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FOREWORD BY GARBIÑE MUGURUZA



Former world number one, Wimbledon champion and Roland-Garros champion. 


It’s funny, because when you talk to Carlos off the court he comes across as a bit shy. 


I’ve had the chance to do a few photoshoots with him and attend the same galas; and when I was still playing, we would often cross paths in the hallways or at lunch during tournaments. We’ve spoken many times. Maybe he’s a little reserved in certain settings, but that shyness disappears the moment he steps onto the court. He commands the centre stage with confidence, almost as if he’s telling the crowd: ‘Look at me – I’m here and I’m ready to give my best.’ On the court, Carlos exudes self-assurance. His body language shifts, reflecting his belief in his game, his mindset and everything he does.


One of the most striking things about Carlos is his smile. If you’re familiar with professional tennis, you’ll know that’s not the norm. Most players maintain a serious demeanour. Roger Federer was composed and stoic, Rafael Nadal was intensely focused and Novak Djokovic, while expressive and entertaining, still radiates intensity. Many players adopt a poker face, not wanting to reveal too much. They don’t want to show too many of their emotions. Better not to give anything away. Some even convey the weight of competition, as if to say, ‘I love this, but it’s also demanding.’ Then there’s Carlos – this young, energetic player who hits with power, executes daring drop shots and does it all with a smile. Watching him, you can’t help but think, ‘Wow, he really loves this game.’


Carlos thrives in the spotlight. He loves playing in front of and even engaging with a crowd. There’s no doubt he feels the pressure, but he carries it with remarkable ease. It often seems like he plays on instinct, almost unconsciously. Even in tense moments, he finds a way to smile – he’s just that kind of player. He’s fun. 


When I watch Carlos play, I can’t help but compare his energy to that of a playful puppy – full of enthusiasm, curiosity and joy. There’s still an innocence about him, a natural authenticity that hasn’t been shaped or hardened by the professional sports industry. He hasn’t become robotic in his approach and hopefully he never will. His presence is refreshing for tennis; he radiates positivity, reminding us that competition can be both fierce and joyful. That’s something fans truly appreciate.


What makes Carlos so special is his ability to blend traditional Spanish tennis elements – topspin, quick movement and resilience – with an aggressive, dynamic approach. He’s creative, bold and fearless, integrating drop shots and powerful winners into his game. He’s taken the strong foundations of Spanish tennis and evolved them into something even more assertive and exciting.


Carlos is already an icon in Spain. His popularity has surpassed even Rafa’s at the same age, thanks in part to the excitement and awareness Rafa himself  brought to the sport. With Rafa stopping in 2024, joining Roger in retirement, and Novak nearing the latter stages of his career, Carlos has stepped into the spotlight at just the right moment. He has both the game and the charisma to take the lead in the next era of tennis. 


In Spain, his rise has been extraordinary. Many people had wondered who could possibly fill Rafa’s shoes. Yet while the comparisons are natural, Carlos is forging his own path. It’s easy to say, ‘He’s the next Nadal,’ but Carlos is his own player, with his own style and personality. He has undoubtedly felt the weight of those comparisons but his team has managed expectations well, allowing him to develop in his own way. Rafa was known for his relentless consistency and unwavering focus. Carlos brings something different – a joyful, expressive and bold approach that resonates with fans worldwide.


Because it’s not just Spain that loves him. Carlos wins people over everywhere he plays. He has energy and authenticity, always staying true to who he is. On and off the court, he remains humble, with no unnecessary drama or controversy. He’s a fantastic role model for young players. As a Spaniard myself, I feel proud that the new face of tennis hails from Spain, celebrating victories with a passionate, ‘Vamos!’


Right now, Carlos is the guy. He’s young, successful and full of life. He has already achieved so much – winning Grand Slam titles, reaching world number one – and yet he remains down-to-earth. He still makes light-hearted, funny remarks; and when he speaks in Spanish there’s an endearing warmth to him. He’s relatable, making the dream of tennis success feel attainable for young players.


If there’s one thing you could never say about Carlos, it’s that he’s snobbish. His background, his accent, his personality, they all reflect his humble roots in the south of Spain. He has put Murcia on the map – it’s one of the Mediterranean provinces in Spain with great beaches and warm people known for their easy-going nature, and Carlos embodies that spirit. His family seem grounded, too, and with a clear idea of their role. It’s remarkable that such a phenomenal talent emerged from Murcia, rather than Madrid or Barcelona, where there are often greater opportunities in sports. It just goes to show that talent and determination can come from anywhere.


