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To a gentleman and great champion, Arthur Ashe, who fought for human dignity and the worth of the individual





Introduction



Winning Ugly in the 21st Century: The More Things Change, the More We Stay the Same


Let’s test your tennis memory with this question: Who were the #1 players in the world when Winning Ugly was published in 1992? If you said Monica Seles and Jim Courier, you aced it. Plenty has changed since then, but plenty has stayed the same. I think that’s why so many tennis players still come up and tell me how Winning Ugly helps their game today, many years after it was introduced to an unsuspecting tennis world.


Nothing brings a warm smile to my face and does my heart more good than when a club player or pro walks up to me at a tournament with a copy of Winning Ugly for me to sign. Great! To me, that’s the ultimate compliment. And that’s why I wouldn’t change a word in the original edition; it still will have a powerful effect on your game. That’s my promise to you.


I would, however, add some ideas and that’s what this brand new and comprehensive introduction is for, to bring Winning Ugly up to speed in the twenty-first century.


In my opinion, the three biggest changes in tennis since Winning Ugly was written are technology, court surfaces, and athleticism. (Maybe I should add a fourth: instant replay—the shot spot. It’s great for the game and terrific for the fans because it satisfies our curiosity with conclusive evidence on those close calls.)


1) Technology: Those high-tech poly strings and light rackets have transformed shots by allowing pros and lots of club players to hit so much harder and create gigantic spin and angles that let them throw grenades for ground strokes and bombs for serves. (Rafael Nadal’s ball spins up to 5,000 revolutions per minute—more than twice as fast as Pete Sampras or Andre Agassi in their prime.) The ball is hit so hard with so much spin now that it’s practically deformed as it rockets over the net toward an opponent.


2) Court surfaces: the surfaces of courts worldwide are more alike than ever before—grass is slower; clay is faster; hard courts produce more bounce. All of this makes for much better points—more interesting for fans to watch, and more fun for television analysts like me to talk about.


3) Finally, (and for me, the biggest change), the athleticism and resulting movement and muscularity of twenty-first-century tour players are more epic than ever.


“Movement” means great footwork coupled with quick speed, balance, dexterity, and flexibility both on offense and defense for as long as it takes to finish the job. It comes from advancements in conditioning and strength, among other things. Supreme fitness is a given today if you want to keep up and a top-end fitness trainer is as prized on tour as a good coach. When you combine that with the new technology you have today’s super tennis played by super players.


For example, Novak Djokovic—the Djoker—can run down five corners back and forth—boom, boom, boom, boom, boom—and then take control of the point, hit a winner, and finish up by doing the splits. He, Rafa, and others can do this for four hours. They have the amazing ability of the 20-Second Recovery. They make it look easy and it absolutely amazes me.


I’m seeing the kind of points played now that just weren’t around twenty years ago. It’s like watching a video game (or as I’ve called in on ESPN2, “watching Wii tennis”) and it has produced players I call “all-arounders” who can play great from anywhere on the court. The resulting tennis is unbelievable to watch and has led to a new golden age for the sport.


Where will the game be twenty years from now? Two hundred mile-per-hour serves? It can happen. And even more amazing is that players will be returning those serves.


The face of twenty-first century tennis so far is Roger Federer. Fed seized #1 worldwide in 2004 and held it until 2008, when Nadal grabbed it for a year, then Fed again, then Nadal again—and then the Djoker took over. But Fed’s mark—seventeen Slams (so far), the most ever in men’s tennis—is the biggest. He personally raised the bar of performance so high that he forced others to follow if they wanted to compete. Rafa and the Djoker did. Others will.


On the men’s side, I’ve never seen a stronger top four than Fed, Rafa, the Djoker, and Andy Murray. I doubt we’ll see a stronger #1, #2, #3, and #4 for a long time—maybe ever.


For the women, Serena is it, although Venus is pretty amazing too. Serena and Venus are two of the best things that happened to women’s tennis in the twenty-first century because they shook things up every which way. (Nevertheless, Steffi Graf in her prime would challenge either of the Williams sisters because she was so physical and had those powerful groundies, including her legendary slice backhand—an executioner’s shot. Very tough mentally too, just like Venus and Serena.)


Old-time tennis fans like to say the 1980s produced the greatest cast of characters and performers in tennis—McEnroe, Connors, Becker, Evert, Navratilova, Lendl, Borg, and others. But today’s lineup is more exciting because of the big changes I mentioned and the athletes who are incorporating those changes into their game.


The more things change for the pros, however, the more they seem to stay the same for club players—and these days you could almost call me a club player.


