic.”

Nadal was still standing, but not for long. Back in the locker room, Vajda watched with concern as Nadal collapsed, receiving fluids intravenously from the tournament staff in order to rehydrate.

“Rafa was basically unconscious,” Vajda said. “Novak was exhausted, too, but because he won, I think he was still able to stand up. I asked them to give Novak an infusion, too, but they refused.”

Nadal, remarkably, was still able to make it to the news conference after completing treatment.

“I always say, it’s good to enjoy suffering,” Nadal said. “When you are fit, with passion for the game, and when you are ready to compete you are able to suffer while enjoying the suffering. Today I had this feeling.”

Considering that it was 4 a.m. in Melbourne, he was not the only one suffering. (Tennis journalism too often feels more like insomnia.)

But this was certainly a match worth losing sleep over. Before the Australian Open, tennis historian Steve Flink had just finished the manuscript for a book on the thirty greatest matches of all time. After watching the Djokovic-Nadal duel, he had to change plans and add a thirty-first. For me, it was not quite as consistently good as Federer and Nadal at Wimbledon in 2008. No championship points were saved, but the overall effect was just as powerful, and the final two sets were every bit as dramatic given the physical demands. Also unlike Wimbledon 2008, it concluded with a clean winner instead of a Federer error. That was the right way to finish off a match of this magnitude.

Even if Nadal would make it clear down the track in Miami that he would have been happier in a Djokovic-free world, he stuck by his credo in Melbourne, emphasizing the internal over the external.

“I don’t train thinking of beating Djokovic or Federer or Murray,” he said. “I train thinking of surpassing myself and my own limits and being the best I can be. The 2012 Australian Open was rather better most of the time than 2011. It was a step forward and truly a great tournament for me. To start the year like this is to start it in a very positive way. I lost a final, yes, but it might be the final that I lost that hurts the least because I know I did all I could do. I fought for everything. I ran after everything. I competed mano a mano against a brilliant player. I was very close.”

If Nadal had made that backhand pass at 4–2 in the fifth, I would have liked his chances, but as Nadal once sagely said: “If, if, if, doesn’t exist.”

Yet he was correct. He had been very close, and unlike the outcome of that thirty-one-shot rally, it was a sign of things to come.

Nadal was back on the right track, and he did shift the momentum, winning the next three matches with Djokovic in 2012, all on clay, including the Roland-Garros final. But there would be no rematch in Australia in 2013. Nadal missed the tournament because of illness after missing seven months with his latest round of knee problems.

Nadal reestablished himself when he did return on the Latin American clay court swing. He was shaky in his comeback event in Viña del Mar, Chile, still wary about his knee and losing in the final to Horacio Zeballos, an unheralded Argentine.

But Nadal went on to win in São Paulo and Acapulco against high-quality opposition, beating David Nalbandian in the final in Brazil and David Ferrer in the final in Mexico, before heading north to Indian Wells and another stay at Larry Ellison’s sprawling desert home. Fully confident in his movement, Nadal took the title on the slow and gritty hard courts by defeating Roger Federer, Tomáš Berdych, and Juan Martin del Potro in the final three rounds.

He was back in earnest, and when he headed to Monte Carlo to start his European clay court season, he seemed poised to continue his run. At that stage, he had been even more dominant on the French Riviera than at Roland-Garros, winning eight titles in a row in Monte Carlo on what was then his favorite court in the world: the main stadium with its deep blue view of the Mediterranean, which reminded him of Mallorca and the view from the cliffs in Porto Cristo.

But Nadal’s staggering streak was about to end, and Djokovic, a Monte Carlo resident, was the one to write the ending, dominating the first set of the final and winning 6–2, 7–6 (1) on a day when rain slowed the court conditions and lowered the bounce, taking some of the bite out of Nadal’s topspin.

“Congratulations to win my favorite tournament,” Nadal said to Djokovic at the trophy ceremony, getting a chuckle out of the Serbian and quite a few others.

Djokovic had now beaten the king of clay in Madrid, Rome, and Monte Carlo. The only big title he was missing on the surface was Roland-Garros. In a whimsical interview with L’Équipe ahead of the tournament, Djokovic was asked what he would like to have that he did not yet possess.

“The trophy at Roland,” he said. “If you can get it for me, let me know please. I would be very, very happy. It’s my dream, the only Grand Slam title I haven’t won, and my favorite in a way. I dreamed about Wimbledon. Australia is where I’ve had the most success. But Roland is the one I don’t have, and it’s close to home, and somehow, it’s where I feel the best.”

The rub by then was that Nadal was looking very much like Nadal again, winning fifteen straight matches on clay after Monte Carlo and reclaiming the titles in Barcelona, Madrid, and Rome. When Nadal was still ranked No. 5 in April, there had been serious discussion of Roland-Garros abandoning protocol and bumping him up into the top four seeds to avoid an early clash with Djokovic. Nadal had asked for no such favor, and the French Open organizers ultimately rejected that idea. But with his latest tour de force on clay, he was seeded No. 3 anyway, and when the draw was done in Paris, he ended up in the top half with the top-seeded Djokovic.

They met in the semifinals, their earliest encounter in a regular tournament in nearly four years. Nadal had not been at his best in the first week, struggling to find his range with his forehand and losing a set for the first time in each of the first two rounds. But he was soon in high gear after crushing Kei Nishikori and Stan Wawrinka in back-to-back matches.

Djokovic was playing with more emotion than usual. Jelena Genčić, his childhood mentor, had died of cancer the previous Saturday in Serbia at age seventy-six, and Djokovic’s faithful physiotherapist Miljan Amanović had been informed while Djokovic was warming up for his third round against Grigor Dimitrov.

Amanović and Vajda decided not to share the news with Djokovic until after the match. Djokovic broke down in tears when Amanović did tell him, and he canceled his postmatch news conference.

I was deeply impressed with Genčić when we met in Serbia in 2010. She had natural authority and warmth with a soothing, measured voice and a philosophical bent. She was from a prominent Serbian family and had played tennis and team handball in her youth. She had no children of her own but was dedicated to her craft and continued teaching until the end of her life. A journalist by profession who specialized in the arts, she passed on her appreciation for higher culture to Djokovic, recommending books and listening to classical music with him and discussing how it could be a source of inspiration on court.

She met him by chance when she was giving a summer clinic in the Serbian resort of Kopaonik on the three hard courts just across the street from the Djokovics’ family restaurant. It is perhaps no coincidence that Nadal also lived across the street from his childhood courts at one stage, or that they were made of clay.

Djokovic was six years old when he met Genčić, and they worked together full-time until he left for Germany and her friend Niki Pilić’s academy in Munich at age twelve. Wimbledon had been their shared dream, and when Djokovic beat Nadal to win it for the first time in 2011, he brought his trophy to Belgrade and showed it to Genčić. But she was well aware of which major he was missing, and they talked about Roland-Garros and the Coupe des Mousquetaires two weeks before the tournament.

“She didn’t know she was going to die probably, but she told Novak when she saw him last time that she would be the most happiest woman to hold that trophy,” Vajda said. “When she saw Novak the last time, she told him she wanted to take a picture and have the whole collection.”

That was no longer possible, but Djokovic, still grieving, returned to the court for his fourth-round match and defeated the talented German Philipp Kohlschreiber, who had beaten him at Roland-Garros in 2009.

“Jelena was my first coach, like my second mother,” Djokovic said. “We were very close throughout my whole life and she taught me a lot of things that are part of me, part of my character today, and I have the nicest memories of her. She dedicated all her life to the next generation and to tennis.”

Djokovic dedicated his victory to her but had no desire to stop there. “I feel even more responsible now to go all the way in this tournament,” he said. “I want to do it for her.”
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The table was set for another classic match. Djokovic, despite his seeding and despite Monte Carlo, made it clear he considered Nadal the clear favorite. A Spanish reporter made the mistake of asking Nadal for his view.

“I don’t give a damn about it,” he said. “I try and play my best tennis, and the least of my concerns is to know if I’m favored or not. These are words that will be carried away by the wind. What will stay is my tennis, my match, and who is going to win this match. That’s reality.”

Carried away by the wind. Nadal was so much more eloquent in one of his native languages. But the reality was that the French had an agenda beyond Nadal vs. Djokovic. The other semifinal matched Tsonga, who had just defeated Federer, against Ferrer. It had been five years since a Frenchman had advanced to the final four at Roland-Garros, and with Tsonga a priority for French television, Nadal and Djokovic were scheduled first on Friday afternoon, out of European primetime, in a semifinal slot usually reserved for the undercard.

It would not work out well for Tsonga, who came out flat and lost after having to wait and worry a long time before getting on court.

The undercard went the distance.

It was a warm, sundrenched, blustery day: quite a contrast with the dreary Paris weather for much of that spring. It was good news for Nadal but hardly decisive news. This was Djokovic, a man for all surfaces. But this was not quite the Djokovic of recent years. He was a flickering flame rather than a roaring fire, with errors and nerves surfacing at inopportune moments. He lost the first set, returned better to win the second, and then drooped mysteriously in the third as Nadal won it 6–1.

But as in Melbourne, the match was merely simmering. The last two sets would bring it to a boil.

One might think that after more than thirty matches against each other, the element of surprise would have been gone. But they repeatedly left each other wincing or staring at a line with disbelief as they produced point-winning power from unlikely places and positions.

Nadal had chances to close it out in the fourth set. He was twice up a break of serve and served for the match at 6–5, and was up 30–15. But he lost the next three points, with Djokovic hitting a gutsy forehand inside-in winner off a high-bouncing ball to force the tiebreaker, which he dominated.

Bring on the fifth set, only the second time Nadal had been pushed to a fifth set at Roland-Garros. The first was in 2011 against the towering American John Isner, whose wingspan and huge serve created quite a conundrum. But that had been in the opening round. This was a much grander occasion against a changeling champion who had caused Nadal so much trouble, even on clay.

Nadal was, on balance, the sharper man: making fewer errors and using his improved slice backhand to fine effect. But Djokovic was more often the aggressor, taking his chances at the net, and it was in the forecourt that this match ultimately turned.

Djokovic would miss five overheads in the match, one into the net off a Nadal tweener. “Djokosmash,” the sardonic term for the Serbian’s errant overheads, was the word of the day. Djokovic had history with Nadal and that shot. At the 2008 Olympics in Beijing, Djokovic lost their tight semifinal when he missed a sitter overhead wide in prime position at the net and then walked off the court in tears.

His gaffe this time came with him up a break in the fifth set at 4–3 and serving at deuce. He forced a weak defensive backhand from Nadal and moved forward quickly to knock away the floating ball with a high forehand volley. But it was breezy, and he misjudged the flight path and had to adjust. He struck the volley at an angle. It bounced in the clay and would surely have been a winner, but Djokovic, off balance, ran into the net before the ball could bounce a second time. Chair umpire Pascal Maria, the same Frenchman who had officiated their epic in Australia in 2012, awarded the point to Nadal because Djokovic had touched the net while the point was still “live.”

Flushed from effort, Djokovic discussed it with Maria. “I know the rule is before the second bounce, I didn’t know if it is taken into consideration that the ball is already out of the dimension of the court,” Djokovic said. “Who knows which direction the match would have gone if I won that point, and I should have won that point in 99.9 percent of cases.”

Djokovic, to his credit, refocused and won the next point, saving a break point, but he could not save the game. It was now 4–4, and they were back on serve and remained so until Djokovic stepped to the baseline at 7–8 to try to stay in the match and lost the game and the semifinal at love, making unforced forehand errors long on the final two points.

It was an anticlimactic finish to a nerve-jangling, four-hour-and-thirty-seven-minute duel, the longest and closest match Nadal would play at Roland-Garros. It was the most compelling, too, in my opinion, and though it was more than an hour shorter than their extended Australian Open test of character, Nadal’s 6–4, 3–6, 6–1, 6–7 (3), 9–7 victory was a fitting bookend.

Their late-night duel in Melbourne could have gone either way. Their daylight rematch in Paris could have done the same.

“These kind of matches make the sport big,” Nadal said. “I lost a similar one in Australia. Today was for me.”

It was for his uncle as well. This comeback season, full of doubts and limited practice and changes of plan, had been tough on Toni Nadal. “I know that this is very, very difficult for us to be here in the final when we have so many problems,” Toni said as we spoke to him in the players’ lounge.

Talking about his nephew’s knees, he agreed that the recovery had been miraculous and began to cry, breaking away from the press pack and retreating down the stairs to the players’ locker room. Rafael had teared up when he saw his uncle after the match, but though this match had all the raw emotion and closure of a final, there was still one more match to play at the 2013 French Open.

A less resolute champion might have had a letdown. Instead, on a gray and drizzly day, Nadal rumbled past Ferrer 6–3, 6–2, 6–3.

“Nadal, always Nadal,” Ferrer said before the match.

Not always at Roland-Garros. Remember Söderling and 2009. But nearly always, and Nadal was now the first man to win eight singles titles at the same Grand Slam tournament.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE LANGUAGE

They had become rites of spring in Paris. There was Rafael Nadal’s victory at Roland-Garros and then there was Rafael Nadal’s victory speech at Roland-Garros. Only one of those seemed to come naturally, but then tennis was a universal language. French, despite lingering delusions of grandeur, was not.

Nadal’s uncle and longtime coach, Toni, speaks French fluently, preferring it to English. But Nadal’s innate timidity was an obstacle with foreign languages. They were not his strength in school in Majorca, where he was at his best in physical education and history, which he would make plenty of in tennis. Like most Majorcans, Nadal had two native tongues: Mallorquin, a dialect of Catalan; and Spanish. Foreign languages were, however, a necessity for a man who would become one of the leading athletes in this globalized age.

English is the lingua franca of the pro tennis circuit. Every ATP No. 1 has spoken English, almost all of them fluently, and Nadal was far from fluent in his teens and early twenties. In his first-ever news conference at Roland-Garros, after beating Lars Burgsmüller in the first round in 2005, he requested the help of an interpreter and said three words in English—“I feel good”—before switching into Spanish. He relied on an unpredictable mix of the two languages for the rest of the session, explaining in Spanish that the verb tenses in English were “very difficult” to master.

After struggling through one English answer and hearing snickers from his team, he switched back to Spanish: “Don’t laugh, because then I won’t try!” he said. “I’m trying to speak English to make English speakers happy.”

He seemed to suffer a lot more in the interview room than on the baseline in those days. As I have mentioned, when Nadal and I met in New York in 2006, I gave him a book of English-Spanish idioms that had helped me in my up-and-down linguistic journey in Spain. He leafed through a few pages, looking curious, and I have no idea if he ever opened it again. But his English continued to improve before hitting a midcareer plateau where it has remained, at least in public. His sentence structure is often lifted straight out of Español (“It’s obvious that I started well the match”). There are occasional false friends (“My approach to my diary basis and all my goals in every tournament that I play never changed”). There are lots of missing articles (“I mean, is something special, no?”), occasional bonus articles (“I am here without an extra pressure”), and many reminders of those pesky verb tenses (“Today have been a very good test”).

His adventures in English were often a delight for us listeners, but truth be told, he never seemed entirely comfortable, which was surprising considering the thousands of interviews and pressers he did through the decades. Speaking English, for him, always appeared to be work, while in Spanish he could give free rein to his analytical, sometimes contrarian spirit. His English seemed clipped and caricatural, no? But in Spanish, he spoke in paragraphs, nuanced and occasionally statesmanlike paragraphs, even if he was not much for politics. This was the real Nadal, and the contrast was quite striking.

French was an even bigger challenge, even if Catalan and Spanish, like French, are romance languages, and Catalan is still spoken in parts of southern France. But Nadal’s team was all-Spanish, and though he played his first tournament outside Spain at age eleven in France, winning the Open Super 12 junior event in Aubray, he only spent a few weeks in the country each year. Unlike Federer or Djokovic, he never lived in a French-speaking community.

He came to understand French quite well, but speaking it in front of fifteen thousand spectators and a worldwide television audience was another matter. He did not use a word of French at his first trophy ceremony at Roland-Garros in 2005 and did not begin sprinkling it in until his fourth victory ceremony in 2008.

“I have to continue improving for the next years,” he said. “It wasn’t enough.”

Speaking French more often earlier certainly would have been good public relations for Nadal, whose dominance made it harder to conquer the Roland-Garros fans than the opposition in those early years.

Federer had three things going for him. He was an underdog, if only on clay. He had the beautiful game. He spoke truly fluent French, picking it up under duress at age fourteen when he moved from Basel to the Swiss national training center (and French-language school system) in Ecublens near Lausanne.

Djokovic, long based in Monte Carlo and gifted for languages, also learned to speak French at a high level, taking private lessons, and, with his thespian side making him comfortable in the spotlight, he deployed the language of Molière (and Noah) freely in ceremonies and interviews in the later stages of his career.

The French Open would be unique among the Grand Slam tournaments anyway with its red clay and Paris address, but it also is singular linguistically. It is the only Grand Slam tennis tournament where English is a foreign language, although French is hardly a foreign language to tennis. The game that Nadal played so well for so long has its origins in France, emerging in the Middle Ages as a ball game played with the hand (the rackets, it seems, came a couple of centuries later).

If you have ever gazed at art in the Jeu de Paume gallery near the Tuileries Gardens in central Paris you have been in what was once an indoor tennis court. “Jeu de Paume” translates directly as “Game of the Palm.” It was in another such sporting venue in Versailles that a group of defiant members of the newly formed National Assembly met on June 20, 1789, and took the so-called Tennis Court Oath, which committed them to remain united until a written constitution had been established in France. Their show of force worked as King Louis XVI acceded to their demands: one more step on the road to the Revolution and his demise.

The stakes are quite a bit lower these days. Tennis court oaths are usually reserved for botched break points or missed ground strokes. But the French connection remains strong, and there is a theory, if only a theory, that the modern name of the game came from the French word “tenez,” or “take heed,” which is what the server supposedly said to warn the receiver in early versions of the game.

That “tenez” became “tennis” makes a lot more sense than how the scoring system came to rely on increments of 15, and even then, only to a certain point (15–0, 30–0, 40–0). As so often with tennis terms, there is conjecture, some of which is quite a stretch. One explanation is that in jeu de paume the server supposedly moved forward fifteen feet to serve after scoring a point, then another fifteen feet after the next and then ten feet). But what is clear is that there are references in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to a tennis scoring system that used 45 instead of 40, so the weird math apparently came later.

That is not the only tennis mystery. “Deuce” is a term with roots in Old French, yet it is not the term the French use today when keeping score. They have gone instead with “égalité,” which, as I once wrote in the New York Times, “lends a certain level of gravitas to the sporting situation, considering that it means equality, which has been grouped with liberté and fraternité since the 1789 revolution, with a few interruptions along the way for Napoleon, Napoleon III and German occupation.”

The biggest tennis paradox in French is that they do not rely on “love” when keeping score. There has long been a theory, perhaps wishful thinking, that “love” in tennis came from “L’oeuf,” the French word for “egg” and a term that might have been used when a player did not score a point in jeu de paume. “L’oeuf” supposedly morphed into “love” in modern English tennis scoring, but there is also the possibility that the term came from “playing for love” of the game rather than victory. The term “love” existed in card-game scoring in the eighteenth century. But whatever the truth, the term never made the romantic leap into French (or any other Romance language), which still—in tennis at least—relies on the rather less hopeful “zero.”

French scoring has borrowed from English, however. At 15-all or 30-all, the French say “15-A” or “30-A,” with the capital A coming from “All.” They also sometimes call a men’s player a “tennisman,” a classic case of borrowing a term from English that isn’t actually a term from English. Here’s another: The French often say they are going for un footing when they head out for a jog.

There is certainly plenty of common ground in tennis: An ace is an ace in both languages. So is a break, and so is a lob or a tweener. A double fault is a double faute. A ball is a balle. A volley is a volée. Advantage is avantage. Grand Slam is Grand Chelem.

But I think we all can agree that the delight is in the differences. One language’s cliché is, directly translated, a novelty in another. A personal favorite is the French equivalent of “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch,” which in French is instead a throwback warning not to vendre la peau de l’ours avant de l’avoir tué, or to sell the skin of the bear before you’ve killed it.

Wise words in any language, and wise words that, at least for me, stir an image of French tennis player Benoît Paire and his fulsome beard sitting in a birchbark canoe in buckskin with a musket in hand before the Louisiana Purchase.

But if we’re talking more directly about tennis (and maybe we should), let’s note that while players sadly do choke, they have a petit bras in French, which translates as playing with “a little arm” and seems a superior way to sum up the affliction. Rushing the net off a weak approach shot is to monter en chausettes, which literally means “come forward in your socks” and figuratively means “you are not sufficiently dressed for success.”

At 6-all, the French can play un tie-break, but the official term is actually un jeu décisif, or decisive game. A game won at love (or zero) is called un jeu blanc, or white game, which is akin to getting whitewashed. The French call a love set une bulle (a bubble) or une roue de bicyclette (a bicycle wheel). Those are evocative, but nothing beats the English vernacular for a love game: “bagel,” which was coined by American players Harold Solomon and Eddie Dibbs and popularized by Bud Collins, the late, eternally colorful American tennis commentator. Better yet, it can be used as a verb: You can bagel someone, as Nadal did more than any ATP player during his career.

The French do win the cross-Channel or transatlantic duel on another culinary-inspired tennis expression. An underhand or underarm serve is un service à la cuillère, or a spoon serve, like the one American teenager Michael Chang deployed in 1989 to upset Ivan Lendl in the fourth round of Roland-Garros (not in the final, as so many wrongly remember). Chang, who was suffering from leg cramps, tried the shot out of desperation and never attempted another on tour, and though les services à la cuillère became much more banal in the 2020s, Chang’s rightfully remains the reference. Nadal never tried one himself and was no great fan of the shot, particularly when Nick Kyrgios aced him at Wimbledon with it in 2019. At Roland-Garros, however, Nadal crushed American Mackenzie McDonald’s spoon serve for a forehand winner in 2020.

Chang was also known for his footwork, which in French is, perhaps more logically, jeu de jambes, or legs game. A mishit is a coup boisé, which means wood shot and flashes back to the days of wooden rackets. A drop shot is un amorti, from un amortisseur, or shock absorber, which seems like a fine way to put it when you watch Carlos Alcaraz absorb power with a supple wrist and lots of backspin. Spaniards like Alcaraz and Nadal call the shot a dejada, from the verb “dejar,” which means “to leave,” as one might leave a book on the night table or, better yet, leave a drop shot just out of an opponent’s lunging reach.

Topspin is also for English speakers. The French (and the Spanish) call it lift, which accurately describes the path of the racket head as it makes contact with the ball but does not account for the fact that the ball is eventually going to have to fall back to earth.

The earth of course is what clay court tennis is all about. In French, the playing surface is called terre battue, literally “beaten earth,” and terre has inspired innumerable French punster headlines at Roland-Garros. Win the tournament and you might be Seule sur Terre (Alone on Earth). Pull off a big upset and you’ve caused a Tremblement de Terre (An Earthquake). Refuse to take any opponent for granted—a Nadal specialty—and you have Les Pieds sur Terre (Feet on the Ground). In 2023, when Novak Djokovic broke his tie with Nadal and won a men’s record twenty-third Grand Slam singles at Roland-Garros, the headline in L’Équipe was “De La Terre À La Lune” (From the earth to the moon).

It should be noted that clay, the English version of terre battue, provides a headline opportunity of its own with “Feet of Clay.”

But the linguistic divide can also create some confusion. Consider the name of the tournament itself. I grew up calling it the French Open and still do so instinctively, but the French at this stage would very much prefer that all of us call it Roland-Garros and only Roland-Garros, even if I wish most of you (and me) luck pronouncing a true French R.

Through the decades the tournament organizers have fluctuated between laissez-faire and obnoxiously pushy on the name game. For years no one seemed to care at the French Tennis Federation (FFT) that most of the English-speaking world called it the French Open and, before 1968, the French Championships.

The official French name has been Les Internationaux de France de Tennis since 1925, when players from outside of France were first allowed to take part, even if they were not members of French sporting clubs. (Germans were still excluded because of lingering animosity after World War One.)

But few fans—or players—know that official name, which has been eclipsed over time by Le Tournoi de Roland-Garros or simply Roland-Garros. Why the hyphen? Because the French grammatical tradition is to hyphenate when an event or place is named for a person. If you were referring to the late French aviator himself, you would write it “Roland Garros.”

This rule, one should note, has largely fallen out of fashion. My wife, born and raised in Paris, had never heard of it, and many places and events skip it. But Roland-Garros is a stickler for tradition and, in this bottom-line era, for the use of “Roland-Garros” in general.

In 2018, I received a direct message from Bernard Giudicelli, then the president of the French Tennis Federation, asking me to stop using “French Open” in my articles for the New York Times.

My answer was that you could not change fifty years of history and practice overnight and that the tournament itself had gone back and forth on the issue. At that stage you could still buy merchandise branded “French Open” at the tournament stores. But that soon changed, and by the 2020s, the only official merchandise on-site or off- was Roland-Garros merchandise.

The dual identity was suboptimal commercially but also unwieldy in the digital age, as it has been for golf’s British Open, which wants to be only known as the Open Championship. At Roland-Garros, organizers once maintained a separate French Open web site, but frenchopen.com was taken out of commission in 2008. Today if you type it into a browser, you are redirected to the English version of rolandgarros.com.

Edouard-Vincent Caloni, the former communications and marketing director for the FFT, once explained to me that frenchopen.com had been terminated for legibility but also to defend the tournament’s self-proclaimed identity. “The concrete reason for doing it was to avoid killing off Roland-Garros,” Caloni said.

It is still not a fair fight. Search “Roland-Garros” and “French Open” online, and you will see which one gets a lot more results. But the tournament continues to make inroads. Australian and British broadcasters have begun to refer to the event as Roland-Garros on air and in promotional material. Other broadcasters and foreign reporters are using the two terms interchangeably even if there is no longer an official French Open Instagram account or official social media account of any type.

“I like the cultural context attached to the event’s official name,” Chris Fowler, ESPN’s top play-by-play tennis announcer, once told me. “And I respect aviators.”

Nadal uses “Roland-Garros” in Spanish, Catalan, French, and Italian, which he speaks more readily than French.

In English, he generally used “French Open” in his early years but went almost exclusively with “Roland-Garros” in his tennis dotage. Considering that Nadal is the one with the fourteen titles and the statue, he should probably have the last word.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE RITUALS


It’s a habit I’ve had all my life, and I’ve got to get rid of it. But when there’s so much tension, and you’ve been doing it a long time, it’s hard.

—Rafa Nadal, 2005


Most of us covering tennis were still getting to know the eighteen-year-old, and Nadal and I were sitting above the center court at the 2005 Monte Carlo Open, discussing his tic of—and there is no elegant way of putting this—adjusting his underpants by picking at the back of his shorts between points.

Nineteen years later, as he prepared to retire, it was clear that breaking the habit was even harder than Nadal thought.

He was still doing it.

“It’s one of those things that makes him him,” said Brad Gilbert, the veteran coach, former top 5 player, and coauthor of Winning Ugly.

Nadal was hardly alone in relying on routine. In a pressurized profession with lots of downtime, the mind can wander, either in the twenty-five seconds between points, in those ninety-second changeovers, or in the hotel room the night before that big match.

Like Nadal, Maria Sharapova did not step on the lines when she walked back on court after a break. Goran Ivanišević wanted the same ball for the next serve if he had just fired an ace and would go to great lengths to secure it. Ivan Lendl tugged at his eyebrows. Vera Zvonareva draped a towel over her head on changeovers, blocking out the world and trying to block out the stress.

The list goes on (and on), and not just in tennis. Watch some baseball or golf.

But Nadal was exceptionally committed to his rituals and exceptionally visible for twenty years as he piled up the victories on five continents.

He and his habits became part and parcel in the public eye, from the sprint to the baseline after the coin toss to the water bottles aligned meticulously in front of his chair on the changeovers.

But Nadal was also a quirk-in-progress. In 2013, I sat down with two-time French Open champion Jim Courier at Roland-Garros to watch footage of Nadal’s first French Open final in 2005 against Mariano Puerta. We were looking for changes in his game through the years. The sleeveless shirts and pirate pants of 2005 were no more. His forehand had become more compact, and he was now positioning himself much farther back on his returns.

But we also noticed how many new tics Nadal had developed in eight years, particularly in his serving routine.

In 2005, he typically swept the line with his foot, tugged at his shorts, and tucked some strands of his long hair behind one of his ears. He would then bounce the ball a few times with his right hand before serving with his left.

But that was it.

“Wow, just one ear,” Courier said as he watched the footage.

By 2013, Nadal’s routine had become much more elaborate. Courier and I watched video of him preparing to serve in his semifinal against Djokovic at Roland-Garros that year.

Nadal cleaned the line with his foot, requested three balls to peruse, discarded one, and put the other in his pocket. That was followed by the signature tug while bouncing the ball off the clay with his racket face. He then adjusted his left shirt sleeve with his right hand, adjusted his right shirt sleeve with his right hand, ran his right hand across his brow under his headband, touched his left ear, lightly pinched the bridge of his nose, and touched his right ear.

Then Nadal stopped bouncing the ball with his racket face (nine bounces in all) and switched the ball to his right hand for five more bounces. Only then was it time to toss the ball and deliver a serve.

It was frankly stressful just to watch him. I am in no way condoning the behavior of the Australian woman who shouted and swore at Nadal as he prepared to serve at the 2021 Australian Open—“Hurry, you OCD *&!$”—and then flipped him off when he looked in her direction. But I can understand her frustration with the wait, which in her case soon ended because she was escorted off the premises.

The irony is Nadal was anything but deliberate in his earliest tennis years. Watch footage of him at age twelve when he played Richard Gasquet in the final of Les Petits As, the prestigious junior tournament in Tarbes, France. He was a youngster in a hurry, barely pausing between points and hitting the serve as soon as he got to the line. The only short tugging I saw came when Nadal was setting up to return, not serve.

So, what happened?

The stakes certainly got higher along the way. “It’s a white-hot spotlight,” Courier said. “A lot of players need rituals to feel comfortable in the environment. It makes them feel like home. That would be my guess.”

It is a fine guess and is surely part of the explanation, but Jofre Porta, the coach based in Mallorca who sometimes assisted Toni Nadal with the coaching duties in Rafael’s early years, told me that the Nadals actually added routines to young Rafael’s game to try to slow down his torrid pace.

