

[image: image]





PLAYING TENNIS



LIKE A PRO


WILLIAM RALSTON


[image: image]


ROBERT HALE • LONDON




First published in 2016 by


Robert Hale, an imprint of


The Crowood Press Ltd


Ramsbury, Marlborough


Wiltshire SN8 2HR


www.crowood.com


www.halebooks.com


This e-book first published in 2016


© William Ralston 2016


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 0 7198 2030 4


The right of William Ralston to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988




In loving memory of Andrew Charles Ralston.


This is for you.





Acknowledgements


No piece of creative work is the result of just one individual. Writing this book has been a great challenge for me both personally and professionally, and it simply would not have been possible without the continued support and understanding of my friends and family, all of whom have stuck by my side every step of the way.


Particular mention must go to William Gray, Thomas McKelvey, Simon King and Henry White for their patience and understanding, and James Barabas, the most generous and selfless person I have ever met, for his incredible support to my whole family. Special mention must also go to Charlotte Abroms, the most inspirational person I know, for her incredible shows of support through strongly worded emails, and Chuck and Oliver East for always being there to bounce ideas off. Thank you also to my wonderful cousin, Alex Hendrickson, for being a constant source of encouragement, and Jackie Poate, the world’s greatest godmother, for her creative input.


I would also like to thank all those players, coaches and key figures who have spoken with me at length as part of my research for this book. In no particular order, these include Mike and Bob Bryan, Nick Bollettieri, Patrick Mouratoglou, Dick Gould, Brian Boland, Galo Blanco, Jez Green, Richard Gasquet, Jordi Arrese, Laura Robson, Dominic Inglot, Alexandr Dolgopolov, Nikolay Davydenko, James Ward, Filip Peliwo, Jonathan Stark, Peter Gilmour, Raleigh Gowrie, Colin Triplow, James Allemby, Roger Dalton, all those at the International Tennis Federation (ITF) and The Lawn Tennis Association (LTA), Calum Loveridge, Andrew Kean at First Point USA, Raphael Maurer, Juan Carlos Báguena, and the great team at the Barcelona Tennis Academy.


Last but not least, I would like to show the most sincere of appreciation to my dearest family: Dad, Mum, Tom, and Millie. I must begin by extending a brief apology to my brother and sister for deserting them when they needed it most, before thanking them both for their help and support through my days in tennis and beyond. We may not talk so often, but just knowing they are there is enough.


Words escape me to describe how important my parents have been in my development. As clichéd as it sounds, it really is not until you lose someone that you become aware quite how fundamental they were in your contentment. My father was a silent strength in our lives whose single greatest pride was seeing his three precious children flourish under his watchful guidance. Not only do I want to thank him for looking after my wonderful mother, the love of his life, I must thank him for allowing me the opportunity to play tennis, for supporting me every step along the wonderful journey and for keeping my feet firmly on the ground. It brings me the greatest of pain to know that he will never see the fruits of his support, but I need to express my appreciation for the joy and happiness he brought to us all.


They say opposites attract and my mother is the great antithesis of my father – whilst he was the stabilizer, a rational thinker, keeping us all secure, my mother gives anything and everything to ensure that we have the chance to enjoy each opportunity that life has to offer. From thrusting a tennis racket into my hand as a youngster to proof-reading each and every draft of this book, she has always encouraged us kids to pursue our wildest passions and still been there to catch us if things aren’t quite working out.


Together my parents have provided the most secure of environments to allow us kids to flourish without the burdensome worries that so very often hold people back. Without them, not only would I have lacked the courage and confidence to pursue the avenues down which I have ventured, but I simply wouldn’t have had the opportunity to even consider them at all.


Finally, I should also add my thanks to:




	Ella Ling, for providing photos.


	Tara Wallace, for her illustrations.


	my editors, Alexander Stilwell and Lavinia Porter, for their patience.


	Pierre Capel, for translating.





To you all – thank you for making this possible.


William Ralston





Introduction


This is not a book about regret. This is no time to reflect on paths not taken or mistakes made. This is the extensive map for players out there with similar aspirations to those that filled my mind for all those years, a medium through which I communicate the multitude of lessons learned during my years in the world of tennis. This book is about giving you, the reader, the benefit of my knowledge to assist you on your journey to become a highly skilled tennis player. In short, this is the book I wish I had five years ago.


The day was 5 October 2011. That was the day it collapsed. The day all faint hope of a successful on-court career stopped with my father’s last breath on that sunny autumn morning. That was the day I hung up my rackets, the day I realized I had to pursue one of life’s more convenient careers. My time was up. And as easy as it would be to blame my athletic shortcomings on this catastrophic event, I was already late. I was already behind the curve. The pressures of competitive tennis were disrupting my relationships as I chased the impossible dream alongside thousands of other 22-year-olds. My time was already drawing to a close and my father’s passing was just a catalyst for the inevitable.