While Winning Ugly was being written Steve Jamison kept reminding me that my focus was exclusively on what club players can learn from the pros when it came to the mental part of tennis. That basic truth hasn’t changed: You can improve your tennis game fastest and the most if you improve the way you think; if you work as hard on your mind as you do on your strokes.


However, the new cast of superstars dominating the tennis scene in the twenty-first century provide additional mental-management ideas to add to your arsenal of weapons. Their approach to the brain-game will help you beat players who are beating you—who may have better strokes but lack better thinking.


First up: Roger Federer. Have you noticed that during matches at the French Open, Fed’s socks don’t get dirty—on clay! And the guy barely breaks a sweat. How is this possible? Especially on the red dirt—it blows me away every time. Everybody else gets covered in dirt and sweats plenty there. Why not Federer? Well, in part it’s because he’s just so perfect; his movement is absolutely flawless, elegant, effortless, and efficient. And he has the ability to dictate points with as good a forehand as tennis has ever produced. (Maybe Nadal is the only one at that level.)


But here’s what we can learn from Fed: Although he doesn’t have the biggest serve on tour, he does have the biggest “hold serve” out there; over 90 percent of the time Roger Federer holds serve without having the huge serve. How? In part it’s because he can hit his spots with unbelievable accuracy and consistency. Some players can hit a dime; Fed can hit a dot. A big, powerful serve is great, but believe me, a returner can figure out how to deal with your power a lot easier than dealing with your improved placement. In fact, here’s a little tip: If your opponent is consistently hitting winners with a big serve, the solution is simple: Just take one step back from where you had been standing to receive the serve. You’ll like the results.


The lesson? Work on holding your serve and to do that practice placement first and foremost; move your serve around a little bit. You don’t have to be Roger Federer to get some results by moving your serve around. Keep your opponent guessing. And remember, if you’re going to work on one thing, practice your serve! It may be the most important shot in this game.


I think Rafa’s comfort zone is when he feels that he’s not good enough and has to get better and better to stay competitive. So he’s always tinkering with some part of his already fantastic game, never satisfied and always looking to improve. Improve, improve, improve! He doesn’t like to have somebody tell him he’s the greatest because he absolutely does not want to buy into that way of thinking.


Rafa wants to feel like he’s not the best, that he has to get better and better, and so he’s always working on some part of his great game. When I talk to him at tournaments he’s always fiddling with something—the grip, toss, or something else. The passion you see in Rafa on the court in the fifth set of the finals of a Grand Slam is the same passion he brings off the court to improving his level of execution—to improving his already terrific game. Rafa Nadal gives his game a million percent during matches, during practice, probably during breakfast too. He’s total in his commitment.


The lesson? Never quit trying to get better, to raise the mechanics and the thinking with your own game. If one of the greatest players in the history of tennis can feel like his game is never good enough, so can you. And so can I. Here’s my own example.


When I was on tour I used to drive players crazy by chasing down everything, keeping the point alive, hanging in there. I waged a war of attrition. Nowadays? The legs and lungs aren’t what they were twenty years ago, and I’ve had to be honest with myself and admit it. So I looked to tinker with my mechanics like Rafa because I needed to end points sooner in the seniors matches that I play. To do that, I needed to hit bigger from the middle of the court and hope the ball either didn’t come back or came back weak so I could reduce the running I had to do.


When I started to tinker with my stroke I was driving my wife, Mrs. G., crazy because I was walking around the house all the time with a tennis racket in my hand, practicing hitting a flatter forehand and swinging at an imaginary ball.


I am proud to say I never broke a lamp and also managed to develop a harder, flatter, more forceful forehand. The Aussies call it putting in the “hard yards,” and I did my version of hard yards in our living room, dining room, and kitchen. Then out to the court.


Be like Rafa—dissatisfied with your game! Become a good, hardworking tinkerer always looking to improve and you will become a better player who wins more often.


And speaking of getting better, Novak Djokovic offers an amazing lesson for all of us when it comes to setting goals—namely, don’t settle for results that are below your full potential; don’t get comfortable. And maybe at one point, the Djoker had gotten comfortable.


Do you remember when he was the perennial #3 on tour—2007, 2008, 2009, and 2010? Do you also remember that in December 2010 he led Serbia to victory against France in the finals of the Davis Cup championship? And then do you recall what happened? He couldn’t lose.


In 2011 he won ten tournaments, including the Australian Open, Wimbledon, and the U.S. Open, and set a world record for the most prize money in a single season ($12 million), which can happen when you win 41 matches in a row, second only to John McEnroe’s 42-match winning streak.


Why did this stunning upgrade occur? Yes, he went on a gluten-free diet, and I believe it made a huge difference including helping his breathing. Yes, he bought into believing in his serve. Novak tinkered with his service motion and it wasn’t working, so he went back to his original motion, which did. He went from being the only player in the Top 50 during the first three quarters of 2010 to average more double faults than aces to having a much more consistent, reliable, productive serve. Both of these changes were important, but I think the biggest change was inside the Djoker’s head.