Porta first saw Rafael when he was eight years old. “I wasn’t working with him; I was just running a clinic for the federation,” Porta said. “Toni came and said, ‘I have a kid who is incredible, and he is my nephew.’ He had told me some other times, ‘I have an incredible player.’ And they were good but not incredible, but this time I told him, ‘This one, yes, he is incredible!’”

But this one was also so eager to compete that he did not take enough time between points.

“Rafa was like a motorcycle, going full speed,” Porta said. “So, Toni started to give him three balls before he served and handed him the towel, so that he would calm down a little, because he was going so fast that he couldn’t recover. He was intense even then, so intense that he would sometimes be anxious. So, Toni gave Rafa the rituals to slow him down, and now you could say that it’s gone too far, but that was the idea.”

Nadal overcompensated, as Toni later acknowledged, explaining that he was much more open to change than his nephew. “When Rafael has his habits, it’s hard to make him budge,” Toni said. “I would have preferred it did not come to this.”

Listening to Rafael through the years, it seemed that he wished it had not come to this, as well.

“These tics do bother me,” he said in 2014. “Could I play a match without them? Yes, without some of them. I don’t have to touch my nose or put my hair behind my ears before I serve. That’s possible to stop. Not putting the bottles in front of my chair, I could go without that, too. But adjusting my underwear, that I could never get rid of. It’s impossible.”

He knew then what he did not know yet in 2005 when we spoke in Monte Carlo, but there are certainly benefits to his extreme approach, particularly if you accept that such an approach has its limitations.

“There is a very fine line between routines and superstition,” Porta said. “But he always says something that reassures me and that I have been able to use with my students. He says he never believed he could lose or win a match because of how he placed his bottles.”

At times, you did wonder if that was entirely true. Emilio Sánchez Vicario, the former Spanish star and Davis Cup captain, told me he walked into the Roland-Garros locker room in 2005 when he was playing in the legends event. Nadal was about to play (and defeat) Federer in the French Open semifinals, and as usual near the end of a major tournament, the locker room was nearly empty. Sanchez said Nadal was standing in front of a shower stall waiting for Federer to finish even though there were at least a dozen empty stalls to choose from. “There was no way Rafa was changing to a different shower,” Sanchez said. “And I bet he never changed shower in twenty years.”

Daria Abramowicz, the Polish performance psychologist who works with Iga Świątek, has studied Nadal’s game and habits extensively. “I always acknowledge the difference between routines, rituals, and superstitions,” she said. “If your coach has told you that eating, let’s say, porridge for breakfast on match days keeps you energized and makes you feel light, then this is your routine. This is rational. When you start to think that maybe eating this porridge will maybe give you something extra or bring you luck or you use your favorite bowl to eat it, that’s a ritual, because it becomes about emotions. And if you are doing dishes, and you break the bowl and you feel anxiety and feel now you are going to lose, that is a superstition.

“In my work, I implement routines on many levels because they organize your space and process. Routine equals controlling the controllable, and I’m trying obviously to go further away from rituals and superstitions. And so that’s another thing with Rafa where he’s one of a kind, and my take is that sometimes this is a very effective way for him to keep his mind in this very narrow focus mode and sometimes manage anxiety.”

But for all Abramowicz’s admiration for Nadal, she said she would “never recommend copying” his rituals.

Nadal rejects the term “superstition” and argues that if his habits were based on superstition, he would certainly have changed them based on whether he won or lost. He had the same locker at Roland-Garros from the start: No. 159. He stayed in the same hotel on the Right Bank in Paris during Roland-Garros from 2005 through 2019 before pandemic restrictions forced a change. But Nadal said if it was all about superstition, he would have moved after he lost to Robin Söderling in 2009.

Two of Nadal’s opponents—Marinko Matosevic and Lukas Rosol—even tried knocking over his methodically aligned water bottles on changeovers. It was mischievous but ineffective: Nadal won both matches.

“Above all, what all of it does is help me stay concentrated and not let my focus wander to the stands or a spectator or anything else,” Nadal said. “All these little things I do, like with the bottles, helps me avoid any distraction.”

Christian Marcolli, the Swiss performance psychologist who worked with Federer, sees value in the approach.

“A lot of people think this is too much,” he said of Nadal’s myriad routines. “But you cannot look at this in an isolated way. You always need to look at what happens next. It allows him to be in the here and now and in what I see as a productive mindset. I look at this in a very pragmatic way. You need to play this game that is so brutal and has so many elements to distract you and so many elements for your mind not to be in the moment.”

Marcolli works with his clients on controlling the gaze and directing it very intentionally, particularly when there is downtime.

“How you use your eyes is very important,” he said. “From a conceptual perspective, the attention needs to go outwards. The moment you keep your attention more inwards, you start to analyze and start to reflect, and then you have a huge danger you are not in the moment. I haven’t worked with Rafa, and I don’t want to be the guy who comments from far away, but it’s clear to me that the actions he takes are designed to keep his attention outside himself and not to overthink stuff. Then over time it works, and he does these things a bit mechanically, but he still looks at certain spots and has certain anchors, and this seems to keep him in the game.”

For Marcolli, Nadal’s ritualized approach is also a safeguard against overconfidence.

“It’s a reminder that ‘no matter who I play, I will have to solve problems,’” Marcolli said. “He applies the same routines and rigor whether he is playing number 50 or playing Djokovic or Alcaraz. So, he doesn’t even start to get into the danger zone of thinking ‘This should be easier’ or ‘Why am I having so many problems against a guy ranked so low?’ Even in Paris, where he’s won so many times, it doesn’t matter who he is playing. He’s always there, always connected, always engaged. He embraces the problems he gets no matter who he is facing, and it’s like, ‘I don’t care if the camera is on me, and I don’t care if people think this is crazy or too much. It works, and I’m there, and I have the mind where I want it to be, so all good.’”

During the 2014 Australian Open, Dr. Christopher Mogan, an Australian psychologist specializing in OCD, actually complained to the Australian network broadcasting the tournament because its commentators, including Courier and Lleyton Hewitt, were in Mogan’s view “trivializing” Nadal’s behaviors. Hewitt told a story on air about Nadal repeatedly removing his shirt and putting it back on again before leaving the locker room.

“It’s being highlighted, and it’s disrespectful to him,” Mogan told the newspaper The Age, saying that poking fun at his behaviors could be distressing to those watching who had OCD. “Two to three percent of people have this seriously disabling condition, and they would be identifying with him.”

Nadal and his team have said he does not have OCD, and late in Nadal’s career I asked him how ritualistic he was in his life outside of tennis and whether his closets were perfectly arranged.

He laughed.

“They’re a disaster, sincerely,” he said. “People see my routines on the court and believe that I am someone with lots of routines and superstitions outside the court, but outside the court I am practically at zero. I need to be really organized when I am competing, but in my personal life, I’m someone who is really disorganized and someone who is not really on time or super type A. But when I am on the court, the routines allow me to stay totally concentrated on what there is to do.”







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE DROUGHT

We had seen Rafael Nadal downcast in Roland-Garros news conferences many a time, but this one was different.

Nadal was not talking down his chances. He was giving himself no chance, withdrawing from the 2016 tournament after winning two rounds because of a left wrist injury that made it impossible for him to hit his whipping forehand without serious pain.

“One of the toughest press conferences in my career,” Nadal said, his left forearm now encased in a blue brace.

As Nadal gloomily took a seat and announced the surprising and unfortunate news, my first thought was that there would be no thirtieth birthday cake in Paris for the Spaniard.

My next thought was for Facundo Bagnis, an Argentine tennis player whom Nadal had crushed in the second round 6–3, 6–0, 6–3 the day before he announced he was incapable of continuing.

“You’ve got to feel for Rafa but you’ve also got to feel for Facundo Bagnis,” said Gilles Simon, the French star. “He loses 6–3, 6–0, 6–3, and the guy pulls out because he can’t even hold his racket. It just shows you the gap in level between Rafa and the rest on clay.”

At this stage, Nadal was in a category of his own making, no doubt, but he was also in a drought by his extraterrestrial standards.

After four straight victories in Paris from 2005 to 2008 and five more from 2010 to 2014, he had gone two years without threatening for the title. In 2015, Djokovic had become the second man to defeat him at Roland-Garros and the first to beat him in straight sets in a best-of-five-set match on clay.

Nadal was battling his body, which was nothing unusual, but he was also struggling with his self-belief. This was brand-new. His unforced error count was frequently way up. He was often off target and off rhythm when he needed a point most, which was hardly the formula that had made him rich and famous.

He felt he was playing well enough in practice. The problem, in his view, was mental, and Nadal being Nadal, he did not shy away from sharing his concerns in Spanish, Mallorquin, and his inimitable English.

“I don’t have this self-confidence that when I hit the ball I’m going to hit the ball where I want to hit the ball,” he said in Miami after losing early to his compatriot Fernando Verdasco.

Toni Nadal, when we spoke in Miami, said his nephew was caught in a vicious circle, losing confidence because of defeats, leading to more defeats.

But it was more than that. “It really was anxiety on the court for a while,” Francis Roig told me. “He couldn’t control what was going on in his head. For him, competition became very tough.”

Listening to Rafael’s interviews in 2015 often felt like listening in on therapy sessions as reporters probed his mindset or even offered suggestions.

Rafael was asked in Miami if he had considered seeing a performance psychologist. He said no, holding firm to his view that tennis was trivial compared to the bigger issues in life.

“Is sport, is a game,” he said. “It’s something that I need to fix for myself and with my team. I need the help of my team, too, but especially I need the help of myself. That’s what I am trying to do. Nobody is gonna change the situation for you. You have to know that you have a problem, and you have to know that you have to improve that. You have to change that. I am gonna keep working on it. Hopefully the clay helps.”

But even the clay did not help in 2015. He had saved his season in 2014 by breaking a five-match losing streak against Djokovic and defeating him in yet another French Open final. But he had not beaten Djokovic since then and was in the midst of losing eleven of twelve matches to the Serbian.

“It’s true that Nadal was Novak’s bête noire for years,” said former French star Guy Forget in an interview early in the 2015 season. “But Rafa has some problems, and he is not going to win Roland-Garros fourteen times. Behind him, it’s Novak who is the closest, and I think he will win Roland-Garros one day.”

Forget was spot-on about Djokovic and amusingly mistaken about that number fourteen.

But the surprising part of Djokovic’s 7–5, 6–3, 6–1 quarterfinal defeat of Nadal at Roland-Garros in 2015 was that it was no surprise. Nadal looked resigned to the outcome.

The shock had come in the final when Djokovic, poised at last to win the only major title he was missing, was outplayed by Switzerland’s second fiddle. Stan Wawrinka, in plaid shorts and a state of grace, slapped glorious one-handed backhands, hung remarkably tough in the extended rallies, and then made big swings and big risks pay off.

Wawrinka finished with 60 winners to Djokovic’s 30 and only a few more unforced errors: 45 to 41. Tennis fans who were also gamers called it “God mode,” but this was reality, and Magnus Norman, who had coached Robin Söderling to his mega-upset of Nadal in 2009, was the common thread. He was now coaching and inspiring Wawrinka.

Norman had lost in the 2000 French Open final to Gustavo Kuerten. Söderling had lost in the final twice under Norman’s tutelage.

“This one is for you,” Wawrinka said to Norman. “You’ve won it.”

It was quite a coup. This was Djokovic’s finest season: more complete and consistently dominant than even 2011. He went 82-6 in singles for a winning percentage of 93 percent, the highest of his career. He won three majors and six Masters 1000s, losing in the finals of the two others he played. But even though Djokovic had finally beaten Nadal on Paris clay, his decade-long quest was not over, and the forlorn sight of him in his courtside chair after the loss to Wawrinka, drained and staring blankly into space for more than a minute, is an image that sticks with you.

But Nadal certainly did some of his own staring into the void in 2015: a year when he did not make it past the quarterfinals in any Grand Slam tournament and won no top-tier events. His three singles titles came in Buenos Aires and Stuttgart, both ATP 250 events, and in Hamburg, an ATP 500 played on clay after Wimbledon.

It was Nadal’s worst season since his breakthrough as a teenager. When it ended in London with yet another loss to Djokovic, this one in the semifinals of the ATP Finals, Nadal sat down in the locker room at the O2 Arena with Alejandro Ciriza, the fine tennis writer for Spanish newspaper El País.

Ciriza explained to Nadal that it was difficult for people to understand, after all his success, why he would have doubts or fear. Why now at age thirty?

“It’s not fear,” Nadal answered. “If it were fear, I wouldn’t be ashamed to say it, because I’m not a person who is afraid to acknowledge these things. It’s a strange situation of lack of control of breathing and timing. When one lacks control of breathing and timing, of understanding how the ball is coming or going, it’s because mentally things speed up. This is all a consequence of anxiety. How can it happen at this stage? I suppose that injuries have an influence and also the impact of always asking yourself to seek the maximum. So things become complicated. I’ve talked honestly all year about what has happened to me, but without any drama.”

Ciriza suggested that part of the problem might have been that for many years Nadal had made the extraordinary seem ordinary.

“Maybe for you journalists but not for me,” he answered. “I have always been very clear about the difficulty of everything I have achieved, and I have always valued it highly.”

Like any clever interviewer, Ciriza saved the most sensitive question for last: Would Nadal consider changing coaches, or did he plan on staying with Toni until the end?

“No, no, no, with Toni until the end, no,” Nadal said. “First of all, it’s Toni until he wants it, and then it’s until we are both happy with each other. What I don’t agree with is that at the first sign of change, when things start to go wrong after a lot of years going very well, people are singled out. The only one to blame for things not going well this year is me. The others have done just as well as always.”

That last answer was certainly worth archiving, but however much Nadal was floundering, he seemed better equipped than most sports luminaries to deal with this kind of downward spiral. He had been taught to expect—even welcome—struggles and difficulties. He had been raised not to view himself as special outside the tennis court. But for all the baubles and trophies, Nadal shunned the pedestal, resisting anyone’s efforts to place him above the fray. His battle was internal, not external, and his ability to project humility and embrace adversity were particularly useful as the setbacks piled up.

There would be another to start the 2016 season as Verdasco rallied to defeat Nadal again, this time in five sets in the first round of the Australian Open. It was a brutal moment for Nadal: only his second defeat in the opening round of a major.

“A tough and painful loss, especially because it’s not like last year when I arrived here playing bad and feeling myself not ready for it,” he said. “This year was a completely different story. I have been playing and practicing great and working so much.”

But it was a second chance for the unseeded Verdasco, beaten by Nadal in five grueling sets on this same court in the semifinals of the 2009 Australian Open in one of the best matches of the golden era. Verdasco was two years older than Nadal and built like Nadal, with a muscular frame strengthened by frequent sessions in Las Vegas lifting heavy weights under the supervision of Gil Reyes, the fitness trainer and mentor who had played such a big role in Andre Agassi’s career.

Verdasco was a handsome left-hander with a huge forehand of his own. If not for Nadal, he certainly would have taken up more air and space in Spanish culture and the tennis microcosm. But he was in a secondary role, like Feliciano López, another flashy and enduring Spanish lefty, even if both had beaten Nadal in recent months. Verdasco’s magnificent miss in 2009 had stuck to him and with him. He said he had rewatched the match at least ten times, looking for insights. Perhaps that was because he had not been able to go that deep in a major again. Nor would he in Melbourne this time, losing in the very next round and paying the price for all his efforts against Nadal.

But Nadal’s continued slump was beginning to generate increasing interest and concern. After the upset, I got a rare direct call in Melbourne from my sports editor in New York wondering if Nadal was going to play much longer and requesting an analytical piece.

He seemed increasingly irrelevant in a game dominated by Djokovic and an improving Murray, and given the physical demands of Nadal’s playing style and the traditional arc of pro tennis careers, it seemed likely that he was on the downslope for good. But I could also see encouraging signs.

“Although Nadal nostalgia is certainly in order, the panic button is not worth punching just yet,” I wrote in the New York Times. “Men’s players are thriving like never before past the age of 30, and Nadal did play convincing, aggressive tennis down the stretch in 2015 in a phase of the season during which he has often slumped, recovering the sting and depth in his forehand, the whipping stroke that has been his signature shot.”

That forehand had let him down against Verdasco, however, often landing and falling short, failing to secure Nadal the initiative. For Roig, who had been watching and coaching him for a decade, short forehands were a sign that Nadal was forcing the shot, too tense to optimize the kinetic chain.

“In terms of being competitive, I was competitive,” Nadal said. “In terms of creating damage to the opponent with my forehand, I didn’t. So, I was hitting forehands, and he was able to keep hitting winners. Cannot happen when I am hitting my forehand. The opponent, if he wants to hit a winner, it’s because he takes too much risk. In my opinion, that was not the case today.”

Verdasco had 90 winners and 91 unforced errors: both big numbers and reflective of his level of consistent aggression and of opponents’ realization that overpowering Nadal was the right approach.

“It’s a strategy that frankly has been employed too infrequently against the Big Four,” Jim Courier told me. “Those guys have been too good for the field if you allow them to play their way. Disruption is the only option to cause an upset, since they so rarely beat themselves with unforced errors.”

Söderling and Magnus Norman had shown the way against Nadal by going hard at Nadal’s forehand instead of directing the vast majority of traffic to his two-handed backhand. Djokovic popularized the tactic. Wojtek Fibak, the clever Polish star who had coached and managed Ivan Lendl, urged Djokovic to do this when he was part of his coaching team at the 2013 U.S. Open. Nadal won that match but would never beat Djokovic on a hard court again.

“Rafael played the best match of his life on earth,” Fibak told me with a laugh. “But the strategy was the right one, and look at the stats. Djokovic beat him in straight sets many times in a row when they played after that. And then everybody saw it: go after Nadal’s forehand. Six months later, five guys played him like this. Two years later, twenty guys played him like this, and then everybody played him like this. But before that, nobody dared to do it.”

It was counterintuitive to a layperson: the equivalent of running straight at the lion instead of looking for a Land Rover.

“The way to beat a huge forehand is to play to the forehand, really play to it,” Fibak said. “Because the guys with big forehands they hit the most winners from the backhand side when they can run around and hit the forehand inside out or inside in. Agassi hated when he had to go all the way to the sideline to hit the forehand. And same with Nadal. He loved when people played towards his backhand, because either he would not miss it, or he was hitting most of his forehand winners from that backhand side too.”

Tennis is a cyclical game, and sometimes a winning strategy does not work for long. Nadal, back on clay on favorable terms and footing, eventually found form for real: winning Monte Carlo and Barcelona to equal Guillermo Vilas’s record of forty-nine tour clay court singles titles.

He lost to Murray in straight sets in the semifinals in Madrid, the clay court event whose conditions were the worst fit for Nadal’s game. But though Nadal did not mention it publicly, there was more to the loss than Madrid’s two-thousand-foot altitude. He had felt pain in his left wrist during his three-set victory over João Sousa in the quarterfinals. It continued to trouble Nadal in Rome, where he played on anti-inflammatory medication and was beaten by Djokovic in the quarterfinals.

But Nadal, too familiar with what it was like to play through pain, arrived back in Paris hopeful that he could manage the problem.

The tournament had changed since his last visit, and for tragic reasons. In November 2015, a series of Islamist terror attacks in Paris killed 130 people, eighty-nine of them at the Bataclan, a historic concert hall and theater. The attacks forced all Paris venues to increase security measures, and the French Open was no exception. Its organizers grimly established new buffer zones around the stadium, significantly increasing the police presence.

In recent years, when I covered the tournament, I had stayed in our family apartment in the sixteenth arrondissement. I traveled to Roland-Garros by bicycle, and I could ride directly up to the front gate, show the guards my credential without dismounting, and cycle straight into the grounds, then turn right into the television compound and lock my bike to a tree behind Court Five to the soundtrack of balls meeting strings.

But that dreamy commute was no longer possible with all the new checkpoints and security fencing. For the first time since the early days of World War Two, Roland-Garros had a fortress mentality.

“The Parisians, they have gone through a lot,” American player Bethanie Mattek-Sands told me that year. “When we first heard about those attacks, it was one of those moments where you remember where you were, and you stop for a moment and think about it because it’s not somewhere in a land faraway. It’s the place where you go every year.

“Coming back, it’s something that is in the back in your mind. It’s something that didn’t happen long ago, and it’s something you can’t really predict. So as much as you don’t want to kind of live in fear of what could happen, you never know. And I hope that the French Open, like with the Olympics and other sports, brings people together.”

Nadal kept it simpler. “What happened was terrible news, but it’s past,” he said. “I believe that the people who organize the event and the whole city is 100 percent focused on making the event safe for everybody, not only for the players.”

It was the end of a more carefree period, and there was no going back. But Nadal would not be long for this edition of the tournament even if he started it like a man on a mission. He overwhelmed big-serving Australian Sam Groth in the first round, losing just three games, and dominated Bagnis, dropping just six games. But Nadal had resorted to painkilling injections in his left wrist for those matches.

Nadal’s physician, Angel Ruiz-Cotorro, who had helped him recover from a litany of injuries through the years, took a long look at the results of the most recent scans and advised Nadal not to continue. There would be no third round against his Spanish compatriot Marcel Granollers.

“It’s obvious if it’s not Roland-Garros, I will probably not take the risks of playing the first two days,” Nadal said. “But it’s the most important event of the year for me, so we tried our best. That’s why we played with the anesthetic injection, so without feeling at all in the wrist. But you know when I am coming to Roland-Garros, I am coming thinking about winning the tournament. To win the tournament, I need five more matches, and the doctor says that’s 100 percent impossible.”

The diagnosis was an inflamed tendon sheath, but Ruiz-Cotorro told Nadal that he would likely tear the tendon if he played on. That could mean several months off the circuit.

“I did all the tests that I needed, and I trust Angel fully,” Nadal said. “Angel always helped me play to the limit. This time he says that I can’t play.”

It was Nadal’s first and last midtournament withdrawal at the French Open, and it left Roland-Garros without Nadal or Roger Federer, who was struggling with his own body. Federer, now thirty-four years old, had torn a meniscus in Australia in January while running a bath for his twin daughters and undergone knee surgery in February—the first surgery of his career. He had returned to the tour with trademark enthusiasm but had come back too quickly. The knee still did not feel right, and though he had come to Paris with his team intending to play, he withdrew after a practice session on Court One.

“My knee feels like it weighs a hundred kilos,” he told his fitness trainer, Pierre Paganini.

The withdrawal ended Federer’s record streak of consecutive Grand Slam singles tournament appearances at sixty-five. It was a remarkable number, all the more so in comparison with Nadal, who because of injuries would never play more than fourteen majors in a row.

Federer won his only French Open when Nadal was upset by Söderling in 2009. Now it was Djokovic’s turn to capitalize on the Spaniard’s rare absence.

Djokovic dropped just two sets in seven matches, including one in the final against Andy Murray. Nadal won the French Open in his first appearance. Djokovic had to wait until his twelfth visit. He paid his dues and was rewarded: a recurring theme for Djokovic. This victory gave him the career Grand Slam and made him the first man to hold all four major trophies since Rod Laver in 1969.

Nadal had stopped Djokovic just short of winning four straight majors in the final of the 2012 French Open, but he was in no condition to stop him this year.

Wrist injuries, among the most serious for a tennis player, had become increasingly common because of the increased power and torque in the game. Juan Martin del Potro, the Argentine with the thunderous forehand and serve, had required three wrist surgeries to save his career.

After Nadal’s withdrawal, I spoke with del Potro’s surgeon, Dr. Richard Berger of the Mayo Clinic, who sounded optimistic and said that, in general, players could return from an injury like this in four to six weeks.

It turned out to be closer to ten, but, after missing Wimbledon, Nadal made it to Rio de Janeiro for the 2016 Summer Olympics. He carried the flag for the Spanish delegation at the Opening Ceremony in the Maracanã, the iconic soccer stadium where the World Cup final was played in 1950 and 2014. Nadal, a soccer fanatic who surely could have been a professional himself, appreciated the venue, and the Games were the moment that Nadal had been waiting and rehabbing for.

The Olympics were not a priority for every tennis superstar—see Pete Sampras—but they were important to Nadal, tapping into his affinity for team, country, and sports in general. After winning gold in Beijing in 2008 in singles, he had been injured during the London Games in 2012, missing the chance to carry the flag for Spain, and he was determined to make it to Rio and to play more than a ceremonial role.

I was there, too, covering the Games with a sense of foreboding because of the widely publicized concerns about the zika virus, crime, water pollution in scenic Guanabara Bay, and organizational chaos. When Rio had been awarded the Games in 2009, Brazil was booming. The World Cup in 2014 and Olympics in 2016 were supposed to be a combined coming-of-age extravaganza for the country, but it did not work out that way as its economy and prospects slumped.

It was a slog to deliver the Games and a big, certainly unnecessary drain on Rio’s and the country’s finances, but the Olympic negativity, as so often, was quickly drowned out by the euphoria of watching many of the world’s best athletes—including Usain Bolt, Simone Biles, Michael Phelps, and Neymar—ply their trades with medals on the line.

Nadal beat the clock, resuming full-scale training just a few days before leaving Spain for Rio. He checked into the Olympic village and on Friday, August 5, he donned a blue blazer, red trousers, and a straw hat and led the Spanish at the opening ceremony. I am not sure I have seen him smile for that extended a period.

“Twenty-five days ago, I was at home, and I couldn’t train,” he told us later. “I couldn’t hit my forehand and could only hit my backhand a little bit. I was dreaming of being able to come here and carry the flag of my country. For me, that was a huge thing. I was supposed to do it in London, and I didn’t want to miss out a second time. But I didn’t want to come and not compete.”

He committed to doubles and then, only a few days before the Games, decided he was healthy enough to play singles, too. It was a lot to ask of his wrist, but he wrapped it tightly with white tape, and it held firm. Playing with palpable gusto on the green and blue hard courts, he reached the semifinals of the singles and more surprisingly the final of the doubles with Marc Lopez.

Nadal and Lopez had been friends since boyhood, and Lopez took a slightly sadistic pleasure in recounting the first practice set they played in Barcelona when Nadal was twelve years old.

Lopez, four years his elder, won it 6–0.

“He always tells the same story,” Nadal said in Rio, shaking his head.

“But it’s true!” Lopez said.

Their professional paths had diverged, with Lopez becoming one of the world’s leading doubles players while Nadal was busy piling up major singles titles.

They rarely got the opportunity to play together but had a history of success: winning the Masters 1000 title in Indian Wells in 2010 and 2012. Lopez was initially supposed to pair in Rio with his regular partner Feliciano López. They had won the French Open together in June, the first and last Grand Slam title for both men. But when Feliciano decided to skip the Olympics to prioritize the regular tour, Marc Lopez jumped at the chance to team with Nadal.

They did not play traditional doubles, often staying back after serving and ripping ground strokes from the baseline. They extended rallies with stupendous, lunging defense or ended them with passing shot winners or quicksilver poaches at net, often from Nadal, who was explosive off the mark and had become one of the most effective volleyers on tour despite his suboptimal grips.

They needed three sets to get past del Potro and Maximo Gonzalez from Argentina in the second round, and needed two tiebreakers in the semifinals to defeat the outstanding team of Daniel Nestor and Vasek Pospisil from Canada.

In the final, Nadal and Lopez faced another pair of doubles specialists: the No. 5 seeds Florin Mergea and Horia Tecau from Romania. It was tight, very tight, and the Romanians were in prime position when they broke Lopez at love to take a 4–3 lead in the decisive third set. But the Spaniards struck back immediately to break Mergea’s serve and then, at full intensity, closed out their 6–2, 3–6, 6–4 victory.

Nadal released his racket, dropped to his knees, and pitched face forward next to the painted Olympic rings. Lopez fell onto his back, covering his face with both hands. When they rose, they celebrated the gold medal together and teared up together on the medal stand.

It was and remained the most significant doubles title of Nadal’s career and only deepened his bond with Lopez. But it was also a rare and resonant victory after nearly two years of frustration and anxiety. You could sense release in Nadal’s joy in Rio.

“An amazing experience,” Nadal said. “Especially doing it with one of my best friends, Marc, is something unforgettable for me. To win a gold medal today after two months and a half with no practice, no preparation at all, just working in the gym, was something not easy to do.”

Winning another medal in singles turned out to be too much to ask. But Nadal came agonizingly close, returning to the court the day after his doubles gold to face del Potro in the semifinals. The Argentine had missed much more than ten weeks of action in his career because of his wrist problems. But “DelPo” was in devastating form in Rio. He upset world No. 1 Djokovic 7–6 (4), 7–6 (2) in the opening round, but his match with Nadal was the highlight: an astonishing three-set duel that lasted more than three hours and required del Potro to rally from a set down, no easy task against Nadal, even in 2016.

Del Potro broke at 4–4 in the third to serve for the match, only to get broken back at love as Nadal hit a glorious forehand passing shot winner on the run. But del Potro’s serve and big-bang strokes carried him to the finish line as Nadal missed his signature shot, an inside-out forehand, on the Argentine’s second match point in the decisive tiebreaker. Del Potro celebrated by kneeling next to the word “Rio” that had been painted on the court and kissing the dot on the i.

It was hard to begrudge del Potro the moment or the victory. He was star-crossed almost as a rule, but he and Nadal both had one more match to play. Del Potro was beaten in four rugged sets in the final by Murray, who, in the midst of his finest season, won his second Olympic singles gold, a first for any player, including all of the Big Three.

In the bronze-medal match, Nadal faced Japanese star Kei Nishikori, whom Nadal had beaten nine out of ten times, the only defeat coming on a hard court in Canada in 2015. Nishikori was a superlative ball striker with exquisite timing and a particularly classy two-handed backhand. He was as quick with the ball in play as he was slow to walk between points. He also had grit, with one of the best records on tour in decisive sets. He trained primarily on hard courts at IMG Academy in Bradenton, Florida, and became the highest ranked Japanese man in history at No. 4.

In another era he might have won a major or two, but he was even more injury prone than Nadal, and on this steamy afternoon in Rio, he would manage to make Nadal as angry as I have seen him on a tennis court.

Nadal was weary after his busy comeback week, and Nishikori was in winning position at 6–2, 5–2 and up two breaks of serve. But Nadal, playing for king and country, saved a match point and rallied to force a tiebreaker, which he won decisively. “I got tight,” Nishikori confessed.