I wouldn’t even blame it on a lack of talent – and there was certainly no absence of effort. My parents supported me the whole way. They gave me anything and everything I needed to develop professionally and athletically. For that I am eternally grateful. But while hitting a fluffy yellow piece of rubber over a three-foot-high net sounds like child’s play, the real challenge of the game comes in picking your way along the infinite number of paths that may or may not lead to the very pinnacle of the beautiful game.


As much as I felt confident in my ability on the court, the most challenging part of the whole experience was making decisions off it. It was like navigating myself through a never-ending maze with a list of conflicting directions. Should I go to college in the USA? Am I too old? How do I become ‘professional’? How do I pick an academy? How do I select my rackets? What strings should I use? And this is just a speck on the shorts of something far, far bigger – and this bigger world is one where decisions count and choices do matter. The shelf life of a tennis player is so extremely short and all these decisions can make or break a player’s career in the sport they call their own.


And the time is now. There is no other sport that has experienced the kind of changes that tennis has over the past fifty years. The original grass courts have been replaced by a plethora of more economical alternatives, the ‘Western’ grip has taken over the modern game and what was once considered a gentleman’s sport has transformed into a game where force trumps finesse – where players are more likely to arrive at the net to shake hands rather than to win the point. While the same rules apply, a different game is being played.


The globalization of the sport has given players more options and choices than ever before. The year 2011 was the first where the WTA’s top ten players hailed from ten different countries. In 1985 the top 100 men and women in the rankings hailed from twenty-nine and twenty-four distinct countries respectively. Both numbers have now climbed to more than thirty-seven. The growth of the sport has been nothing short of seismic, and the result today is that tennis academies in Florida are no longer the only option. Natural gut strings no longer monopolize the market. Grass is no longer the surface of choice. While superb news for the average player, it means that working your way to the top is now more complicated and confusing than could ever have been anticipated.


It all sounds so simple. Tennis is a game played on a rectangular court by either two or four players who have to hit a ball back and forth over a net. The ball is only allowed to bounce once on each side and players must return the ball back over the net and into the opponent’s court. Failure to return the ball means the opponent scores a point. But reality tells an entirely different story, one where intelligence and decision-making can be the difference between failure and success.


I want to share with you, therefore, a concise collection of knowledge I have gained, with invaluable input from some of the game’s greatest talents. In the following chapters, I will provide a detailed analysis of the important decisions to be made, discussing the techniques, tactics and equipment used in the modern age alongside extensive support and advice from some of the leading players and coaches in the sport, all of whom have found their formula for success.


I have no doubt it would have accelerated my development as a competitor.


I hope it will yours, too.





Author’s Note


I have been driven to write this book to share my knowledge with players who, like my former self, have a goal to succeed as a professional tennis player. They say that you learn more by losing than winning and, while I did not achieve all I set out to do, I was compelled to explore why it is not always the most talented players that break through. Out of curiosity and for self-peace of mind, I needed to find the reason why some people make it and others do not. Having researched all aspects of the development of a player from my own personal experience, this is what I found, and I would like to help any young tennis players about to set off on a similar journey.





CHAPTER ONE



Understanding the Coach–Player–Parent Relationship


Hindsight is a wonderful thing. Although I reflect on my time in tennis with a great sense of pride, I cannot help but think about a number of choices I made with a lack of knowledge. I spent copious amounts of time choosing my equipment and the tournaments I was going to play, but one consideration I feel was often overlooked was my choice of coach.


As naive as it would now appear, I was under the impression that all coaches could develop my game, independent of who they were, and it was not until I began working with an Argentinian named Martin Cejas that I realized how important the coach–player relationship is in development. We gelled almost instantly – he understood me and I understood him – and this close-knit relationship of complete trust and confidence allowed my game to develop faster than ever before.


It happens all too often that players overlook the important factors when finding a coach, basing their decision on costs or convenience rather than what really matters. At the higher levels, whether choosing a college, an academy or a full-time coach to travel with, the coach–player relationship is extremely personal; what works for one player will not necessarily work for another, and it is important that the player commits the time to find the right person for them as an individual at that particular stage of their development.


Great strain, too, was put on my relationship with my family. At all times, whether it be on court or off it, there remained an unnerving sense of guilt in the back of my mind, firmly based on the fact that my parents had sacrificed so much, both financially and emotionally, to give me the opportunity to play the game. And make no mistake – my parents struggled, too. As all parents do, they just wanted to see their child succeed, but there were always doubts as to the extent of their role in making this happen.


Understanding the role of the coach and the parents is the first step in overcoming these hurdles. Of importance, too, are considerations of the fundamental factors in a healthy coach–player relationship.
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Achieving the Ideal Coach–Player–Parent Relationship
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Nick Bollettieri’s pyramid shows how the roles of the parents and coach in player development are inextricably linked




With over sixty years in the game, there are few people better placed to determine the role of the coach and the parents than tennis legend, Nick Bollettieri. Widely credited for his work with many of the world’s top players, including Tommy Haas, Maria Sharapova, Jim Courier and, most notably, a young Andre Agassi, Nick Bollettieri knows what it takes to mould a champion. I spoke with him to discover his thoughts on these issues.