To see a star of his calibre remain humble and grounded is rare – not only in tennis, but in any sport or field. Being around Carlos is a pleasure because he carries himself with such authenticity and humility. Who knows what the future holds? He may evolve as a player, as tends to happen, but I hope he always stays true to the person he is today. His personality, his attitude and his love for the game make him not just a great player, but a fantastic ambassador for tennis.
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Coarse, some say of the Murcian accent, possibly a little unkindly. Maybe even comic, others suggest. Entire sentences seem to be constructed only with vowels, according to Emilio Sánchez, a grandee of Spanish tennis. When Carlos Alcaraz speaks Spanish, it’s with an accent. While it’s not the thickest of Murcian accents, you can hear his provincial roots in his interviews. He’s not trying to sound as though he grew up in some chichi Madrid neighbourhood. Lola Jiménez Rivas, Alcaraz’s English teacher at his senior school, says she can even detect her old pupil’s accent when he is speaking English. For some, Alcaraz’s voice is part of his appeal; there’s an authenticity and an informality with him that you don’t often get with other tennis players.


His entire life, from tennis-obsessed boy to tennis-obsessed teenager to tennis-obsessed man, Carlos Alcaraz Garfia has lived in El Palmar, a village just a few miles to the south of Murcia, a city in sun-bleached south-east Spain in a region of the same name (nationally, it’s a middling city). El Palmar is a place of orange trees, palm trees and noticeably purer, fresher air than the city, along with low-rise apartment blocks and other modest housing. There’s a large hospital, of a size you might not expect to find in a village, and the population is around 20,000 – which, as Alcaraz has reflected, is about the same number of people who were inside the Arthur Ashe Stadium when he won the 2022 US Open, his first Grand Slam title.


A long way from the borough of Queens in New York City – both geographically and spiritually – El Palmar is a quiet, unpretentious spot in a region of Spain that, with its almost year-round sunshine and fertile fields for growing fruit, vegetables and flowers, is known as ‘Europe’s Orchard’. (Turns out these are also excellent conditions for growing a tennis player.)


If the villagers tell you Alcaraz is the best possible ambassador for this part of Spain, they really mean it; his official partnership with the Murcia tourism body has included commercials that showed him diving off a boat, kayaking and playing some beach tennis. ‘Carlos has truly put Murcia on the map for so many people who might not have known much about it before,’ says Paula Badosa, a Spanish tennis player who has been as high as number two in the women’s singles rankings. ‘Now, when folks hear “Murcia”, they immediately think of him – his incredible talent, his vibrant spirit and his inspiring story. There’s so much pride in that. It’s heartwarming to see an entire region come together in support of Carlos, and how his achievements have brought more visibility and recognition to Murcia, not just in Spain, but all around the globe.’


Alcaraz’s voice, with his local accent, might just be a stronger advert for Murcia than any footage of him splashing around in the water. ‘Carlitos’s accent is quite Murcian,’ says Alfredo Sarria, a close friend of the Alcaraz family, who has known Carlos since he was three years old. ‘Let’s say the Spanish spoken in the provinces furthest from Madrid sounds different. When Carlitos speaks, people like that he doesn’t try to hide his origins. He’s proud of those roots. Carlitos sounds closer [to spectators, to television viewers or anyone on social media] because he uses language and has a way of speaking that is very familiar to the fans who listen to him. He’s not as formal as other players.’


In keeping with this more relaxed approach, which seems to be typical of people in El Palmar and around Murcia, Carlos prefers not to be called Carlos. Sounds too serious, he says. For years, people have been calling him Carlitos, which he likes as it’s friendlier and more personal; and when he is talking to himself, such as during matches, or when he is giving himself an off-court talk in front of the bathroom mirror, he’s Charlie. He’s the global star, massive around the world, who’s regularly called the diminutive form of his name: Carlitos. That’s mostly how people address him in El Palmar, where everyone pretty much knows everyone else, or at the very least knows of them and follows them on Instagram.


You can tell El Palmar isn’t a moneyed village, the locals say, by looking at the apartment blocks and houses. ‘This isn’t a rich area and it isn’t a poor area. It’s normal. It’s in the middle,’ says Alcaraz’s primary-school English teacher, Laura Caballero. ‘It’s a humble area. People work.’ Alcaraz’s mother, for instance, used to have a job at the IKEA store in Murcia. Alcaraz doesn’t come from money. But while the family didn’t have many luxuries when he was growing up, and his upbringing wasn’t as comfortable as Rafa Nadal’s was in Majorca, Alcaraz has said they didn’t lack anything either.


For a while, including when he won his first Grand Slam titles, Alcaraz’s family lived above a kebab shop. No more. They haven’t yet moved – at the time of writing, they’re still building a large family home outside the village – but the kebab shop has gone, replaced by a sushi restaurant. There’s also a brow bar beneath their home, as well as a couple of hints that the youngest-ever men’s world number one and the highest-earning tennis player grew up on this street and still lives there with his parents and brothers. Although Carlos has a small, three-room apartment in El Palmar, he prefers to sleep at the family home, on a small bed in a small room packed with his trophies, his sneaker collection and what looks like IKEA furniture (sometimes he trains at home, in the apartment’s outside space). But if you weren’t looking closely you could easily miss the tennis-related street art: a small mural of a racquet near the entrance to their apartment building and another of a tennis ball on a court. Murals aside, it’s a sporty street, with a tennis court where Alcaraz went to hit some balls with his father for the first time in years when testing a forearm injury in the spring of 2024, along with a small outdoor gym, a tiny running track and a space that doubles as a basketball court and a mini football pitch. There’s a large park at one end of the road and a café at the other, and from there it’s a short walk to Alcaraz’s old primary school.