He left the court for a bathroom break and after about five minutes Nadal rose from his chair and began to do footwork and shadow strokes. There was no sign of Nishikori. Nadal became agitated, complaining to Brazilian chair umpire Carlos Bernardes about the delay, which Nadal clearly interpreted as an attempt to break his momentum.

Nadal and Bernardes had argued on court in the past, and there was irony here. In February 2015, Bernardes had given Nadal time violations in Rio for taking too long between points during a semifinal loss to Fabio Fognini. Bernardes also had told Nadal he would penalize him if he left the court to fix his shorts, which he had put on backward by mistake, and Nadal ended up changing them under a towel on a changeover. To sum up, he felt disrespected.

“I’m going to ask that you don’t umpire me ever again,” he said to Bernardes during that match. “I don’t have a problem with you, but I can’t take it anymore. You put on more pressure than anyone on tour, without a doubt.”

Nadal successfully requested that Bernardes stop umpiring his matches for a stretch in 2015: what tour officials called “taking a vacation.” But they were back together at the Olympics. Bernardes tried to calm Nadal by telling him that the bathroom was far from the court. But seeing Bernardes in the chair certainly did not help Nadal’s mood.

“Don’t screw me!” Nadal barked at him in Spanish as Nishikori still failed to appear.

There was more irony here. Nadal made his opponents wait plenty through the decades as he completed his elaborate prematch and pre-serve rituals. In 2013, the ATP Tour cracked down on the slow pace of play, in no small part because of Nadal, by mandating that umpires start enforcing the twenty-five-second time limit between points. The ATP later began using an on-court shot clock to send an even clearer message.

But Nadal was not seeing the big picture in Rio, only the daunting challenge at hand, and finally, after an eleven-minute absence, Nishikori reemerged to the sound of boos and whistles in the stadium. Nadal, visibly displeased, went on to lose four of the next five games, calling the supervisor to the court for more discussion about the length of Nishikori’s break.

“Do you think that’s fair?” he asked, gesticulating. “I come back from 6–2, 5–2. The opponent goes to the toilet for eleven minutes and nothing happens. It doesn’t matter if the toilet is far away. Someone has to be there to control the time.”

Nishikori closed out the victory and secured the bronze 6–2, 6–7 (1), 6–3, but he never beat Nadal again, and I have rarely seen Nadal give a chillier handshake to an opponent.

It was a frosty finish to a soul-warming tournament for Nadal. But that doubles gold with Lopez was the highlight of Nadal’s 2016 season, and it would cost him. He resumed struggling, shutting down his season early after losing in the opening round to Viktor Troicki in Shanghai in early October. His wrist was still troubling him, and he attributed it to his Olympic push.

It was time for yet another injury break, and Federer already was deep into the longest break of his career: a six-month hiatus to let his postoperative knee fully heal after his struggles on the clay and on the grass at Wimbledon.

“Maybe I should have taken more time after the Australian Open once I had surgery,” he told me. “I just think the knee and the body needed a break. Now if it doesn’t go well, I know I did everything I possibly could. There are no regrets, and there would have been if I had jumped back into it too early. I am actually now confident, and that’s what you need to be when you are an athlete. You need to be confident in your body, confident in your ability. The only thing missing for me now is matches.”

He and Nadal were still in touch and still on good terms. Nadal had done his friendly rival a big favor in 2016: committing early to the Laver Cup, the new annual team event that Federer and his agent, Tony Godsick, were starting with major investors in 2017. Nadal was there by Federer’s side in New York in August at the St. Regis Hotel for the official launch.

Two months later, Federer returned the favor, flying south to Mallorca to lend his star power to the official opening of Nadal’s academy in Manacor on October 19.

Their rivalry was in a lull—this was the first season since 2003 that they had not faced off on tour—and they looked increasingly comfortable in each other’s presence, increasingly in agreement after their disaccord in the early 2010s, when they had clashed over ATP Tour policy and Nadal resigned from the player council in 2012 after failing to push through a two-year ranking system or get Richard Krajieck selected as the new tour leader. Nadal, who believes in loyalty, deeply appreciated Federer making the effort and the journey to Mallorca. But their paths would intersect more often between the lines in 2017, and Nadal made it clear in Manacor that the academy opening was not a sign that he was preparing to leave the circuit and spend more time at home base.

“I am confident that I have many more years left on the tour,” he said.

He was correct, no matter what anyone had predicted in his full-throttle youth—including Nadal himself, who once told Roig he expected to be done by twenty-seven.

Nadal was into his thirties now, but he, of all people, was ready to shake up his routines. He wanted to return to the fore.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LA DECIMA

The change began in December 2016, when shortly before returning to the circuit, Nadal announced he was adding Carlos Moyá to his coaching staff.

Any shake-up in Nadal’s team was news. In a sport where leading players routinely shuffle through personnel, searching for a new (sometimes cheaper) voice, Nadal had taken a different approach. He was about continuity, from his uncle Toni to his long-standing core support group of agent Carlos Costa, physiotherapist Rafael Maymo, assistant coach Francis Roig, and publicist Benito Perez-Barbadillo.

“I have never fired anybody,” Nadal told me proudly once midway through his career.

Hiring Moyá would have big knock-on effects, but Moyá was hardly an outsider. He had been Nadal’s mentor, a benevolent and unselfish guide to the pathway to the top. Moyá, with the emphasis on the a, was from Palma, the Mallorcan capital, but played tournaments on occasion at the modest Club Tenis Manacor, where Nadal learned the game from his uncle.

Nadal did not have full-blown tennis idols in his youth. He saved his hero worship—and the posters in his bedroom—for soccer stars at Real Madrid like Zinedine Zidane, Raul Gonzalez, and Luis Figo, and later became a big fan and friend of golfer Tiger Woods.

But Moyá, ten years older than Nadal, was certainly a role model, flesh-and-forehand proof that Mallorcan tennis players could achieve greatness. He won the French Open in 1998 and reached No. 1 the following year.

Before Moyá, the only Mallorcan to make it on tour was Alberto Tous, who reached the semifinals of the 1987 French Open in doubles and peaked at No. 39 in the ATP doubles rankings and No. 52 in singles that same year. He was a tennis pioneer in Mallorca, but because of the lack of competition and practice partners he left for Barcelona at age fourteen to train. Tous retired relatively young at age twenty-seven, rocked by his brother’s death and eager to support his parents. Tous decided to start a tennis academy in Mallorca that would draw from all of the Balearic Islands. He began with a group of eighteen players, and Moyá, then thirteen years old, was part of that initial class.

The academy staff included Joan Forcades, a public school physical education teacher who later became Moyá and Nadal’s low-profile but effective fitness trainer.

“Joan did not know tennis, but he came to us with his fresh eyes and fresh ideas,” Tous told me. “He’s a very curious person and good worker.”

Another member of the staff was Jofre Porta, a young coach from Barcelona who had moved to Mallorca and had been working with Moyá at a local club since he was five years old.

“Carlos’s father came to me and said I have a son who is hitting the ball all the time against the wall,” Porta told me. “I didn’t have any students that young, but I told him to bring him in, and he played very well. Not like Rafa but very well. The truth is that Carlos and I learned together, because I was very young when he started with me. I was more like an older brother than any kind of father figure.”

Moyá was a quick learner but reserved. “He didn’t talk very much and played it cool,” Tous said with a laugh. “I would give the players exercises to do at home, and Carlos was one of these guys who was coming the next day and when I asked him if he did the work, he would say no. But he was only busting my balls. It was clear that he had done it.”

Moyá’s parents, who were weekend tennis players, certainly had not planned on their son becoming a traveling tennis professional, but they were ultimately supportive.

“My parents freaked out a little bit,” Moyá told me. “It was like, I don’t know, ‘My son wants to be an astronaut,’ because back then in the ’80s in Mallorca, tennis didn’t exist as a career option. They thought I was crazy or something in the beginning, but it just shows if you have a dream nobody can stop you at least from trying. That’s what I did, and that’s what my parents told me, to dream, and they didn’t put any limit on my imagination.”

By the time Moyá was seventeen, Tous was convinced that Moyá needed to follow his lead and move to Barcelona, the epicenter of Spanish tennis, to hone his game at the national training center.

“There were not people at Carlos’s level,” Tous said. “I spoke to the Spanish federation, and they didn’t want Carlos in that moment. One guy who was a director told me, ‘No, people from Mallorca, they are very lazy.’ Can you believe that? Finally, Juan Avendaño, who was the technical director of the Spanish federation, told me, ‘I don’t know anything about your guy, but if you tell me he’s going to be a good one, I believe you.’”

Less than three years later, Moyá reached the final of the 1997 Australian Open, upsetting Boris Becker in the first round in five sets, and overwhelming No. 2–ranked Michael Chang in straight sets in the semifinals before losing to Sampras in a lopsided final.

With his long dark hair and ruggedly handsome features, Moyá looked like a star before he became one. He was wearing Nike’s sleeveless shirts on the show courts of the world long before Nadal. He also blazed another trail for his mentee as an early adopter of the Babolat racket.

Babolat, a family-held French company founded in 1875 in Lyon, made its name as a manufacturer of tennis racket string, and its early version was made of sheep intestines The company later supplied the four Musketeers and Suzanne Lenglen and invented the first synthetic string in 1955. But Babolat, eager to diversify, began producing rackets in 1994, and though it was hard to convince established stars to switch, Moyá, an emerging talent, decided to take a chance on the original version of the Pure Drive called the Soft Drive.

It was a head-heavy racket with a hefty beam that was unusually powerful, and Moyá’s first tournament with it was the Paris Indoor in the autumn of 1996.

It went well, extremely well, for the unseeded Moyá. He upset Tim Henman, the former British No. 1, in the first round and Becker in the second.

“It was such a big surprise for me, and I said, ‘Maybe it’s the racket!’” Moyá said.

Three months later, he surprised himself again by reaching the Australian Open final. He was twenty years old.

“I left Spain around Christmastime with nobody knowing who I was, and I came back and my world had changed,” he said. “It is like one of those movies where you go to bed and wake up and everything is different.”

He struggled to handle the attention but kept his tennis game in high gear, winning Monte Carlo and Roland-Garros in 1998 and rising to No. 1 in March the following year.

Toni and Rafael took note of Moyá’s success, and Rafael began using the Babolat Soft Drive as a preteen.

“I don’t remember all the details because I was a kid, but I remember Carlos playing with Babolat,” Rafael said. “That started a big boom in Mallorca.”

Luca Appino, then the global sports marketing director at Babolat, told me he signed Nadal to his first Babolat deal in November 1998 when Nadal was twelve years old. Nadal later switched to the Pure Drive and then the Aero Pro Drive.

The Pure Drive, adopted by the big-serving Andy Roddick and Kim Clijsters, would become the best-selling racket in the world.

Moyá, however, would not rule men’s tennis for long. His reign at No. 1 lasted just two weeks in 1999, shorter only than Australian Patrick Rafter’s single week at the top later that same year.

“Carlos got to number one, and he won’t be mad at me for saying this, but he had a lot of good luck,” Porta said. “If Carlos had been born ten years later, we never would have heard about number one. I think he deserves the most credit for being in the top 10 for so many years. That is much more revealing.”

Moyá, who finished in the year-end top 10 on five occasions from 1997 to 2004, does not disagree. I have interviewed him several times, and he has a soft-spoken manner and sees himself with disarming clarity. He knows he did not have the inner drive of Nadal, and he seems at peace with it.

“I miss being on the big stage, but not what it takes to get there,” he told me a decade after he retired. “It’s a hard life, very hard. I see Rafa, what he’s doing every day. You have to have so much dedication. It’s not easy. My goal was to win a major and get to number one. My dream was not to win a bunch of Grand Slams over many years.”

I asked Moyá if he took satisfaction in being the first Spanish tennis player to reach the top, in being a trailblazer in Mallorca and setting the bar high for Nadal.

“Honestly, I’m not thinking too much about what I did in the past or how proud I am, or my people are,” he said. “I try to live the moment. Of course, I enjoyed my life and career, and I would change nothing. I would do it again.”

Truly?

“Who you are today is the sum of the mistakes you made in the past,” he answered without hesitating. “I might say that if I was twenty years old again I would do this and this and this. But if I was twenty years old again, I would probably do the same mistakes I did then. Of course, I would love to have won more and blablabla, but you can’t go back.”

Moyá, for me, was a man of abundant talent—his forehand and athleticism were top drawer—but of undersized ego.

“One of his other coaches told me once that if he had been as good a player as Carlos and as handsome as Carlos and had the same car as Carlos, he would have been so arrogant that he would have been insufferable,” Porta said with a laugh.

But Moyá did not think the world revolved around him, which helps explain why he took Nadal so happily under his wing, even though he soon became aware that the youngster was going to fly higher. They first hit together when Nadal was twelve and Moyá was twenty-two. They began training regularly together in Mallorca when Nadal was fourteen and Moyá was twenty-four.

It was one of the big reasons that Nadal was able to take a different path than Tous or Moyá and remain in Mallorca instead of moving to Barcelona. He could stay at home, benefiting from the support of his family and friends, and still train with one of the world’s best tennis players.

The Nadals were grateful to Moyá and have remained so.

“He always extended a hand to this boy who was starting to make a name for himself on the same island,” Toni Nadal wrote in his book Todo se puede entrenar. “The first times we trained with Carlos my nephew could almost not look him in the eye. He was always ready to give us good advice and train with us at a time when Rafa had not yet developed the physical strength of an equal.”

As Nadal transitioned from junior tournaments to satellites to the full-blown tour, Moyá was there to help smooth out the bumps, integrating him into the community of Spanish players, and pointing out the pitfalls. But Moyá could sense what was coming, and in May 2003 he faced Nadal, then sixteen, in the second round of the venerable clay court event, the Hamburg Open.

Nadal walked on court and unwittingly sat in the chair that had been assigned to the second-seeded Moyá and had his name on it. Moyá discreetly asked him to move.

Nadal went on to win 7–5, 6–4 and apologized to Moyá at the net. Nadal already had experience in competing against close connections. As a junior, he had often played and practiced with Tomeu Salva, his good friend from Mallorca who was also coached for a time by Toni Nadal.

But the Moyá match had special symbolism for Nadal, and though Moyá would win two of their next three matches, Nadal would finish with a 6–2 career edge.

They teamed up, playing doubles together at the 2004 Summer Olympics in Athens and then joining forces in the Davis Cup in 2004 to win the title in Nadal’s rookie year in the competition. Nadal, at seventeen, won the doubles and decisive singles against the French in the semifinals on clay in Alicante, Spain. In the final against the Americans in Seville, Moyá won the decisive singles match against Roddick on the third day after Nadal had beaten Roddick on day one.

Nadal was helping Moyá realize some of his own dreams, too, but the teenager was rising with remarkable speed. In 2005 at the Miami Open, Nadal was in position to pass Moyá in the ATP rankings for the first time by winning his next match.

“Joan Bosch, who was coaching Carlos at the time, said, ‘Better if Rafa loses today,’” Porta said. “And Carlos answered him, ‘If he doesn’t pass me today, he will pass me tomorrow or another day. I never want Rafa to lose.’”
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More than a decade later, it seemed altogether fitting, even poignant, that Nadal would call on Moyá to help him break out of his midcareer slump.

Moyá had retired in 2010 to little fanfare, his final seasons a litany of injuries and modest results. He served as Spain’s Davis Cup captain and then, in 2016, joined the coaching staff of Milos Raonic, the big-serving Canadian star, and helped Raonic reach the Wimbledon final and produce his finest season.

I interviewed Moyá at Roland-Garros that year to talk about Raonic’s decision to add John McEnroe to their already sizable coaching team as a consultant. I took the opportunity to sound out Moyá on Nadal and the wrist injury that had just forced him to withdraw from the French Open.

Moyá seemed notably more enthusiastic when he was talking about Nadal than about Raonic.

“It’s about coming back strong, which I’m sure he’s going to do,” Moyá said. “They talk a lot about his injuries, but the past ten years, he has not been out of the top five at the end of the year, so he always came back stronger. I know that he’s thirty years old. It’s not the same as when you are twenty, but still I think you cannot write him off at all. He’s going to be back fighting for the Slams.”

In December, Moyá became part of the solution. Weary of Raonic’s complexities, he left the Canadian’s team at the end of the season. Soon Moyá received a phone call from Toni Nadal offering him a dual position: assistant coach to Rafael and a coaching role at the newly opened academy in Manacor.

After speaking directly with Rafael, Moyá did not hesitate. Before long he was part of the off-season preparation and then on a long-haul flight to Australia for one of the most remarkable Grand Slam tournaments in history.

Nadal warmed up for the 2017 season by winning an exhibition in Abu Dhabi. He then broke with tradition and went to Brisbane for the first time to play in the ATP event ahead of the Australian Open. He rejoined Moyá and, as coincidence or karma would have it, faced Raonic in the third round. Despite Moyá’s thorough scouting report, Raonic won in three sets.

But Nadal had looked sharp in Brisbane, and he was asked to share his goals for the new season. He said that he wanted to try to win every match, stay healthy for a change, and play a full schedule, maintaining a consistent work rate.

“If I make that happen, I believe I am gonna fight for good things, and I can have something beautiful this year,” he said.

He did not have to wait long.

After arriving in Melbourne for the Australian Open, Nadal returned to his now-customary digs at the Crown Towers, the bustling five-star hotel on the southern bank of the Yarra River. He was seeded 9th, his lowest spot in the pecking order since he came to Melbourne without a seeding in 2005. But Federer was in an unusual place, as well. He was seeded 17th, his lowest slot since the Grand Slam tournaments had gone from sixteen seeds to thirty-two in 2001.

As so often, he and Nadal were on parallel tracks. When I had interviewed Federer during his six-month break from the tour, he seemed in a particularly merry mood and was using Nadal for inspiration.

“The thing is Rafa’s always been unbelievable at comebacks,” Federer told me. “He’s one of the guys who’s done it the best and the most almost. Every time he came back, he was always in the mix again to win big tournaments and be really, really difficult to beat and be one of the favorites, even on his weaker surfaces. So I think maybe on this occasion, he’s going to lead the way for me, to show how it’s done.”

Nadal was asked before the tournament if he was pain-free.

“I am not injured, no,” he said. “Pain-free is a long time ago.”

That sparked laughter from a room populated by plenty of middle-aged sportswriters who could certainly relate to that, if not much else, about Nadal’s game.

The Spaniard was also asked about Moyá.

“Carlos, more than anything, is a good friend of mine,” he said. “I talk with him often. Doesn’t matter if he stays in my team or not, no? I have a great relationship with him… I know him very well. I know he wants the best for me. He knows my personality. He knows my game, too.”

Nadal was asked about the timing. Why add Moyá now and not earlier?

“I am not a person who takes decisions like this,” he said, snapping his fingers. “I need to talk. More than anything, you know, my uncle is my coach. He is a person that is decisive in my career, so I need to talk with him before taking any of these decisions. I will never take a decision like this if Toni is not happy with it.”

At age thirty-five, Federer was still the all-time leader in men’s Grand Slam singles titles with seventeen, but he had not won a major in nearly five years. It had been nearly three years for Nadal. Those were ominous figures for aging superstars, but Paul Annacone, one of the most insightful tennis analysts, reminded me that outliers should never be underestimated. Annacone had coached Federer to his most recent major victory at Wimbledon in 2012. He also had coached Sampras to his last at the U.S. Open in 2002 when, like Federer in Melbourne, Sampras was seeded 17th.

“I think Pete proved over a decade ago that great players at the end of their career can play great, it’s just harder for them to play great for a whole season,” Annacone said. “I’m going to say Roger can win a major until he stops. So can Rafa. They can play seven matches over fourteen days, but can they do it for ten months? That’s the challenge, but I don’t see a reason why people should even wonder if they can win another big one.”

There were two good reasons: Murray and Djokovic, who were seeded 1 and 2. But Nadal and Federer, as it turned out, would not have to deal with them in Melbourne.

Murray, decompressing after his prodigious efforts in 2016, was upset in the fourth round by Mischa Zverev. Djokovic, in a downward spiral of his own, was stunned in the second round by the 117th-ranked wild card Denis Istomin. It was Djokovic’s earliest exit at a major in nearly nine years.

Federer and Nadal stepped into the breach, reaching the final after plenty of adventure along the way.

Nadal needed five sets to get past nineteen-year-old Alexander Zverev, Mischa’s younger brother, in the third round and then five sets more to defeat Grigor Dimitrov in a gripping semifinal that lasted nearly five hours and finished, like too many of the best matches at Melbourne Park, well after midnight.

Federer needed five sets to get past Japan’s Kei Nishikori in the fourth round and five more to defeat his compatriot Stan Wawrinka in the semifinals.

That set up a dream final that not many had been dreaming about two weeks earlier.

“I would have said a great event would be quarters,” Federer said, sounding like he meant it.

“I always had the confidence that if I am able to win some matches, then anything can happen,” Nadal said. “But last year was tough. When you feel that you are playing very well and you have to go from Roland-Garros without going on court. I remember crying in the car coming back to the hotel, no? That was a tough moment.”

The Australian Open’s climactic weekend felt like a revival. In the women’s final, thirty-five-year-old Serena Williams defeated her thirty-six-year-old sister, Venus, and did so while two months pregnant, which Serena had kept secret from everyone but Venus and a select few.

Nadal and Federer’s rivalry had been one of the best things in sports in the aughts. Much had changed since then, particularly for Federer. He and his wife, Mirka, had two more children, twin boys after twin girls. He had a new coach in Ivan Ljubičić and had switched to a larger ninety-seven-square-inch racket from his ninety-square-inch model to give himself more margin for error. Sampras, one of Federer’s friends and role models, never had made that switch and ultimately regretted it, particularly on clay.

Federer took note and benefited.

He and Nadal had not played in a Grand Slam final since the 2011 French Open, but they would make the most of this now-rare occasion.

As usual, Federer was more prone to attack and push forward, coming to net four times more often than Nadal. But Federer was also relentlessly aggressive from the baseline, ripping the ball, often straight after the bounce, rather than caressing it with his signature subtlety. There was new zip in his backhand, particularly his crosscourt backhand, which often caught Nadal by surprise.

It went into a fifth set, as a classic men’s Grand Slam match should, and Nadal was in pole position with a 3–1 lead. But this was not quite vintage Nadal, and in the taut sixth game, he demonstrated why, missing three forehands he would typically make and losing the edge.

In Nadal’s early years, it was genuinely difficult to determine which way a match was going from his body language, but he had become easier to read, and he grimaced and shook his head on his way back to the baseline after losing his serve.

Federer, to his credit, was working wonders with his backhand, fending off wickedly sliced body serves and flicking winners with great elasticity and facility. He would not lose another game, breaking Nadal’s serve again in the eighth game, helping himself considerably by winning a glorious twenty-six-stroke rally that ended with a fast-twitch, open-stance forehand down the line off a backhand bolt from Nadal (search “26-stroke rally” on the internet, and guess which rally still comes up).

Federer held from 15–40 down on his own serve to win the title: 6–4, 3–6, 6–1, 3–6, 6–3.

He had played with verve and courage, hitting through his shots and seldom deploying the slice backhands that had put him in so many vulnerable positions against Nadal through the years.

Federer ranked this victory in his top three with his first major title in 2003 at Wimbledon and his lone French Open title in 2009. That sounds just about right. But even in defeat, it was a chin-high moment for Nadal. He looked dejected but far from devastated. This was undeniable progress even if he was still not the closer of yore.

“Being honest, in these kinds of matches I won a lot of times against him,” Nadal said, thinking back to the 2008 Wimbledon final and 2009 Australian Open final in this same Rod Laver Arena, when Federer had broken down in the awards ceremony and Nadal had put his arm around him.

“Today he beat me, and I congratulate him,” Nadal said.

Both had played grueling, five-set semifinals, but Federer had played his on Thursday, giving him an extra day of rest. That might have helped, and it was also tempting to think that their increasingly close connection could have played a role; that Federer’s support of Nadal’s academy and other projects might have, ever so slightly, taken the edge off for Nadal.

But then this was the same warrior who had beaten Moyá, to whom he owed a much larger debt of gratitude, in their first-ever tour match. This was the same Nadal who was 18-0 on tour against his friend Richard Gasquet.

Competition trumped sentiment for Nadal, but still I did wonder as he and Federer boarded their planes out of Melbourne to continue their dual renaissance.

Federer went home to the Swiss Alps and took his replica of the Norman Brookes Challenge Cup, the Australian Open men’s trophy, on a day trip high into the mountains with family and friends.

“I call it Norman,” he told me. “I’ve had dinner with Norman, spent a lot of time with Norman. I know it’s just a replica, but that’s all right.”

While Federer was romping in the snow and extending his celebration, Nadal was dealing with an unexpected development. His uncle Toni was stepping down as his primary coach at the end of 2017.

The timing made sense. Moyá was on board now and clearly committed to the cause. Toni Nadal was fifty-seven with three children of his own and an expansive and expensive academy to help run back in Manacor.

But the timing of Toni’s decision becoming public left much to be desired. Toni mentioned his plan to leave his post during an interview at a coaching conference in Budapest in early February. Later in the day, when answering questions from other coaches at the conference, he was asked who made the decisions in the team.

“Until Rafael was seventeen, I decided everything,” Toni answered. “And then came the agent Carlos Costa, and then Rafael’s father got more involved, each one with their opinions. The truth is that with every year that passes, I decide less, and we have arrived at the point where I decide nothing.”

That was the real headline maker, and it led to news reports that a disgruntled Uncle Toni was resigning because of diminished influence. The bigger problem was that Rafael, the person most impacted by the decision, had been unaware of his uncle’s plan. Considering that Toni had been coaching him for twenty-seven years, that seemed a serious oversight.

Cue the damage control. As the news began to spread, Toni Nadal, back in Manacor, gave a few interviews to try to clarify the situation. He spoke with me by telephone for thirty minutes, clearly and unusually chastened, his trademark raspy tenor voice subdued.

“If I had stopped with Rafa overnight, that clearly would have been big news, but I really didn’t think me deciding to focus on the academy next year would be big news,” Toni said. “My error. If I thought it was big news, I would not have said it there in Budapest in that setting.”

He said he had told Moyá about his plans in Australia and had informed Nadal’s father, Sebastián, after their return to Spain and had assumed wrongly that they had shared the news with his nephew. He apologized for not telling Rafael directly and said Rafael had been surprised when they had finally spoken, in part because, after those difficult years in 2015 and 2016, they had made an encouragingly strong start to the new season in Australia.

“He was thinking about the short term, and the short term looked very good,” Toni said. “But it was not like I was stepping down immediately.”

Toni said he was weary of traveling and eager to focus on family and the academy. Though he did have less influence in the team, he insisted it was not the reason he was leaving.

“It’s normal that the decisions are shared and that Rafael, at his age, is making the big decisions,” Toni said.

But it seemed clear that there was an element of frustration in play. Toni had built his nephew’s game literally from the ground up on the clay courts of Manacor. It had not been easy to see the day-to-day erosion of his influence. He had been considering a change, and the arrival of Moyá had given him a way to exit with a clear conscience.

“When someone’s been number one like Carlos, we didn’t know whether he would be really involved in the work or if he had other priorities,” Toni said. “But in these two months, I could clearly see his commitment, his desire to work, and his professionalism. And that’s when I thought, ‘Okay, here is a guy who is doing the work perfectly. I can dedicate myself to other things.’ If Carlos had not come on board, I would have continued.”

When we finally heard from Rafael, he sounded philosophical, not resentful.

“For me, he’s my uncle first, and my coach second,” Nadal said. “So, I always wanted the best for him, and I’m sure that he wanted the best for me. We always had an amazing, good relationship, and that’s not going to change. I feel happy if he’s happy doing what he’s doing. That’s the most important thing for me, the same as for the rest of the people of my family that I love, no? I want the best for them, and if Toni takes that position at this moment, it’s because he feels it’s the best for him at this moment, and maybe he thinks it’s the best for me. I don’t know.”

But one of the most successful partnerships in sports history was not quite over yet. Toni was still part of the coaching team for the rest of the season, and Rafael was back in rare form even if Federer was in rarer form, beating him in the fourth round in Indian Wells 6–2, 6–3 with a supreme display and then beating him in the Miami final 6–3, 6–4.

Federer decided to skip the clay court season to preserve his knee and focus on the grass and Wimbledon, where he would win for the first time since 2012.

But seeing how Nadal fared that year on the clay, Federer made a smart decision. The Spaniard, free of significant injuries and of anxiety, was a steamroller, winning the Monte Carlo Open and dropping just eighteen games in the final four matches.

It was his tenth victory in Monte Carlo—“La Decima,” as the Spanish called it, appropriating the term used for Real Madrid’s tenth Champions League soccer title in 2014.

The label seemed wholly appropriate for Nadal, a Real Madrid aficionado, and he became the first man in the Open era to win ten singles titles at the same tournament. His allegiance disrupted his celebration. After the victory, Nadal and his team were invited to have dinner and watch the Real Madrid–Barcelona match in nearby Cap-d’Ail at the palatial home of Giuseppe and Emanuela Lavazza from the Italian coffee-manufacturing family. “Madrid lost last minute to Barça, and Rafa was so upset,” Benito Perez-Barbadillo told me. “We had had an amazing dinner, but he was so pissed off, and Giuseppe’s mother, who passed away a few years back, was saying to Rafa, ‘I told you, you should not watch football with your enemies.’ Because he was watching with Toni and Maymo, who are Barça fans. And I was telling him, ‘Dude you just won ten Monte Carlos, and you’re upset over a football match?’ Even the next morning at the hotel saying goodbye to everyone, he was still pissed off.”

Nonetheless, Nadal’s victory in Monte Carlo broke his tie with Guillermo Vilas for the most men’s singles titles on clay. Vilas won forty-nine. Nadal now had a nice, round fifty, but there was no way he was stopping there.

He won in Barcelona the following week, beating the rising Dominic Thiem and taking his tenth title in Barcelona on the newly renamed “Pista Rafa Nadal.” That was a fitting tribute, reflecting not only his serial success but his deep connection to the tournament, which was held at the Real Club de Tenis Barcelona, an elegant private club founded in 1899. Nadal had played there as a boy, represented the club in team competitions as a teenager, and was now a club member and had made a habit of plunging into the pool with the ballkids after each of his titles.

They got wet a lot.