According to Bollettieri, the role of the coach and the parents in player development should be inextricably linked. ‘Both should play an incredibly important role,’ he says. ‘They must communicate and work together to create the right environment to allow the player to develop.’


Bollettieri goes on to describe how the relationship is like a pyramid: ‘The player is at the top with the parents at the bottom right and the coach at the bottom left. Everybody must know their role because if the whole team does not work together then the team will fall apart.’


With this in mind, we must now understand what these roles are.



The Role of Parents in Player Development


‘


The parent–child relationship can be damaged irreparably if the parents do not understand their role in the child’s development.’


NICK BOLLETTIERI, Coach to ten World Number Ones


Parents play an extremely important role in the development of a junior player. ‘They have the greatest influence of everyone,’ says Jordi Arrese, former Spanish Davis Cup Captain. Despite this, however, there is actually very little guidance about the tremendous role they play, and coaches are always looking for the best way to educate them about their role in the development of their player.


As illustrated so beautifully in the development of Chris Evert and Michael Chang, parents can become a very positive influence on their child’s development, but their impact can quickly become negative should they not understand the scope of their role. ‘Parents must get involved in the development of their children but how they get involved is so important,’ says Bollettieri.


One of the biggest mistakes that parents can make is putting their children under too much pressure to succeed. This pressure, of course, may stem from the financial sacrifices made by the family, or even from parents who want their children to succeed where they have not. Pursuing tennis as a career can put the family under ‘tremendous strain’, says Bollettieri. ‘There is no escaping the fact that it costs a lot of money. Parents no longer are saying “I love you” when their child comes off court; they are asking what the score was.’


This, too, is a view shared by Arrese. ‘Too many parents put unnecessary pressure on their children instead of actually enjoying the sport and instilling the right values in them. The most important thing should be enjoying the sport and learning from it, but many parents focus their dreams on their children and this is damaging,’ he says.


The parents’ role is to support their children as much as possible. Inevitably, this support will consist of financial aid, but parents must also support their child emotionally and with making decisions. This support will also include psychological guidance and ensuring that the child is getting enough rest, eating well and showing commitment away from the court.


Of great importance, however, is that the parents do not involve themselves in any tennis-specific work – an aspect of player development in which the roles of coach and parents can easily become confused. ‘The support from the parents must be outside the court and outside of tennis completely,’ says Juan Carlos Báguena, former ATP Player and Director of Barcelona Tennis Academy. ‘When the player is on court he is working on developing his tennis and that is his coach’s job,’ he says. ‘This is where the line must be drawn.’


The unfortunate truth is that this line is crossed only too often. Coaches, as professionals of the game, recognize that parental influence on tennisspecific matters can have a negative effect on a child’s development, but are forced to meet the demands of overly pushy parents because they are the ones paying the wages. While it is the responsibility of coaches to prevent parents overstepping the mark, parents must also be careful to respect the wishes of the coach.


Communication, too, is an important aspect of the parents’ role. ‘The parents must have regular meetings alone with the coach to give as much information about their player as possible,’ says Bollettieri. In order to touch a player’s game, the coach must know that player extremely well, and the parents play an important role in communicating with the coach exactly how the player is feeling or behaving to ensure that the coach can adapt his or her methods as necessary.



The Role of the Coach in Player Development


‘


The coach today must control everything. They must know what makes the player tick, their idiosyncrasies, their superstitions. Being a coach is so much more than teaching the player to hit a forehand.’


NICK BOLLETTIERI, Coach to ten World Number Ones
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Patrick Mouratoglou (left) believes that the coach must take complete responsibility for every aspect of the player’s development




Before we can discuss the necessary ingredients for a successful coach–player relationship, it is important to consider why players need a coach – what is their role?


Away from high-performance tennis, the responsibility of the coach is normally limited to regular on-court tuition with focus on technical and tactical progressions. Intermediate players, for example, will work with a local coach or ‘club pro’ a couple of times a week to develop a specific technical skill in their game. Towards the higher echelons, however, the role of the coach becomes far wider and stretches well beyond the realms of on-court technical and tactical training.


Patrick Mouratoglou (coach to Serena Williams, Jeremy Chardy, Marcos Baghdatis, and Laura Robson) explained to me that the coach’s role at competitive level is all-encompassing and wide in scope. ‘The role of the coach is to make the player win. That is the single purpose and responsibility,’ he says. ‘The role of the coach at these levels is not simply to run practice sessions or organize fitness training because all this would be completely irrelevant without the ultimate goal of winning.’