Leading Serbia to Davis Cup glory made something happen in his head that shook him up, got him raising his sights and goals, made him dig deep inside for big results outside that became historic. Being triumphant in the Davis Cup made him hungrier—I think—to be the best on the A.T.P. Tour.


Maybe The Djoker had gotten settled mentally into a #3 spot and then the Davis Cup championship smashed the comfort zone and played the biggest part in his turnaround. Something really significant happened to Djokovic’s attitude. I’m not sure he even fully understands it all, but that’s my guess, because the difference in a world #1 and a world #3 is usually mental. Djokovic became his own prophet; he saw the promised land and moved there.


Something similar may have happened to the so-called perennial #4, Andy Murray, who’d lost four Grand Slam finals including the 2012 Wimbledon championship against Roger Federer. Earlier Murray had brought Ivan Lendl on board—8 Grand Slam singles championships—to help him get over the hump of being the best player never to have won a major. Ivan had also lost his first four appearances in Slam finals but kept battling and believing to go on and win those eight championships. As a coach—and a good one—he instilled in Andy the same massive no-quit relentlessness, something that may have been missing in the Scot. And it started, believe it or not, with Murray’s four-set loss to Federer in the 2012 Wimbledon finals. Lendl recognized in the loss that Andy had actually been very competitive for the first time in a Slam finals appearance—he won the first set and was close to winning a couple of others.


From my conversations with Ivan I believe he focused on the positives with Andy after that Wimbledon defeat, got him thinking about the greatly improved performance vis-à-vis the previous appearances in Slam finals, where he lost in really noncompetitive straight sets. The proof may be this: a couple of weeks after the Wimbledon defeat, Andy easily beat Fed in the gold medal match at the 2012 Olympics. Although it is not a Grand Slam event, Ivan Lendl basically declared it a “major” and said that Andy had won his first Grand Slam! With that declaration he essentially called Murray a Grand Slam champion. Did that take a load of Murray’s shoulders? You decide.


Strange as it sounds (because when you see him sitting in the friends’ box, watching a match, Ivan appears to be so serious and gruff), he taught positive thinking to Andy Murray. Nevertheless, the years ahead will tell us whether he can retain that Lendl-like toughness, tenacity, and positive attitude and win a bunch of Slams.


The lesson? You are better than you think you are; you can play at a higher level than you think you can; and you have the potential to beat so-called better players. If you’re a competitor and not just playing for exercise (and “cardio” tennis is great), don’t accept where you are; don’t settle for less. Shake yourself up in whatever manner it takes and you’ll get results. Like Murray and the Djoker you can turn things around and beat players who are beating you.


This “don’t settle for less” attitude was displayed best by a player I like to call “Sparky” because of her great intensity and energy on the court. Justine Henin, who although sort of petite—about 5’ 5” and 125 pounds—played supersized, big bang tennis. She could have settled for being a counterpuncher as everybody told her to be (given her size), but she said no.


Justine had a different kind of game in mind for herself and used her unbelievable timing to crack serves and forehands, and develop one of the best-ever backhands women’s tennis has seen. She willed herself to become a dominant offensive player by not going with conventional wisdom or listening to most of the experts. I love that. She overcame the odds and won seven Grand Slams with a bigger brand of tennis in spite of her smaller stature. Big Game—Small Package.


Henin rose above her height with her mind. Tough to do, but she did. And, maybe you can do it in your own way. There are times you have to follow your gut, to do what you know is right for you and commit to it like Justine did early in her career.


Now, let’s focus on one aspect of another female superstar’s greatness that you should bring into your game, or rather into your head; Serena Williams (and Venus too) have serious short-term memory loss. By that I mean when things go bad in a point, game, set, or match, they have this ability to mentally wipe the slate clean—to forget about it immediately and not get ruined. Club players? We miss a few shots and lose a couple of games and it gets in our mind; we lose confidence, get rattled, and dial it down. Believe me, I know. That was me on tour plenty of times. As you’ll read later in Winning Ugly, when you get down on yourself—start beating yourself up mentally—there are now two players on the court trying to take you down. And one of them is you.


Keep Serena’s and Venus’s memory loss—the ability to look ahead, not behind—in your mind and copy it. When either sister gets off her game she does not lose faith; she keeps taking her big cuts and going for her shots without anxiety over the score or those mistakes. Each point starts fresh in her mind with no taint from a mistake previously.