“The place breathes tennis, no?” Nadal said. “To have the name, my name, in the center court in Barcelona is something that is very beautiful.”

He beat Thiem again to win Madrid, then lost to him in the quarterfinals in Rome. But that defeat did not change the mood. Nadal arrived back in Paris as the clear favorite to secure La Decima at Roland-Garros.

It was a grand quest, fit for an epic poem way back in the day or a sports documentary in this exhaustively documented era, and the French Tennis Federation duly commissioned one, just in case. Camera crews followed Nadal, Moyá, et al. from practice court to hotel suite to cryogenic therapy chamber, where Nadal and his team wore white masks and not much else as they braved subzero temperatures in an attempt to speed his recovery time.

But there was not much to recover from. All that was missing at the 2017 French Open was suspense. With La Decima at stake, it would have been apropos if Nadal had been pushed to his limits, deep into five-setters, or at least stuck in traffic en route to a match. Instead, he was at the summit of his art, safely out of reach of the drama and the opposition.

He nearly triple-bageled Nikoloz Basilashvili, a bearded Georgian, in the third round, winning 6–0, 6–1, 6–0.

French star Gilles Simon had lost to Basilashvili in the first round. “I thought he was strong, playing well, hitting hard,” Simon told me. “And so I watched the Rafa match, and I thanked God for losing to Basilashvili. He was killing me, hitting winner after winner, but I had the impression he was a junior when he played Rafa. And that’s when you realize the gulf there is in base level on clay, and Rafa is so focused and never gives a point away. If you’re playing Federer, he might miss a few, play a down game. It’s rare he wins 6–1, 6–1, 6–0. But with Rafa you are suffocating out there.”

“So why does he win so often?” Simon asked. “Because even on his worst day over five sets at Roland-Garros, the only one who can beat him is Novak, and that is a big maybe.”

Djokovic, it should be noted, never did beat Nadal in five sets at Roland-Garros and did not even get to play him in 2017. He lost to Thiem in the quarterfinals, setting up a hotly anticipated intergenerational Thiem-Nadal duel in the semis.

Nadal won 6–3, 6–4, 6–0, shifting into a gear he had not shown Thiem in Barcelona or Madrid.

Back in the locker room, while Nadal recovered by pedaling on the stationary bike, he received a visit from Toni and the team, with the documentary crew in tow.


Toni: You played very well. It was great.

Rafa: He really missed his opportunity.

Toni: The kid was playing for the first time on center court. You think he’s going to be enormous?

Rafa: I thought about it all night. Woke me up at six in the morning.

Toni: You think too much.

Rafa: I needed to put pressure on him from the beginning of the match. If he got confident it could have gotten complicated.



It was a window into Rafa and Toni’s bantering relationship but also a reminder of Rafael’s restless competitive spirit. Paranoia pays off.

It was time for the last challenge at Roland-Garros 2017: Stan Wawrinka in the final. I must confess that I actually thought it would be a close match, flashing back to Wawrinka’s magnificent upset of Djokovic in the 2015 final and taking into account Wawrinka’s ability to generate huge pace with his one-handed backhand, even deep in the court and off high-bouncing balls at shoulder height. There was also his victory over Nadal, albeit a hurting Nadal, in the 2014 Australian Open final.

Nadal was asked if it was time for revenge.

He looked annoyed.

“‘Revenge’ is not part of my vocabulary,” he said. “I don’t think it would be the right thing to do to see it as a revenge. In my mind, each match is different. Every single time I play a match, I consider the match to be important. The best player will win.”

Final score: 6–2, 6–3, 6–1 for Nadal.

That will teach me, teach anybody.

Bravissima for La Decima. Nadal was the first men’s player of any era to win the same major singles title ten times. He was also an astounding 10-0 in French Open finals.

“Nine actually is my favorite number,” Nadal said. “But don’t get me wrong. I would prefer ten over nine, no doubt.”

After Nadal marked his territory, the French marked the moment, presenting Nadal with a bespoke, full-size replica of the Coupe des Mousquetaires with the years of his ten titles etched into the silver. Toni Nadal was recruited to hand his nephew the special trophy at the awards ceremony and was given the privilege of holding the regular trophy as well.

The Nadals stood side by side in the Paris sunshine, hardware in their hands and with Toni wiping away tears. It was their thirteenth and last French Open as a duo, even if they were no longer a true duo. Moyá and Roig were coaching Nadal, too. But that was not how it had begun back on the gritty clay in Manacor as Toni helped build character and a champion, gradually realizing that his nephew—the one with whom he shared an apartment building and family gatherings—had the chance to make quite a mark beyond their island home.

“I had marvelous experiences traveling in New York, Australia, Madrid and everywhere,” Toni said in an interview with Hola several years later. “But the best time I had was when my nephew was little, and my hope was that he would become a great player.”

Planning the trip can often be more fulfilling than arriving at the destination, and La Decima was a day for flashing back with wonder and respect, a day for sharing stories, like the one Toni likes to tell about 2002 when he and sixteen-year-old Rafa visited Moyá’s house in Mallorca.

Moyá asked Toni if he would agree to sign up Rafa for a career like that of Albert Costa, the Spaniard who had just won the French Open, his only major title.

Toni answered, “No, no, no. I would never sign up for that. I think my nephew will be better.”

“How about signing up for a career like Carlos Moyá?” asked the host.

Moyá had been No. 1, a fixture in the top 10 and a major champion. Toni thought it over and answered that yes, he would sign up for that.

The guests were soon on their way. Not long after their departure, Toni turned to Rafa and said, “I never would sign up for that. I only said yes because we were in his house.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE KINGDOM

It was a blustery afternoon at Roland-Garros in May 2019, and Gilles Jourdan and I were perched high in the Philippe-Chatrier Court talking about the pros and cons of change.

Below us was continuity: Nadal in full sweat, practicing with his backward ball cap in place as he ripped total-commitment ground strokes, and then self-critically shook his head while getting granular with his coach Carlos Moyá, on the most granular surface in the game.

The Chatrier Court had rightfully come to feel like home clay to Nadal, but the stadium surrounding him this spring was almost entirely new, demolished and rebuilt in a race against the clock over the previous year.

All that remained from the original 1928 center court was the dirt far below the playing surface.

“It’s the same soil that was there in the beginning,” Jourdan said. “The sweat of Monsieur Lacoste is still underneath, and that history is very important. We change the clay from time to time, but we haven’t changed the position of the court. The heart of the matter is there, and we kept it.”

And yet the Chatrier Court was now an austere yet majestic neoclassical tennis temple, more Jacques-Louis David than Eugène Delacroix. It felt cool and slightly aloof rather than warm and inviting. The palette had changed, the familiar green plastic seats replaced by higher-end models made of pale chestnut from the Vosges Mountains. Right angles had given way to curves, and a retractable roof was in the works, set to be installed by 2020. It was all an upgrade, to be sure, but also a radical, rub-your-eyes departure from the status quo.

Nadal, despite his rinse-and-repeat ways, rolled with it. Of course, the view from his familiar vantage point on court looked different. But what reassured him was that the playing conditions did not seem new. The ample dimensions of the playing surface, which were so well suited to his range and defensive skills, had remained the same.

“Personally, I had the same feeling on court,” Nadal said afterward. “I don’t see a difference in terms of game experience. I think the wind is going the same way.”

Heaven help the opposition, still.

Roland-Garros was nearing the end of its latest building spree, and Jourdan, a silver-haired French raconteur with a taste for logistics, was at the core of it all as the manager of the stadium modernization project. Jourdan had been a ballboy at Roland-Garros in his youth and had worked for the FFT, the French Tennis Federation, on-site since 1977. He had a deep connection to the sport and even more to the place. He had postponed retirement to make sure this big job was done right. He had known Lacoste, Borotra, and the Musketeers personally and was sentimental but above all pragmatic, which was a good thing because there was not much left intact at Roland-Garros to be sentimental about.

The original buildings were almost all gone, including cozy Court Two with its delightful design quirks and overhanging grandstand that made you feel like you were on top of the action. The traffic noise from the nearby freeway was not quite so charming, but Court Two—or Le deux, as the French called it—had been one of the best and most intimate showplaces in tennis.

Court One was still on that short list, but not for long. It was to be demolished after the tournament as part of the expansion plan, no longer indispensable with the opening of the new and frankly stunning greenhouse court in the adjacent botanical gardens. Court One had been nicknamed “the Bullring” by English-language journalists for its circular form and often hot-blooded atmosphere. Its shape was unique at rectilinear Roland-Garros.

“I wanted to bring some softness and flow,” Jean Lovera, one of its architects, once told me, emphasizing that he had not been inspired by bullrings at all.

Court One’s concert-hall acoustics accentuated the sound of strings meeting ball. Players like Jim Courier noticed, which delighted Lovera.

“The sound moves and resonates in a bit of a different way,” Lovera said. “And as it turns out, I think it lends itself to generating emotions and making temperatures rise and getting reactions from both the players and the crowd that are stronger than usual.”

Court One also had, in my view, the best press seats in Grand Slam tournament tennis: front row next to the baseline on the southern end of the court. You sometimes had to sit back quickly to avoid a player’s racket when they lunged for a wide shot; sometimes had to blow red dust off the pages of your notebook. You could hear the players mutter and exhale on contact; see them try to catch their breath after a long point.

It was there, more than anywhere, that I came to understand the physics of the modern power game. Tennis, from this vantage point, was a contact sport.

The Bullring, with its capacity of just 3,800, had once, believe it or not, been the second biggest show court at Roland-Garros. It was built in 1980 after another of the tournament’s lengthy administrative tussles. Its construction required the demolition of the Marey Institute, a scientific research facility founded by French scientist Étienne-Jules Marey, whose pioneering work in capturing motion with photography played a role in the development of modern cinema.

The institute, despite its proximity, was left in place in 1928 when Roland-Garros Stadium was built. It made for an odd coexistence, and the institute was so close to the action that white-coated lab technicians could watch the matches on center court from its roof. Valery Giscard d’Estaing, then the president of France, had to give his personal approval for the institute to be relocated and for Court One to be constructed. As part of the agreement, a monument to Marey, who died in 1904, was to remain in the stadium in perpetuity. The monument, a marble bas-relief, is home to some of Marey’s ashes, and with all the changes to the grounds, it has been moved several times through the years. But it is now positioned near its original site, where spectators pass it by the thousands without knowing why it is there or what it contains.

“During the construction, Mr. Marey stayed in my office for two years,” Jourdan said, with a mischievous grin, of Marey’s ashes. “I’m not sure the family would have approved, but he’s back where he belongs now.”

Court One was inaugurated in 1980 with an exhibition match between eighty-one-year-old Borotra and fifteen-year-old French prospect Tarik Benhabiles, who would later coach Andy Roddick.

I missed that intergenerational duel, but I was there in those unmatchable press seats in 1993 when Mary Joe Fernández rallied from a 1–6, 1–5 deficit to beat Gabriela Sabatini, saving five match points. I was there, too, in 2004 when Marat Safin, the combustible and lovable Russian, celebrated an absurdly fabulous drop shot winner by grabbing his shorts and yanking them down to his thighs and bending over.

“This point really deserved that,” said Safin.

The Bullring was where Chris Evert played her final match at Roland-Garros, losing to Spanish newcomer and future champion Arantxa Sanchez Vicario in 1988. It was where Nadal made his debut, defeating Lars Burgsmüller of Germany in 2005.

Nadal, with his success and star power, was never reassigned to Court One, playing his remaining 115 matches at Roland-Garros on either the Chatrier Court with its 15,225 seats or the Lenglen Court with its 10,068. But Court One held special meaning for him because the names of the men’s and women’s singles champions were inscribed on slabs of concrete on the court’s upper rim. Each year had its own slab, and “R. Nadal,” by now, was taking up the most air and space. There were blank slabs on high that would never be filled because of the impending demolition, but Nadal already had put in his request for at least one of the eleven bearing his name, so he could use it in the museum at his academy in Mallorca.

Who could refuse that to the king of clay?

What mattered more to Nadal than change within Roland-Garros was that the tournament stayed put. The French Tennis Federation, concerned about restrictions on expansion, had seriously considered moving it to the suburbs where it also could have had the advantage of owning the site instead of leasing from the city of Paris.

Roland-Garros had grown steadily and often litigiously through the decades, occupying all the available land on the triangular wedge between the botanical gardens, the Boulevard d’Auteuil, which borders on the suburb of Boulogne-Billancourt; and the Avenue de la Porte d’Auteuil, which borders on the vast public park, the Bois de Boulogne.

Jourdan and I had coffee on one of the balconies of the Chatrier Court, looking down on the Allée Suzanne Lenglen, the cobbled pedestrian pathway to the west of the stadium that was in the middle of the modern grounds.

“Roland-Garros used to end right here,” he said, dangling his hand over the railing. “This was a road, la rue Suzanne Lenglen. With cars!”

I had heard stories from my nostalgic French father-in-law about Roland-Garros in the 1950s, with ample room to roam as he dashed happily from court to court to watch the likes of Budge Patty, Tony Trabert, and Nicola Pietrangeli. That was not the overstuffed Roland-Garros I knew, the one where the passageways often resembled rush-hour metro platforms. The packed grounds were a sign of success, but though the leaders of the French federation kept pleading for more room because of the overcrowding, it seemed like the cycle never ended. Give them more room, and they simply filled it up with more ticketholders. It was forever rush hour.

Despite repeatedly telling its neighbors that it was finished with expansion, the French Tennis Federation leadership had gobbled up a local rugby field and then a modest public tennis facility in the quest for more space. But even then Roland-Garros had by far the smallest footprint of the four Grand Slam tournaments, and it was truly hemmed in now.

The FFT had received preliminary and exceptional permission to build a new stadium in the sacrosanct Bois de Boulogne if Paris had been awarded the 2012 Olympics. But London won that prize, and the political support for building in the Bois evaporated. Another frankly cockamamie plan to build an elevated passageway of several hundred meters from Roland-Garros to a new stadium in the Porte d’Auteuil was happily abandoned.

The three leading possibilities if Roland-Garros pulled up stakes were Gonesse to the north, Versailles to the west, and Marne-la-Vallée to the east. Marne-la-Vallée was home to Disneyland Paris, but despite Nadal’s regular visits to the theme park, often postvictory, he wanted Roland-Garros to remain right where it was.

“I think that Roland-Garros has a long-standing history, which is here,” he said in Spanish on his way to the title in 2010. “I think it should remain here, because here we can breathe the history of tennis within these walls. It’s very important, whereas if we move elsewhere, maybe the site is going to be bigger, but we’re going to lose part of our soul.”

It was a poignant argument, almost a plea, and pro tennis had often ignored such reasoning. The Australian Open left the private Kooyong Lawn Tennis Club for bigger digs much closer to downtown Melbourne in 1988. The U.S. Open left the private West Side Tennis Club in Forest Hills for Flushing Meadows and the new National Tennis Center in 1978. Even Wimbledon, bastion of tradition, had left its past behind, with the All England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club abandoning its original site at Worple Road in 1922 and moving to Church Road, where it has remained in ever-expanding splendor.

The French Championships were itinerant before finding a home at Roland-Garros, but the tournament had now been there more than eighty years, crowning champions, making memories, and laying down layer after layer of white limestone covered with red dust. It was the place where the Musketeers had won Grand Slam titles and five Davis Cups, where the implacable and inscrutable Borg and Evert had ruled, where Noah had sparked a national celebration with his lone victory. It was where Ivan Lendl had come back from two sets down to deprive John McEnroe of the title, where Steffi Graf and Monica Seles had played one of the greatest women’s finals, where Guga Kuerten had drawn a heart in the clay after saving a match point and defeating qualifier Michael Russell; where the beloved Federer had finally proven he could win big in Paris. It was also where Nadal had chased down just about everything in his clamdiggers, beating his elders on his way to redefining tennis domination.

As Nadal noted, it was quite a legacy to abandon for more elbow room.

“The walls can speak,” Noah said. “It’s important to keep the traditions, even if we lose a little bit of money. What are we going to do, after all, with more money?”

That was certainly an outlier viewpoint in modern tennis and, for that matter, modern sport. But heading to a new site also would have meant leaving Paris proper and that view of the Eiffel Tower from the top of the center court.

Sponsorship was critical to the success of the tournament, and the sponsors not only liked being in Paris for the beauty but for the convenience. “Two hours being stuck in traffic, and that’s if it goes well, would have really compromised the business,” said Bernard Giudicelli, the former president of the French Tennis Federation.

In Giudicelli’s view, the tournament needed more space but not a massive amount of space. Even if the expansion plans were approved, Roland-Garros would still be the smallest Grand Slam tournament site by a significant margin. “But no matter how big the stadium is, by the time you get to the first full weekend, half the players are eliminated,” Giudicelli said.

The idea was to make Roland-Garros feel like a luxury boutique hotel, compared to the more sprawling tennis resorts in Melbourne, Wimbledon, and New York.

I had always seen the threat to move as a bargaining chip, but Giudicelli assured me that it was real.

“If we couldn’t get what we wanted, we had to leave,” Giudicelli said. “But that was the nuclear option.”

If it was a bluff, nobody called it, and the tournament was finally given permission by the city to expand into the botanical gardens and build, in my view, the most original court in pro tennis. Wimbledon likes to bill itself as “tennis in an English garden” but the French outdid them, constructing a court surrounded by greenhouses in Les Serres d’Auteuil.

The neighbors, including powerful politician Ségolène Royal, and French conservationists did their best to block the project.

“The history of Roland-Garros Stadium is always a fight against the neighbors,” Giudicelli said.

Perhaps if he and other FFT officials had known just how difficult and draining the process would become, they might have made a different choice in February 2011. But with the path to expansion seemingly clear, the FFT voted to remain at Roland-Garros Stadium and sign a longer-term, fifty-year lease with the city.

The choice to stay was not met with universal acclaim. “French tennis still has an aristocratic and elitist perspective in terms of choosing sites,” said Jean-Pierre Blazy, the mayor of Gonesse. “It’s a missed opportunity for French tennis and for greater Paris in the twenty-first century. This is not the choice of the future.”

Perhaps not, but Nadal was relieved and delighted, and, though it was of much less importance, so was I.

Roland-Garros was symbolic for me, a tournament that represented all the change in my personal life.

I covered it for the first time in 1991, a week after moving to France from the United States and a few weeks before my marriage to Virginie, a Parisian whom I had met in San Diego when we were college students. It took quite a series of happenstances—what the French would call un concours de circonstances—for us to meet at all.

Her English was limited. My French was embarrassingly nonexistent despite four years of studying it in high school. But we struck up a friendship and stayed in touch when she returned to France after her freshman year. When I finished my undergraduate studies, I taught tennis for a summer on Long Island and saved enough money to fund a yearlong trip on a shoestring to Europe, the Middle East, and Asia with my Williams College roommate Doug Robie.

That was and remains one of the best decisions of my life. Nearly forty years later, I can still remember the places and faces with the kind of clarity I often lack about much more recent events. Our journey was a chance to put a liberal arts education to immediate use, an extended opportunity to experience many of these cities and cultures that I had studied only from afar. All those art history classes packed a bigger punch when you were in the Grande Galerie at the Louvre or in the temples of Pagan. All those political science and history classes came in handy when you were listening and learning from the Palestinians and Israelis on the ground in Haifa, Jerusalem, or the Golan Heights.

This was road school on four continents with no tests or term papers but full of lessons in adaptability and humility (we were on the receiving end of more than a few lectures about American failings).

I never had felt more energized and alive. We laughed. We cried. We agreed. We argued. We got sick, sometimes very sick. We recovered. We deepened our relationship and connected with strangers. We walked and walked but also traveled by nearly every means imaginable: train, plane, truck, motorboat, sailboat, cruise ship, ferry, bicycle, scooter, tuk tuk, motorcycle, rickshaw, trishaw, horse, camel, canoe, and even an 18-wheeler whose driver let us hitchhike a ride to Kyoto when we were just about out of money in expensive Japan.

This was before cell phones and the internet; a time when you wrote postcards instead of posts and left messages for other travelers on actual bulletin boards. Cash or traveler’s checks were king, and you could exchange money only at designated places (unless you were doing it on the black market in Burma). You relied on guidebooks, phrase books, and your own footwork to find a place to sleep as you made the rounds of hostels and guest houses. There was more serendipity then, more face-to-face negotiation and spontaneity. We were also more isolated, genuinely out of reach much of the time, which perhaps allowed us to focus more fully on the place and experience at hand. We had our share of misadventure—a stolen backpack on a French train; pleurisy in a Red Sea village—but we had a much bigger share of merry adventure, along with the affirmation that our fellow humans, whatever the language barrier, could be warm and welcoming.

Maybe we got lucky. International travelers were certainly rarer in the 1980s, so we benefited from being a novelty in countries like China that had just opened to the backpacker class. But I am grateful for the good fortune, and thankful, too, for how that trip changed my life and broadened my world for the long run.

Virginie’s family generously hosted us in Paris, and we then traveled together through Italy, where our relationship changed. We lived together in San Diego, got engaged, and six years after we had met by chance, we moved to Paris full of purpose so I could improve my rudimentary French and Virginie could start a career on her own turf.

I left my staff position as a sports reporter at the San Diego Union to become a freelancer in Europe, which some of my mentors thought was risky. They were right, but Roland-Garros felt like a safe haven, a symbolic link between my more secure past and more uncertain future that represented my ability to still pay a few bills as an expatriate. What made it even closer to home was that the back gate of the stadium was only a few blocks from our tiny studio apartment in Boulogne.

For at least two weeks a year I could walk to work, my quiet quarter abuzz, transformed into a global talking point. The locals at Wimbledon experience it each year, but it was new to me, and as I wrote in the International Herald Tribune, there is a certain thrill to seeing such a familiar place don a more glamorous guise. When we lived in Seville in southern Spain I would get the same feeling as the narrow, cobblestoned street where we bought our groceries and newspapers became, for the brief span of an illuminated Andalusian night, a place of pilgrimage during the Holy Week processions.

Roland-Garros was sacred ground only to tennis fans, and it was a hub for French tennis throughout the year. Some of the top junior prospects had lived on the grounds, including Yannick Noah, Guy Forget, and Amélie Mauresmo, and many of the established French pros trained there regularly and lived in Boulogne. I saw players like Guillaume Raoux, Eric Winogradsky, and Rodolphe Gilbert walking through our neighborhood with their racket bags slung over their shoulders.

I was still new to covering the tour. My first major had been Wimbledon in 1990, when Martina Navratilova won her ninth and final singles title at the All England Club; and Stefan Edberg, in full swoop, beat Boris Becker, in full swagger, in a classic men’s final brimming with the serve-and-volley tactics that would become so rare. I covered my first U.S. Open later that summer and watched California teenager Pete Sampras nonchalantly win his first major with his irresistible serve and running forehand.

With Sampras, Andre Agassi, Jim Courier, and Michael Chang, the American men were taking over the game. I had played high school tennis in San Diego just a few years before Chang, one of sport’s great prodigies, won the San Diego high school title as an eighth grader in 1986 by beating his older brother Carl. Only three years later, I watched dumbfounded on television as Michael won the French Open at age seventeen, coming back to defeat Edberg in a five-set final after rallying from a two-set deficit to upset Lendl, the No. 1 seed, in the fourth round. Cramping against Lendl, Chang even successfully deployed the first (and last) underarm serve of his career.

“If they play that match twenty times, Michael wins it once,” José Higueras, Chang’s wily coach, told me.

Chang, five foot eight with sturdy legs and rare quickness, was not unknown. He was seeded 15th that year and had reached the fourth round of the 1988 U.S. Open. But his victory in Paris, which made him the youngest man to win a Grand Slam singles title, was one of the most surprising in the game’s history. Chang, whose parents were Taiwanese immigrants, made his breakthrough at Roland-Garros as young Chinese protesters were being massacred and forced from Tiananmen Square in Beijing by the Chinese military.

Chang, a devout Christian, took strength from the situation, trying to provide some form of solace to the Chinese people.

“There were matches I just shouldn’t have won,” he told me on the twenty-fifth anniversary of his victory. “There were balls that should have gone out that didn’t. There was rain that had no business coming down. I mean, you can’t fathom how those things had happened. There was a purpose there, and there was a purpose for me being seventeen and a purpose for me being Chinese and for the events that unfolded during that period of time. There was a reason it happened the way it did.”

The phenomenal run changed Chang’s life and legacy and made him a global tennis star with a large following in Asia. But it ultimately had no impact on the push for greater political freedom in China.

“I think that everybody always wishes things could be in a better place,” Chang told me.

But Chang does feel satisfaction that his emergence helped inspire a generation of Asian tennis players, including Kei Nishikori, the Japanese star he coached for many years, and a new wave of Chinese men’s players.

“When you see somebody who is like you accomplish it, that’s all it takes sometimes,” Chang said.

He won just one major, but if he was only going to win one, Roland-Garros 1989 was certainly the way to do so: indelibly. Like Yannick Noah in 1983.

“I won’t argue,” Chang said.

How then to grasp what it means to win fourteen French Opens?

“That’s beyond me, Chris!” Chang said, breaking into laughter.

But Chang does believe that certain advantages can be magnified on clay, like Nadal’s movement.

“It’s a great differentiator, especially against guys who can hit great shots but don’t move as well,” Chang told me. “Take Boris Becker, for example. He had all the tools to play great on any surface, but if he is pulled out wide, Boris would hit and then slide. He doesn’t slide and then hit. By the time Boris slides another seven to eight feet, the ball is already hit to the other direction, so he’s late coming the other way. But if you take a guy like Rafa, who grew up on clay and had that fluidity, he gets pulled out wide and he’s done sliding when he hits the ball. He’s recovering before the other guy’s racket is even on the ball. You don’t have that on other surfaces, not even on grass.”

I was close in age to Chang and his talented peer group, and in those early years in Paris, I could empathize with what they were experiencing as young Americans who spent much of their time abroad, particularly in Europe. Courier had a French girlfriend and was learning some French, which I could definitely relate to. In 1991, he defeated Agassi in the first all-American men’s final at Roland-Garros since Tony Trabert beat Art Larsen in 1954. Courier defended his title in 1992, defeating Czech player Petr Korda in the final. Courier also won two Italian Opens on clay. Even Sampras, much more dangerous on faster courts, won the Italian Open in 1994. Agassi finally won Roland-Garros in 1999 to become the first man to complete a career Golden Slam by winning all four majors and the Olympic singles gold medal.

But for the next quarter century the Roland-Garros title and nearly all the clay court spoils would belong to South American and European men, above all one relentlessly focused Spaniard.

When Roland-Garros was built in 1928, the main court was called Le Court Central. This was no surprise considering that Wimbledon, the reference point for all tennis tournaments, had its Centre Court. But by the time Nadal arrived for his first French Open visit in 2004, the main court had been renamed for Philippe Chatrier.

It was done in 2001, the year after Chatrier’s death. Even the French at this stage struggle to remember much about Chatrier and might logically wonder why such prime real estate at one of the world’s greatest sports events is not named for a superstar French player like Noah.

Chatrier won the French boys’ title in 1945 and was ranked as high as No. 6 in France. But he struggled to control his nerves and backhand and never made it past the third round at Roland-Garros. Yet he would go on to play nearly as big a role in the tournament’s history as his boyhood heroes the Musketeers.

Chatrier, lantern-jawed and bespectacled, was the most impactful tennis leader of the 1970s and 1980s, instrumental in getting the sport back into the Olympics and, above all, instrumental in the renaissance of Roland-Garros.

He was born in 1928, the same year as the stadium, and made his first visit in 1941 during the German occupation of Paris when he was selected to play doubles in an exhibition with René Lacoste.

“I fell in love with the place at first sight,” Chatrier told me.

He played there often during the occupation, riding thirteen miles each way on his bicycle from the village of Nogent-sur-Marne. After the war, he worked as a journalist, and in 1953, at age twenty-five, he borrowed $55,000 and founded a monthly magazine, Tennis de France, that became a success.

He used that platform to criticize the leaders of the French Tennis Federation for their lack of enterprise and for squandering the legacy of the Musketeers. He also pushed hard for Open tennis, eager to end what he saw as an artificial divide and allow professional players to compete against amateurs, some of whom already were paid under the table. Chatrier grew close with Jack Kramer, the American promoter, whom he called “my best foreign friend.” Kramer had turned professional soon after winning the U.S. Championships and Wimbledon, running his own barnstorming pro tours. He would be a key figure in the move to Open tennis, and Chatrier did his best to trailblaze with him. In the 1960s, Chatrier had founded a large private sports club in Chantilly near Paris, and he staged his own “open tournament” with pros like Ken Rosewall playing against amateurs.

“This was forbidden, but it was a challenge to the French federation,” said Jean Couvercelle, long one of France’s leading tennis journalists. “But because it was at a private club and there were no tickets sold, he got away with it. It was, in a sense, the first open tournament.”

The real thing was coming soon. When Wimbledon and the U.S. Championships announced plans to become open in 1968, the die was cast. In March of that year, the International Lawn Tennis Federation voted under duress to authorize open tournaments, including all four major tournaments. With Roland-Garros next up on the schedule, it became the first open Grand Slam tournament, which was not so fitting considering that the French federation’s leadership had been against the concept.

The tournament was nearly canceled because of the social unrest in France during that tumultuous spring of 1968, with strikes and student protests disrupting normal life and transport in Paris.

“There were no airlines; the phones didn’t call out of the country; the garbage was piled sky high; the gasoline was basically being rationed,” American player Nancy Richey told me in an interview for the New York Times. “Everything was basically shut down, and the tournament had official cars and they were having a hard time getting gasoline so they kept asking the players to move closer to the courts. I moved hotels three times.”

Players drove long distances to reach Paris, some loading their cars with jerry cans of fuel because the gas stations were shut. Some players did not make it at all: there were more than fifty walkovers in the opening round of the men’s and women’s tournaments.

Rosewall, barred from Grand Slam play for twelve years as a professional, won the men’s title; Richey, still an amateur, won the women’s title.

“A lot of the top players were missing, but we were delighted to be there and we knew how important the moment was,” Rosewall told me.

So did Chatrier, and with his Chantilly tennis club now closed, he helped lead a successful campaign to take control of the French Tennis Federation in late 1968. He became vice president and éminence grise to President Marcel Bernard, the 1946 champion at Roland-Garros. Chatrier then took over the FFT presidency himself in 1973. It was not a paid post—the tennis magazine was still Chatrier’s main source of income (and a conflict of interest)—but he threw himself into his new role with passion.