The coach has a responsibility to ‘find solutions to solve any problems the player may have,’ he says. These problems may be mental, physical, technical or tactical, but the coach must work to solve everything. ‘There are always solutions,’ says Mouratoglou.


Andy Murray, for example, employed Ivan Lendl more for his mental support and shared experience of having lost his first four Major finals than for his technical and tactical acumen. Over the course of a relationship that produced an Olympic Gold, a US Open title and a Wimbledon victory, Lendl brought a distinct discipline that allowed Murray to perform better when it mattered most. The world saw a quieter Murray on court, mentally more tuned in than ever before, but there were very few immediately obvious tactical or technical changes to note. Murray already knew how to play tennis.


Similarly, Roger Federer and Novak Djokovic, arguably two of the most technically gifted players of the Open era, began working with the great Stefan Edberg and Boris Becker respectively for a plethora of reasons besides actual stroke improvement.
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Although Ivan Lendl (right) did not drastically transform Murray’s technical and tactical game, he gave the Scot the mental strength and discipline needed to become a champion




While Edberg, known for his wonderful attacking repertoire, brought Federer two feet closer to the baseline and encouraged him to take risks to finish points early, he was also taken on board for his great experience and knowledge of the game. Any technical or tactical progressions in the Djokovic game are worked on with long-term coach, Marián Vajda; Boris Becker, known for his ability to win ‘big matches’, was hired to share his experience and knowledge at a time when the Serb had lost five of his last six Grand Slam finals.


‘Where he helps me the most is from a mental point of view,’ said Djokovic. Following his 2014 victory at the All England Club, the Serb praised Becker’s influence in giving him the mental strength to get across the line: ‘There were a few things that were important but most of all it was the mental toughness and the self-belief. He believes in my game.’
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Boris Becker (left), known for his ability to win big matches, was brought on board by Novak Djokovic to share his knowledge and experience with the Serb




According to acclaimed coach Galo Blanco (coach to Milos Raonic, Jurgen Meltzer, Marcel Granollers and Filip Peliwo), the role of a coach at these levels is to ensure that the player has every aspect of performance to allow them to succeed on the court. As Blanco points out, the technical development of competitive level players is normally completed at a very early age. ‘By the time players reach an advanced level, they will already be technically proficient and the coach must work only to tweak or fine-tune these strokes,’ says Blanco.


In this way, Blanco believes that the role of the coach in technique development is just a small element of a far wider programme, stating instead that a large part of his work is actually carried out behind the scenes in offcourt practices: ‘It [the role of the coach] is to teach the player everything’ and ‘control everything on the court and off the court to ensure that the player reaches their goals,’ he says.



Choosing a Coach


‘


It is people who play tennis, it is not machines. I treat my players as Formula One cars that need very special, individual treatment instead of cars that you can buy in the shops that are all the same.’


PATRICK MOURATOGLOU, Director of Mouratoglou Tennis Academy, Paris
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Stefan Edberg (right) has worked with Roger Federer to both help him be more aggressive and finish points off at the net




Dick Gould’s journey started in autumn of 1966 when he was appointed the Head Men’s Tennis Coach at Stanford University. These were the days before ‘Open’ tennis: the professional tour consisted of Jack Kramer playing one-on-one matches across the USA and the only other people making money were enthusiastic amateurs taking payments under the table to appear in tournaments – later labelled as ‘Shamateurism’ by Kramer himself. Partly driven by the chance to defer military obligations by continuing education, almost everybody was driven towards a collegiate education.




[image: image]


Under the guidance of Dick Gould (top left), Stanford University Men’s tennis became the top team in the USA




After representing Stanford himself, Dick returned to take the reins of the men’s programme in 1966 as a ‘nobody’, he says. Stanford had always had strong teams, but rivals USC, UCLA and Trinity of Texas were the leading tennis schools in the country. Gould worked tirelessly to build the programme and proposed a National Training Camp be hosted on campus after the introduction of ‘Open’ tennis in 1968. As the host of the camp, Gould built up a reputation with the best highschool players in the country and just six years later had developed enough credibility to attract the most talented players to his college. By 1972, Stanford had become one of the top teams in the country.


Stanford won its first NCAA Championship in 1973, seven years after Gould’s entry on the scene, and the rest, they say, is history. Over the course of his thirty-nine-year tenure, Gould and his team won anything and everything that college tennis had to offer, including seventeen NCAA Team Championships, two ‘Coach of the Decade’ awards and nine NCAA singles titles. Fifty of his players were selected as All-Americans, fifteen of whom went on to be ranked among the top fifteen in the ATP World Singles rankings. His list of alumni includes the likes of John McEnroe, Bob and Mike Bryan, Roscoe Tanner, Tim Mayotte and Jonathan Stark. His team of 1998 is widely regarded as the best college team ever, finishing with a perfect 28–0 record with the loss of just two singles matches. Fourteen of Gould’s students became top ten doubles players in the world.
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A well-stocked Stanford University Men’s Tennis trophy cabinet
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Gould (left) honed the talents of some wonderful players in his time at Stanford, including Nick Saviano (seventh from the left), Roscoe Tanner (middle, with jacket), and John McEnroe (right of Roscoe Tanner)




Short-lived success can come too easily but it is the sustained success of Gould’s tenure that makes his achievements so astonishing. He created eight generations of successful intercollegiate teams during his reign, stepping down with an 84 per cent winning percentage. Put simply, Gould is the most successful coach in the history of US collegiate tennis and even today, his programme at Stanford remains the yardstick by which other top collegiate tennis programmes are measured.