Most days after lessons, one of his primary-school teachers says, Carlos the schoolboy would go to Real Sociedad Club de Campo Murcia. The country club. But not the kind of country club you might now be picturing, where the super-wealthy indulge in their leisure pursuits. It’s not a country club with that sort of demographic and polish. It’s earthier than that.


*


Tennis is in my blood, Carlos Alcaraz says. Oddly, there are also pigeons in his back story. Real Sociedad Club de Campo Murcia – where he learned the sport, and where he often still trains today – hasn’t always been a country club. Situated on the edge of El Palmar, it used to be a clay-pigeon shooting range, which is why it’s still sometimes known as ‘Tiro de Pichón’ or ‘Pigeon Strike’. If that’s your thing, you can still shoot at the club today, though there are only a handful of members who have a licence to do so and the guns come out only on Sundays. Until a few years ago, you would have seen a lot of horses there, as the club was one of the largest equestrian facilities in the area; but they are all gone now and it is tennis that dominates, with clay and hard courts and a giant practice wall. Built on several levels, the club has plenty of other facilities, including basketball and football pitches as well as a gym and a pool where in the summer children cool down after tennis.


‘My second home,’ Alcaraz says of the club, somewhere he thinks of as ‘the start of everything’. That’s where, at three years old, Carlos first played tennis, using a racquet that was bigger than him and that he didn’t have the strength or large enough hands to hold properly. It was also at the club that he made many of the friends he is still close to today.


There’s a family story about Carlos hiding his father’s car keys for several days that tells you plenty about how much he loved to play tennis and how he reacted when he was prevented from going to the country club. This episode began with Carlos misbehaving – nothing terrible, just ‘some typical child’s prank’, according to Alfredo Sarria, who is so close with Alcaraz’s father that he thinks of him as a brother. As a punishment, Alcaraz’s dad said his son wasn’t allowed to go to tennis training. Carlos’s response was to take his dad’s car keys and hide them in a bin. ‘Not being able to go to tennis training was what hurt Carlitos the most – [hiding the keys] was his revenge,’ says Sarria. Alcaraz’s father searched for the keys for days on end, until eventually Carlos confessed. ‘The anecdote about the keys helps us understand how tennis has always been the most important thing for Carlos,’ Sarria says.


Alcaraz couldn’t get enough. Some children are forced by their parents to play tennis. While Alcaraz was born into a tennis family, he never needed convincing to spend more time on court or at the practice wall (the practice partner that is always free to play and never misses). The opposite was true. Carlos would sometimes cry if he had to leave the country club. Some evenings, it would get to after 9pm and Alcaraz’s father, tired after a long day’s work, would be keen to go home but Carlos, still rallying against the wall at that time of night, would plead with him: ‘Play with me, here on the wall.’ Alcaraz’s dad would agree they could stay for another 20 minutes, but then that 20 minutes would be up, and then perhaps another half an hour would go by, with Carlos still hitting the ball against the wall, and that would be enough. Alcaraz’s father would say: ‘This can’t go on; dinner’s ready and we have to go home.’ Carlos would then start crying again, his father told The New York Times. Getting Alcaraz to leave the club without tears or complaints was almost impossible.


As Alcaraz’s love for tennis grew, so did his ability. The first time Kiko Navarro watched Alcaraz playing tennis, the boy was just four years old and was rallying with his father. Kiko, who would later coach Carlos, was astounded by the child’s technique. Around that age, it was also clear to Alcaraz’s father that his son had natural ability. Carlos had excellent coordination and could quickly pick up the technical details without having them explained to him – he learned through watching. Alcaraz’s father was realizing, he has said, that there was ‘something special’ about his son, and that he should help his boy to develop those tennis skills (later in the book, we will be looking at how Carlos became such a creative force). From the age of five or six, Carlos built his life around tennis, in the sense that that was his focus every day – he would much rather spend hours on court, or hitting the ball against the practice wall, than, say, going to the cinema or doing anything else.


Visit the country club today and you’re almost certain to run into a Carlos Alcaraz, whether that’s the son, the father (who has the same name) or a cardboard cutout of the son. Some days, you’ll see all three. Drive or walk up the hill from El Palmar and the first thing you notice when arriving at the club is the giant design celebrating Carlitos’s US Open victory and his rise to world number one. Inside the clubhouse, there’s a cardboard Alcaraz – which was created by one of his sponsors – near the bar. You might bump into the player himself during the off-season or between tournaments.