It’s great short-term memory loss, and it helps them stay committed to what they want to do. Opponents know that; they know that Serena, in particular, can be very lethal in that situation because she will not give up on herself, stays totally committed to and believes in her game, and comes out fighting harder and better than before. That’s scary when you’re on the other side of the net.


Nevertheless, if you watch enough matches you’ll always see something you never thought you’d see, and during the 2012 French Open I saw it: Serena Williams lost a first-round match to a player ranked 111th in the world, even though Serena had never lost in the first round of a Slam—ever!—and was up a set and leading the second set tie-breaker 5–1. How could this happen? Simple: The tide turned and sometimes you can’t turn back the tide even when you are Serena Williams and your opponent has a triple-digit ranking.


A bad call here, an unforced error there, and a player, Virginie Razzano, who gets in the zone and has “home town” support and suddenly things get out of control. It may take a long time but it happens quick. And it did.


Serena was within two points of winning the three-hour match a bunch of times and then saved seven match points against herself. Razzano finally won it on the eighth attempt. It was a devastating blow for Serena, right?


Nope. Just the opposite.


I loved her response to the media right after the match: “Ya know, that’s life.” The lesson? Winning is hard enough when you believe in your shots. It’s impossible when you let yourself become a doubter. Remove doubt with your own short-term memory loss and I promise you’ll get results worth remembering. A good way to do that is after a loss to write down what you did right during the match; take something positive out of the negative.


In Serena’s case she did plenty right to get that close to winning. She kept fighting big when she faced match point against her over and over and over and over. Big pluses. In your own case look at your pluses, build on them. Look at your negatives, fix them. Build and fix. Move on. Tell yourself, “That’s life.”


Serena hates to lose any match, especially in a Slam, but in her mind this terrible loss was not something she would use to beat herself up with. In fact, she used it to get better—a lot better. Instead of heading back to New York, she headed to the Paris tennis academy of Patrick Mouratoglou for some consulting and intense upgrading of her game. She used the pain—and don’t let her “That’s life” comment suggest there wasn’t big pain—of the French loss to gear up massively and improve for the upcoming tests at Wimbledon, the 2012 Olympics, and the U.S. Open.


I believe her fighting spirit, her grit, and her strength of character was ignited by that loss in the French to Razzano because what followed was unbelievable: Serena won the Wimbledon singles and doubles championships, the Olympics singles and doubles gold medals, and the U.S. Open singles championship! I believe it was directly related to her reaction to the loss in Paris.


Club players who suffer a tough loss usually get depressed and out of it for weeks because it creates devastation in their mind. Not Serena. She refuses to beat herself up. Do the same in your own game.


Now, let me give you what is still my biggest complaint about club players and your game: Too often you have the risk vs. reward calculation backward. Namely, when you don’t have an advantage in the point—like when you’re forced over to the doubles alley in the backcourt—you try to rip the impossible one-in-twenty lucky shot like one you made a couple of years ago. Conversely, when you get a ball right smack in the middle of the court—just back of the service line—suddenly you think, “Ooooooh, I don’t wanna miss this easy one,” and play it safe, just push it over the net. I say: “Why? What are you thinking?” That’s the time to get more aggressive, take some risk, up the ante. The ball’s in your strike zone and you’ve got a much better chance to go for a productive forcing shot or winner. It’s an easier shot that offers an easier reward. Take it!


The lesson? Don’t bunt when the ball’s teed up for a home run; don’t go for the home run when a single keeps the inning going.


But club players often get cautious when they should get aggressive and aggressive when they should be cautious. (The same thing happens on higher bouncing balls: You stand there and let the ball play you and try make a great shot out of nothing. Don’t do that. Run back a few steps or more and return a neutral, higher bouncing ball to your opponent.)


Maybe you’ve been taught never to retreat. Well, I say retreat and stay in the point by returning a neutral ball and wait for your chance. When you see that chance arrive—like a ball in the middle of the court—then step it up and force things to happen. Federer may be able to hit a winner from anywhere in the stadium including the hot dog stand, but club players should be more realistic in analyzing when to up the risk to produce the reward.


Finally, my last lesson here comes from an unlikely tennis source: Metallica, my favorite band, and their drummer, Lars Ulrich, who’s my buddy. (His dad, Torben, was a top Danish tennis pro back in the 1950s and ’60s and maybe the most eclectic guy the tour has ever seen.) Lars and each member of Metallica are still touring the world to huge crowds even though the guys are not teenagers anymore. But their passion is still huge. Lars is in his late forties, and he still brings it every single night—full sweat, playing as hard as he ever has in front of crowds bigger than they’ve ever been. They collectively do not take it for granted and give it every ounce they’ve got. Like Rafa, a million percent.