“I was the only French journalist covering tennis who supported Chatrier,” Couvercelle said. “I thought he had big ideas for the development of the game, for the values of this sport and the respect of its history. He had true vision.”

But times were still tough. Roland-Garros was in dire need of renovation, and in 1972, the FFT was so short on money that it sold the naming rights to the tournament to Vanaos, a French cosmetics company. For one year, the world’s greatest clay court tournament was known as the Vanaos Open. “We were broke, so we really had no choice,” Chatrier said.

The bottom line slowly improved, but Roland-Garros was still comparatively weak. Chatrier had to fight long-running battles, one with World Team Tennis (WTT), the well-funded upstart league in the United States whose schedule overlapped with the traditional European circuit. Chatrier tried to protect his tournament, banning players who had signed contracts with WTT, including world No. 1 Jimmy Connors, who missed out on a chance at the Grand Slam in 1974 (he won the other three majors that year).

There was also World Championship Tennis (WCT), a rival men’s tour backed by American oil baron Lamar Hunt, who was also the principal founder of the American Football League, owner of the Kansas City Chiefs, and coiner of the term “Super Bowl.”

WCT, cofounded by the remarkable Hunt in 1967, was a direct threat to the tennis establishment in tone and substance. WCT initially signed “the Handsome Eight,” which included young talents John Newcombe, Tony Roche, and Cliff Drysdale. They were later joined by stars like Rod Laver, Ken Rosewall, Arthur Ashe, and Roy Emerson. Players contracted to WCT were briefly banned from the majors in 1972 before an agreement was reached for the WCT circuit to be contested in the first five months of the year followed by the Grand Prix circuit that included Roland-Garros and the other majors. The half-and-half schedule started in 1973, but although the two tours merged in 1978, the infighting continued, and the WCT eventually disappeared before the new ATP Tour began in 1990.

“It was a brutal combat against the promoters that Philippe ended up winning,” Couvercelle said. “But Philippe did not want tennis to become like boxing with several different entities crowning world champions.”

In 1977, Chatrier expanded his reach by becoming president of the International Tennis Federation and using that influence to get tennis back into the Olympics after a sixty-year hiatus, first as a demonstration sport in 1984 and then as a full medal sport in 1988.

But another of Chatrier’s most important contributions was preserving the collective identity of the Grand Slam tournaments while shoring up their solidarity. The four majors seem inevitable now, a group of near-equal partners. But that was far from the case in the 1970s, and it could easily have gone a different direction with other circuits emerging and other events rising.

“I think Philippe is the one who saved the concept of the Grand Slam,” Couvercelle said. “When he took over, there were two untouchable events, Wimbledon and the U.S. Open. Wimbledon for its history. The U.S. Open for its economic power and its market. But Philippe managed to save Roland-Garros and help the Australian Open, which he knew would also strengthen Roland-Garros’s place in the game.”

In the 1980s, Chatrier created a bonus through the ITF that offered $1 million to any singles player who won all four Grand Slam tournaments consecutively. It was not a traditional Grand Slam, which required all four to be won in the same calendar year. But Martina Navratilova collected the bonus just the same, winning six straight across 1983 and 1984.

The Australian Open’s shift from December dates to January dates certainly helped its cause. When it was the last major of the year and held close to or during the Christmas holidays, top non-Australian players routinely skipped it. Borg played there only once, and that was early in his career. But the Australian Open became the first major of the season in 1987, and then launched its revival in earnest by leaving Kooyong in 1988, switching from grass to hard courts and a new, state-of-the-art facility later known as Melbourne Park that had something no other major tournament could yet match: a main court with a retractable roof.

Chatrier would come to envy that roof, and it would take more than thirty years for Roland Garros to build its own. But the expansion and progress under his watch was undeniable. From 1972 to 1992, the number of registered players in France skyrocketed from 225,000 to 1.3 million; the number of clubs from 2,000 to 10,000; the number of courts from 6,700 to 35,000. Tennis would surely have boomed anyway in France, just as it was booming in the United States and beyond, but Chatrier’s smart leadership amplified it.

“Tennis used to be a sport for the upper class in France and all over the world, and that has changed irrevocably,” he said. “I am very proud of that.”

He was, in truth, a moody man of contradictions. Chatrier complained about the money that he said was destroying the soul of the sport, but he also doled it out, approving the Grand Slam Cup, with its then-massive $2 million in prize money for the champion. That tournament, which started in 1990, was reserved for the players who had performed best that year in the four majors: another attempt to emphasize Grand Slam identity.

But the emotional high points of Chatrier’s long run came in 1983, when Noah won Roland-Garros, and in 1991, when with Noah as captain, France won the Davis Cup for the first time in fifty-nine years, beating Sampras, Agassi, and the Americans in Lyon. That boyhood dream come true brought Chatrier to tears.

But those who knew him well could see that he was in decline. A talented orator, he had struggled to complete speeches in recent years, losing his train of thought. Although he kept it very private, Chatrier was suffering from the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease and did not stand for reelection at the ITF in 1991 or the French Tennis Federation in 1993.

I got the chance to interview him in May 1993, spending an hour in his Roland-Garros office, which was decorated with elephant statuettes. The elephants, to Chatrier, symbolized the French club presidents and the leaders of the national federations: difficult to herd but powerful once aligned.

But at sixty-five, he seemed weary, muted instead of dynamic, even if he still had strong opinions.

I asked him about Lamar Hunt: “He was not my best foreign friend,” Chatrier said. “And he didn’t succeed ultimately in his efforts to change the game, but there was a respect between us, nonetheless.”

I asked him about John McEnroe: “A great player, but insufferable,” said Chatrier, not missing a beat.

I mentioned Borg, expecting rapture, and heard: “He won six times here, but to tell you the truth, it was always a bit boring. The final between him and Vilas in 1978 was a cure for insomnia.”

In Chatrier’s view, Lew Hoad was the “strongest and best player” he had seen, although this was, of course, before anyone had seen Nadal, Federer, or Djokovic.

“Lew had everything,” Chatrier said. “The power. The finesse. Every shot. At his best I believe he could have beaten anyone in the history of the game.”

Nadal at Roland-Garros would have been the ultimate challenge, of course. I would have enjoyed hearing Chatrier’s opinion of Nadal the player and Nadal the man. What is clear is that Chatrier would not have liked his sleeveless shirts. Chatrier was a conservative dresser who took one look at Agassi’s faded black shorts and “hot lava” pink tights in 1990 and sent out an official statement that said, “If players go too far in their attire, then something will have to be done,” and floated the idea of adopting Wimbledon’s predominantly-white-clothing rule.

Agassi, then twenty, responded by calling Chatrier “a bozo” and suggesting the French survey tennis fans. “It shouldn’t be the old guys who sit behind their desks saying that is how it should be,” Agassi said. “They are too narrow-minded.”

Chatrier, as it happened, was sitting behind his desk for our interview. “He called me a bozo,” Chatrier said, chuckling. “But after everything, I don’t hold any grudge against him. He’s just in a different world, that’s all. I don’t feel capable of talking to someone like him anymore. I’m too old. What subjects could we possibly have in common?”

It would be a better conversation now, with Agassi a father of two children and deeply interested in the growth and future of the game. But Chatrier is gone.

His name endures, however. The French Federation quickly moved to name a court for him after his death in June 2000, but it was not initially center court. Christian Bimes, Chatrier’s successor as president, first proposed Court One at a meeting of the federation’s directors and got a positive show of hands.

“That shocked me,” said Giudicelli. “Just before he opened his mouth to say the motion was approved, I raised my hand and said, ‘No, I’m for another solution. I cannot understand and thus accept that the person to whom we owe so much has his name on the third biggest court of the stadium. For me, it’s either the center court or nothing.’”

Giudicelli said there was a murmur in the room and others began to offer support for the idea, which ultimately was adopted. There is still occasional discussion of renaming the center court for Noah or even for Nadal, but Noah won just one French Open and Nadal, however iconic, is and will remain a Spaniard. “Le Court des Mousquetaires” sounds like the best alternative. Their deeds built the place, after all. But each of the four Musketeers already has a bronze statue on the grounds and a grandstand named for them in the center court.

“My instinct is that I would prefer that it be a player,” Couvercelle said, sitting on a bench in the vast shadow of the court with play underway. “But it’s hardly unfair that Chatrier has the honor. He did so much for this place.”







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE AUTUMN

Sweat was pouring down the Spaniard’s face as he immersed himself in the task, his eyes focused on the target, his limbs weary from the effort. It had taken decades to hone his craft, to develop the skills and routines that allowed him to perform under pressure.

It was the autumn of 2019, and the Spaniard at hard work was not Nadal, but Jordi Díez Fernández, the sculptor who had been commissioned to make Nadal’s statue for Roland-Garros.

Nadal had recently won his twelfth French Open, his third in a row after his resurgence. He thrashed Federer in a windswept semifinal in their last clay court match, then beat Dominic Thiem in a final that was a genuine struggle for two sets before Nadal blew it open 6–3, 5–7, 6–1, 6–1.

Díez, a luminous presence in his fifties with a salt-and-pepper goatee and long hair streaked with gray, had traveled to Roland-Garros to meet Nadal and sign the contract with the French Tennis Federation.

After the tournament, he went to Manacor for research, spending several hours with Nadal chatting and taking measurements, including one of his flexed left bicep.

Díez returned home to start work at his studio in Centelles, a picturesque Catalan village about an hour’s drive from Barcelona. Now he was deep into the creative process, donning his welding helmet and his protective gear made of thick leather.

Nadal’s medium of choice was red clay. Díez’s was stainless steel, which made his work intensely physical. Like Nadal in a long match, Díez could drop several pounds of water weight in a day of sculpting.

Díez leaned into that commonality.

“When my energy started to flag, when I was losing strength, I got in the habit of watching videos of Rafa playing,” Díez told me. “Because one of his main character traits is that he never drops his fists, never lets his guard down. I mean this man never gives up. You have the guarantee that you are going to see someone push himself to his limits. Naturally, that was an invitation for me to search for my own limits, as well.”

Díez’s work is figurative, not abstract. But he leaves space and gaps in his steel surfaces, lightening the load and creating a sense of movement. You can feel the air circulating, the energy emanating from the void, and Díez has described his sculptures, often larger-than-life, as modeling with air.

This was the first time Díez had worked on a monument to a living person. “I could never meet my subjects before,” he said.

Working on a present-day, globally recognizable figure gave Díez less artistic license but a more direct connection, one that deepened as he realized how much common ground he had with a process-driven tennis star.

“I know that when Rafa is in a match, he enters, quite naturally, into a kind of trance,” Díez said. “He has a very well trained body that can follow the demands of his mind, which are very specific and very high. My conception of sculpture is the same. I work in steel, but I have worked with stone and with many materials. I have felt what it’s like to enter this kind of trance where the stone seems soft and easy to cut, where the steel seems flexible and easy to bend, like you could make a necktie with it. So I would say that it is an exceptional moment in my life that my subject and I have a very parallel way of understanding what we are doing, which is to invest to the maximum.”

The Nadal statue is three meters high, nearly ten feet, but its proportions are true, and it captures a leaping Nadal after contact, his mouth open as if in midroar as he wraps around his body with his forehand follow-through. Steel cables keep the statue aloft and are attached to a large, open rectangular platform.

The pose is not the classic Nadal reverse-forehand finish with the racket head flying high over his left shoulder, what Nadal called the sobaquera. Instead, this is the forehand finish that biomechanically makes more sense, even if the choice of pose had little to do with tennis technique. The idea was to avoid duplicating the original logo for Nadal’s academy.

Díez had proposed several options to the Roland-Garros leadership. One of them was Nadal holding the Coupe des Mousquetaires aloft with both hands, his feet firmly planted on the ground. But that seemed too static, too after-the-fact. Díez wanted more energy and immediacy, and the wraparound forehand was the pose he preferred.

“I wanted the work to be suspended, floating in the air,” Díez said. “I could spend an hour or two talking to you about why I was convinced this was the right one and about each detail. But the crux of it is that in this pose intelligence prevails over force. The thought process is on top and below is all the fighting machinery, all the heavy-duty artillery that generates the strength and the pace. His body language is direct, the result clearly in mind. The racket is already on the other side of his body, but he still has his gaze fixed on the ball because strength continues to have an impact. He also has this strength in his core, the hara in the Oriental concept of martial arts. His energy is still flowing in the same direction. So that’s why I was drawn to this pose, but like everything in sculpture and in many important things in life, there is something that cannot be explained. I felt certain this was the right one, and I know that when Rafa saw it he also said this was the right thing to do.”

That is not quite the whole story.

A Nadal statue at Roland-Garros was not an inevitability, particularly at this juncture. He is Spanish after all, not French, and statuary is traditionally reserved for those who have finished making history. Nadal was still an active player.

But as the titles piled up like sedimentary rock, the idea of presenting Nadal with yet another trophy and yet another big payday started to seem insufficient.

Others got there ahead of Roland-Garros in the art department, including the Chinese organizers of the year-end Tennis Masters Cup in Shanghai in 2007, who commissioned terra cotta warrior statues of Nadal, Federer, Djokovic, and the other five participants.

In 2014, after Nadal won his ninth title at Roland-Garros, his sponsor Nike commissioned a statue of Nadal made of red clay. It depicts him exulting in victory and kneeling in the terre battue, which is thick enough to build a sand castle. The concept was top-drawer, but the final product looks much closer to a high-school art project than a candidate for the Louvre, and it ended up in the Nike store in Paris.

Which brings us to May 2017 with Nadal back in form after two seasons in the wilderness.

Bernard Giudicelli, the newly elected president of the French Tennis Federation, made an appearance on the Eurosport network during the French Open with commentator Jean-Paul Loth, one of the sages of French tennis. Loth turned to Giudicelli and said that it would be extraordinary if Nadal could win a tenth title at Roland Garros.

“If he makes it happen, we will have to make his statue,” Giudicelli answered.

It was a spontaneous comment, not part of some master plan, but Giudicelli told me he did not regret it, even if it boxed him in. Roland-Garros already had the tradition with the statues of the four Musketeers and Suzanne Lenglen by the Italian sculptor Vito Tongiani.

Giudicelli also felt a sense of urgency.

“I was afraid, because we know that Rafa had many injuries in the years before 2017, so the risk to have him not playing anymore was huge,” he told me. “So I felt that if Rafa won the tenth, he would be the king of clay and king of the stadium, so it was important that we honor him.”

With or without another title, Nadal already was the king of clay, but no matter. Giudicelli, a round and bald man brimming with energy and ambition, wanted to mark the moment.

Giudicelli went to the federation’s board of directors, tried to calm concerns about potential cost, and consulted with Jean Lovera, the former French player turned architect who had designed Court One. Giudicelli had hired Lovera to advise on the ongoing expansion and modernization of Roland-Garros.

“He has great knowledge of the stadium, and he is an artist, which I am not,” Giudicelli said. “A month later, Jean Lovera came to me and said the statue is a bright idea, but we cannot simply settle for a remake of the Tongiani statues, because these statues belong to the past. We need something really modern.”

Díez had heard about Giudicelli’s idea from reading the newspaper in Spain.

“For me it was clear,” Díez said. “I wanted to create this statue.”

He had no contacts at the French Federation but produced some sketches and mailed them in a large envelope to Roland-Garros, addressed to Giudicelli.

The Frenchman opened it and liked what he saw. So did Lovera, but no final decision was made on a sculptor. There were other hoops to leap through. The federation was prepared to pay an artist for the statue but not prepared to pay Nadal. It also wanted Nadal to waive any image rights. Giudicelli talked it over with Nadal’s agent, Carlos Costa, came to an agreement, and then met with Nadal at the Paris Indoor event at the Bercy Arena in 2017 to show him two options.

“We felt it was important to give Rafa a choice, not present him with a done deal,” Giudicelli said.

One photo was of Nadal holding the trophy, and the other, which Giudicelli and Lovera preferred, was of the wraparound forehand.

“Bercy for Rafa was never a big success, so I didn’t want to bother him when the tournament started,” Giudicelli said. “So it was the first or second practice day, and I went to the players’ lounge. Rafa was eating salmon with French fries, which surprised me, and I put the two pictures in front of him. He looked at me and said, ‘I want this!’”

He was pointing at the trophy-raising photo.

Giudicelli’s first thought was Oh no!

“I said Rafa, ‘We have a problem,’” Giudicelli said. “So he stopped eating his French fries, and he looked at me and said, ‘What’s the problem, Bernard?’ And I said, ‘Rafa, this trophy picture is you, but for the history, for the legacy, this is not you. Because the fans love you when you play, and they want to see you in action.’”

As Giudicelli spoke, Costa and Nadal’s publicist, Benito Perez-Barbadillo, were standing behind Nadal, out of his view, urging the French president on.

“Then Rafa said, ‘Okay, Bernard, it’s up to you. I do accept,’” Giudicelli said.

Two other sculptors were in contention, but the choice was made in 2019 to go with Díez’s project for 150,000 euros. It was not without debate.

“If you send an idea to French people, we are 50 percent in favor and 50 percent against,” Giudicelli said. “The criticisms were, ‘Wow! What a high price, and why don’t we wait until he retires?’ But I still felt there was the risk of injury, and I didn’t want to inaugurate the statue with Rafa retired.”

There were many dissenters inside and outside the federation on this, and personally I sided with them.

“I was not in favor of the timing,” Guy Forget, who was then the tournament director, told me. “Having a statue when you are still the potential winner is weird, or at least it felt weird to me. But our president at the time probably wanted to do it during his mandate. Sometimes politics gets involved.”

I do not believe that waiting until Nadal retired would have lessened the impact of the statue, and it would have seemed less dismissive of his opposition than to erect a monument to the man they still were trying to beat. Waiting also would have given the tournament a chance to provide Nadal with a valedictory moment, a worthy retirement present. But Giudicelli saw it differently.

“I don’t agree with those who, in the name of a historical habit, think people should be rewarded when they are gone,” he said. “I prefer to have him honored at the height of his glory. Unique person. Unique decision.”

Most importantly for Giudicelli, it was Nadal’s wish, as well. He met with the Spaniard again at the Paris Indoor event in the autumn of 2019 to discuss when the statue could be unveiled.

“I asked Rafa how he saw it, and he said, ‘Immediately,’” Giudicelli said. “I was surprised, and I said, ‘We have to wait for Roland-Garros.’ And he said, ‘Okay, but the next Roland-Garros, not later.’ I didn’t ask him why, but my assumption was that he was not so sure of his future.”

Giudicelli was also adamant that Nadal’s nationality should not disqualify him from such an honor. Roland-Garros was the world’s most important clay court tournament. A player from the world beyond France had dominated beyond all expectation and deserved something extraordinary in return. It was that simple, although not for everyone.

“If Zidane had beaten the record for the number of goals with Real Madrid, I’m not sure they would have put a statue of a French guy in the Santiago Bernabéu,” said Forget, a longtime French tennis star. “But it’s not because the Spanish wouldn’t do it that we shouldn’t do it. Rafa has been such a great ambassador for our sport and has been an icon of Roland-Garros. Honestly, I think he deserves it, and it’s because of the person he is as well. Some of those past champions you and I have met with a very bad temper, they probably wouldn’t deserve a statue even if they won fourteen times. But Rafa’s human qualities, for me, are of the same value as his record.”

Back in Centelles, Díez worked and welded, aiming for the 2020 deadline. He was not a tennis player, but at this stage, it was not about the tennis.

“The vast majority of people who follow Rafa in Spain and elsewhere don’t play tennis,” he said. “And that makes you wonder why Rafa is so closely followed and why he generates so much emotion in so many people who don’t play the game he plays. And my conclusion was that Rafa embodies excellence. When someone in whatever activity achieves excellence the barriers between different disciplines and walks of life disappear. And others can find a way to apply what Rafa does to their own lives.”

There are limits to the crossover, of course. I have an excellent family doctor whose halo effect does not extend beyond our community. But Díez’s point, the product of all those days and nights shaping steel into Nadal, was still well taken. Nadal was relatable, even if twelve French Open titles most certainly was not. And his comment made me think of something Francis Roig had told me:

“Rafa is someone who is very simple, with human values that are very strong and anchored, but in competition he becomes superhuman.”

Nadal’s boyhood practice partner from Manacor, Tomeu Salva, had a similar observation: “When he was young, he was a kid who did what kids do, but when he got on the court, he seemed much more mature,” Salva told TVE. “It seemed like he had lived many years.”
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That skill was on display again down the stretch in 2019 as the thirty-three-year-old Nadal had to deal with a furious comeback from twenty-three-year-old Daniil Medvedev in a U.S. Open final that was dazzling and draining, and not just for the players.

This match may well get lost in the sands of the golden era because it was not a Big Three duel and because the Nadal-Medvedev rematch at the 2022 Australian Open had more historical heft.

But the 2019 U.S. Open final deserves a prominent place in the memory bank. It was a match full of plot twists and turns and real twists and turns. I got to watch it from the second row in one of the seats the U.S. Open used to reserve for the press just behind the chair umpire. I knew I was lucky, and I savored it, all four hours and fifty minutes of it. The close-range view made it clear just how often these two disparate men were pushed to the end range of their talents, their limbs and faces straining to keep pace. It was also clear how exhausted Nadal was down the stretch against an unorthodox contender ten years his junior.

Nadal took a two-set lead but could not hold it against the gangly six-foot-six Russian, who is so much quicker than he looks and had been well-nicknamed “the octopus.” Medvedev’s defense is no thing of beauty—all arms and legs and lunging improvisation—but it could be just as effective as Nadal’s. At times even Nadal could not quite believe what he was seeing when his winners turned out not to be winners as Medvedev scrambled and extended.

It was a stylistic contrast: Nadal’s heavy topspin versus Medvedev’s flat counterpunching, and the Russian’s height, technique, and terrific ground strokes allowed him to handle the kick in Nadal’s shots with relative ease. Both stood deep behind the baseline to return on this late-summer night, and both had to go outside their comfort zones to try to break the other man down, pushing forward to the net much more than usual, often by serving and volleying. Nadal came to the net sixty-six times, Medvedev seventy-four, and the Russian’s tactical shift and newly offensive mindset helped him secure the third and fourth sets.

In the opening game of the fifth, Nadal had to face three break points.

He saved the first with an exquisite backhand half-volley drop shot; the second with scrambling defense and a backhand crosscourt that landed in the corner and forced a Medvedev error. On the third, Nadal was stripped of his first serve because of a time violation—a recurring problem for him in this final—but he shrugged it off and won the point anyway with a full-commitment forehand.

He went up 5–2 and two breaks of serve, only for Medvedev to start reeling him in again, breaking back and saving two championship points with a cocksure backhand winner down the line and then a big and brash second serve to Nadal’s forehand.

Medvedev had turned the New York crowd against him earlier in the tournament by brusquely grabbing a towel from a ballperson during his third-round victory over Feliciano López and then throwing his racket and discreetly flipping the middle finger to the chair umpire on a changeover. But he had leaned into the boos and his villain’s role, applauding the crowd and thanking them for giving him energy and inspiration. By the time he reached the final, his first at any major, he had become something much closer to a cult hero. After his great escape in the fifth set, the twenty-three thousand in Arthur Ashe Stadium were at full roar, eyes wide, palms on their foreheads.

Nadal served for the title a second time and had to save one more break point at 5–4, 30–40. Medvedev took that in and shook his head and fluttered his lips, an acknowledgment of how much skill and will he was straining to overcome.

Nadal was two points away and did not look like he had many more points left in him. His fiancée, Maria Francisca Perelló, was on the verge of tears. But Nadal found what he needed: a gutsy forehand drop shot winner from a crouch on the next point and then a benediction of a first serve down the T that Medvedev lunged for and slapped just long.

Nadal, now a four-time U.S. Open champion, went down on his back, spread-eagled, his racket next to his left foot. He stayed there quite a while staring at the sky, and he surely would have extended his stay if not for the need to rise and shake Medvedev’s hand.

Experience and cojones had made the difference, just barely. Nadal’s record in five-setters was now 22-12. Medvedev’s was 0-5.

“I’m thirty-three years old, not twenty-three,” Nadal said. “That’s not an advantage, but at some point mentally, yes. Because even if you are in a negative dynamic, you know from your experience—and you really believe—that you can have your chance in the fifth.”

As I wrote in the New York Times, it was a great tussle and a fitting way to mark the end of a great decade in men’s tennis at the majors. The match had the requisite length and even the requisite tears and embraces in the aftermath to do justice to all the epic finals of the previous ten years.

“I had lots of problems physically in my career,” Nadal said. “I never know if each victory is the last one. My chances, logically, keep getting smaller. But perhaps the bad luck I had with the injuries makes me value each moment more.”

This victory also preserved the Big Three’s logic-defying dominance. At the end of the 2009 season, the top three players in the rankings were Federer, Nadal, and Djokovic. Ten years later, the same men were still on top, with Djokovic at No. 1, Nadal in hot pursuit, and Federer a more distant No. 3.

“It’s one thing to have longevity,” said Feliciano López, who played on tour until age forty-one without the Big Three’s success. “You can achieve longevity by taking care of your body and avoiding injuries, but these three had longevity and phenomenal success despite all the day-to-day pressure they were under. That’s what amazes me. Every single match they play, they are expected to win, and they have to handle the demands of the media and sponsors and all of it. Everyone wants a piece of your life. You have to deal with a lot of things others don’t have to deal with, and there’s no break. That’s why it’s really impressive to sustain that for twenty years in a row. Look at John McEnroe, or look at Björn Borg who stopped at twenty-six years old. These three guys—Rafa, Roger, and Novak—have special powers.”

They had produced so many classics together, but this epic final was crafted with the help of the next generation.

It was, for me, one of the most impressive performances of Nadal’s career. He had shown resourcefulness and grit on a hard court that, unlike clay, did not provide him with a significant edge. This great final was won on Medvedev’s best surface, not Nadal’s.

I saw Carlos Moyá inside Arthur Ashe Stadium after the match. “After all these years, Rafa still plays like he’s broke,” I said to Moyá. “Like his life depends on it.”

“Yes, it’s amazing to see how he kept on fighting when the situation was so bad at the beginning of the fifth set,” Moyá said. “He still finds the energy. When you think he’s going to lose and not find any crack in the other guy, he somehow finds something, the beginning of a crack, to turn things around.”

Nadal looked thoroughly drained as he sat courtside before the awards ceremony. The U.S. Open organizers played a video in Arthur Ashe Stadium with footage of all nineteen of his Grand Slam singles victories. By No. 8, Nadal was in tears and by the end, he had closed his eyes, leaned forward in his chair, and begun to sob, his shoulders heaving, his taped fingers on the bridge of his nose.

It was raw and poignant. I had never seen Nadal that overcome (I was not in the locker room at Wimbledon after the lost 2007 final). A few months later I asked Nadal about that moment when we met in Melbourne at the Australian Open for an interview at the Crown Towers hotel.

“I was truly exhausted, totally spent,” he said. “I had a big drop in adrenaline after a final that was emotionally very complicated and very demanding and then they put on a video that brings back all those big moments in your career. It’s logical when you drop your energy and defenses that you can get emotional like that. I’m a sensitive person. Expressing my emotions is not difficult for me.”

Other things were more difficult. Nadal was now just one title away from Federer’s men’s record of twenty major singles titles. Though Djokovic, then at sixteen, had been open about wanting that record all to himself, Nadal was holding the chase at arm’s length, deeply and stubbornly resistant to being pulled into a numbers game.

“I was very happy with 16, very happy with 17, very happy with 18, very happy with 19, and if one day I get to 20, I will be very happy, too,” he said. “But my level of happiness is not going to change because of this. Do I make myself clear, Chris?”

I asked why he seemed bothered by the subject.

“It does not bother me to speak about 20, but in the end I don’t see 20 as some mountain peak,” he said. “Getting to 20 does not make me incredible, and if I get to 22 I am not more incredible. I see my life as something more normal. When I see the records of Tiger Woods or of other athletes like LeBron James or [Lionel] Messi or Cristiano [Ronaldo] I do see it as something phenomenal, and I’m a fan. But this one I’m living myself, and I don’t see it the same way. I see it as something natural. I have so many positive things in this life, so many reasons to be happy and content with everything that I have. I don’t need to create for myself a need or an obsession to try to get something more.”

What Nadal’s reaction made clear was that he did not want others defining success for him. He was deeply invested in his own definition. But I did point out that Woods set Jack Nicklaus’s record eighteen majors as a target from an early age and used it for fuel.

“However much journalists talk to me about it, I am not going to change my way of looking at sports,” he said. “I cannot judge my whole career on four tournaments a year, the four Grand Slam tournaments. Tennis is much more than that. I try to value everything. If I go to Acapulco, I am happy playing in Acapulco, and if I win there, I am incredibly happy. In Barcelona, it is the same.”

This was a fair point. Federer also had resisted the game’s increasingly Slam-centric approach. Nadal won seventy singles titles in his career outside the majors. But the intense focus on the Grand Slam count risked making the other seventy seem unfairly like a footnote.

It was a rich interview, one of the best and most wide-ranging I had with Nadal. We met again just two weeks later on a different continent when he and Federer traveled to Cape Town, South Africa, for a charity exhibition that would draw the biggest crowd in history for a tennis match: 51,954 in the Cape Town Stadium.

Though they could not know it then, this was the last time they would face each other in any context before Federer’s retirement. It was a true celebration, the first chance for Federer, a dual Swiss–South African citizen, to play in his mother Lynette’s home country. It had taken years to get the match organized, to make the mutual schedules align. Sebastián Nadal made the journey as well, and shared the experience with Federer’s parents.

The two champions had weathered the tension between them and ended up in a remarkably sunny place. After their disagreements in 2011 and 2012, they were both back on the ATP Player Council, trying to use their combined clout to work within the system, rather than blow it up. I could not recall seeing them on better terms.

“Friendship is a strong word,” Nadal told me. “But I think I have a very good relationship with Roger, with lots of respect. We confide in each other, and the most important thing, we have confidence in each other. I cannot compare Federer with some friend of mine from Mallorca whom I’ve known my whole life, but I think Roger and I both appreciate all the things we have experienced together and can experience together.”

“There is a bit of the old school in both of you,” I ventured.

“I think so,” Nadal said. “We’ve had many conversations, and I think we share a lot of the same opinions.”