The other Carlos Alcaraz – the father – is the director of a tennis academy at the club, which he founded in 1993. Originally called Murcia Escuela de Tenis – the Murcia Tennis School – it’s now the Carlos Alcaraz Academy so it’s named after both father and son (for some time, Alcaraz’s dad had been cautious about using the family name in this way). The Carlos Alcaraz Academy runs camps around the world, including in the United States, Mexico and Australia, where children and adults are taught using the same methods that helped Carlos to become the world number one and to ‘enjoy the game with a smile’. It’s very much a family operation, as Carlos’s older brother Álvaro is one of the coaches, while one of his younger brothers, Jaime, trains there and Carlos, when he has the time, is becoming more involved. But with the father often travelling with Carlos, he delegates to the rest of the team, including Sarria, the academy’s technical director and general manager, who is regarded as the dad’s right-hand man (as illustrated by a photograph showing Carlos holding the US Open trophy in 2022 with his dad on one side and Sarria on the other).


When the father isn’t on the tennis tour with Carlos, he’s at the club, where one member describes him as being ‘super low-key’. Everyone says the same thing: there’s nothing flashy or showy about any of the Alcaraz family. ‘They just blend in with everyone else at the club. They’re just normal people and that’s what’s so great about them,’ the member says. ‘They’re not walking around the club saying, “We’ve got a Grand Slam champion in our family, look at us.” There’s none of that. They’re lovely people. They’ve got a nice way about them. I couldn’t say a bad word about them.’


Alcaraz’s great-uncle – not called Carlos Alcaraz – is the club president and a central figure in its history. Hanging by the courts are signs with large red lettering asking for silencio; this is somewhere where players take their training and matches seriously, as they should do. But, as you might expect from the country club that produced Alcaraz, there’s a happy, joyful atmosphere around the place.


The country club is reasonably priced, members say. A family pays a joining fee of around 2,000 euros and after that it’s around 50 euros a month, with an additional cost of a euro to play tennis for an hour and another euro if you use the court lights. Membership numbers increased because of the Covid pandemic – tennis was among the first sports that was allowed again when the restrictions eased, which attracted families to the country club – and after Alcaraz’s emergence they kept moving upwards.


Officially, Alcaraz’s father hasn’t coached his son since he was very young. Unofficially, he has. The dad has been a greater influence on Carlitos’s tennis career than the family might choose to let on. You might say that for many years Alcaraz’s father coached his son indirectly – passing on information through others – while overseeing his child’s training programme. And maybe the most important lesson that Alcaraz’s father taught his son wasn’t how to hit a forehand or the disguise needed for a drop shot, or anything technical, but something intangible and also fundamental to who Carlos is as a player. It was his dad, after all, who showed Alcaraz to play tennis, the athlete has said, ‘with passion and with love’.


‘If you know Carlitos and his family, as I do, you will understand his father was always his coach until Carlitos started training with Juan Carlos Ferrero at the age of 15,’ says Sarria. ‘All of the coaches that Carlitos had were contracted by his father, and it was always his dad who was guiding his career. Always, always. I’ve seen that. Before Juan Carlos, Carlitos’s father was his coach. But the father is never going to tell you this.’


Speak to Alcaraz’s father for just ten minutes, Sarria says, and you will come to appreciate he knows more about tennis than anyone else in the sport. Alcaraz says his dad’s whole life has been about tennis. Like many other Spaniards around his age, Alcaraz’s father had been inspired by the example of Manuel Santana, Spain’s first Grand Slam men’s singles champion in the 1960s, who did so much to end the perception in the country that only aristocrats could play tennis. In his own modest playing career, Alcaraz’s father peaked at number 963 in the world rankings in 1990, and was in the top 40 in Spain, but there’s every reason to think he would have risen higher if he had had more financial support (in a later chapter we will be exploring how expensive is to become a tennis player and the piece of good fortune that helped Carlitos to go on to become a multiple Grand Slam champion). Alcaraz’s grandfather, also called Carlos Alcaraz and an influential member of the country club, has said his son’s forehand was as good as his grandson’s (but maybe, he observed, his son’s backhand wasn’t at the same level as his grandson’s). After he stopped playing, Alcaraz’s father went on to run his tennis academy in El Palmar.


Alcaraz’s father decided against working closely with his son because – with his deep knowledge of tennis – he had seen how some families had been damaged by parents coaching their children. Alcaraz had observed how Sergi Bruguera – a Spaniard who was coached by his father, Lluis, and who won Roland-Garros twice in the 1990s – hadn’t always had the easiest or smoothest relationship with his dad. Sergi and Lluis were ‘constantly clashing’, Alcaraz’s father once told The Times; and he hoped to get along with his own son, which is why he didn’t want to coach him. How could Alcaraz’s father have coached Carlos and made it clear to his son when he was talking to him as his coach and when he was speaking to him as his father? Perhaps, Alcaraz’s father has mused, he could have put a cap on when he was speaking as a coach and then removed it to go back to being just dad. But, as Alcaraz’s dad realized, his son probably wouldn’t have fully understood what was going on with a hat. It could have got confusing and messy.