The lesson? In tennis and in life when you do something you love, appreciate it and respect it by giving it all you can. Never take it for granted because soon enough it will be taken away. Time is tough. Every time you go out on the court be thankful. Be grateful. Believe me, I am. If you are lucky enough to be a tennis player you should recognize that it’s a privilege to be able to walk out on that court and play the game.


I’m also grateful that I get to analyze twenty-first-century tennis on television around the world. Tennis is a moving escalator that’s always changing; the players, technology, strokes, courts, rackets, the balls. It’s something I love to be a part of. There’s only one thing missing: I love being nervous. I love waking up at 3:30 A.M. anxious about an upcoming match I’m playing (when I was on tour) or one for a pro I’m coaching.


There’s nothing like those nerves and the excitement that comes with knowing that in a few hours two men enter the arena and only one man leaves a winner. Television broadcasting is great. I have fun with it. I make some great picks and sometimes I make a knucklehead pick, but it does not make me nervous. Dissecting players’ games and talking strategy and tactics is fun, but it’s not like being in the ring; it’s not like those nerves you feel before a fight. That’s what’s fun.


And that’s why playing tennis is so great at whatever level you play. A 3.5 club player can have great fun and excitement playing a ladder match or tournament just like a pro on tour. Hopefully, Winning Ugly in the twenty-first century will add to your fun and excitement by giving you more mental-management skills that can make you a better player right now—today. Believe me, you are not far away from beating those players who have been beating you. Winning Ugly tells you how. Good luck!





Preface to the First Edition


Winning Ugly?


“How in the hell does this guy win? He hits like a caveman who found a tennis racket!” That’s the incredulous opinion I overheard during the finals of a Volvo Tennis/San Francisco Classic while Brad Gilbert was battling and beating Anders Jarryd to win the championship and $32,000. The prize was part of $1.5 million he would win during the year. My reaction surprised me. As one of thousands of fans there to see our hometown hero (Brad lives just outside of San Francisco in San Rafael, California) I didn’t like hearing him criticized. However, I had to admit the caveman reference wasn’t altogether inappropriate. Brad does have a unique style.


It got me thinking. Why does he win? How does he beat players like Boris Becker who are supposedly better than him? Looks are deceiving, and with Brad (whose style has been described as “ugly”) looks are very deceiving. He has won over $5 million in tournament prize money. He was in the Top 10 internationally for five years and rose as high as number four in the world in 1990. He is an Olympic medalist and has successfully represented the United States in Davis Cup competition many times. Brad Gilbert has been one of the top players in tennis for almost ten years. All because he was able to beat players the experts said he shouldn’t have been able to beat. How does he do it?


Brad’s success comes from the fact that he is a thinking person’s tennis player. In tennis, he is the best in the world at the mental side of the game. What spectators see are his strokes, and those strokes aren’t always pretty. What people don’t see are the mental machinations that lead him to victory, what goes on in his head before, during, and after a match. Most tennis players are mentally lazy on the court. Brad uses this to his advantage and believes you can do the same. He utilizes every second of a match to try and figure out a way to gain an advantage. Without overwhelming physical gifts or astonishing shots, Brad wins because he outthinks and outplans opponents.


Tim Gallwey’s book, The Inner Game of Tennis, focused on the right-brain, or intuitive process. Brad’s focus is on the left-brain, or analytical process. Gallwey pursued the joys of playing. Brad pursues the joys of winning. Gallwey was concerned with the “inner game.” Brad is concerned with knowing what’s going on right in front of him and taking advantage of it.


Winning Ugly tells how to do the same thing with your own tennis game. Brad describes his formula for making the most out of what you’ve got. And it works. In writing this book with him I learned about a part of the game I had never focused on before: the mental aspect of tennis. My game improved, and so will yours.


After you’ve put Brad’s formula to the test, if anyone ever accuses you of “winning ugly” just say, “Thank you. I’ve been working on it.”


Steve Jamison





McEnroe: A Master Loses Ugly


John McEnroe was having his worst nightmare. Except it wasn’t a nightmare. It was the Masters at Madison Square Garden in front of thousands of his loyal, screaming, stomping New York City fans. Tonight McEnroe, defending champion and ranked number two in the world, was slowly realizing that he was going to lose to a guy he didn’t like and whose game he despised. That guy was me. It was humiliating for him and he was seething.


His eyes gave him away first. They had the look of a kid who had just set fire to the neighbor’s cat: scared and mean. His face had that hateful McEnroe scowl. On a changeover he snarled over in my direction, “Gilbert, you don’t deserve to be on the same court with me!” He was heading over the edge. We crossed within a few feet of each other. In case I’d missed his point he added, “You are the worst. The——— worst!”


