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I t was a fortuitous time to have a six-week sabbatical. Not that 
Rafael Nadal could have known just how so when he made his 
announcement some months ago. The plan was to have a 

spell from the pro tour after Australian Open 2012 so he could 
restore his troublesome left shoulder. What he couldn’t see 
coming was the events of January: the infamously rickety 
knees that almost cost him a start in the Australian Open 
the day before it began and then that match against 
world No. 1 Novak Djokovic a fortnight later; the 
almost-six-hour grinding exhibition a slew that 
commentators lauded as one of the greatest tennis 
spectacles of all time; the one Nadal faltered in at 
the 11th hour.

With a flight to catch back to Spain, there 
was plenty for the world No. 2 to digest post-
Melbourne. But if the Djokovic loss was affecting 
him adversely at that point, Nadal wasn’t indicating 
so publicly. “(I had) very real chances to have the title and to win 
against a player who I lost six times last year,” he said after the match. 
“But I didn’t. I never put him in this situation during 2011 – all of 2011 – 
so that’s another positive thing for me. I didn’t have mental problems 
today against him. I had in 2011 all these mental problems. Today I 
didn’t have (any). So that’s another positive thing. (I) probably never 
say that many positive things after I lose.”

 Andy Murray’s capitulation against Djokovic at the same stage 
of the Australian Open the year before proved so toxic that the 
Scot didn’t win another match until the 2011 claycourt season 
began to gather traction. But Nadal, having returned to the tour in 
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March, doesn’t appear to be shouldering 
any psychological scars, having made 
consecutive semi-final runs at the Indian 
Wells and Miami Masters events.

What has been an issue however, is his 
body. Another left knee problem meant 
he wasn’t even able to start his semi-final 
against Murray in Miami.

“The beginning of the tournament I have 
problems, but the real thing is growing 
worse every day,” Nadal apologetically 
recounted. “I saw that the situation (was) 
going to be complicated to play today. 
But, as always, I always believe that the 
things can improve … But I am not ready 
to compete today. I am very sorry for the 
fans. I’m very sorry for the tournament.”

The upside is the long claycourt season 
ahead offers Nadal (and his knees) respite 
from the rigours of hardcourt tennis, at 
least for now. And it’s a part of the season 
the world No. 2 earlier declared to be a 
key focus in 2012.

“The most important part of the 
season is coming up for me right through 
Wimbledon, and this is also an Olympic 
year,” he said. “This is the moment when 
I have to be ready. Hopefully my work 
helped me mentally and physically for this 
tough part of the season.”

Whatever happens, Nadal won’t be 
short on support. It’s something he’s had 
stadiums-worth of since his breakout 
season in 2005. But that year, it wasn’t 

only the 11 trophies he 
hoisted, including the 
first of six French Opens, 
that elevated him to mega 
stardom. Like Andre 
Agassi in the 1990s (when 
Agassi got around in denim 
Daisy Dukes and lycra and 
a frazzled mullet stapled to 
his head like roadkill), Nadal’s 
cartoonish image – the bare 
Conan arms; the pirate pants; 
the perspiration-drenched mane 
of long bandana-bound hair; the 
lopsidedly arched brow – was 
also already turning heads and 
earning him multi-million dollar 
endorsements.

So was the way he jetted up the 
rankings. Namely, with a mule-
kicking forehand that barrels with spins 
unknown to the sport; a ball loaded with 
so much weight it’s often a dilemma 
for opponents just to get to it, let 
alone meaningfully hit it back. 
In 2006, the spin on 
Nadal’s forehand 
was measured 
as rotating 
3200 times 
per minute 
on average, 
compared 
to 1900 for 
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Agassi and 2700 for Federer. When he 
really combs the ball though, he’s been 
clocked at rotating it almost 5000 times 
per minute.

Complementing this piece of arsenal is 
Nadal’s warrior-like attitude, as signified 
by his famed pre-warm-up zig-zag 
sprint to the baseline. Jose Higueras, 
former coach of Pete Sampras and 
Roger Federer, spoke to the New York 
Times in 2006 about Nadal’s intensity 
even as a 14-year-old. “The intensity, 
in every single shot he hit at that age, 
was unbelievable,” he said. “When you 
see him practise, it’s pretty spectacular. 
Every ball he hits with the same intensity 
and power. Every day, it’s like it’s going 
to be the last practise of his life.”

That brutal physicality barely wavered 
throughout a string of rapidly-amassed 
milestones. Turning pro as a 15-year-old 
in 2001, Nadal’s first ranking was world 
No. 1002; by 2003, he’d progressed to 
the top 100 and just two years later, he 
finished the season at No. 2. 

Evolutionary as he was for the sport 
back then, in the past seven years, 
Nadal has transformed his serve into a 
bigger weapon (even if it remains a work 
in progress), added more punch to his 
two-fisted backhand, successfully made 
more forays into the net, integrated a 
slice backhand, added weight to his 
racquet and endeavoured to find a way 

to play more aggressive tennis closer to 
the baseline.

But such improvements haven’t come 
without a cost. Even as Nadal found the 
positives in his latest injury setback, 
noting that there was no tendon damage 
this time around, it still seems a matter of 
when – and not if – the relatively young 
champion (he turns 26 during the French 
Open) breaks down for good. Some 
wonder whether the intense physical 
competitor will in fact ever reach his real 
Grand Slam potential. 

Nadal himself has alluded to an ailing 
self-belief in the past year.

“With the years, you lose a bit of 
intensity. Intensity in your self-belief, 
concentration, being positive, believing 
things will go well – those are in the mind. 
With the years you lose that a bit,” he told 
Spanish daily El Pais.

 Nadal has reached four consecutive 
Grand Slam finals but lost his last seven 
matches against Djokovic. History does 
show he’s got back up off the mat before 
however. Injuries cost him the world No. 1 
ranking in 2009, when he bowed out of the 
French Open in the fourth round against 
Robin Soderling and withdrew from 
Wimbledon as defending champion. But 
he claimed three Grand Slam titles and 
re-claimed top spot all in the next year. 

At the time of writing, Nadal still intends 
to kick off his clay court season at the 

Monte-Carlo Masters, where he’s claimed 
a record seven consecutive crowns. He 
has 32 clay court titles and a 231-18 win-
loss record on the dirt, but the Spaniard 
also concedes there are improvements he 
still needs to make.

 “I have started to work, fight again ... 
but clearly I lacked a bit in my level of 
tennis,” he said earlier. “When you have 
it, your mind responds better. I have 
needed to be less predictable playing. 
I have been too predictable many times 
during the season (in 2011). Those are 
things that I have to recover for 2012.”

As he wrestles with those problem 
knees – never mind the troublesome 
shoulder that was the early talking point 
of 2012 – the recovery theme appears 
the critical factor to a seventh French 
Open crown, and perhaps for Nadal’s 
foreseeable future. n
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