I sensed this was not the time to mention the two-year ranking system that Nadal had pushed and Federer had opposed, or Richard Krajicek’s failed bid to become chief of the ATP Tour that Nadal had also unsuccessfully backed.

“I think we understand sport and our life within sport in a similar way,” Nadal continued. “Roger, like me, is not a big fan of stats or analytics. He likes the history of sport and respects the stories of champions. We have a lot in common, and I believe we understand each other better with the years.”

In Cape Town, Nadal teamed up with South African comedian Trevor Noah for a doubles match against Federer and American billionaire Bill Gates, the Microsoft founder turned philanthropist. Like Federer, Noah was the son of a German-speaking Swiss father and a South African mother. But this was still an unlikely foursome and not much of a spectacle, even if Noah fared phenomenally well for someone who had only learned how to play tennis in the previous two months.

Then came the main event: Nadal and Federer in singles, perhaps for the last time. When it was over, they danced on the field with other performers and staff and spoke to an overstuffed news conference inside the stadium. I was sitting in the middle of the pack taking notes, and when it was over, Nadal spotted me on his way out and sidled down a crowded row of seated reporters to shake my hand.

I share this not to insert myself into the narrative but to underscore Nadal’s approach to human relations. We had recently spent a couple of hours together in Melbourne. To not acknowledge me, even in a crowded room, would have seemed strange and rude to him.

This made him an outlier among the sports superstars I knew.

That moment and match in February 2020 stand out all the more because of what came next. On my layover in Dubai, many travelers in the airport were wearing surgical masks, concerned about a new and deadly virus that was on the rise.




[image: image]







Nadal won the title in Acapulco in late February without dropping a set and traveled to Indian Wells in the California desert for the BNP Paribas Open, staying, as usual, at the home of Larry Ellison, the software mogul who owned the event. But there would be nothing usual about this visit. The tournament became the first major international sports event to be canceled because of the pandemic, and Nadal and his team returned to Mallorca and a national lockdown in Spain that began on March 15.

The next day, Giudicelli and the leadership of the French Open announced unilaterally, amid a wide lockdown in France, that they were moving their tournament from its usual May–June dates to late September and early October.

This was essentially a land grab—other tour events were scheduled in those dates—and it caught the tennis community by surprise. Many officials and players were angry.

“These are really rough times, unprecedented times, and this just goes against the whole idea of the tour working together,” said Vasek Pospisil, a Canadian player on the ATP Player Council. “We have a calendar. We have discussions and negotiations between the Grand Slams and the ATP. We are always trying to make it work for everybody, and they just haven’t consulted the ATP, the players, or the other tournaments. It’s just a very selfish move. They are basically doing a power play right now, and it’s quite arrogant.”

But the French were also desperate. Unlike the organizers of Wimbledon, which ended up being canceled altogether in 2020, the French Tennis Federation had no cancellation insurance for Roland-Garros. They were in the midst of major renovations costing hundreds of millions of dollars: a project funded largely by French Open revenue, which accounted for about 80 percent of the federation’s annual receipts. To Giudicelli, it was vital to preserve the tournament in some form in 2020.

Not all the players were left out of the loop. Guy Forget did Nadal the courtesy of calling him about ten minutes before the announcement. Nadal, who also was on the ATP Player Council, had mixed feelings. In a tennis season like no other it would be good to preserve a major tournament like Roland-Garros and a much-needed payday for the players, but not at the expense of other events.

“I just tried to talk with them, to encourage them to speak with the ATP, with the players, to work together,” Nadal said of the French Open organizers when he spoke to a group of us by Zoom in June.

The French would stick with their self-interested plan, but Giudicelli said they did eventually contribute some funding to the men’s and women’s tours as a form of compensation. With the health restrictions in place, Roland-Garros was also forced to postpone the installation and unveiling of Nadal’s statue until 2021.

The coronavirus was of course unwelcome, but the upside for Roland-Garros was that the work on the main Chatrier Court and its new roof would likely not have been finished in time for the tournament’s normal start date in May. Even September was a push with the construction delays.

“I can admit it now, but if there’s no Covid, I’m not at all sure we would have made it,” Gilles Jourdan, the manager of the stadium renovation project, told me.

Once the Spanish lockdown began, Nadal did not hit tennis balls for two and a half months and then did not play a tournament for another three and a half months. He chose not to defend his title at the U.S. Open, which was held without ticketed spectators and with the players restricted to a bubble. Dominic Thiem won his first (and only) major singles title by beating Alexander Zverev in a nerve-jangling five-set final in an all-but-empty Arthur Ashe Stadium.

It was eerie. It was edgy, both young players fully aware of the huge opportunity at hand with the Big Three out of the mix. Nadal watched from afar, training at his academy with coaches Moyá and Roig and saving himself for the out-of-season clay court season.

He returned to action at the Italian Open in mid-September, walking on court wearing a fluorescent yellow mask and staying in a quarantined hotel with the other players. He routed Pablo Carreño Busta and Dušan Lajović before losing to Diego Schwartzman of Argentina for the first time in the quarterfinals. Despite his diminutive stature, Schwartzman fared well against Nadal’s high-bouncing forehand by taking the ball extremely early, which is so much easier typed than done.

And so Nadal arrived in Paris in the midst of the pandemic for the autumnal French Open amid slightly dampened expectations. The national mood was somber, with debate about whether Roland-Garros should be played at all. A resurgence of coronavirus cases was forcing renewed restrictions in many parts of France, and though the initial plan had been to host as many as twenty thousand spectators a day, the government had reduced that figure to no more than one thousand.

That was quite a drop from the French Open’s prepandemic figure of 520,000 total spectators in 2019 and a significant budgetary hit. But the television rights package, worth about 80 million euros, and some sponsorship deals were still intact.

This was not the first time Roland-Garros had hosted a major tennis event in the autumn. France had played Davis Cup and Billie Jean King Cup matches there in September. Even the French tennis journalists traditionally staged an annual tournament there in the fall.

But none of those events stretched into October, which was typically when the clay courts were being broken down for the season. This would be a French Open like no other, with leaves falling on some of the outside courts and the dearth of spectators leaving plenty of room, for all the wrong reasons, in its usually overcrowded passageways.

Nadal had won clay court tournaments in many kinds of weather during his career, but the consensus was that the cooler, heavier fall conditions in Paris would not suit his spin-based power game.

“So, so cold,” Nadal said after practicing in the fifty-degree weather ahead of the event.

With the new roof and lighting on the Chatrier Court and the much earlier sunsets, some of the matches would be at night, Nadal’s least favorite time to play on clay. To top it off, the tournament had switched from Babolat balls to Wilson balls, which Nadal had practiced with in Mallorca and found so heavy that he compared them to rocks.

“The conditions here probably are the most difficult conditions for me ever in Roland-Garros,” Nadal said.

There was also the rust factor: His principal rivals—Djokovic and Thiem—had returned to action ahead of him. It had not gone smoothly for Djokovic. In his fourth-round match at the U.S. Open, he knocked a ball away in frustration after losing his serve, inadvertently striking a lineswoman in the throat. He apologized immediately but was rightly defaulted. Still, there was no question he had been unlucky. He had not slammed the ball in anger or with malicious intent, and it was a big price to pay after all the effort required to come to New York during the pandemic. He was reeling for a few days, but the week after the U.S. Open he recrossed the Atlantic and bounced back on a new surface to win in Rome, defeating Schwartzman in the final.

Djokovic sounded like he saw an opening at Roland-Garros.

“I still think he’s the No. 1 favorite,” Djokovic said of Nadal. “The record he has there, you just can’t put anybody in front of him, but definitely Diego showed that Nadal is beatable on clay. The conditions that they played on, obviously heavy clay, not much bounce, humid, night session, we are going to have that, as well, in Paris.”

For a change, Nadal’s pessimism seemed to be based on reason instead of ritual. But it was all an illusion.

Fresh and relentless, he rumbled into the final without dropping a set, getting his biggest challenge from rising Italian teenager Jannik Sinner in a late-night quarterfinal and then defeating Schwartzman in their rematch in the semifinals.

Even in October, it would be Nadal vs. Djokovic for the title at Roland-Garros.

Nadal had never lost a French Open final, including the two he had played against Djokovic in 2012 and 2014. But Djokovic was the only active player to have defeated Nadal at Roland-Garros and was an intimidating 37-1 in 2020, with the only loss coming from that U.S. Open default.

Because of rain on Sunday afternoon, the new roof was closed, making this the first indoor final in Roland-Garros’s ninety-two-year existence. It is more a canopy than a roof, covering the court but not creating a seal. There is space under the canopy for the outside air to enter the stadium. If it is forty degrees outside, it will be forty degrees inside.

It was in the high fifties for this final, but whatever the temperature, a rugged five-setter was hardly out of the question. Instead, the thousand fans who were permitted to attend the final got a big surprise.

Djokovic had been brilliant in routing Nadal to win the 2019 Australian Open. Now it was Nadal’s turn. He missed a forehand on the opening point but would make only one more unforced error in the entire first set. He broke Djokovic in the opening game and kept breaking him.

Djokovic was not at his best, but he was hardly at his worst. There were great rallies and tight games: The fourth lasted ten minutes before Nadal held. But Nadal was so focused, quick, and resourceful. It was as if he could read the Serbian’s active mind, chasing down his drop shots, changing direction at just the right time, leaping high for a beautifully timed acrobatic backhand smash after Djokovic had drawn him in.

Nadal won the first two sets 6–0, 6–2.

“When you feel helpless against Nadal is not when you are playing badly and losing badly,” French star Gilles Simon once said. “You feel helpless when you are playing well and losing badly.”

Djokovic created some friction in the third set, breaking Nadal for the first time to get back on serve at 3–3, roaring with bulging eyes and trying to turn the momentum. But Nadal would not allow it and at 5–5, 30–40 Djokovic hit a slice second serve close to the line that was called good initially but Nadal stopped play and walked toward the mark. Chair umpire Damien Dumusois came down from on high to inspect and ruled it a double fault.

Djokovic, all too aware of what that meant, took a long look at the mark from his side of the net, then walked grimly to his chair. Nadal went on to serve for the match and hold at love, finishing with a sliced ace in the ad court and dropping to his knees in the clay, resting on his haunches and grinning at his masked team members, including Maria Francisca Perelló, now his wife.

The final had taken under three hours—a sprint by Nadal’s and Djokovic’s standards—and the Spaniard’s 6–0, 6–2, 7–5 victory gave him a thirteenth Roland-Garros title and a record-tying twentieth in all Grand Slam tournaments.

Federer had company.

“Of course I care,” Nadal said after all his reluctance to commit to caring. “I am a big fan of the history of sport in general. For me, it means a lot to share this number with Roger.”

It was a true tour de force, one of the best big matches Nadal played, and he was now 100-2 at Roland-Garros and 125-2 in best-of-five-set matches on clay.

“I thought I was in a great form,” Djokovic said. “Certainly I could have played better, especially in the first two sets. But he did surprise me with the way he was playing, the quality of tennis he was producing, the level. I mean, he’s phenomenal. He played a perfect match, especially in the first two sets.”

Not even the pandemic could loosen Nadal’s hold on Roland-Garros. He had been forced to switch hotels, tennis ball brands, and seasons, and still won the French Open without losing a set for the fourth time after 2008, 2010, and 2017.

“As you know, I am not a big fan of revenge,” Nadal said. “I just accept when the things are not going the way that I like. In Australia, he played amazing. For me it was very difficult to play well because he played too good, just too good. Today was a little bit the opposite.”

Djokovic can be a challenging personality, but as so often, he was gracious in defeat.

“Today you showed why you are the king of clay,” Djokovic said to Nadal at the awards ceremony. “I experienced it in my own skin.”

In that tumultuous, relentlessly tragic year of 2020, Nadal’s victory at Roland-Garros was a reminder that not everything had to change.

And on November 6, just a few weeks after Nadal’s latest triumph on the clay, a large truck pulled into a depot north of Paris after a long drive from Spain. Inside was a large rectangular crate wrapped with dark plastic to hide its contents.

It was the Nadal statue, and it would remain in storage near Charles de Gaulle Airport until Roland-Garros 2021, which came only about eight months after Roland-Garros 2020.

France was emerging from its third national lockdown. Crowd restrictions and curfews were still in place. Masks remained de rigueur. When the tournament began, foreign visitors were still banned in France whether they were vaccinated or not. Gaining entry to the country to cover Roland-Garros had required special permission, considerable paperwork, and repeated Covid testing.

I made it, however, and arrived in time to join a small group of officials and journalists on Thursday, May 27, on the steps of the new main entrance of Roland-Garros for the unveiling of the Nadal monument. Giudicelli, the driving force behind the project, was not in attendance, because he was no longer the federation president, having lost his reelection bid against former French player Gilles Moretton earlier that year.

But Jordi Díez Fernández and his creation were finally in place, and as a few French Open ballkids pulled the wrapping away to unveil the statue, Nadal, in his Rafa mask, applauded from a distance.

“It’s rather spectacular, when you see it up close,” he said. “It’s very well done. It’s sleek and modern and I’m delighted. It means a lot to me that after all these years a statue of me is in this place that is so important to tennis and to me personally. It’s unique, and on top of that, I’m not French.”

He was soon thanking the sculptor and knocking on the steel structure, as if to make sure that it was, like its inspiration, built to last.







CHAPTER NINETEEN

LA ULTIMA

Rafael Nadal was in a familiar kind of pain. On this late night in Rome in the spring of 2022, it sounded as if he had just about reached his limit.

In nearly two decades of covering his career, I had never heard Nadal quite so downbeat, and there had been no shortage of setbacks.

Through the years, Nadal would miss fifteen Grand Slam tournaments because of injury. Compare that with Federer, who missed six majors because of injury or Djokovic who, through 2024, missed just one. Given all those gaps in Nadal’s work history, it was even more remarkable that he came so close to finishing atop the Grand Slam count.

Staying healthy, or at least healthy enough to compete, is a big part of the greatness equation in sports. Prevention trumps rehabilitation. The Nadals certainly made some miscalculations in Rafael’s youth with the volume and intensity of work and frequent surface changes. The truth was that Rafael had been battling his body as much as the opposition since he joined the tour. At seventeen, he was already wearing a black patellar tendinitis strap below his right knee when he made his Davis Cup debut against the Czechs in February 2004.

The problem in Rome dated to those early years and to Mueller-Weiss syndrome, the rare and chronic condition in his left foot that had threatened his career when it was just beginning in 2005 and had too often left him compromised.

Nadal had been irresistible at the start of his tricky round-of-16 match in Rome against Denis Shapovalov at the Italian Open, winning the opening set 6–1. But the endgame was frankly difficult to watch as Nadal limped and labored between points and, at 2–2 in the third set, walked to the side of the court, leaned against a towel box, and grimaced, looking miserable. On the next changeover, he took unusually deep breaths and seemed to be willing himself onward. He tried to sprint back on the court, Nadal style, but ended up hobbling instead.

Even the Canadian fans who were there to support Shapovalov started cheering for the woebegone Spaniard, but it was to no avail. Nadal, who had won the Italian Open ten times, was not going to come close to winning it again.

“Tomorrow I will get up feeling awful; that’s the reality,” he said when he joined us for the news conference. “I live with a ton of anti-inflammatories daily to give myself the chance to train. That’s my reality, and there have been many days, like today, when the moment comes that I can’t do it.”

He was hardly the first aging tennis star to self-medicate. The longtime No. 1 Pete Sampras regretted popping ibuprofen like it was candy. It gave him an ulcer. Gilles Simon, the French veteran who, at thirty-seven, was close to Nadal’s age, said he needed “three anti-inflammatories and six paracetamols” before a match. “The only thing left to try is morphine,” Simon said.

But Nadal had been fighting this particular fight since his teens. Mueller-Weiss syndrome is a degenerative condition caused by a misshapen small bone in the top of the foot. There are surgical solutions, but Nadal had been told that fusing the bone could resolve his problem yet end his career, depriving him of the flexibility he needed to move like a world-class tennis player.

The syndrome had flared in 2021, ruining Nadal’s promising season and impacting his play down the stretch of his magnificent duel with Djokovic in the French Open semifinals that peaked in a marathon third set before Djokovic prevailed 3–6, 6–3, 7–6 (4), 6–2.

“The level of the game at one point was unbelievable,” said Guy Forget, the former French Open tournament director. “We knew he had a bit of an issue with his foot, and he was getting special treatment, but he wouldn’t show that he was struggling to anyone. And I remember after the match, I was in the player restaurant, and I see him by himself. He’s carrying a tray with a plate of pasta, and he’s limping like a crippled guy. An hour before on the court, the level and intensity was so high that I never thought he was injured that badly, and once it was over he could barely walk. There was something so cruel about the scene, because we all know what happened after that.”

Nadal was limping for nearly three weeks and was able to play only one tournament—the Citi Open in Washington, DC—in what remained of the season.

In September, he had a medical procedure in Barcelona on his foot, leaving the clinic on crutches, but the recovery was slower than he had anticipated, and eight months later, he was suffering again in Rome. With another Roland-Garros set to begin in just ten days, he was racing the clock to get healthy. He was weary of the struggle, and in Rome he looked beaten down, like a boxer who had taken too many body blows.

“I imagine there will come a time when my head will say, ‘Enough,’” Nadal said in Spanish, shaking his head and grimacing. “Pain takes away your happiness, not only in tennis but in life. And my problem is that many days I live with too much pain.”

I remembered my conversation with Nadal at the Crown Towers about the perils of obsessions like record chasing. Don’t tread on Nadal’s happiness, I thought. And yet, like many who followed pro tennis, I was conditioned to never count him out. We had all been given a recent reminder at the first Grand Slam event of the season: the Australian Open.

It was an extraordinary, tumultuous tournament even before it began as Djokovic, who was unvaccinated for the coronavirus, became embroiled in an international incident.

Unvaccinated foreigners were not allowed to visit Australia at this stage, but Djokovic traveled to Melbourne to defend his title after being granted a medical exemption because he had contracted the virus in December. The exemption had been approved by independent health panels commissioned by Tennis Australia and the local Victorian government.

But Australia’s federal immigration officials, after further examination, took a different view and revoked Djokovic’s visa shortly after he landed on January 5. He was detained at the airport, questioned at length, and held for five days in downtown Melbourne at the Park Hotel, which had been repurposed as a detention center for asylum seekers and refugees awaiting clarity on their immigration status.

Some of them had been waiting for years. Djokovic was free to leave at any time if he was prepared to exit the country and miss the Australian Open, but he chose to wage a legal battle to remain.

Nadal, who was fully vaccinated, had also contracted the coronavirus in late December. He had been exposed during an exhibition in Abu Dhabi, which was Nadal’s first tournament of any sort in nearly five months.

He and his coach Carlos Moyá both tested positive after returning to Mallorca, and it was uncertain if Nadal would make the long trip to Australia.

“We honestly were very close to not coming,” Moyá told me in Melbourne.

Once there, Nadal won a low-level ATP 250 event at Melbourne Park without dropping a set but played no one ranked in the top 60. He was still under the radar, all the more so because Djokovic’s case was dominating global news coverage.

Australia had adopted some of the strictest health measures in the world during the pandemic. Melbourne, with a population of five million, had spent more time under Covid-19 lockdowns than any city—262 days in total—and the latest lockdown had only been lifted in October 2021, three months before the Australian Open.

It had been traumatic, and Melburnians, with a double vaccination rate of more than 70 percent, were certainly eager to reembrace normal life but in no mood, after all their privations, to cut the unvaccinated Djokovic much slack.

This was also an election year in Australia, and the Djokovic case quickly became political.

His visa was briefly reinstated on procedural grounds, and he was released from the Park Hotel. He even practiced at Melbourne Park, but there would be no Australian Open in 2022 for Djokovic.

Alex Hawke, the Australian immigration minister, exercised his powers and canceled the visa again, ordering Djokovic deported on the grounds that his presence in the country could promote the antivaccine movement in Australia, making him a threat to public health. Djokovic’s final appeal was heard on Sunday, the day before the tournament was to begin, but a three-judge panel upheld Hawke’s decision.

Djokovic and his coach Goran Ivanišević were escorted to their departure gate at Melbourne Airport by Australian security officials on Sunday, January 16, creating a big hole and opportunity in the men’s draw.

Djokovic was, without a doubt, the world’s best hard court player and had won three straight Australian Open titles to run his total to nine, which would have been a much bigger deal if Nadal had not already won thirteen French Opens. Djokovic would win a tenth Australian Open the following year when he was allowed to return to Melbourne. But he was out of the picture and the country for 2022. When the outcome of his case was still in doubt, Nadal was asked for his opinion.

Some other players had treated the question as if it were radioactive, but Nadal was willing to take the risk. He and his team had followed the Djokovic saga very closely.

“I tell you one thing,” Nadal said. “It’s very clear that Novak Djokovic is one of the best players of the history, without a doubt. But there is no one player in history that’s more important than the event, no? The player stays and then goes, and other players are coming. Even Roger, Novak, myself, Björn Borg, who was amazing at his times, tennis keeps going. The Australian Open is more important than any player. If he’s playing finally, okay. If he’s not playing, the Australian Open will be a great Australian Open.”

Djokovic surely bookmarked that comment. His fans definitely bookmarked that comment. But Nadal, in his adventurous English, was proven correct.

It was a great Australian Open.

No. 1 Ashleigh Barty, a matter-of-fact Aussie’s Aussie, became the first Australian woman in forty-four years to win the singles title and ended that drought in what turned out to be her final tournament. She retired two months later at the age of twenty-five, weary of the travel and pressure and eager to start a family.

Djokovic was on his way back to Europe, and Roger Federer and Stan Wawrinka were out with injuries. Nadal was the only former men’s Australian Open champion in the field, and he had won the title just once, his lowest figure at any major.

At age thirty-five, Nadal was now the old guard trying to hold off the youngsters, and he had to hang on very tightly in the quarterfinals to get past Shapovalov, a flashy twenty-two-year-old Canadian left-hander with a one-handed backhand who had been ranked as high as No. 10.

On a torrid afternoon in Melbourne, Nadal lost more than ten pounds and a two-set lead as Shapovalov pushed him into a fifth set while lobbying hard for Nadal to play at a brisker pace. Shapovalov accused chair umpire Carlos Bernardes of favoritism, which was quite a twist considering that an angry Nadal had once vowed that Bernardes would never umpire any of his matches again. But Shapovalov believed Bernardes was giving Nadal too much time to recover between points, even with the twenty-five-second shot clock, and was not obliging him to play at Shapovalov’s pace in the Canadian’s own service games. Shapovalov also felt Nadal was too slow to resume play after winning the first set.

“You guys are all corrupt!” Shapovalov said to Bernardes, a comment he later walked back.

Shapovalov questioned how long it took Nadal to return to the court for the fifth set after Shapovalov evened the match at two sets apiece.

“I respect everything that Rafa has done and I think he’s an unbelievable player,” Shapovalov told us later. “But there’s got to be some boundaries, some rules set. It’s just so frustrating as a player. You feel like you’re not just playing against the player; you’re playing against the umpires, you’re playing against so much more. It’s difficult. I mean, it was a big break after the fourth set and for this reason the momentum just goes away. They are legends of the game, but when you step on the court it should be equal.”

Nadal rejected Shapovalov’s claims and rightly pointed out that recent tightening of the rules had made it harder to show any player favoritism with electronic line-calling, shot clocks, and new limits on off-court breaks. The shot clock could have been called the Nadal Clock: His ponderous play had been a big factor in its adoption.

“I really believe that on the court you don’t deserve better treatment than the others,” Nadal said. “And I really don’t want it, and I don’t feel I have it.”

Shapovalov ultimately did himself in by playing a shaky service game early in the fifth set to surrender the momentum to Nadal. When the four-hour-and-eight-minute duel ended with a missed volley, Shapovalov smashed his racket to the blue hard court: quite a contrast with Nadal, who had never thrown or broken a racket in anger in nearly thirty years of playing the game.

Some prominent members of tennis’s new wave, like Shapovalov, Nick Kyrgios, and Daniil Medvedev, were much more volatile and vocal under duress than Nadal. In the semifinals, when Medvedev faced Stefanos Tsitsipas, he screamed at chair umpire Jaume Campistol during a changeover about Tsitsipas receiving illegal coaching from his father, Apostolos.

“Are you stupid? His father can talk every point?” Medvedev said, before barking “Look at me!” at Campistol.

To be fair to Medvedev, Tsitsipas’s père was rightly notorious for his illegal coaching, but his advice did not make the difference this time. Medvedev won in four sets, just as Nadal had won against Matteo Berrettini in the first semifinal, exploiting the big-serving Italian’s comparatively weak backhand.

After the epic 2019 U.S. Open final between Nadal and Medvedev, it was time for a rematch in Melbourne.
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Medvedev was now a major champion after stopping Djokovic’s bid for the Grand Slam by defeating him in the final of the 2021 U.S. Open.

Medvedev was cosmopolitan and complex. He had moved from Moscow to the French Riviera to train when he was in his teens and spoke excellent French, which he put to good use with his French coach, Gilles Cervara.

“Gilles is sometimes trying to use words on purpose that I don’t know, that I should know, that are uncommon,” Medvedev said. “It’s the same thing with tennis where you’re trying to do things that are out of the ordinary to shake things up and do something extra. You have to always improve.”

When Medvedev was not ranting at umpires or taunting a crowd, he was one of the more thoughtful interview subjects in tennis, quick of wit and brimming with unique perspective.

His bespoke, loose-limbed game did not appear to be built for consistency, but it was brutally difficult to break down and beautifully suited to the reliable bounces and secure footing of a hard court. At six foot six, he had reach, leverage, and a big first serve.

But he was fortunate to be in the final. He had rallied from two sets down and saved a match point in the quarterfinals against another young and promising Canadian, Félix Auger-Aliassime.

Asked on court how he had managed to escape, Medvedev answered, “I don’t know if people will like it but I told myself, ‘What would Novak do?’”

People did not like it. The Australian crowd booed at the mention of Djokovic, and Medvedev, usually impervious to peer pressure, quickly mentioned “Roger” and “Rafa” as inspirations, too.

There were cheers, and there would be plenty more noise on Sunday night when Nadal and Medvedev locked ground strokes in their second major final.

A Nadal victory would give him a twenty-first Grand Slam singles title and break the tie with Federer and Djokovic. But that was not something he focused on or even discussed within his team, and as we listened to him in the cavernous Australian Open interview room, he sounded simply happy to be in this position after all the uncertainty.

“For a long time I wasn’t able to practice,” he said. “Sometimes I went on court, and I was able to practice twenty minutes, sometimes forty-five, sometimes zero, sometimes two hours, but it has been very, very rough in terms of imagining myself playing best-of-five.”

Nadal was quick to point out that his troubles were small in the big picture.

“I can’t complain at all, especially during the times that we are facing with plenty of people dying around the world, no?” he said. “Of course my months are not tough at all comparing to a lot of families that lost a lot of people.”

For Nadal, his unexpected run to the final was a “semi-milagro” (a semimiracle).

“But that does not take away my desire to make one last effort,” he said.

It would be a colossal effort, even if it looked, at one stage, like it would be a much shorter night shift than expected.

Medvedev extended Nadal in his two opening service games and then broke him at love in his next two service games to take firm command of the opening set. The second quickly got more complicated—and spectacular—as they attacked, stretched, and defended brilliantly. Nadal won a forty-shot rally, the longest of the match: finishing it with a rare sliced backhand winner that landed on the sideline. That earned a standing ovation from the sellout crowd in Rod Laver Arena and then Nadal’s first break of serve.

But his early 4–1 lead would prove unsustainable as Medvedev reeled him in, showing more consistency in the extended rallies and winning many more quick points with his faster first serve. The Russian was prevailing in the duel between Nadal’s best shot (his bolo whip of a forehand) and Medvedev’s best shot (his slap of a two-handed backhand). Nadal tried to serve out the set at 5–3, an eventful game in which he missed an easy overhead on the opening point and in which a protester jumped onto the court from a considerable height but was quickly hustled off court by security guards. Nadal proved his powers of concentration by winning the next exchange and saving a break point with a forehand drop shot. But he could not convert his lone set point, just missing an ace on his first serve. He was broken after four deuces.

The Spaniard, despite all the crowd support, also failed to hold a 5–3 lead in the tiebreaker, losing the last four points. Nadal was taking big risks, serving and volleying on occasion, as he had done in New York in 2019, but this time it was Medvedev who was up two sets to love.

The end looked nigh when Nadal, serving at 2–3 in the third set, fell behind 0–40 after a stupendous defensive point from Medvedev that the Russian finished with a leaping down-the-line backhand winner.

“That surely is the decisive point, the defining moment for Daniil,” said Mark Petchey, who was commentating on the final in Australia.

Most of us, maybe even all of us, were in agreement. But Nadal saved the first break point with a forehand drop shot winner. He saved the second by parrying two very deep ground strokes from the Russian, who then made a rare backhand unforced error. Nadal saved the third by chasing down a drop shot, slicing the ball crosscourt, and getting another error from Medvedev, who had crept in and missed a low forehand swing volley with an opening.

It was suddenly loud, very loud in Rod Laver Arena. Nobody knew it yet, but this final, which had been running for two hours and forty-seven minutes, was barely half over.

Nadal held to 3–3 and broke Medvedev at 4–4 after Medvedev lived and died by the drop shot and then played it straight and got burned by a backhand passing shot.

Nadal closed out the third set and went up a break in the fourth, with Medvedev starting to rightfully complain about fans shouting during his service motion. “Step up, man,” he said to Australian chair umpire John Blom. “Final of a Grand Slam. ‘Please’ is not enough.”

Nadal stayed in his bubble and won the fourth set.

At the start of the fifth, Blom tried to set a new tone with Medvedev serving, lecturing the rambunctious crowd like a school principal at a rowdy assembly: “I thought we stopped that,” Blom said. “If you want to call out between first and second serves, I’ll have security remove you.”

Nadal broke serve in the fifth game, fought through a nearly fourteen-minute game to hold, and then had the chance to serve for the title at 5–4. He went up 30–0, only to lose four straight points.

It was 1 a.m., and it was 5-all in the fifth set. Another tiebreaker seemed inevitable, but this surprising match stayed true to form.

Nadal broke back after two deuces, floating a stab of a one-handed backhand return into play off a great first serve down the T and getting a forehand unforced error from an overeager Medvedev.

