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You search for a comparison, and come up empty.
 
The beauty of a sport with a centuries-old tradition like tennis is there's always someone
 
who comes along that reminds you of somebody from the past.
 
It's rare to see something that we've never seen before.
 
But in Rafael Nadal, the model is him.
 
A 6-foot-2 kid from Spain with arms like a linebacker and legs like tree trunks is a new
 
phenomenon.
 
He doesn't just beat you on the tennis court, he punishes you. He takes your will and
 
pulverizes it piece by piece, ounce by ounce, until there's just no more give in the person
 
across the net.
 
Throw in a strong mental makeup, blended with the endurance to make the Energizer
 
Bunny seem like a slacker, and you've got one ofthe world's all-time greats.
 
"Tell me when we've ever seen this before, because I can't fmd anyone like him," said
 
former pro and current broadcaster Justin Gimelstob. "He's like the next evolution of a
 
tennis player."
 

But ifNadal is indeed a new prototype, he's one who still has a few bugs to be ironed 
out. 
His tremendous assets, such as his ability to physically grind out matches, might also be 
hurting him. 
In each of the last three years on the ATP Tour, Nadal has been bothered by nagging 
injuries from time to time. Whether it's his knees, an ankle, or his hamstrings and calves, 
the 22-year-old seems to be breaking down quite often. As dominant as Nadal has been 
from February-July, he seems to hit a mental and physical wall each summer after 
Wimbledon, resulting in disappointing U.S. Open finishes that has robbed fans of a 
dream Nadal-Roger Federer matchup in New York. 
Nadal and his uncle/coach, Toni, have in recent months complained quite often about the 
ATP calendar, arguing that too many Masters Series events are crammed close together, 
forcing top players like Nadal to push their bodies to the limit. 
With the busy pace ofhis career (Nadal played 20 tournaments in 2007, and 17 in 2006), 
and with his one-dimensional style, is the flashy Nadal destined to burn out sooner rather 
than later? 
We consulted trainers, former players and coaches to see what, if anything, Nadal is 
doing wrong, and how he can keep thrilling fans well into his 30s. 
SUBHED: ONLY 1 WAY TO PLAY 

Todd Martin is only half-kidding when asked about Rafael Nadal's competitiveness.
 
"Ifhe went out and played my 5-year-old son," the former pro said, "he'd grind himself
 
to the bone on every shot. He simply never goes slowly at the ball."
 
A major reason Nadal has been so successful at such a young age is the intensity with
 
which he plays.
 

----~ -~~--~-----



The next time you see him loafwill be the first.
 
The four-time French Open champion can run forever.
 
But all that running takes a toll.
 
"It's like putting miles on a car; eventually the car will wear down," said Pat Etcheberry,
 
a trainer who's worked with Justine Henin and Pete Sampras. "Plus, Rafa isn't the
 
lightest guy out there, and all that constant pounding puts strain on the knees and the
 
hamstrings."
 
The clay court season seems especially draining for Nadal, as he's constantly getting to
 
the fInals of tournaments in Rome, Hamburg, Monte Carlo, etc., all held within a few
 
weeks of each other.
 
Whether that's the fault ofNadal or the ATP is a subject we'll get to, but clearly Nadal's
 
fondness for clay may contribute to his injury problems.
 
Very rarely do clay court matches go quickly, so all the physical and mental energy
 
Nadal has to expend drains a person.
 
"You don't see all that a guy like Rafa goes through the night before the match, and the
 
mental strain he accumulates during a match," said former doubles star and ESPN
 
broadcaster Luke Jensen. "He pays a physical and emotional price more so than other
 
guys."
 

SUBHED: MAKING LIFE EASIER
 
Let's assume that Nadal isn't suddenly going to start tanking matches or turning into the
 
second coming ofnet-rushing Patrick Rafter.
 
To preserve his body, there are several things Nadal can do.
 
One suggestion has been to improve his serve. Nadal served 120 aces in his first 44
 
matches of2008, fewer than three per match, and the 34th-highest total on tour. That's not
 
a lot of free, energy-conserving points.
 
"He's not a short guy, so there's no reason he can't develop a bomb of a big serve," said
 
former pro and current coach Brad Gilbert. "He can save himselfa lot of trouble ifhe
 
could steal a few easy service games from time to time."
 
Attacking the net more, especially on hard-courts and grass, is another way Nadal can
 
ease the pressure on his body_
 
But going against the grain ofhis usual style has its drawbacks, as well; getting someone
 
as successful as Nadal to change would not be easy_
 
Then there are the workout methods that can be adjusted. While Etcheberry and other
 
trainers interviewed were careful not to criticize Nadal's camp specifically, they did offer
 
recommendations.
 
Mackie Shilstone, a trainer who's worked with boxers like Evander Holyfield and tennis
 
players like Serena Williams, said he would advise Rafa to take more time off, and to
 
train "opposite the way he plays."
 
"I think doing the normal tennis moves backwards is an underrated way ofbuilding up
 
your muscles," Shilstone said. "Work the posterior shoulder, and the knees, differently
 
than you normally would."
 
Others suggested doing less running and more work on the stationary bike.
 
Bill Norris, a longtime ATP trainer, said that perhaps Nadal needs to pace himself a little
 
more in training, perhaps looking at more scientific studies about how his body reacts.
 



SUBHED: SCHEDULES AND SURFACES 
Some say that the breakdown ofNadal and other top players is inevitable due to the 
ATP's condensed schedule, particularly on clay. Masters Series events in the spring are 
now bunched together like weeds in a garden, and Nadal has been vociferous in his 
complaints. 
"I think it's completely impossible to play at your best level for all four tournaments: 
Monte Carlo, Barcelona, Rome and Hamburg," Nadal told the press in April. "You just 
have to accept this situation: all the players will be the same, they will not be able to play 
at their high level for all four." 
But several experts interviewed said Nadal isn't as powerless as he sounds. For one, he 
can choose not to defend rankings points accumulated at certain tournaments. His seeding 
at Slams might dip a little, but is that as important as winning a U.S. Open? Making hard 
choices about which tournaments to play is something every player must do. 
"The tour is what it is, and players have to make smart decisions about what they play," 
Gimelstob said. "Ifhe wins one fewer clay court tournament but saves his legs a little, I 
think that's something you have to consider." 
Another issue that Toni Nadal has said leads to his nephew's injury woes are hardcourts. 
He has said many times that the surface places undue strain on the knees, back and ankles 
ofplayers. 
Ofcourse, Nadal also doesn't have as much experience playing on hardcourts as players 
like Andy Roddick and Roger Federer do, and its speed doesn't suit Rafa's game as well 
as clay. 

SUBHED: A LONG CAREER OR BORG II? 
It's too soon to tell ifNadal's career will mirror that of Bjom Borg, who famously burned 
out and left the sport at 25 after 11 Grand Slam titles. 
There's still plenty of time for Nadal to ease his hectic schedule, modify his 
tremendously successful style ofplay without hurting his chances ofwinning, and 
perhaps change his training methods. 
What is clear is that nearly everyone associated with tennis seems to be rooting for Nadal 
to enjoy a lasting career. 
"I think everyone sees a guy like him, who loves what he's doing and brings so much 
enjoyment to so many people, and wants them to play forever," Gilbert said. "He's a 
credit to the game, and there's nobody more that you root for for the right reasons than 
that guy." 