By coaching Carlitos indirectly, Alcaraz’s father was doing what he could to avoid the possibility of losing his son. ‘Carlitos’s father understood what he needed to do if he was going to have a good relationship with his son,’ Sarria says. ‘He had seen in other families – how if you coach your son, you can lose your son. If you are the coach, you sometimes have to tell your player things they might not like to hear, and that’s hard if you’re the father. When you’re trying to be both a father and a coach, you can have problems; and Carlitos’s father understood that. He didn’t want to directly coach his son – he put coaches between him and his son.’


Carlos, for his part, is pleased that his father, while involved in his tennis education, didn’t try to be a coach as well as a dad. ‘That helped me a lot because a lot of fathers don’t know how to be a father and a tennis coach,’ Alcaraz said on the Louis Vuitton podcast. ‘When you’re at home, you’re talking about tennis. If I’m at home and my father spoke too much about tennis, my mother would blow up, she would explode. That’s something my father did pretty well.’ When he was eight or nine years old, about the only time Carlos would ever get on court with his father was on Sunday evenings, when his coaches wouldn’t have been working, and he would say to his dad: ‘Let’s go to the club and hit some balls for an hour, an hour and a half.’


Carlos Santos, who started coaching Alcaraz when he was five years old and continued until he was 12, called him ‘Tarzan’: he felt as though the boy was as at home on the tennis court as Tarzan was in the jungle. So at ease on the court, in fact, that sometimes, between points or training drills, Alcaraz would make small mounds out of the clay granules (almost like the tennis equivalent of making sandcastles on the beach). As a young boy, Alcaraz wasn’t always the most organized; Santos has recalled how he wasn’t always ready to step on court, with his bag and his racquet often not in the same place. Alcaraz didn’t always eat properly, according to Santos, who has said that the young Carlos would need others to help him peel an apple or a pear and for a time wouldn’t try a banana. But when it was time to play, Alcaraz was engaged. ‘Carlos was a very active child who was always very motivated to play,’ Santos says. When playing against his peers, or even against older children, Alcaraz didn’t ever look nervous when others were watching.


Baseball bats, GoPro cameras and Alcaraz’s bedroom mirror were key to his tennis education. To teach Alcaraz how to hit a backhand correctly, Santos would sometimes take the tennis racquet away from the boy and give him a baseball bat. They would walk on to the football pitches at the country club and Alcaraz would hit backhands with a bat. Santos would often bring a GoPro camera to the practice court – and then they would watch the footage back together – as he felt it was important to teach a young Alcaraz about the importance of movement and court positioning. Santos would give Alcaraz homework – he asked him to stand in front of the bedroom mirror and to swish his racquet at the air while studying his reflection, as that would help him to improve his game. ‘I would often tell him to practise in front of the mirror. Carlos learned a lot visually,’ Santos says of Alcaraz, who had only to watch something twice before figuring out how to do it himself. ‘By the time he was just six or seven years old, his technique was perfect.’


Alcaraz’s father – with personal experience of how tennis dreams sometimes don’t amount to much – didn’t get ahead of himself. One of the most dangerous moments for a promising young tennis player is when their parents, carried away by how well they are doing as a child, start to believe they are destined for greatness. That wasn’t a concern here. No doubt, Carlos was showing plenty of promise. But, according to Alcaraz’s doctor Juanjo López, Alcaraz’s father wasn’t thinking his son was destined to be the world number one (maybe pause here to consider how Novak Djokovic’s father Srdjan used to tell people in Belgrade how his young son was going to be the greatest of all time, and years later he would be proved correct – so that approach can also work). Carlos’s dad was aware of how far his son had to go to make something of his tennis. There was something else that Alcaraz’s father wasn’t doing. While Alcaraz’s dad has said in his son’s Netflix documentary how he has been living his dream through Carlos, it doesn’t appear as though he has been letting that shape his son’s career; his advice and guidance are always based on what is best for Carlos.


When Alcaraz was eight or nine – which was when some around the boy first thought there was a possibility he might have a future as a professional tennis player – Alcaraz’s father asked Navarro to coach his son. That partnership would continue until Alcaraz was 17 years old (when he was between 15 and 17 years old, Alcaraz worked with both Navarro and Juan Carlos Ferrero). Alcaraz senior had previously coached Navarro himself, so he knew Navarro had strong technique and he liked the way he thought about tennis. Alcaraz’s father would still be involved in his son’s tennis. ‘Carlitos’s father didn’t want to train. His father considered that wouldn’t be good for his son. He wanted to be the father and not the coach,’ Kiko says. ‘His father said all his opinions to me. His father and I talked a lot.’