Similarly, Brian Boland’s name has been synonymous with success for nearly two decades. Installed as Head Coach at Virginia in 2002, Boland has taken Men’s Tennis at Virginia from mid-tier to the most elite programme in the country. His list of personal achievements includes a National Coach of the Year award in 2007 along with ten Conference Coach of the Year and five ITA Regional Coach of the Year awards. His career win percentage sits at approximately 85 per cent – well among the greatest the collegiate game has ever known – and he is widely credited with moulding the likes of Somdev Devvarman, Dominic Inglot and Treat Huey into players fit for competition on the ATP Tour.


His 2013 season ranked among one of the greatest years by any programme in the history of collegiate tennis. Reaching the very peak by lifting the NCAA Championship trophy, Boland and his team went 30–0 and became the only tennis school to combine these achievements with the ITF National Indoor Championships title in the same year. After such unparalleled successes at the helm of Virginia tennis, Boland has not only fixed himself as one of the premier modern-day coaches in collegiate tennis, he has created himself such a legacy to ensure that he will go down as one of the greatest collegiate coaches in history.
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Brian Boland has moulded the likes of Somdev Devvarman, Dom Inglot and Treat Huey into players fit for competition on the ATP Tour




Despite their incredible achievements, neither Boland nor Gould simply walked into their success; Virginia University was approximately seventy-five in the country when Boland took over and Gould’s Stanford was far from a spearhead of the collegiate tennis scene. I doubt whether there are two better coaches in world tennis who have achieved such sustained success. What, I ask, did they do differently? What was this common denominator that allowed them to turn their respective schools into pieces of collegiate tennis history?
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Brian Boland, here celebrating another victory, is highly committed and takes complete responsibility for shaping his players’ games




Commitment


The answers become evident following conversations with them both. I was immediately struck by their humanity and humility when accepting my questions. Open and honest at all times, even after decades talking about tennis all day long, they were both so passionate and willing to discuss their respective experiences. They spoke with such warmth and excitement in their voices that it became obvious that coaching tennis to developing juniors was by no means their job; it was very much their lifestyle – and they absolutely loved it. ‘His passion and commitment goes into absolutely everything that he does,’ says Jonathan Stark, who played under Gould before going on to be the Number One Doubles player in the world, winning Grand Slams in both mixed and men’s doubles.
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Gould (centre) went to great lengths to recruit the Bryan brothers




This unparalleled dedication and commitment of Gould is illustrated by the lengths he used to go to prepare his teams for success. Besides playing tapes of songs with the word ‘Georgia’ in on repeat for the fortnight before travelling to the NCAA finals in Georgia, Gould used to ‘hire’ a team of rowdy ‘frat-boys’ to heckle and distract his players in training for many weeks leading up to the event – the pinnacle of collegiate competition. Gould believed that this was an important element of preparation for the atmosphere that would present itself down in the Deep South. But Gould’s incredible passion for success is perhaps best illustrated by his recruitment of Mike and Bob Bryan to the Stanford University programme in 1996.


The Bryan brothers enjoyed extensive success as juniors in the USA. Victories in the 1991 USTA National Boys Under-14 Championships and the 1996 USTA National Boys 18 Championships had guaranteed them a highly sought after spot on the USC roster by the time they reached the age of eligibility. Wayne Bryan, Mike and Bob’s father, was great friends with the USC Coach, Dick Leach, and the scholarships ‘had been in place for nearly a decade,’ says Bob.


Gould wanted the Bryans, one of the hottest properties in collegiate tennis, on his roster and was determined to make it happen. With his reputation as a legendary collegiate coach growing each year, Gould would use this to lure the Bryans into his system. ‘He would show us around the Stanford trophy room, take us for rides in his car with the number plates “NCAA1”, and write lists as to why Stanford was the school for us,’ Mike said to me of Gould’s efforts to recruit him and his brother. On the day of signing, Gould offered to drive nearly six hours to Camarillo to push the deal through if the Bryans were having second thoughts.
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Dick Gould moulded Mike and Bob Bryan (above) into the finest doubles pair the game has ever seen




Speaking to Dominic Inglot, a graduate of the University of Virginia, it becomes apparent that similar qualities can be found in Boland. ‘The reason Brian [Boland] is so successful is his passion for the game,’ he says. ‘He lives, breathes and sleeps the sport and he is unique in that sense. Brian, through his passion and commitment for the game, creates an incredible, professional-like programme for his players and that, for me, is the reason behind his success.’


