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CHAPTER ONE

THE 
MONUMENT

R afael 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

R afael 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
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