It was 6–5 Nadal, who would serve again for No. 21. On the changeover he sucked the energy gel out of two different tubes as if he had just arrived at an oasis after a long camel ride. He zoned into his rituals: water bottles, ice towel, hair tucked behind both ears. It was the right kind of busywork, the sort that prevents one’s thoughts from racing.

“Time!” said Blom, and it was indeed time as Nadal left his chair and the accessories behind, jogged performatively to the baseline, and, after all the suspense, kept it simple: 15–0. 30–0. 40–0 with an ace, only his third of the match, and a long look at his team that seemed as close to anguish as to anticipation. This had been an ordeal as well as a final, and Nadal ended it on his first match point, ripping a forehand and pushing forward to strike a crisp backhand volley that the sliding Medvedev could reach but not return.

Nadal dropped his racket, put both hands to the face, and then he laughed, shaking his head at the improbability of it all.

When he arrived at his news conference at 2:40 a.m., he was asked if this was his greatest achievement.

“The most unexpected, without a doubt,” he said. “And most surprising, I think, for everyone. For you guys, too, I think. For me personally, especially, because I know how I arrived here.”

That answer rang true. Beating Federer at his peak on grass in 2008 to win Wimbledon for the first time or beating Djokovic in his prime on a hard court to win the U.S. Open in 2010 or 2013 had to be greater achievements because of the rivalries and players involved. Medvedev was on the rise, to be sure, but was not a champion of that ilk, and this, after all, was just one tournament. Nadal’s greatest achievement for me was his body of work at Roland-Garros.

Nadal surely benefited from Djokovic’s deportation, given the Serbian’s form and Nadal’s inability to defeat Djokovic on hard courts (or grass) after 2013.

But this bolt-from-the blue Australian run was still a marvel, and it had required five hours and twenty-four minutes for Nadal to shake free of Medvedev and win 2–6, 6–7 (5), 6–4, 6–4, 7–5. It was Nadal’s second Australian Open title after four consecutive defeats in the final. He had lost to Djokovic in Melbourne in the longest Grand Slam final in 2012 and in one of the most lopsided in 2019. Nadal had been beaten by Wawrinka in 2014 with his back locking up. He had lost to a resurgent Federer in 2017 after being up a break in the fifth set.

This victory came thirteen years after his first title in Melbourne and a record seventeen years after his first major title in Paris. Above all, if we are crunching numbers, Nadal now had more Grand Slam singles titles than any man.

He was asked what No. 21 meant to him. It was 3 a.m., late even for a Spaniard, but he answered thoughtfully.

“This is sports; it’s a competition, and I’m a competitor, so of course my goal is to finish with the most,” he said. “But for me it truly never has been an obsession. I was never looking over to see if someone had more than me, if their house was bigger or their phone was better. In the end, you have to follow your own path, and the only thing I can do is try to achieve the most I can and then if someone has more Grand Slams than me or is better than me, I am not going to begrudge them that. Whatever happens from now until the end, Roger, Novak, and I have all made our dreams come true, and we all exceeded the expectations we could have had when we were young.”
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Nadal was exhausted (and he was not alone with sunrise approaching and newspaper stories still to write), but he shook hands with quite a few of us on his way out of the interview room and into the rest of his season.

He won the title in Acapulco in February and ran his winning streak to twenty matches by reaching the final in Indian Wells in March. But that came with a price. In the semifinals, he defeated eighteen-year-old Spanish prodigy Carlos Alcaraz in three sets in strong desert winds, suffering a stress fracture in a rib.

Dr. Angel Ruiz-Cotorro, Nadal’s personal physician, later explained that such injuries are typically due to overload and that the gusting wind had forced Nadal to hit many shots at full power from awkward positions with last-second adjustments, likely causing the overload.

Nadal somehow still played the final against young Californian Taylor Fritz, who had problems of his own after spraining an ankle. Nadal, with his close connection to Ellison and affinity for the event, was surely reluctant to default, having withdrawn before the 2019 semifinal against Federer.

But Fritz prevailed 6–3, 7–6 (5), securing the biggest victory of his career. Two days later Nadal announced that he would be out of action for four to six weeks. He missed the start of the clay court season and returned in May in Madrid, where he lost to Alcaraz in a three-set quarterfinal that turned out to be their last match against each other but not their last match with each other.

Then came Nadal’s relapse in Rome.

Except for the abbreviated pandemic season of 2020, Nadal had never arrived at Roland-Garros without winning a clay court event earlier in the year. He had played just five matches on clay in 2022.

But he had shown such remarkable early-season form and had looked very sharp at the Italian Open before the second set of the Shapovalov match. He had laid the foundation for success in Paris if he could manage his pain.

Reenter Dr. Ruiz-Cotorro.

As Nadal discussed his options in Rome, the only time he sounded upbeat was when he mentioned that Ruiz-Cotorro would be with him for his Roland-Garros campaign. Ruiz-Cotorro would monitor Nadal but also, as Nadal later revealed, provide him with painkilling injections in his left foot before each of his matches. There were risks with this approach—it left Nadal with little to no feeling in his foot and made it easier to turn an ankle or worse—but it was not the first time he had gone down this extreme slope.

You can argue about the ethics of this approach, and some French cyclists like Thibaut Pinot and Guillaume Martin did just that. Such anesthesia injections are banned in most cases in pro cycling.

For Martin, athletes like Nadal are sometimes wrongly celebrated for their tolerance for pain. “They pass for heroes because they go deep into pain, but in fact they use substances to go deep into pain, and it’s very much pushing the limit,” he told L’Équipe.

But these painkilling injections were perfectly legal in pro tennis and most other sports, and Olivier Niggli, president of the World Anti-Doping Agency, would defend Nadal’s right to use them in an interview after the French Open.

What was clear was that they worked. Six days after his defeat in Rome, Nadal walked back onto the Philippe-Chatrier Court with no trace of a limp for a practice session with Jaume Munar, his fellow Mallorcan, who was now the third most successful player from the island after Nadal and Moyá.

Though it was the Thursday before the French Open, there were several thousand spectators in the stadium. Roland-Garros was now allowing the general public to watch the stars practice on the main show courts as part of an opening week that included the qualifying tournaments. It was a fine initiative for the fans but also a business decision, part of the majors’ ever-expanding attempt to leverage all their available content and to create three weeks of revenue instead of just two.

Nadal was ranked and seeded 5th, which made him vulnerable to a nasty draw, and he was placed in the same quarter as Djokovic, the No. 1 seed. Djokovic had missed Indian Wells and Miami because of the United States’ ban on unvaccinated foreign visitors. But with health protocols now relaxed in Europe, Djokovic was back for the clay court season and had won the Italian Open in grand style to become, at thirty-four, the oldest men’s singles champion there in the Open era.

“I always try to use these kinds of situations and adversity in my favor to fuel me for the next challenge,” he said of his deportation from Australia. “As much as I’ve felt pressure in my life and my career, that was something really on a whole different level. But I feel it’s already behind me. I feel great on the court. Mentally as well. I’m fresh. I’m sharp.”

That sounded ominous for Nadal, who, at this stage, seemed to be none of those things.

But he roared out of the gates at Roland-Garros. With his left foot numb from the painkiller, Nadal swept past Jordan Thompson, Corentin Moutet, and Botic van de Zandschulp to set up a fourth-round match with Auger-Aliassime, part of the new wave of multicultural Canadian tennis talent that included Shapovalov and 2019 U.S. Open women’s champion Bianca Andreescu.

Auger-Aliassime’s mother, Marie Auger, was French-Canadian and his father, Sam, was a tennis coach who had emigrated from the west African nation of Togo. Auger-Aliassime was nicknamed FAA for obvious reasons in an era of hashtags and sentence fragments. He had grown up competing with Shapovalov but had a different toolkit. He was a righty, not a lefty, and had a massive serve and a two-handed backhand. He was not as flashy or brash as his compatriot. He had a measured dignity about him, and at this early stage, he was already a serious all-court threat.

What made this fourth-round duel even more intriguing was that Auger-Aliassime had added Toni Nadal to his coaching team in 2021. Former French player Frédéric Fontang was still Auger-Aliassime’s primary coach, with Toni in a part-time consultant’s role, but Auger-Aliassime was the first potential rival Toni had formally coached since he had stopped working with his nephew in 2017.

“I have zero problem with that,” Nadal said. “I know the feelings we have between each other. I know he wants the best for me.”

This was a flashback to the very early days when Toni was coaching Rafael and his good friend and junior rival Tomeu Salva in Mallorca. But the stakes were rather higher now, and Toni said he would not provide Auger-Aliassime with tactical advice ahead of the match.

“It wouldn’t be ethical; I work for Rafael at the academy,” Toni said. “But above all it’s because he’s my nephew. If I have the choice, I want my nephew to win the tournament and if not, of course I want Felix to win it.”

The young Canadian accepted the dynamic. Toni had shared plenty of thoughts about Rafael’s game during the past year with Auger-Aliassime as he tried to improve on clay and other surfaces. But Auger-Aliassime said Toni had made it clear when he joined the team that he would recuse himself if Auger-Aliassime ever played Rafael.

“In any case, if there was a secret to beating Rafa, he would not have won thirteen times here,” Auger-Aliassime said, implying that someone would have figured it out.

Toni had been watching both players’ matches from their boxes during the tournament. But he chose neutrality this time, watching from the presidential tribune and sitting next to Gilles Moretton, the president of the French Tennis Federation.

Toni made it through four sets, which Rafael and Auger-Aliassime split, before taking his leave. Auger-Aliassime’s first serve, forehand, and athleticism were causing Rafael all kinds of trouble, and the Canadian already was part of an exclusive club.

He was only the third man to push Nadal to five sets at Roland-Garros. John Isner had managed it in the first round in 2011. So had Djokovic in their classic 2013 semifinal.

But Nadal had won both those duels, and he was about to go three-for-three, breaking Auger-Aliassime in the eighth game and then closing it out by serving and volleying and winning the last of a long series of scrambling, skidding exchanges to prevail 3–6, 6–3, 6–2, 3–6, 6–3.

Off with the bandanna and into the quarterfinals for a new age Roland-Garros night match with Djokovic. Sixteen years earlier, their rivalry had started in the sunshine in the quarterfinals of the French Open. Now, it could end in the same round under the lights.

“We have to be ready that this could be the last time they play in a Grand Slam,” former No. 1 Mats Wilander told me.

Nadal, a master at staying in the moment, was sounding unusually nostalgic himself.

“Being honest, every match that I play here, I don’t know if it’s gonna be my last match in Roland-Garros,” he said. “I went through a tough process again with my foot, so I don’t know what can happen in the near future with my career. But that is why I am just trying to enjoy as much as possible and fight as much as I can to keep living the dream.”

He and Djokovic had certainly provided plenty of content. This was their fifty-ninth match and tenth at Roland-Garros: both men’s records.

Nadal had lobbied unsuccessfully for a day match because he did not like the heavy conditions at night.

“Lots of people think incorrectly that slow conditions are better for clay court specialists,” Nadal said. “But it’s quite the contrary. Slower conditions and heavier balls favor the guy who hits it flatter with the more direct strokes.”

But the contrarian view was that heavy conditions favored him against Djokovic on clay. Nadal, after all, had produced one of his best performances in the autumnal 2020 final with its chilly temperatures under the closed canopy roof.

“It’s an enormous error to think sunny, fast conditions favor Nadal, because it makes his shots bounce higher,” Gilles Simon told me. “Not at all. When it’s hot and fast, you can finally hit winners against him. Everyone says, ‘It’s heavy, so it’s better for Novak.’ But no. When it’s heavier, the more powerful one wins, and Rafa is by far the more powerful one. He destroyed Novak when it was heavy during Covid. Nadal’s high-bouncing ball to the backhand has never bothered Novak. What bothers Novak when he plays Nadal is that he can’t finish the point. When it’s heavy, that only gets harder to do.”

Simon, one of the savviest tacticians in tennis, had a point, and this grueling, four-hour-and-twelve-minute quarterfinal on a chilly Tuesday evening would support his theory.

Nadal started and finished on a roll in a match where the average rally length was well over five strokes. Nadal had fifty-seven winners to forty-three unforced errors and did a much better job than Djokovic of fending off trouble on his second serve. But Djokovic still came so close to forcing a fifth set. He had two set points on his serve at 5–3 in the fourth but failed to convert. Nadal pounced on the opportunity, breaking back and then closing out the victory in the tiebreaker.

“Just one or two shots and I could have taken it to the fifth, and then it’s really anybody’s match,” Djokovic said. “But again, he showed why he’s a great champion, staying there mentally tough and finishing the match the way he did.”

It was a pro-Nadal crowd, which was now the rule at Roland-Garros after those earlier years of resistance to his dominance.

“I think probably they know that I’m not going to be here a lot more times,” Nadal said.

It was deeper than that, of course. Nadal’s extraordinary point-by-point, season-by-season commitment had ultimately earned even the French fans’ respect and support. And Nadal was in pole position again with Djokovic eliminated and no other Grand Slam singles champions left in the draw.

No. 14 seemed close, but it might not have happened if Alexander Zverev had not gone down with a scream late in the second set of their semifinal. Nadal had won their ninety-one-minute first set in a tiebreaker, sweat pouring off him on a humid day underneath the closed roof. Long, grinding rallies were the rule, and they were about to head into another tiebreaker with the young German playing what looked like the most convincing tennis of his life. But on the last point of the twelfth game, Zverev rolled his right ankle chasing a Nadal forehand and went down in agony.

He was carted off the Chatrier Court in tears in a wheelchair and returned a few minutes later on crutches, with Nadal walking grimly beside him, to inform the officials that he was retiring from the semifinal.

“Of course, for me, as everybody knows, being in the final of Roland-Garros one more time is a dream, without a doubt,” Nadal said in his on-court interview. “But at the same time, to finish that way, I have been there in the small room with Sascha before we came back on court, and to see him crying there is a very tough moment. So just all the best to him and all the team.”

Zverev had surgery and would not compete for seven months. Nadal went on to do what he does best: win French Opens.

His opponent in the final was a newcomer: twenty-three-year-old Casper Ruud, once a regular at the Rafa Nadal Academy. Ruud, the first Norwegian to reach a Grand Slam singles final, had been deeply influenced by Nadal’s playing style, manners, and deep focus. His forehand was even generating more rpms than Nadal’s at this stage. Ruud had a role model in his own house: his father and coach, Christian Ruud, a former top 40 player. But Nadal was Casper’s idol, the man he watched on television or from the stands as he won the French Open just about every year.

This time Ruud got to watch him win it from the opposite side of the net. Final score: 6–3, 6–3, 6–0.

The suspense, for Nadal, had come earlier in the tournament. He was now 14-0 in Roland-Garros finals. For me, that was the most impressive statistic of his career, an unmistakable reflection of a champion built not just to last but to summon the best from himself when he needed it most. It was also a reflection of his mastery of clay: He was 8-8 in other major finals.

His hairline and tactics had changed since his first French Open victory in 2005. He had a more balanced baseline game and was hitting a higher percentage of backhands, saving his thirty-six-year-old body from covering so much ground to whip forehands. He was shortening the exchanges: hitting more winners and coming to net more often and more effectively. He was much deeper behind the baseline to return. His volleys had improved and so had what the French called le petit jeu, the short game in the forecourt where touch and disguise were essential.

He had won as a prodigy at nineteen and was now the oldest French Open men’s champion at age thirty-six. It seemed, given the hints he had been dropping and the price he had been paying, like the perfect moment to walk off into a vibrant Mallorcan sunset with the slightest of limps.

Just in case, I already had written a column on his retirement for the New York Times that was ready to be published. Some of my colleagues had surely taken the same precaution, and as Nadal took the microphone after overwhelming Ruud, we, like the fifteen thousand fans in the Chatrier Court, were expectant.

“I don’t know what can happen in the future,” Nadal said. “But I’m going to keep fighting to try to keep going.”

There was a roar of approval from the crowd.







CHAPTER TWENTY

THE RINGS

Bandanna in place and an equipment bag slung over each shoulder, Rafael Nadal arrived at the top of the stairs. He dropped both bags and adjusted his socks, first the left, then the right. He grabbed a racket with his right hand, shifted it in a flash to his left, and then jumped three times, bringing his knees high, in rapid succession.

He was ready, even if it seemed a bad omen that there was a photo of Novak Djokovic holding up the Coupe des Mousquetaires on a very nearby wall.

For the first time in two years and quite likely for the last time, Nadal was playing in the French Open. As he walked through the doorway to the Philippe-Chatrier Court on May 27, 2024, for his daunting first-round match against Alexander Zverev, Nadal passed a strapping, silver-haired Frenchman in a crisp white shirt and blazer who had just announced his arrival: “Rafael Nadaaaaal.”

It was Marc Maury, the barrel-chested former decathlete who was master of ceremonies at Roland-Garros.

So much had changed at the tournament since Nadal’s first visit twenty years earlier: new courts, new rules, new rivals—but Maury was there from the start for the Spaniard. They met in Monte Carlo in 2003 after Nadal, then just sixteen, upset Albert Costa, the reigning French Open champion. Maury was doing the on-court interviews, and he advanced with a microphone toward Nadal who looked at him in a panic and said “No hablo inglés!” Maury told him not to worry and said he would translate his answers from Spanish.

It went well enough despite Nadal’s concern, and Maury went to the locker room to thank Nadal for his effort and told him, “I think we’re going to be doing a lot of these.”

“It just seemed like this kid was going to be there for a long time,” Maury said.

He certainly got that right, and after Maury began working for Roland-Garros in 2004, Nadal soon made his triumphant debut.

Until Maury’s arrival, the on-court announcements were made by the chair umpires, but Maury brought a livelier, showman’s sensibility. One of his primary roles is to introduce players to the crowd during the warmup, recounting their main achievements. As the years passed, he kept updating Nadal’s biography as he progressed from champion to serial champion, from prodigy to all-time great. But when Nadal won Monte Carlo and Roland-Garros for the tenth time in 2017, Maury decided something more elaborate was in order.

Going forward he recited all the years, one by one in French, that Nadal had won the tournament: “Deux mille cinq, deux mille six, deux mille sept…”

“I felt we had to do something special for this guy,” Maury said. “So, I started doing it at Monte Carlo, and then I did it again at Roland-Garros.”

It was a small change that had a big impact. Maury’s long and lilting enumeration of Nadal’s victories became, for many in France and beyond, the best testimony to the absurdity of Nadal’s achievement.

It takes a deep breath and quite some time in any language to cover fourteen titles. And on this overcast Monday afternoon, with the translucent canopy roof closed overhead, Maury gave the full and final list for the first and final time in competition as Nadal warmed up to face Zverev: 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2022.

The introduction had taken on a life of its own, both in the stadium, where the crowd began to roar as soon as Maury started the count, and in the virtual world.

“My daughter Maïa was studying in Dallas, and she called me and said, ‘You’ve got like sixty thousand views in one day on TikTok,’” Maury said. “And I told her, ‘No, no, I’m not on TikTok.’ But it was the kids who were copying my announcement and taking a video of themselves waiting in front of a door with a racket, and they listen to the announcement and when they get to No. 14, they throw the racket away and they run.”

Maury also received a call from a friend who told him that he needed to listen to something.

“It was a DJ in Spain who had put the Nadal intro to music with some beats, and people were shouting the years together around a pool,” Maury said. “And I was thinking that if I hear that again maybe I need to send a copyright lawyer.”

Nadal never told Maury directly, but he also liked the introduction.

“For me, the guy didn’t change since 2003,” Maury said. “He was always very kind, very polite, always a bit shy for sure. He always showed respect, and he even hugged me after a couple of his victories at Roland-Garros. I wasn’t expecting that.”

That was the sort of story that many would share who worked at the tournament. Behind the scenes, the French Open staff appreciated the small courtesies, like how Nadal would come to the player services desk and ask for extra tickets for his family and wait politely for an answer that many star players would have taken for a given.

“Some players don’t even say a word when they come onto the grounds,” said Guy Forget, the former No. 1 French player and French Open tournament director. “Some girls walk in like they are some kind of a goddess or a queen. Some guys walk in like they own the place. Rafa’s always connecting with people, from the guy who does the court, to the referees, to anybody he sees, and I think that’s why people like him so much, because he hasn’t changed for all these years, with all that fame and success. He’s always stayed very humble, very open, and I think that comes from his upbringing.”

For Perez-Barbadillo, Miguel Angel Nadal’s career arc was also a factor, and it seems fitting and perhaps not coincidental that both the uncle and the nephew retired at age thirty-eight.

“Rafa comes from a family that already knew success in sports,” Perez-Barbadillo said. “They had seen the cycle of a career, the sunrise and the sunset. They knew that what goes around comes around.”

In 2009, after Nadal’s crushing first loss at Roland-Garros, he still took the time to thank the French Open player services staff personally before he left the grounds. He did the same in 2016 after he withdrew during the tournament with a wrist injury.

“He said goodbye to everyone, at the transport, at the welcome desk, and there were some women crying,” Forget said.

Aurélien Pajot, who was Nadal’s driver during Roland-Garros from 2008 to 2014, told L’Équipe that they developed a real bond. “Sometimes we send each other texts to wish a happy new year or get updates on the family,” he said. “What left the deepest impression on me over 10 years was his kindness. Several times, when it was time to say goodbye after I took him to the airport, he gave me a present: his bag, a pair of autographed shoes, without me ever asking.”

Nonetheless, there was some Nadal fatigue.

“It’s true that after so many titles, we did say, ‘It’d be great if he lost once in a while’ because it was getting to be too much,” said Gilles Jourdan, the longtime French Open administrator. “But we have great appreciation for what Nadal did for the tournament. He raised its profile. So even if we did say, ‘Him again?!’ he was very pleasant, very well-mannered. He respected everyone, and he was very respected in return. He was always pleasant with the staff, no matter how big or small their role, always said thank you. He could be demanding but never over-the-top about scheduling or other things.”

Jourdan said, surprisingly, that Federer was not held in the same esteem by the Roland-Garros leadership.

“Nadal was much more sympathetic than Federer,” he said. “Our impression was that Federer only thinks of himself. He does not give anything, does not give his time. He’s polite but nothing more. He thinks a lot about money, a lot. There’s no interaction. He’s not mean or rude, but as we used to say, he was the false ideal son-in-law. Nadal was the real deal.”

That is just one viewpoint. The French public and other publics embraced Federer and his elegant game wholeheartedly. My own experience, as a reporter who interviewed him many times over twenty years, was that he was engaged and empathetic. He also raised millions for his foundation. But Jourdan’s unsolicited, behind-the-curtain perspective was certainly intriguing.

It is also worth considering that Federer won the French Open just once. The tournament, for him, was full of bittersweet memories and frustrating, even humiliating defeats. Wimbledon, despite the loss in the final to Nadal in 2008 and to Djokovic in 2019, was Federer’s safest haven and deepest connection.

Roland-Garros was Nadal’s, even if the Spaniard did his best to start fresh each year, to focus on winning the title rather than defending the title. It was one of the keys to his unprecedented success, and 2024 truly was a French Open like no other for Nadal.
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For the first time, he was unseeded: a consequence of playing just one tournament in fifteen months.

After winning the 2022 French Open and vowing never again to use anesthetic injections in his left foot to compete, he opted for an unusual procedure: a radio frequency ablation, which deadens nerves by deploying radio waves but is rarely used on the feet. The ablation gave him considerable relief and allowed him to play Wimbledon. He reached the semifinals but was unable to continue because of another injury: a torn abdominal muscle suffered in his quarterfinal victory over American Taylor Fritz.

Nadal’s body was breaking down in new places, and he was clearly in distress against Fritz. His father, Sebastián, and other members of his entourage plaintively shouted and signaled to him to stop. But Nadal stubbornly persevered and won, his competitive spirit trumping self-preservation. But he was in serious pain the next day and defaulted before facing Nick Kyrgios in the semifinals.

The injury spoiled the second half of Nadal’s formidable season, but he still experienced powerful and positive emotions. He and his wife, Maria Francisca, were expecting their first child. It was a difficult pregnancy, but Nadal made a quick round trip to London in September with her benediction to play doubles again with Federer at the Laver Cup in his farewell event.

They had played for Team Europe in the event’s inaugural year of 2017 in Prague. Five years later, Federer called Nadal after he had been beaten at the U.S. Open in the fourth round by Frances Tiafoe to let him know about his retirement plans, which were not yet public.

“I was totally ready if Rafa couldn’t make it that I would play maybe with [Andy] Murray or somebody else from the team,” Federer told me. “But it very quickly got clear on the phone, and Rafa told me, ‘I will try everything I possibly can to be there with you.’ And that felt obviously incredible for me. And it showed again how much we mean to one another and how much respect we have.

“And I just thought it would be just a beautiful, amazing story for us, for sports, for tennis, and maybe beyond that as well, where we can coexist in a tough rivalry and come out on top and show that hey, again it’s just tennis. Yes, it’s hard, and it’s brutal sometimes, but it’s always fair. And you can come out on the other side and still have this great, friendly rivalry. I just thought it ended up even better than I ever thought it would. So, an incredible effort by Rafa, and I’ll obviously never forget what he did for me in London.”

It ended in defeat against Tiafoe and Jack Sock, but what most will remember were the tears from both champions as they shared a moment on the team bench during the postmatch festivities.

“When Roger leaves the tour an important part of my life is leaving, too,” Nadal explained.

Federer, then forty-one years old, sounded relieved that he was the first leading player of the Golden Age to retire. He was the oldest by far. It seemed the natural order of things.

“I do feel it was important,” he said. “I got quite a scare with Murray, and Rafa, too, I never knew what was going to happen with Rafa. I just knew that it hasn’t been easy on him, I mean, for a while, the ins and outs of the thing. But I’m happy I could go first, because I am supposed to go first. I hope they can play as long as possible and squeeze that lemon out.”

Nadal was soon back in Mallorca with Maria Francisca, and in October she gave birth to their son Rafael. At age thirty-six, Nadal was juggling fatherhood and pro tennis, and he was starting much later than Federer, Murray, and Djokovic.

Like Federer and his wife, Mirka, who took their twin daughters on tour shortly after their birth in 2009, Nadal and Mery were on the road with three-month-old Rafael Jr. very quickly, traveling to Australia in January 2023.

But it would be a shorter and sadder trip than planned.

Nadal suffered a significant hip injury in a second-round defeat to American Mackenzie McDonald at the Australian Open and did not play again all year, confirming in May that he would miss the French Open for the first time since his debut. He said he wanted to return in 2024 for what was “probably” going to be his final season.

He made the announcement at the Rafa Nadal Academy in Manacor and underwent arthroscopic hip surgery soon afterward.

“I think I don’t deserve to finish like this, in a press conference,” Nadal said. “I want a different ending, and I am going to do my best to make that happen.

“I don’t know if I can be competitive to win a Grand Slam,” he continued. “I’m not an irrational person. I am aware of the difficulty of the situation. But I’m not a negative person, either. I want to give myself the opportunity to come back and compete.”

Nadal would get his different ending, and it would be, for himself and his fans, far too rational.

But then, considering how often Nadal had come roaring back, compressing the typical timelines, it was understandable that he needed to experience a series of reality checks before making any definitive decision about retirement. It had been nearly twenty years since Andre Agassi, one of tennis’s elder statesmen, had examined Nadal’s relentless style of play and concluded he was “writing checks that his body might not be able to cash.”

Nadal had cashed many a check since then, and his approach of playing down his chances and performing with positive energy had always served him well. But others were playing down his chances now, too, and with good reason. When he made a late start to the clay court season, making a last-minute decision to play in Barcelona, he looked slower: more vulnerable to drop shots and attacks that stretched him wide. His serve was also slower than in his heyday. No surprise, considering how limited his serving had been in practice because of his injuries. He lost to Alex de Minaur in Barcelona, to Jiri Lehecka in Madrid, and to Hubert Hurkacz in the second round in Rome by the confidence-sapping score of 6–1, 6–3.

He wanted no formal farewell, at least not this year, but the Italian fans had ideas of their own. More than ten thousand gathered below the players’ elevated walkway, roaring and chanting as he left the center court for what was indeed the final time as a competitor. That spontaneous show of appreciation from the Italian public was surely more moving than any preplanned ceremony.

Nadal said he was not certain that he would play Roland-Garros, but he was leaning that way, and after training in Mallorca he decided to take his chances.

He arrived nearly a week early in Paris to train with his customary fervor on the clay. He did not yet know whom he was playing, but he knew he needed to lift his level. On Tuesday, after practicing on the Chatrier Court in front of a big crowd, he insisted on a second training session, this time on Court Sixteen at the far western corner of the grounds, where fans were not permitted access. It was drizzling, then closer to pouring, but Nadal wanted more and now had three coaches to help provide it.

Francis Roig had left the team after eighteen years at the end of 2022. “A very tough decision,” Roig told me. “It took me a long time to decide, but I felt like I needed a new challenge in my life.”

Moyá had been joined on the coaching staff by Marc Lopez, Nadal’s Olympic doubles partner and close friend, and by Gustavo Marcaccio, an Argentine who had coached Russian women’s star Svetlana Kuznetsova and Nadal’s close friend Juan Monaco.

One hoped the coaches were not being paid by the match, given how little Nadal had been competing. But they were all on Court Sixteen along with physiotherapist Rafael Maymo and Perez-Barbadillo, who, according to L’Équipe, questioned the decision to practice in such soggy conditions.

“No rest for anyone chasing glory,” Lopez answered.

They continued, with Lopez feeding Nadal ground stroke after ground stroke. Nadal, it seemed, was not just chasing the ball. He was chasing time.

Being unseeded put Nadal at risk of a nasty draw. Unseeded players are placed in the draw before the seeds, and Nadal landed near the top of the second quarter. There were only two possibilities in that slot, neither appealing: He would face No. 3 seed Carlos Alcaraz, his young and brilliant Spanish compatriot, or No. 4 seed Zverev, who had just won the Italian Open for the second time.

It turned out to be Zverev, the tall German with the mammoth serve and excellent two-handed backhand who had given Nadal all he could handle in the Roland-Garros semifinals two years earlier before that brutal injury to his right ankle.

Nadal was informed of his first-round opponent while playing parchis, still his Spanish board game of choice and, like a tennis draw, a game that comes down, in part, to luck.