Any other father, Navarro says, would have made wrong decisions with a child as talented as Carlitos. Alcaraz has been fortunate to have the father he does, Navarro says. Navarro considers Alcaraz’s father to be the most important figure in Alcaraz’s career (Sarria, meanwhile, says Alcaraz Senior was the most important person in this story before Carlos turned 15, which was when he started working with Juan Carlos Ferrero). Over the years, Navarro says, Alcaraz’s father has made the right decisions for the benefit of his son: ‘It’s lucky he is an expert, and he knew to step aside at the right moment.’


Carlos would walk around the club with a racquet in one hand, a sandwich in the other and a smile on his face. Only once during his childhood did he lose some of his desire to play tennis and that was when he was told that he would no longer be training with his lifelong friend and rival Pedro Cobacho. They had known each other since Pedro was three years old and Alcaraz was two; and not so long after that had been put together in the same group at the country club. A few years later, they sometimes shared a hotel room if they were staying overnight when travelling to a junior tournament. Having Pedro around had always been fun; it had also been a source of motivation for Alcaraz, who wanted to beat his friend.


Then came the upsetting news that Alcaraz wouldn’t be training with Pedro any longer. If Alcaraz wasn’t going to be together with Pedro, tennis wouldn’t be quite the same. Would it be as fun if Pedro wasn’t there with him on court? Alcaraz couldn’t understand why he could no longer practise with his best friend and his biggest rival. His motivation dipped, and that was a challenging period for his family and those around him who could see how talented the boy was. They explained to Alcaraz that this was for his own good, as Pedro hadn’t developed as a tennis player at the same rate that he had. Carlos had simply become too strong for Pedro, who would sometimes struggle to return or even reach his friend’s shots. Their tennis lives, which had been enmeshed for years, separated at that point. But there is still a tennis connection, as Pedro is now one of the coaches for the Carlos Alcaraz Academy. They’re also still friends: when Alcaraz is back in El Palmar for a few days they will usually go out for dinner or hang out together.


When Carlos was 12 years old, he went to Roland-Garros with Santos to play in a junior tournament. While he was in Paris, he told a journalist on camera that his dream was to win Roland-Garros and Wimbledon – a video of that interview pops up on social media every so often. They sat on the grass by the Eiffel Tower and watched some of the matches (from the adult tournament) on a big screen. Some things were lost in translation on that trip – Carlos thought he was ordering a cheesecake and got a cheese board, which he passed to his coach to eat instead. But other things were becoming even clearer: this was what he wanted from his life.


Some say there are only two seasons in this part of Spain – summer and winter. It’s hot pretty much all year and then suddenly it’s winter, but even then it’s usually still warm enough to train outside in T-shirt and shorts. Winter quickly passes; soon enough it feels as though it’s summer again. The climate makes it an ideal base for a tennis player; you can train there all year round. Before heading to the Australian Open, Alcaraz does his pre-season training in El Palmar and at his coach Juan Carlos Ferrero’s academy in Villena near Alicante, which is just over an hour away. He travels enough during the year; there’s no need to get on another plane for warm-weather training. Look down the hill at the views of El Palmar and, beyond that, Murcia; it’s not hard to see the appeal of Real Sociedad Club de Campo Murcia.


‘This is Carlitos’s club,’ says family friend Alfredo Sarria, sitting in the clubhouse, ‘and he wants to be here.’ For now, there aren’t any indoor courts at the club, so the Ferrero Tennis Academy is the closest place Alcaraz can prepare for indoor events on the ATP Tour. But that could change, according to Sarria, as Alcaraz is willing to fund the construction of some indoor courts at Real Sociedad Club de Campo Murcia. When Carlitos is at the country club, another member says, ‘he’s just one of the boys’, happy to train in the gym alongside everyone else. Alcaraz doesn’t expect or receive any star treatment there; though one member says that if it has been raining, people will dry Alcaraz’s practice court before he arrives for training.


*


Nick Kyrgios was looking for a tattoo artist in Los Angeles; the Australian wanted someone to create a Pokémon design that would cover his entire back. Carlos Alcaraz messaged him with a recommendation and a personal introduction: ‘Yeah, go to Ganga, he’s my friend.’


One of the most important connections that Alcaraz made in El Palmar is Joaquin Ganga, who is one of the world’s leading tattoo artists and also grew up in the village. Ganga has been an influential figure in Alcaraz’s life because of their friendship and because he has been the one to decorate the athlete’s skin with a strawberry, the Eiffel Tower and other designs to celebrate his greatest moments in tennis.