‘I am always totally and completely invested in each and every player,’ says Boland of his own programme. ‘It is not a job in the formal sense; it is a lifestyle. Days, hours, weeks – what do they mean? It is what I love to do with my time and I really feel I am making a difference. What a privilege it is for me to be in a position to provide these resources for these athletes as they go through one of the most important periods of their lives.


‘No matter how much I know about the game and no matter how much I love this game, until that athlete knows that I care, it really does not matter what I know,’ adds Boland.


None of this is to say that commitment is the only necessary ingredient of a successful coach–player relationship, but its importance cannot be underestimated. You only have to visit a modern tennis training facility today to see that there are too many coaches who are just looking for a quick payday and their commitment to a player’s development is relinquished the moment the training session is over. This, quite simply, just does not cut it in the competitive world of tennis.
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Brian Boland chats with his player during a training session
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Gould (right) stresses the importance of connecting with his players




Professional tennis training is a full-time job and the responsibilities extend well beyond the white lines and around the clock. Just as players must make sacrifices to allow them to be at their best, successful coaches, too, must be willing to make the development of their players their priority, providing continuous support in both on-court and offcourt practices.


‘A coach’s role is twenty-four hours a day 365 days a year,’ says Nick Bollettieri. ‘Coaches must be willing to make sacrifices too. They must be willing to suffer with the student,’ he adds.


Individual Attention, Trust and Respect


Remarkably, there are actually very few similarities between the programmes implemented by Boland and Gould. While Boland incorporates a very individual programme with a maximum of two players on court at any time, Gould was not afforded this luxury and so set aside two and a half hours a day for team practice. One fundamental aspect that is common in both arrangements, however, is a willingness to get to know the players and their games on a very detailed level.


Individual attention is important from both a tactical and psychological perspective. The tactical and technical flaws in a player’s game become smaller as gradual improvements are made and these will go unnoticed where the coach does not focus on these idiosyncrasies. It is simply not possible for a coach to touch a player’s game in the necessary detail without individual attention.


‘Players are all different. They all think differently. They all feel different and they all have very specific needs. These needs are mental, physical, technical and tactical. The only way to get the best out of players is to be connected with them. When I say “connected”, I mean that you have to know them really well. You need to know them and get their full trust. Only then do you learn how to click the right buttons to make them give their best,’ says Patrick Mouratoglou.


While Gould could not offer private tuition for his students, he made sure he planned his practice sessions with the upmost precision and used the time on court wisely to get to know his players’ games and personalities inside out. ’When it came to training, he was very specific to each player and he would spend time with each one of us to work on our specific needs,’ says Jonathan Stark, former World Number One Doubles player and 1994 French Open Men’s Doubles Champion.


‘I had a very personal relationship with each one of the players,’ says Gould himself. ‘I was working with them three hours a day, six days a week – that is more time than their parents spent with them. I got to know them very well and they were all different. For me, it is like having your own family; they all have their own different traits, interests, talents, possibilities, and a good coach must be able to appreciate that and help develop that.


‘You can watch a player play a match and you can see strengths and holes in their game and you want to keep working to make the strengths stronger, and improve the weaknesses. You do not have to know the players well do to do that, but to get the best out of them in competition you have to know what buttons to push. As with your own children, each child has a different button which will help them compete and rise up at the right time and coaches need to know the players personally in order to do so. You only learn that by knowing the players and spending time with them.’


This incredible personal relationship has not been lost despite the miles travelled and great successes of his alumni. There remains a joke between the Bryans and coach Gould about the on-going tradition for their names to be engraved on the number of Stanford Monuments that rest outside the tennis hall on the Californian campus. At a cost of US$500 for each inscription, the Bryans have single-handedly cost Stanford University more than US$22,000 in engraving fees alone.


The Coach and the Importance of Adaptation


An important aspect of the coach–player relationship becomes adaptation. If the coach is to ‘control everything’ and ‘find solutions’ for the player to win, they must learn to adapt to the specific needs of the player. Although Galo Blanco describes himself as a ‘highly disciplined’ coach, he explains how he must ‘adjust to his players’ if he is to maximize their performance.


According to Patrick Mouratoglou, there are two phases that must be completed ‘before the deep work can be started and the results will begin to show’. Phase one is getting to know the player completely; phase two is getting the trust and confidence of the player, ensuring that he or she will follow the coach completely. Sometimes the coach needs up to eight months to complete these first two phases and only then can the work really start. ‘As the coach, I must tell the player what to do and they must trust me because everything I do has a reason behind it. Only with complete respect for me will they follow my instructions.’