McEnroe continued to go downhill, complaining about the electronic line-calling machine, arguing heatedly with a spectator during the second set, receiving a code of conduct warning later for a “visible obscenity.” He was completely nuts. Screaming at himself, slamming his racket, storming around and taunting the crowd (his own fans!). At times it looked like he was having a public nervous breakdown.


It was one of his better performances. But, in the end, the guy who didn’t “deserve to be on the same court” with him won in three tough sets. Well, actually, two tough sets. The third was a breeze: 5–7, 6–4, 6–1. By match point John was a pussycat. But that wasn’t the end.


Afterward, he dropped a bombshell. McEnroe announced his “retirement” from tennis at the age of twenty-seven. And he blamed part of it on me! Mac explained that he needed a sabbatical because, “When I start losing to players like him [“him” being yours truly] I’ve got to reconsider what I’m doing even playing this game.” If he thought I’d be insulted he was wrong. In fact, I loved it. In seven previous matches I had won only one set. That victory in the Masters was a great win. Too great as it turned out, but more on that later.


The Bank Doesn’t Think I’m Ugly


John McEnroe and I have never exactly been what you’d call best friends. I guess that can happen when two people don’t like each other. He thinks I’ve got bad strokes. I think he’s got a bad attitude. But the truth of the matter is that McEnroe is right. On paper he shouldn’t lose to me. And neither should Becker, Agassi, Connors, Chang, Edberg, Courier, Forget, Sampras, Stich, Wheaton, and a lot of other guys with better strokes and more so-called natural ability.


Fortunately for me, tennis matches aren’t played on paper. They’re played on tennis courts. And because they are I’ve been able to beat those players and others to the tune of $5,000,000. By 1991 I was eighth on the all-time prize money list. When you add in the endorsements and exhibitions that resulted from those victories my total income from tennis by 1993 is close to $8,000,000. Winning ugly? All the way to the bank.


It happened because I’ve used whatever talent and skills I do have in a calculated way that maximizes their potential; that gives me my best chance to win. It’s why I’ve been able to beat players who are supposedly “better” than me. You can do the same. Make the most of what you’ve got. Play better tennis without better strokes.


The New, Improved You: 20 Percent Better


First, I want to tell you one thing about your game. The way to make the biggest improvement in the shortest time is to better understand and use the opportunities for gaining an advantage that exist in every match you play. The big opportunities and the small opportunities. Especially the small opportunities, the ones players neglect because of ignorance or laziness. If you want to call that winning ugly, go ahead and get ugly. Develop your powers of observation and analysis and then use the information, and your chances of winning will go up by 20 percent or more.


Brain-Dead Tennis: The Unaware Player


Most weekend players, most club players, most recreational players are brain-dead on the tennis court. They go out and run around with no plan, no thought, no nothing. They give it as much study and consideration as jumping rope. And that’s why they can be had. With two players of roughly equal ability the one who’s aware of and takes advantage of the dynamics, opportunities, and openings before, during, and after the match will win.


The person driving the fancy little sports car may look like he (or she) should come in first. I’ll put my money on the grease monkey in the modified stock car who knows how to get around the track. It’s the same for tennis. Pretty strokes are okay. But there’s a lot more to the game than that.


Smart Tennis Is a Three-Step Process


1. Recognize your opportunity.


2. Analyze your options.


3. Capitalize on the opportunity by using the best option.


Recognize. Analyze. Capitalize. That applies before, during, and after a match to all aspects of the game: mental, physical, and emotional. It even involves your equipment. Example? Opportunity exists early with the spin of the racket. You should recognize it. Depending on your opponent and the conditions, you should choose and capitalize on the right option.


At tennis clubs and public courts the wrong choice is made about 85 percent of the time. Coming up I’ll tell you how to get the most benefit out of that situation. It’s a very small element of your total match, but it is an element that contains opportunity. You just have to know what to do with it.


And there are scores of other openings a smart player uses to gain an edge. I believe if you recognize and take advantage of those opportunities in enough ways and enough times you’ll probably win.


“I don’t think his game is so good. But he makes up for it with his mental ability.”


—David Wheaton, following a loss to Brad Gilbert


Unlike jumping rope, a tennis match doesn’t begin when it starts and end when it stops. Tennis begins off the court, continues through your pre-match regimen and into the match, and goes on after you’ve won (or lost) the final point. Smart players know how to prepare correctly for a match and once the contest is under way how to control their emotions. They know how to think their way through a match, avoiding low percentage shots that carry unnecessary risk at inappropriate times. Smart players observe what’s going on in a match and analyze the information. They know how to capitalize on what they know.