“One of the toughest draws possible, and that’s what happens when you are not seeded,” Nadal said. “But at the end of the day, it’s Roland-Garros. It’s a court that I like. I am feeling better physically. Mentally I’m okay, and then I need to check if I’m able to play at a super high level for a long time against a great player. It’s something that didn’t happen for a long time.”

Nadal was given the opportunity repeatedly to clarify that this was indeed his last French Open. He declined to do so but did concede that there was a “big, big chance” it would be.

He said he had been feeling better in recent weeks, wanted to explore how well he could play when genuinely healthy, and noted that he and his wife were enjoying the travel together with their son.

“So, give me some time,” he said. “Maybe in one month and a half, I say, ‘Okay, it’s enough.’”

He was clearly conflicted, sending mixed signals. What he didn’t want, despite his taste for a challenge, was to become a mere participant instead of a genuine contender, to follow the path of Andy Murray, a former No. 1 who spent several years as a valiant but diminished force after hip surgery. Nadal’s farewell season had hardly gone to plan. He had hoped to play his favorite events once more but had been forced to miss the Australian Open, the BNP Paribas Open in Indian Wells, and the Monte Carlo Open, frustrating not just himself but fans who had traveled from afar for a final glimpse of Nadal in person. I encountered many such Nadalophiles throughout the season, and the disappointment was palpable.

Playing in Madrid, never his favorite clay court tournament because of the altitude and conditions, Nadal did confirm that he was making his final appearance. But he had balked at being definitive elsewhere, and the French Open organizers—and tournament director Amélie Mauresmo—were in limbo.

So were those of us in the news media. Nadal’s career and celestial work on the dirt at Roland-Garros were deserving of full treatment, but it would have been disrespectful and potentially inaccurate to start summing it all up now. Full-blown nostalgia would have to wait, and, to Nadal’s credit, he played a stellar match against Zverev, hitting many familiar notes and shots.

He started slowly, dropping his opening service game in three minutes, but he stabilized and made it a genuine tussle, shining brightest at the net. But he was missing some consistency and even some stability, squandering break points with unforced errors and berating himself or shouting at the roof. The days when you could not tell if Nadal was winning or losing from his body language were long gone.

Zverev, often defensive under great pressure through the years, showed a new resolve to take risks on big points. Perhaps this was Nadal’s own fault: He and Federer had given Zverev a spirited and profane pep talk before the decisive match of the 2019 Laver Cup, lecturing Zverev successfully to carpe diem.

“We don’t want a negative face!” Nadal insisted.

Five years later, the German had learned some lessons, and he closed out the first set by breaking Nadal in a four-deuce game. Nadal headed off court, and when he returned, French chair umpire Damien Dumusois gently reminded the Spaniard to hurry up.

Nadal was resilient and served for the second set at 5–4 only to be broken at love as Zverev ripped two stone-cold winners down the line, one off each wing. Zverev still had much more to do—saving two break points in the next game—but he was on his way. Down 4–5 in the tiebreaker Nadal made a choice he would likely not have made in his prime: hitting a premature and mediocre drop shot that bounced up high for Zverev to dispatch with ease.

Victory was not always in the details for Nadal at Roland-Garros. His margin was that big, but defeat against Zverev certainly came down to the little things: a decision here, a mistake there, a lack of resolve and absolute clarity on the points that mattered most. He still fought like a cornered Spartan until the end, but he could not win a set in what turned out to be his final French Open match.

Zverev won 6–3, 7–6 (4), 6–3 and went on to reach the final, where he was beaten by Alcaraz, the other youngster Nadal could have met in round one.

Based on that outcome and Nadal’s level, I am convinced Nadal could have made a reasonably deep run with a better draw. Instead, he ended up giving a semifarewell speech to the Roland-Garros crowd after Maury cautiously approached him with a microphone after the defeat.

“Bonjour a tous,” Nadal said before switching to English. “I don’t know if it’s going to be the last time I’m going to be here in front of you. Honestly, I am not 100 percent sure, but if it’s the last time I enjoyed it. The crowd has been amazing during the whole week of preparation and today, the feelings I have are difficult to describe in words but for me it’s so special to feel the love of the people in the way I felt in the place that I love the most.”

I was in the press tribune high above the clay and looked around at the fans in the nearby seats. Some were in tears.

Nadal congratulated Zverev and made it clear that while another Roland-Garros was most uncertain, the Olympic tennis tournament at Roland-Garros was a surer thing.

“That motivates me,” he said. “That’s going to be another chance, and I really hope to be well prepared.”

He did his best to peak, skipping the grass court season and an opportunity to play one more Wimbledon so that he could avoid the risk of injury from the surface change. While Alcaraz was in London preparing to play (and win) the Wimbledon final against Djokovic, Nadal was in the small Swedish summer resort town of Båstad.

He was training, often in the drizzle, to get ready for a lower-tier ATP 250 event. Nadal had won the title in Båstad in 2005 at age nineteen. Nearly twenty years later, he returned and reached the final, winning four matches, one of them against Leo Borg, the twenty-one-year-old son of Björn Borg. It was a reminder of just how long Nadal had been a tennis star. But Nadal looked weary and off rhythm in a lopsided final defeat to Nuno Borges of Portugal.

It had been a good, if not entirely reassuring week, and when Nadal returned to Paris and Roland-Garros for his last Olympics, he strained his right thigh in training and had to take a day off. Such concerns were now the rule, not the exception, for the Spaniard, but it was not as if he had to familiarize himself with the venue or its courts.

This was home clay for Nadal, and he would play singles and also doubles with Alcaraz, the electric twenty-one-year-old who had just followed Nadal’s lead by completing the French Open–Wimbledon double.

They had bonded despite a seventeen-year age gap, and they had much in common, coming from close-knit, multigenerational families and small communities with traditional values: Alcaraz was from El Palmar in Murcia.

They also had family tennis expertise. Nadal had his uncle Toni. Alcaraz’s paternal grandfather helped transform a hunting club in El Palmar into a tennis club, and Alcaraz’s father, Carlos Sr., was, like Toni Nadal, a fine tennis player at the national level who had aspirations of making it on tour. He went further down that path than Toni Nadal but, lacking the resources, stopped at age twenty and became a tennis coach and administrator in El Palmar at the Real Sociedad Club de Campo Murcia, teaching his son Carlos excellent fundamentals.

Like Rafael Nadal, Alcaraz hit his first balls at age three. Like Nadal, he was a prodigy, rapidly identified as a possible generational talent and signed by the global agency IMG in his early teens. But though Nadal was certainly a reference and a role model, Alcaraz’s biggest influence was another former world No. 1 from Spain: Juan Carlos Ferrero, who started coaching him in 2018 out of his academy in Villena, not far from Murcia.

Alcaraz is part tennis player and part gymnast: phenomenally elastic and acrobatic. He has every shot in the book and relishes leafing through the pages. He is equally comfortable attacking the net or carving drop shots as he is ripping forehands from deep behind the baseline.

It is quite a package, and I will never forget the sight of Nadal in Indian Wells in March 2022 standing alone, arms folded, in front of a television screen after a news conference watching Alcaraz’s match against Cameron Norrie with deep focus bordering on fascination.

Real deal knew real deal.

I visited Alcaraz at the academy in Villena in December 2021. At that time, Alcaraz had a photo of Federer, not Nadal, in his bedroom back in El Palmar. It was a picture taken with Federer after they had practiced together at Wimbledon. But though Alcaraz’s flashy game, compact technique, and all-court instincts had more in common with the Swiss superstar than the Spanish superstar, Alcaraz knew that the Nadal comparisons, though premature, were inevitable.

“I don’t want people to know me as a mini-Nadal or second Nadal,” he said. “I just want to be Carlos Alcaraz.”

Nearly three years later, being Alcaraz was working out remarkably well. At age twenty-one, he was ahead of the Big Three’s pace with four major singles titles and already had finished the 2022 season ranked No. 1 after winning the U.S. Open. He and Nadal were increasingly connected. They had played a lucrative, one-night exhibition for Netflix in Las Vegas in March 2024, and now they were sharing practice courts at Roland-Garros and cafeteria tables at the Olympic village.

They were both drawing lots of attention from their fellow athletes, but Yorick de Groot, a Dutch beach volleyball player, chose not to approach Nadal.

“I was like, okay, this is the other side of being so popular,” de Groot said. “Even in the Olympic village, where all the sportsmen in their category are really popular, he cannot have a quiet meal by himself. I didn’t take a picture with him because everyone took a picture.”

But I sensed no resentment from Nadal, a passionate Olympian who certainly knew what he was in for when he chose to stay in the village. Nor did I sense any resistance or jealousy in Nadal about Alcaraz’s rapid rise. He seemed delighted, not threatened, and perhaps a bit relieved because he knew his time was ending and that, against the odds, he now had a worthy Spanish successor. Moyá had generously mentored Nadal, and Nadal seemed quite content to pay the favor forward.

These were Alcaraz’s first Games, and Nadal’s fourth, though they could have been his sixth if he had not been forced to miss the London Olympics and Tokyo Olympics with injuries. Nadal had won two gold medals, one in singles and one in doubles, victories that he felt carried the same emotional weight as his Grand Slam titles. But carrying the flag for Spain in Rio in 2016 was perhaps the Olympic moment he valued most, and he was about to experience something even more powerful on the eve of his opening-day match.
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At the stirring, avant-garde, and regrettably rainswept Opening Ceremony in Paris on August 5, he was given the genuine honor of being one of the final torchbearers, receiving the torch at the Trocadero from Zinedine Zidane, one of France’s most iconic athletes and, of perhaps more relevance to Nadal, a former Real Madrid star and coach.

Nadal, who had celebrated his early French Open victories at the nearby Café de l’Homme with its view of the Eiffel Tower, was beaming as he carried the flame with a barely perceptible limp toward the Seine where he joined Serena Williams, Nadia Comaneci, and Carl Lewis on one of the wettest boat rides imaginable. It was much more North Sea trawler than Bateaux Mouche, but the flame stayed lit and the sporting legends stayed afloat until Nadal could pass the torch on not-much-drier land to Mauresmo, who, unlike the other legends, was actually French.

But then Nadal, the Spaniard with a statue at Roland-Garros, was now accustomed to making the French think globally. However soggy, it was a transcendent moment for him. He had come a long way in Paris from the young man the locals wanted to see lose to Robin Söderling. This was also a major moment for tennis, with Nadal, Williams, and Mauresmo all playing such prominent roles on opening night.

Tennis had been part of the Olympics when the Games were last in Paris in 1924. Tennis was then out of the Games until 1988, brought back as a full medal sport largely by the efforts of Philippe Chatrier, the French Tennis Federation president.

Chatrier did not live to see Olympic tennis played on the court that bears his name. But Nadal and Alcaraz were on it Saturday for their first doubles match as a team. Nadalcaraz, the portmanteau of choice, had a fine ring to it.

Nadal lined up to return in the deuce court, the same side he had played in Rio. Alcaraz was in the ad court, which put their forehands in the middle. Alcaraz was fond of aligning his own water bottles on changeovers, so he was also in harmony with his elder in that regard.

They won, feeding off each other’s energy and defeating the Argentines Maximo Gonzalez and Andrés Molteni. The next day Nadal returned to the Chatrier Court to win his opening singles match: a rugged three-setter against Marton Fucsovics of Hungary that required nearly three hours of Nadal’s time and effort.

But the much bigger danger was next for Nadal: Djokovic, a man on a mission.

The Serbian had won all that mattered in tennis except the calendar-year Grand Slam, which he would not be getting, and an Olympic gold medal, which seemed quite a reach at age thirty-seven. But even if Djokovic had not won a tournament all season, he had been targeting and visualizing success at the Olympics, and he was the rightful favorite in this match despite the location and the surface, which had usually belonged to Nadal.

“We’ll spread some fireworks on the court, like the good old times,” said Djokovic, who added that it would “probably be one last dance for both of us.”

Nadal’s response: “Who says ‘last dance’?”

Nadal clearly was intent on doing whatever he was going to do or stopping whatever he was going to stop on his own terms. There would be no hurrying him toward the sunset. This, after all, was the player who used the full twenty-five seconds between points.

But this would be their sixtieth official meeting, and it was their earliest meeting in a straight knockout tournament. The draws had not been kind to Nadal at Roland-Garros this year.

“They’re the definition of iron sharpens iron,” said young American women’s star Coco Gauff of Nadal and Djokovic. “For them to have to play this early kind of sucks. I think we all would have loved to see it as more of a medal match.”

They had come close to that in Beijing in 2008, with Nadal winning a tight semifinal in three sets after Djokovic missed a smash very close to the net on match point and then walked off court wiping away tears.

But Djokovic was in a stronger position than Nadal this time. He was ranked No. 2 and had just reached the Wimbledon final, making a quick comeback after minor knee surgery—a meniscus trim—on June 5. He had injured the knee during Roland-Garros, withdrawing before the quarterfinals.

Nadal was ranked 161 and had not won a title of any kind since the 2022 French Open.

“He’s coming from being in the final of a Grand Slam,” Nadal said. “I’m coming without being very competitive for the last three years. Let’s see. The match is in a special place.”

That was undeniable, particularly for Nadal with his fourteen French Open titles and 8-2 edge over Djokovic on the premises. They had played each other at Roland-Garros far more than anywhere else, but this, though it was easy to forget amid the familiar surroundings, was not the same event. It was best-of-three sets, not best-of-five. The public was more boisterous and less mercurial. The food, even in Paris, was inferior. No gold medals or Michelin stars were going to be awarded to Olympic venue fare (I was bringing my own baguette jambon beurre).

But the Chatrier Court was still packed as usual for a Nadal-Djokovic duel: the stands sold out and the press tribune so full that many reporters were turned away. This rivalry transcended tennis.

“He has been the greatest rival that I ever had,” Djokovic said. “Matches against him on clay have frustrated me so much in my career, but they also made me a better player, made me understand what it takes to really try to surpass him.”

He was the only man to beat Nadal twice at the French Open, and he was about to become the only man to beat him three times at Roland-Garros.

Djokovic’s 6–1, 6–4 victory was decisive and could have been a true rout. He led 6–1, 4–0, dictating terms and rushing Nadal with cool pace, precision, and depth on this warm and sunny July afternoon.

“I was just very proud to be part of this match,” Djokovic said. “And I of course wanted to do my job on the court and really execute the game plan as much as I possibly can and not give him time, because if you give him time he can hurt you. We know that.”

At 0–4 in the second, Nadal went up 30–15 on his serve and then hit another poor and tentative drop shot. Djokovic closed on the ball, and in what honestly looked like an act of charity, put it back in play within Nadal’s reach rather than smack it for a winner. Nadal won the point and the game, and then won three more games in a row to make it 4–4 with the sellout crowd in full roar.

“Almost a perfect match to 6–1, 4–0, and then things got complicated,” Djokovic said. “I started to hesitate a little bit on my shots, and the crowd got involved. At 4-all, it was really anybody’s set, anybody’s game.”

But Nadal could not close, losing his serve in the next game after a tussle, and then missing a backhand return off a second serve with Djokovic serving for the match at 30–30. This was not vintage Nadal, but it was much closer to vintage Djokovic, and he hit an ace to finish it.

Nadal had risen to so many occasions on this stretch of clay, but he had been unable to lift for this one.

“It’s simple, one player was much better than the other,” Nadal said. “For an hour, it was tough to digest what was happening. I wasn’t able to play at the level I needed to create problems for him, I didn’t have the quality of shot I needed, and I also don’t have the same legs I had fifteen years ago.”

That was abundantly clear, but it was still poignant to hear him say it so plainly. Djokovic, after all, was only one year younger, but Djokovic now led their series 31-29 for good.

They had played the first match of their rivalry at Roland-Garros and, as it would turn out, their last official match, as well. But Nadal’s Olympics were not quite over.

Nadalcaraz was still in contention, and they defeated a strong team the next day, Tallon Griekspoor and Wesley Koolhof of the Netherlands, to set up a quarterfinal match with the veteran American pair of Austin Krajicek and Rajeev Ram.

Alcaraz, unlike Nadal, was still in contention in the singles, and anticipation was rightfully building. But the thirty-four-year-old Krajicek and forty-year-old Ram were true doubles specialists, and though they were now playing on tour with other partners, they had a hard-earned understanding of the angles and tactics that Nadal and Alcaraz were trying to grasp on the fly in their first tournament together.

“We are not used to playing doubles, so the only way to make that work is to play with happiness, with energy, with high energy,” Nadal said.

It had worked for Nadal in Rio, but his partner there was Marc Lopez, a deeply experienced doubles specialist. Alcaraz, for all his talent, quickness, and fire, was still on the learning curve, and the Americans went hard at him with their returns in Nadal’s opening service game and broke straightaway.

The quality and consistency of the volleying often made the difference in this quarterfinal, and though Nadal and even Alcaraz had played many more matches than Krajicek and Ram in raucous, full-house stadiums like this one, the Americans maintained their cool.

The first set went their way quickly: 6–2. The second was closer, but at 3–3, Alcaraz fell behind 0–40 on his serve and Ram unleashed a big return that Alcaraz let pass. It landed close to the line and was called good, and though Alcaraz and Nadal spent nearly a minute gathered around the mark with the chair umpire, it remained good.

The Americans were up a set and a break, and Krajicek was soon serving for the match at 5–4 with the crowd in no mood for him to succeed. He started with a shaky double fault, got a quick pep talk from Ram, and then fell behind 15–40. The Spaniards had two break points, and Krajicek hit a first serve to Nadal’s forehand. Nadal had enough time and so much desire but his full-cut, inside-out return was just wide. Nadal went down on his haunches, disbelief on his face.

So it had gone all year and so it would go again here as Alcaraz missed a ripped forehand return of his own into the tape on the next break point.

Krajicek would save one more break point with another unreturned first serve to Alcaraz, but neither he nor Nadal would get a chance to swing on match point as Krajicek’s sliced delivery landed on the sideline for an ace.

Nadal’s Olympic career was over without a third medal, and though he was not quite ready to commit to retirement on this Wednesday evening, his extraordinary run at Roland-Garros was over, too.

“It was an honor to play you on this court,” Ram said as they shook hands at the net.

Nadal would never play an official match there again, retiring three and a half months later after Spain’s surprise defeat to the Netherlands in the quarterfinals of the Davis Cup knockout round in Malaga, Spain.

Nadal teared up as Spain’s national anthem was played before that team match and then lost the opening singles rubber 6–4, 6–4 to Botic van de Zandschulp in what turned out to be the final match of Nadal’s career. The largely Spanish crowd, some of whom had reportedly paid as much as 17,000 euros for their tickets on the secondhand market, were understandably up for a celebration, chanting his name and displaying “Gracias Rafa” scarves and banners.

But the object of their affection and nostalgia could not deliver. He had played a mere twenty-two matches since the start of 2023 and no official matches since the Olympics, only taking part in the Six Kings Slam, a ridiculously big-money exhibition in Saudi Arabia, for Nadal’s new and controversial employers, the Royal Saudi Tennis Federation.

This was not a great look, and it was a surprising decision from Nadal and his father, Sebastián, who was deeply involved in his son’s business interests and pushed the move. It seemed unnecessarily mercenary for Nadal, with his sparkling public image and generational wealth, to become an ambassador for the Saudis, even if he was hardly the only global sports luminary taking their megamillions. Former Real Madrid superstars Cristiano Ronaldo and Karim Benzema had joined the Saudi Pro League. Spanish golfer Jon Rahm, the reigning Masters champion, had joined LIV Golf, the Saudi-backed circuit that had disrupted the sport and also lured the likes of Phil Mickelson, Dustin Johnson, Brooks Koepka, Bryson DeChambeau, and Henrik Stenson.

The Saudis, justly accused of using sports to deflect attention from their nation’s woeful human rights record, did not yet have a tennis circuit of their own, but they were hosting significant tennis events, above all the season-ending WTA Tour Finals. The Six Kings Slam, held in October in Riyadh, had no competitive relevance but was difficult to ignore with its elite field—including No. 1 Jannik Sinner, Alcaraz, Djokovic, and Nadal—and $6 million to be paid to the winner, who turned out to be Sinner.

It was the largest prize in tennis history, and Nadal, beaten by Alcaraz and Djokovic in his two matches, took home a mere $1.5 million along with the retirement gift of a golden racket. But he was earning many multiples of that from the Saudis for his promotional role, which included building a branch of his tennis academy in Riyadh.

Nadal, who already had opened a branch in nearby Kuwait, told Nacho Albarrán of AS, the Spanish sports publication, that he understood the criticism of his decision to join the Saudis, but he argued that he was part of an effort to open the traditionally conservative country to new influences.

“Let’s not kid ourselves, people call it sportwashing and of course there is an element of that,” he said. “But the other element is that thanks to all of this, people who have been closed up in this country and unable to see a different world can do so thanks to all the tourists who are coming, to all the events that are being held here throughout the year. They can see other cultures and have the ability to really move forward. So, I don’t have the slightest doubt that people who come here to do events, in any field, do good for the country.”

Nadal, of course, could have chosen to do good in plenty of other countries demanding more access to high-end sport or tennis savoir-faire, except that those countries would not have paid him eight-figure fees (or more) to be part of the effort. He seemed genuinely surprised by the blowback in Spain and beyond to his Saudi deal, but he should not have been.

“If in ten years things are still bad or the country is locked down, then obviously I will say that they told me something that was not true,” Nadal said of the Saudis.

As a retiree, he will no longer face the day-to-day scrutiny of a full-time tour player, but it was clear in Malaga that it was time to move on and that this farewell season had been a season too far. He had hoped and planned for much more. Picking the Davis Cup as his last hurrah seemed the best available move based on the full-circle feeling—twenty years before, he had won the Davis Cup with Spain in nearby Seville—and his deep connection to the event.

He lost his first Davis Cup singles match against Jiri Novak in the opening round in 2004 against the Czech Republic, then reassured team official Pedro Hernandez two days later that he “was not going to lose” to Radek Stepanek. He kept his word and went on to win a remarkable twenty-nine straight Davis Cup singles matches before Malaga.

But indoor courts, particularly indoor hard courts, have never been his happiest hunting ground, and he looked rushed and frequently off target against the 80th-ranked van de Zandschulp.

David Ferrer, who was both the Spanish captain and Nadal’s friend, had been put in a tricky position with Nadal on the roster for his farewell event. He surely had to play him in singles or doubles. The captain chose singles, and it ended up costing the team the chance to advance. After Nadal’s defeat, Alcaraz won his singles match to even the score but then lost with Marcel Granollers in the decisive doubles match to van de Zandschulp and doubles specialist Wesley Koolhof, who, to much less fanfare, also was playing his final tournament.

Nadal’s career ended with him watching from the sidelines, and it technically ended at two minutes after midnight on Wednesday, November 20, 2024, with Spain’s elimination. What remained was a late-night retirement ceremony that felt more makeshift than transcendent.

“It was not the scenario we wanted,” Ferrer said. “We were favored but we didn’t show it. And the ceremony for someone as important as Rafa felt decaffeinated.”

It was missing his signature rivals Federer and Djokovic, and Nadal’s good friend, the former NBA star Pau Gasol. From a symbolic perspective, it was above all missing Toni Nadal, who had a prior business commitment but had planned to be in Malaga later in the week if Spain had done the expected and continued to advance.

But Moyá was in attendance along with Roig, Nadal’s parents, sister, wife, and young son. Nadal delivered a touching and extended farewell address in Spanish that was full of gratitude and in which he even thanked the media.

“The reality is that one never wants this moment to come,” Nadal said. “I’m sincerely not tired of playing tennis but my body simply does not want to play more tennis, and you can only accept the situation. I feel super privileged to have made one of my hobbies into my career and a career much longer than I would have imagined.”

Though a more elaborate, fireworks-filled ceremony might have been in order, there was power in Nadal’s simple, stripped-down approach. It was just the man and the microphone for eleven minutes without notes speaking directly to his public in measured, sincere tones.

He had not been able to do that after his last official match at Roland-Garros Stadium. Olympic protocol did not allow for an on-court speech or interview. Though Nadal was still uncertain about retirement at that stage, it felt incomplete as he waved, gave a thumbs-up, and walked off the court—his court—after the doubles defeat to the Americans, exiting through that familiar doorway with Alcaraz’s right hand on his left shoulder.

But Nadal certainly gave his all and was rewarded at Roland-Garros. He finished with an 112-4 record at the French Open, a winning percentage of 97 percent. On clay, he won a men’s record 63 titles and was 484-51, a winning percentage of 90 percent, far better than his 79 percent strike rate on grass or 77 percent strike rate on hard courts.

He was, of course, much more than a terrien. He won eight Grand Slam singles titles on surfaces other than clay, and those eight alone equal the career totals of Jimmy Connors, Ivan Lendl, and Andre Agassi and put him ahead of great champions like John McEnroe, Mats Wilander, Boris Becker, Stefan Edberg, and the Musketeers Lacoste and Cochet.

Nadal is the only man to rank No. 1 in three different decades, the only man to spend nearly eighteen consecutive years in the top 10. But when the red dust settles, his fourteen victories at Roland-Garros will be the achievement that defines him to those, like me, who watched him from the beginning with a growing sense of wonder and to those farther down the trail who will never have seen him strike a ball or bellow a vamos in person.

But fourteen will not be how Nadal defines or judges himself. We talked about this near the end of his career.

“The only thing that matters to me is I don’t want to leave the tour and I cannot leave the tour with the feeling that I didn’t push myself or really push myself to try to reach my goals,” he said. “That would be for me a frustration in the future. But once I have forced myself and made that huge effort, if I am not capable of being better I can live with that.

“I will have the personal satisfaction that I had a good attitude, respect for sports, respect for my rivals. That I had a good relationship with all those who work in this tennis world, and that I was a fighter who pushed to get over injuries and difficult moments. I will have the satisfaction that I conducted myself well on and off the court and that while behaving correctly I gave all I had to reach my goals. If I didn’t do it, it’s because my rivals were able to do it, and I wasn’t good enough. The only thing that gives me personal and big satisfaction and happiness is knowing that I pushed myself to try to get the most out of myself.”

That was quite an impassioned riff, quite a summary of the code, and I sat with it for a while, letting it land, and then looked back at Nadal.

“So do you think you have been able to manage that?” I asked.

Nadal thought for a moment but no longer than he might take to decide whether to whip a running forehand crosscourt or down the line.

“Yes,” he said with a chuckle. “I think yes.”
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Nadal, at age eighteen, trains in Manacor.
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In his boyhood bedroom in Manacor.
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Age thirteen, champion of Les Petits As, the prestigious under-14 championship.
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At the club with uncles Miguel Ángel (left) and Toni (right) in 2004.
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La Primera: French Open 2005.
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Wrapping grips next to his Roland-Garros locker.
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With Federer before the Wimbledon 2008 final, one of the greatest matches in tennis history.
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Robin Söderling with one of tennis’s biggest upsets.
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Completing the career Grand Slam at the 2010 U.S. Open.
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The prematch leap. Roland-Garros 2012.
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Nadal recovers his balance in Madrid in 2013.
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Nadal in 2014 with Maria Francisca Perelló, his future wife.
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Nadal with team in 2014. L to R: Toni Nadal, Francis Roig, Rafael Maymo, Jordi “Tuts” Robert of Nike Spain, Sebastián Nadal, Benito Perez-Barbadillo.
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Withdrawing from Roland-Garros in 2016.
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Nadal and new coach Carlos Moyá in 2017.
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La Decima.
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With Toni and the trophies in 2017.











[image: image]
Dust storm at Roland-Garros in 2019.
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The statue, unveiled in 2021.
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The new Philippe-Chatrier Court.
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Signature shot on the run.
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La Ultima.
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Digging deep for a backhand.
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The last French Open wave in 2024.









NADAL’S GRAND SLAM TITLES
 with selected QR codes



	1. 2005 Roland-Garros. Defeats Mariano Puerta (ARG) 6–7 (6), 6–3, 6–1, 7–5
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	2. 2006 Roland-Garros. Defeats Roger Federer (SUI) 1–6, 6–1, 6–4, 7–6 (4)

	



	3. 2007 Roland-Garros. Defeats Federer 6–3, 4–6, 6–3, 6–4

	



	4. 2008 Roland-Garros. Defeats Federer 6–1, 6–3, 6–0
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	5. 2008 Wimbledon. Defeats Federer 6–4, 6–4, 6–7 (5), 6–7 (8), 9–7
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	6. 2009 Australian Open. Defeats Federer 7–5, 3–6, 7–6 (3), 3–6, 6–2
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	7. 2010 Roland-Garros. Defeats Robin Söderling (SWE) 6–4, 6–2, 6–4
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	8. 2010 Wimbledon. Defeats Tomas Berdych (CZE) 6–3, 7–5, 6–4

	



	9. 2010 U.S. Open. Defeats Novak Djokovic (SRB) 6–4, 5–7, 6–4, 6–2
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	10. 2011 Roland-Garros. Defeats Federer 7–5, 7–6 (3), 5–7, 6–1

	


	11. 2012 Roland-Garros. Defeats Djokovic 6–4, 6–3, 2–6, 7–5
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	12. 12. 2013 Roland-Garros. Defeats David Ferrer (ESP) 6–3, 6–2, 6–3

	



	13. 2013 U.S. Open. Defeats Djokovic 6–2, 3–6, 6–4, 6–1

	



	14. 2014 Roland-Garros. Defeats Djokovic 3–6, 7–5, 6–2, 6–4

	



	15. 2017 Roland-Garros. Defeats Stan Wawrinka (SUI) 6–2, 6–3, 6–1
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	16. 2017 U.S. Open. Defeats Kevin Anderson (RSA) 6–3, 6–3, 6–4

	



	17. 2018 Roland-Garros. Defeats Dominic Thiem (AUT) 6–4, 6–3, 6–2

	



	18. 2019 Roland-Garros. Defeats Thiem 6–3, 5–7, 6–1, 6–1

	



	19. 2019 U.S. Open. Defeats Daniil Medvedev (RUS) 7–5, 6–3, 5–7, 4–6, 6–4
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	20. 2020 Roland-Garros. Defeats Djokovic 6–0, 6–2, 7–5
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	21. 2022 Australian Open. Defeats Medvedev 2–6, 6–7 (5), 6–4, 6–4, 7–5
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	22. 2022 Roland-Garros. Defeats Casper Ruud (NOR) 6–3, 6–3, 6–0
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