Mouratoglou discusses how he once took a player from Number Sixty in the world to a career-high ranking of fifteen in just over eight months, a span that included victories over the top five players in the world at the time. With this particular player, Mouratoglou had to give her a complete game plan before each and every match she played. ‘I told her where she has to serve, where she has to return, where she plays, how she has to play, and that if she respects the plan then there is no way that she is going to lose.’


Although Mouratoglou is ‘not naturally a dictator’ or someone to give strict instructions as exactly how to play a particular match, he knew his player well enough to know exactly what she needed. ‘I was so tough and so demanding with her that it made her feel like a great player and it gave her so much confidence,’ adds Mouratoglou. ‘But I knew it was the right attitude to have with her.’


For this reason, it is important that the coach spends time with the player off the court, getting to know them as an individual and not just as a player. This is the only way to develop a relationship of trust and confidence, and also for the coach to learn exactly what he needs to do beyond the general technical and tactical work to maximize that player’s performance.


‘In order to really help a player, you must know them inside-out,’ says Nick Bollettieri. Only too often do developing juniors become suffocated by the pressures of competition, and this can only hinder their progress. ‘Let the player talk. Give them space!’ he says. ‘The coach must regularly meet with the player alone to discuss progress,’ adds Bollettieri, before pointing out that training the great Andre Agassi ‘made me a better listener’.


As a player, you must be wary of committing to any tennis training programme where you do not have a healthy, open relationship with the coaching team or where the coaches are not committed enough to put in time off the court to gain an understanding of who you really are.


There is a very fine line to be drawn, however, in developing this offcourt relationship with players. The danger, according to Patrick Mouratoglou, who explains how he regularly plays PlayStation with his players, is that coaches must not become friends of their players.


‘There must be a very close connection but you cannot be friends,’ he says. ‘My players know me, they trust me and I want them to do well, and they know that I am willing to do anything to help them succeed and I will find a way to help them be the best that they can be. They know they can rely on me and they know that if they have a problem then I will find a solution. But I am not their friend because the coach needs authority, and if he is a friend then he has zero authority.’


This finely tuned balance is just one more area where Gould excelled. ‘He created an environment of complete mutual respect. He was very open and this created a great relationship with each one of us,’ says Jonathan Stark. ‘He reads people so well; he knew when it was time to lay the heavy hand and knew when it was time to lighten up and that is why he got the best out of his players.’



Finding a Coach


The modern tennis world is not blessed with too many ‘Goulds’ or ‘Bolands’ and very few players will be privileged enough to play under them, but lessons can be learned from their respective successes. What these two greats have achieved in the collegiate game is simply astounding and studying their attitudes towards player development offers a unique insight into the important aspects of the coach–player relationship.


The unfortunate truth is that there are just too many coaches out there who simply are not committed enough to their roles and, as a result, will fail to understand the player sufficiently to know which problems they have to solve to maximize performance. They will, in short, never learn which buttons to push.


It will not be easy, but you must commit the time to find a coach who will be completely committed to your needs as an individual player and will take full responsibility for carrying your game forward. Consider all these important aspects of the coach–player relationship and make changes as you grow and develop as a player. Make no mistake: choosing a coach is one of the most important ingredients of success because tennis development will always be a two-way street.





CHAPTER TWO



Continuing Your Development


‘


College was the best two years of my life.


I have never had so much fun playing tennis!’


MIKE BRYAN, Stanford University Alumni, London 2012 Olympic


Champion and winner of over twenty-three Grand Slam titles


I love academia and I enjoy studying. But as much as I relished the rush of competition and the thrill of perfecting a tennis stroke, I wanted to continue my education for as long as possible.


The discussion came on my return from Melbourne where I had been competing for the past year. Sitting there in my parents’ bedroom as a boy of nineteen, a family debate ensued as to whether I should take my place at Law School in Nottingham or hop on a plane to Barcelona and compete fulltime. After weighing up the pros and cons, we eventually chose the former. As much as I wanted to be on the court and not in the court, I was well aware this attitude would likely be reversed as time eventually caught up with me.


It was a painful decision to make. The British university system is not renowned for fostering great athletic talent and I saw this as the end to any real sporting aspirations I continued to hold. I knew it was the right decision, but the taste of bitterness existed well beyond my university years. If only there were an option to combine full-time tennis and education.


The answer presented itself in my second year of study when I was contacted by a number of US college coaches who wanted to take me onto their team. I jumped for joy; I polished my rackets; I rang my parents. As much as this seemed like the solution to my great dilemma that continually hung heavy around my neck, I was led to believe that a US education just could not match that of which I was already the fortunate recipient. It was as if accepting a scholarship to the USA would have re-ignited my athletic dreams but drawn a close to any meaningful career thereafter. In light of this, I politely declined.


It would be wrong to label my decision as a ‘regret’ because my Law degree has taken me to great places. I do wish, however, that there had been more information available at an earlier age on an American collegiate education because, in all likelihood, if I had known the full extent of the opportunities available, I would have jumped on a plane that very day.