Obviously, it takes some discipline, commitment, and effort. I mention this because most players will bust their buns to improve a particular stroke. They’ll take lessons, hit on the ball machine, bang against the backboard, practice in the hot sun. Blood, sweat, and tears, the whole bit. Then having improved whatever stroke they’re trying to perfect, they won’t spend a minute figuring out how to use it to maximum effect during a match. Brain-dead. Hard workers, but brain-dead.


Ahead in this book are the opportunities that you should be aware of, the options you have, and the ways to capitalize on them from pre-match through post-match. How to mentally and physically prepare for battle on the court. How to play against all types of tennis styles. How to recognize important dynamics within a match. How to handle pressure and psyching. And more.


It’s the nuts and bolts of what I’ve learned at all levels from junior tennis to a Top 5 ranking and a bank account I never dreamed possible. And you can apply it to your game. Some of the ideas are obvious. Others aren’t so obvious. Some of it will apply to your game and some of it won’t. But all of it is directed to the most neglected aspect of tennis: the mental part of your game. Let’s start before the beginning.
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The Early Edge: The Match Begins Before the Match Begins


“I don’t think much of Brad Gilbert.”


—John McEnroe
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Mental Preparation: The Pre-Match Advantage


Turning Pro: Young and Innocent


One of the first lessons I learned when I turned pro in 1982 was how much of an edge could be gained before the match even got started. It became obvious to me that for the best players in the world their match had begun a long time before the first serve. They came ready to play and wanted to grab me by the throat as soon as they could.


As a member of the tennis teams at Foothill Junior College and Pepperdine, I liked to just show up and play. I’d settle into the match mentally and physically during the first set. A lot of times I could get away with it because my opponent was doing it too. Do you approach your matches the same way?


On tour this wasn’t such a good idea. The slow start didn’t work against McEnroe, Lendl, Connors, and some of the veterans. By the time I got settled into some of those matches, the match was already over. One time I started out by losing the first sixteen points of the match. It was over so fast I almost didn’t need to take a shower afterward. Brutal—I was learning the hard way.


The top players came expecting to have me for lunch, and they’d been thinking about taking that first bite since they found out I was on the menu. Four or five games to work up an appetite? They arrived ready to eat. The main course? Glazed Gilbert.


Being down a couple of breaks early, with no rhythm, no plan, no continuity, put me at too great a disadvantage. I was clobbered regularly by the smart guys on tour. They knew something I didn’t.


Start Your Match Before It Begins


What I discovered by looking, listening, and losing was simple. The guys making money out there started honing in on their target (me, for example) before the target was even in sight. The smart ones were consciously and subconsciously reviewing information about the opponent ahead of them as soon as they knew who that player was. The process began hours before the match. The smart players wanted to seek and seize advantage as early as possible. And they wanted to do it in as many ways as possible. For them, one of the big opportunities was good mental preparation. And that means early mental preparation.


When Does Your Warm-up Begin?


Let me tell you when the warm-up doesn’t begin. It doesn’t begin when you arrive on the court. It may for your opponent, but it shouldn’t for you. A smart player starts to prepare for the match on the way to the match, or even before. The warm-up should continue on into the locker room and out onto the court.


The warm-up begins with your brain. Your mind is usually the last part of you to get activated (if it gets activated at all). Players stretch incorrectly for a minute, hit a couple of forehands, and three serves, and it’s “Let’s start.” They barely warm up the body, but that’s more attention than they give to their mental preparation. The mind is a terrible thing to waste, and tennis players waste it all the time.


Get into the habit of evaluating your opponent and thinking about the match before you arrive at the court. If you drive to the match your car is the place where your warm-up begins. If you walk to the courts, then the sidewalk is where it happens. No matter what, your warm-up starts on the way to the match.


For me it can begin even earlier than that. The night before a match I’ll be in my hotel room thinking about the next day’s competition. I’ll actually play points out in my mind. I can see myself making shots and winning points. I visualize points we’ve played in the past. I’ll see myself making specific shots against that player. It’s almost like watching a videotape of segments of a match. In the morning I’ll continue the process.


That little five-minute warm-up you see before a match begins for the players on tour is probably misleading. It looks like we just trot out to the court with that big bag over our shoulder, hit for a couple of minutes, and start the match. For most of us the process has been going on throughout the day—hitting, stretching, loosening up, a massage, and most of all, that mental review.


The Pre-Match Mental Checklist


Whether I won or lost to a player in our last match, I want to think about the reasons. How did I beat him? What does he do with his shot selection and pattern? Does he attack? Is he a Retriever? Does he serve big? What’s his return of serve like? Did I make mistakes against him last time? What kind and why? What shots are his best? His worst? Was he forcing me to do something that bothered me? Does he start strong and get too cautious on pressure points? Was it a close match? Were the points long? I review everything that pertains to my opponent’s game (as far as strokes and shot tendencies are concerned).