Around ten years older than Alcaraz, Ganga developed his creativity through graffitiing bits of El Palmar. With the small amount of money he earned from painting the front of a fruit shop in the village, he bought his first, basic tattoo kit and started practising on his friends. Today he charges around US $100,000 (£75,000) for a day’s work and has studios in LA and Murcia, with a celebrity clientele of rappers, actors and athletes. Ganga tattooed the Olympic rings on basketball player LeBron James; he inked an Air Jordan shoe on the side of musician Chris Brown’s face and he tattooed Post Malone while the singer was anaesthetized, as part of what he calls his ‘No Pain by Ganga’ method. Drake, a rapper, was the first of Ganga’s big-name clients and, in a demonstration of their friendship, tattooed the tattoo artist. James has done the same, tattooing his crown logo on the inside of Ganga’s wrist. How ‘insane’, Kyrgios thought after Ganga had finished the Pokémon back tattoo, that a tennis prodigy and one of the world’s most celebrated tattoo artists both come from the same village.


Bonded by their shared background in El Palmar, Ganga has done all of Alcaraz’s body art, including the tattoos to mark his Grand Slam success. When you win a Grand Slam, you’re given a replica of the trophy to take home with you. Alcaraz has kept his replica US Open cup in his bedroom, and put the others in the living room of the family apartment – but he wanted something more than a trophy: to immortalize his victories on his skin. While Alcaraz’s parents weren’t that keen on their son getting tattoos, they didn’t try to stop him, suggesting only that he didn’t have them in prominent places. ‘Like all parents, they would prefer that Carlos didn’t get tattoos, but they only suggest that if he wants to get them, that they be discreet,’ says Sarria. Other friends say Alcaraz’s parents don’t care that much about the tattoos because they’re small and seeing them brings back happy memories of the important tournaments he won.


Maybe it helps that Alcaraz has assured his parents he will only get Grand Slam tattoos after winning a major for the first time and not after every victory. As his mother and father had suggested, he has chosen reasonably discreet designs and locations on his body; he certainly hasn’t had any tattoos on his face, as some of Ganga’s other clients have had done. The date that Alcaraz won the 2022 US Open title is inked on Alcaraz’s arm. Sunday 11 September 2022 was also when he won the ranking points that took him to number one for the first time. He once told Martina Navratilova that he was fortunate to have achieved two dreams on the same day, with one benefit being that he needed only one tattoo to mark them both. There’s also a strawberry and the date of his 2023 Wimbledon title above his ankle, and an Eiffel Tower design and the date on his leg to celebrate winning the 2024 Roland-Garros title. Alcaraz is at ease with Ganga; he was happy to be filmed pretending to tattoo Ganga on his wrist next to LeBron James’s crown logo, and then posted that on social media.


Perhaps the most meaningful of all Alcaraz’s tattoos is the one on the inside of his left wrist, with the letters ‘CCC’ standing for cabeza, corazón, cojones. Head, heart, balls.


It was his grandfather, who taught him that those are the three things you need to succeed on court – although, as the grandfather later conceded, he hadn’t imagined that those words would be repeated so often and would take on such meaning. His grandfather – who didn’t start playing tennis until he was 30 years old, and even then only recreationally – hadn’t anticipated that his grandson would take the phrase so seriously. He also hadn’t anticipated that Carlos would be quite so successful. Alcaraz’s grandfather always thought Carlos was very clever, with an exceptional mind, so that was the head covered; and he observed that the heart came naturally with his grandson. As for the balls, Alcaraz’s grandfather sometimes used the slang huevos, or ‘eggs’. He said to a young Carlos that you should use those in a positive way, to win matches, rather than to complain.


Snigger if you wish, but if you visit El Palmar and speak to the villagers – including a café owner who has sold small round pastries in celebration of the Alcaraz cojones – it’s clear how much the words mean to Carlos. Why else would he have had that tattoo done? And why else would Nike, his clothing and footwear sponsor, have given him some personalized shoes decorated with the words cabeza, corazón, cojones along with gold images of a brain, a heart and some tennis balls? For a sneakerhead like Alcaraz – a collector who seeks out rare shoes, such as a Nike pair created by the late fashion designer Virgil Abloh – being presented with those shoes was a thrill (somehow he manages with the limited shoe storage space in his room).


‘Carlitos is always trying to put that advice into practice,’ says Sarria. ‘His grandfather gave him that advice when he was young – he was trying to teach Carlitos that when you play you need cojones, but also you need to use your brain, which is the head, and you also need motivation to do what you’re doing, that’s the heart. Without those three things, it’s impossible to be as good as you want to be. Carlitos loves and admires his grandfather. Carlitos’s grandfather’s teachings remain engraved in him.’