This is what I wish I had known then.


[image: image]



The US Collegiate System


Collegiate tennis in the USA has grown to become a great option for players from all around the world, including many British hopefuls who wish to continue their full-time athletic development whilst studying for a degree. Offering places to international students reflects well on the college itself and allows them to cherry-pick the leading talents from all over the world. Spending up to four years at college can allow you to reach your academic and athletic potential without having to choose between one or the other and if, as a junior player, you have shown talent on the court and in the classroom, a tennis scholarship can allow you to attend at a heavily reduced price – sometimes even for free.


The level of competition in the USA does vary, but the best schools are brimming with international talent, many using their time to get vital match experience before joining the professional tour. College is a base where they can develop their skills, mature professionally and test themselves before they join the game’s elite. ‘The professional game is so much more physically and mentally challenging than the junior circuit,’ Marton Fucsovics, the 2009 Wimbledon Junior Champion, told me, and only the very best are ready to make an immediate step to senior level after a successful junior career. While Nadal, Djokovic and Murray would all have wasted their time in collegiate competition, they are ‘freaks of nature and almost all players will need more time to mature,’ says Daniel Kiernan, Director of SOTO Tennis Academy.


If you are a player with a good body of competitive results, it should be quite easy to find a US college to accept you, and there are hundreds of online agency companies who will manage the whole process for a reasonable fee. These ‘agencies’ do tend to be very selective with whom they work, so only players with a strong academic and athletic background are advised to approach them.


Although you can approach US colleges independently, it is advisable to use an agency with experience in the industry because the whole process of determining eligibility can be confusing. College tuition fees tend to be very expensive and agency companies will also be of great help when it comes to negotiating the size of any scholarship.


Collegiate Divisions


There are five different divisions of college sports in the USA, all of which vary in size, structure and sporting prowess. Because divisions are sorted according to other factors besides performance, the standard of tennis varies greatly and overlaps between divisions.


NATIONAL COLLEGIATE ATHLETIC ASSOCIATION (NCAA)


The NCAA houses three different collegiate divisions:


NCAA Division 1 schools represent the largest public universities in the USA and are the pinnacle of any college career, requiring both elite standards of academic and athletic ability to attend. UK applicants must normally have a minimum LTA rating of 4.1 and many players will have to build up a reputation in the lower divisions before transferring to a Division 1 school later in their student–athlete career.


NCAA Division 2 colleges are smaller than those in Division 1 and have a greater range of abilities. These schools offer scholarships to players who have shown particular promise at junior level, but they normally have fewer academic regulations for applicants. The leading Division 2 schools can be as strong as the weaker Division 1 schools, but UK applicants will require a minimum LTA rating of 5.2.


NCAA Division 3 schools tend to be small, private institutions with more focus on academics. Under NCAA regulations, these schools are not permitted to offer athletic scholarships, but international student grants are available and athletic ability will be a key factor when determining a student’s eligibility.


NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF INTERCOLLEGIATE ATHLETICS (NAIA)


The NAIA adopts slightly less stringent academic and sporting eligibility requirements and, for this reason, is full of extremely talented athletes who could not satisfy the rigid academic criteria required by the NCAA. The average level of tennis lies somewhere between NCAA Division 1 and Division 2, but the top NAIA schools tend to be amongst the very best schools in the country. The greatest difficulty lies with funding: coaches’ budgets tend to be lower than those in the NCAA and most players will have to support themselves to begin with before increasing their scholarship based on their academic and sporting performance over the year.


NATIONAL JUNIOR COLLEGE ATHLETICS ASSOCIATION (NJCAA)


The NJCAA consists of community colleges running two-year courses. Colleges are designed for athletes who do not have the academic results for the NCAA or NAIA but who have shown particular promise on the tennis court. The top NJCAA schools rival NCAA Division 2 and NAIA schools in terms of standards and most NJCAA athletes will transfer to a four-year course in the NCAA or NAIA, assuming they meet the academic criteria. The LTA advises that players will need at least a 3.1 rating to receive a scholarship to the NCJAA.


A Player’s Journey: The Benefits of College


To gain a greater understanding of the benefits of college, I spoke to three experts, all of whom have had experience of the collegiate structure in the USA.


Dominic Inglot, World Number 32 Doubles Player and University of Virginia Graduate:


Going to college was the best decision I ever made. I actually went on the understanding that it was the end of my professional career; I only had three ATP points at the time and I went to get an education and to see what happened with my tennis. It took the pressure off me because I was studying at the same time. I quickly realized that college offers many advantages that going straight on the tour does not.


College gives players the time to mature without the pressures of the circuit. Competing week in week out can break players as they try to gain ranking points. It can be so hard. I was training with seven guys who were playing at a high level, so I had great variety, access to fantastic facilities and coaches who worked tirelessly to develop my game. Unless the player is lighting up the world at junior level, I would recommend college to him or her.
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