It is also important to consider the “personality” of the game your opponent produces. What does he do to affect the atmosphere, mood, or tempo of the match? Is she very slow between points? Does he get emotional? Does she protest a lot of calls? Is he great when he gets a lead, but not so great when he’s losing? Do your opponents give you a lot of small talk on changeovers, taking your mind off the match like McEnroe tried to do to me? Do they always show up ten minutes late? Do they rush through the warm-up and want to start the match as soon as possible?


Prepare yourself mentally for the “stuff” certain players bring with them into the match. I want to be mentally and emotionally set for the fast play of Andre Agassi or the deliberate methodical match tempo of Ivan Lendl. I want to be ready for the temperamental outbursts of Connors and McEnroe or the stonefaces of Michael Chang or Jim Courier. It makes a big difference to me because I’m better able to control my own game plan, tempo, and composure if I know what’s likely to be happening on the other side of the net. Believe me, it can make a huge difference, as you’ll see later.


The Game Plan


This process of review will lead me right into the equally important process of planning my strategy:


1. What do I want to make happen?


2. What do I want to prevent from happening?


By evaluating my opponent I start solidifying my own approach to the match. As I review their game style and strokes I’m preparing my basic game plan. If they broke down my backhand last time I’ll be thinking about how to prevent the same thing from happening this time. If their serve is weak I’m alerting myself and going over how to take advantage of that. I’m planning a specific approach for that specific player. All of this before I even see them at the court.


Set Your Compass


Your body will try to do what your mind tells it to do. In this prematch review you’re programming your mind to give the body correct information once the match begins and things start happening quickly under fire. You’re setting the course you want to take to arrive at your destination. That destination is victory.


In its most basic form your plan evolves as you answer these questions:


1. What is my opponent’s best weapon?


2. Where is my opponent weak?


3. What is my best shot and how can I direct it at my opponent’s weakness?


4. What can I do to keep my opponent away from my own weakness?


Your pre-match effort creates a mental compass. You know where you want to go and how you’re going to get there. There may be detours along the way, your opponent may present some surprises, you may get lost, but the basic route is laid out in your head in advance and your mental compass keeps you on course. (Coming up I’ll show you how following this procedure helped me beat both Boris Becker and Jimmy Connors, in totally different ways.)


Even if you tend to play the same people over and over (your tennis buddies) it is still important to zero in on the specific player for a particular day. Get your mind on that one player. If you’re playing each other regularly it can be even more advantageous to review and refine your tactics because you’ve got a backlog of information. That’s when it really starts to get interesting.


Watch the tour players. The great ones are very intent on getting off to a good start because they know that it can often set the tone for the entire match. Getting the other player under your thumb right out of the chute puts them in a “catch up” position. Sometimes they’ll recover. A lot of times they won’t. And that’s what you want to do to your opponent. As early as possible you want to force them to be considering the idea that “maybe it’s just not gonna be my day today.” It can happen very early, believe me. Your pre-match preparation and visualization can make you the one somebody else is trying to catch up to.


You’re thinking, “Hey, Brad. Gimme a break! I’ve got a life. I can’t be thinking about tennis all the time.” That’s right. But what I’m talking about takes less than ten minutes of attention on the way to your match and then the effort of following a plan once you get there. Maybe you can squeeze that in for opponents you really want to beat. By giving yourself a good chance to start right you’re giving yourself a good chance to finish right. That’s worth the extra attention.


Let me take you through my own mental preparation exactly as I’ve used it before important matches.


Preparation on Tour: Becker and Connors (Different Strokes for Different Folks)


When I started seriously using my pre-match opportunities in this way I started winning more often. Let’s say my opponent in the round of 16 at the U.S. Open was Boris Becker (because it was). My own mental review before I got to the locker room at Flushing Meadow would go like this:


Becker can attack my weak second serve. He knows how to exploit it for maximum effect. This is a polite way of saying he creams it. Therefore, I don’t want to let him see many seconds. That means I want to get my first serve in more consistently, to put a premium on reducing first serve faults. Obviously, I’ll have to hit with less abandon and take fewer risks on my first serve, but the reward will be that he doesn’t get the opportunity to make me eat my second serve.


Also, I want to serve to his forehand, try and get him missing some forehand groundstrokes. Why? I know that Boris has a great forehand. It anchors the rest of his game. But if he starts screwing up with it, everything else can suffer. He gets frustrated when the forehand doesn’t meet his expectations.


I’ve learned (and tell myself again in the pre-match review) that when he starts to miss on the forehand side, the rest of his game can start to wobble. That’s when he’ll start screaming at himself in German. So I want to be sharp serving to his forehand without getting too ambitious, get a high percentage in.
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