Often, if a match isn’t going his way, if it feels as though he’s going through a rough moment, Alcaraz will think about what his grandfather told him; and that gives him the inspiration he needs to push himself even further. A grandson should listen and take advice from his grandfather, says Alcaraz’s former coach Kiko Navarro, and that’s what Alcaraz has done. ‘Carlitos appreciates and loves his grandfather very much. The advice from his grandfather about head, heart and balls [impacted him a lot] so when things aren’t going well for Carlitos, he will always remember those words from his grandfather,’ says Navarro. ‘Carlitos tries to give everything in every match. It’s important to play tennis with your head and of course to leave everything on the court; and Carlitos knows that and does that.’


Brain, heart and balls – plus kings, queens and pawns. The life lessons from Alcaraz’s grandfather also included introducing Carlitos to chess (long before The Queen’s Gambit made chess fashionable). If Alcaraz ever won one of their chess matches, his grandfather would reward him with a bag of sweets. Alcaraz grew to love chess and still plays as much as he can when he is on tour, as well as at least once in public in Murcia’s Plaza de Las Flores against an older gentleman from the local chess club. Alcaraz’s grandfather thought that chess would help Carlos to organize his mind. Alcaraz can see the similarities between the chess board and the tennis court – the need to concentrate at all times, knowing that a moment’s lapse can cost you victory, and to always be thinking strategically, trying to understand what your opponent is plotting while planning moves that will make him uncomfortable. Chess makes Alcaraz’s mind sharper and quicker. Alcaraz’s grandfather has been collecting a scrapbook of articles about Carlitos. He has also been happy getting up very early in the morning to watch his grandson, as he doesn’t have work in the morning.


Alcaraz’s grandparents have shaped how he looks at the world along with what he packs when travelling to tournaments – the racquet bag that he takes on court contains cards depicting la Virgen de la Fuensanta, the patron saint of Murcia, that his grandmother gave him.
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A former Mister Murcia, a past winner of a local beauty pageant, was able to reassure Carlos Alcaraz’s family. To address their concerns that Carlitos, for all his talents, might not have a future in tennis. When Alcaraz was eight years old, and showing real promise on the court, there was some doubt whether the boy would grow to be tall enough to become a professional tennis player. His father isn’t the biggest man, after all, and as an athlete your future is shaped, to a large degree, by the genes your parents have passed on.


As a tennis player, you can have the most kaleidoscopic game – with all the hot shots you might want – but you won’t amount to very much if you’re short. Endless creativity on a tennis court has its limitations if you don’t have the height. Alcaraz’s father and his then coach Kiko Navarro took Carlos to see former beauty-pageant winner Juanjo López, who by then was a doctor (while he wasn’t scared to look in the mirror, he knew he was ‘no Brad Pitt’, López wrote in his self-help book, Hábitos para ser el Número 1, and for some time afterwards kept quiet about being a former Mister Murcia out of embarrassment and because of the chance others might be prejudiced against him). An X-ray was taken of Alcaraz’s wrist. By studying the bones in the boy’s wrist, and factoring in the father’s height, López was able to estimate how tall Carlos would be as a man.


‘The issue of Carlitos’s height worried us a little as his father is not very tall, although his mother is,’ Navarro recalls. Navarro knew, as did everyone around Alcaraz, how ‘height is very important in tennis today’, particularly when serving. López, an enthusiastic amateur tennis player who was a member of the country club in El Palmar, provided some comfort. Everyone felt a little calmer, Navarro recalls, when López said the most optimistic projection was that Alcaraz would grow to be 1.82 metres (just under 6ft) tall. That didn’t alleviate all concern, though. If he grew to that height, that wouldn’t be bad, some around Alcaraz thought, but would it be tall enough for him to hold his own against taller opponents on the professional circuit?


López’s estimate was very close to what eventually became Alcaraz’s full height: he grew to be one centimetre taller than the doctor had predicted. According to Navarro, Alcaraz’s father would have liked his son to have been a little taller – though at 1.83 metres (6ft), his child is only just shorter than Rafa Nadal and Roger Federer (both 1.85 metres/just under 6ft 1in) and not much smaller than Novak Djokovic (1.88 metres/6ft 2in). Alcaraz also has relatively long arms, giving him the leverage to hit the ball hard. Several Grand Slam titles later and the player’s height is still a talking point. While John McEnroe described Alcaraz as the greatest talent he has seen in the last 20 years, and considers him a pleasure to watch, he worries that big, imposing opponents with fast, high-bouncing serves ‘are going to drive him absolutely nuts’.


The first time that López examined the eight-year-old Alcaraz, he looked at the boy’s spine and biomechanics and discovered that the child had Sever’s disease, which was causing pain in his heel. For a few years after that, López saw Alcaraz occasionally – he would watch him training sometimes or would assess him if he was injured or had some pain. Navarro would also update López on how Alcaraz was doing. In his early teenage years, Alcaraz would have Osgood-Schlatter disease, with inflammation and growing pains around the knee, but that wasn’t a huge concern, López felt, as it is common in adolescents.
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