[image: image1.jpg]At the start of the century, Spain was the greatest
tennis nation not to have won the Davis Cup. Nine
years and four titles later, it is rightly regarded as the
reigning superpower of the men’s game

BLEGENDS AREBEST HEARD AND NOT SEEN. THE TALE IS PIECED TOGETHER
FROM SHARDS OF REALITY AND THE EMBELLISHMENTS OF THE TELLERS AS
strands of from fact. And while the result is a flurry of near-truths, all of
them share single symbolic, defining moment.

ain’s 2009 Davis Cup final was born in the locker rooms of Barcelona’s
ordi. It was there that David Ferrer, trailing Radek Stepanek in the
cated to regain his composure after losing two wretched sets to the
Czech. From this point, the facts begin to fray: what follows is pieced together from the
players’ accounts of what happened.

Stepanek had destroyed Ferrer with dazzling volleying and rhythm-busting spin and
pace from the baseline. During the early action, however, Fernando Verdasco’s coach
Darren Cahill texted him as he sat on the sidelines. “Tell David to play to Stepanek’s
forehand,” was his tip, relayed to Costa who asked Nadal to join him as he followed a
distraught Ferrer off court. With Davis Cup rules allowing only the captainto talk toa
player, Nadal, winner of the opening match against Tomas Berdych, fired up his teammate
by addressing his reflection in a mirror. Once Ferrer was in the right frame of mind, ))
Costapassed on Cahill’s advice.
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[image: image2.jpg]game. Sergi Bruguera ended Spain’s 18-year wait for a male Grand
Slam champion with back-to-back Roland Garros titles in 1993 and
1994, before Carlos Moya followed suit in 1998 and briefly reached the
summit of the ATP rankings in 1999. They were not alone - at least five
Spaniards have featured among the year-end ATP top 50 every season
since 1991. But a legacy of overwhelming underachievement rested
heavily on the shoulders of the Davis Cup squad.

Their fortunes mirrored those of the national football team:
consistently producing world-class players, but shackled by a fatal
tendency to underwhelm on the grand stage. The spectre of two final
appearances, both lost on Australian lawns in 1965 and 1967, loomed
larger with each passing year. “This is the end of a long nightmare,” the
Spanish newspaper El Mundo had said in the run-up to the 2000 final:
“In 33 years, not a single final 1
onthe team, firings and more
Arantxa Sanchez Vicario and
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male counterparts.
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TWO SYMPTOMS OF THE SPANISH CONDITION WERE SAID
TOBEAT THEROOT OF IT ALL - THE FIRST, AN AVERSION

for any surface but their slow, red clay. Opposing nations were so
convinced that many hosted ties on rapid, low-bouncing grass and carpet
orhard courts, even at the expense of their own players’ strengths.

Emilio Sanchez, a former Davis Cup player and captain of the 2008
title-winning side, played in the ‘specialists’ era. “The surfaces were so
extreme,” recalls the one-time doubles world No.1. “You had 25-30 guys
that were extremely good on grass, 25-30 on hard, and 25-30 on clay. But
with the modernisation of the game, the surfaces started to get closer
—even the grass in Wimbledon is slower and much higher bouncing
today. Everybody now plays with one style on all surfaces”

The Spanish players modernised as well. “In 1996 they began
changing their calendars and their approach to hard courts and indoor
courts, and started to learn how to play on them,” says Pedro Hernandez,
Press Officer for the Spanish Tennis Federation RFET. “Alex Corretja’s
Indian Wells victory in 2000 was the first big win fora Spaniardon a
hard court, but Carlos Moya had reached the final of the Australian
Open in1997.” That year, however, the luck of the Davis Cup draw saw
Spain play each of their four ties at home, prompting John McEnroe,
captain of the US squad whitewashed in the semi-finals, to snarl: “If they
can't take advantage of this, they’ll win the Davis Cup in 3000.”

Their Australian final opponents played on the second preconception
of the Spanish on their arrival in Barcelona. “Maybe their problem is
that it’s been a team of many individuals,” said Mark Woodforde, part of
the squad that had defeated France in Nice a year earlier. “They’ve been
ateam of great champions ratherthan a great team.”

Hehad a point. Stability and togetherness were traditionally
not strong points of a squad notorious for infighting between
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EMILIO SANCHEZ VICARIO ENDED HIS THREE-
YEAR TENURE AS DAVIS CUP CAPTAIN WITH
SPAIN’S MOST UNLIKELY VICTORY — THEIR
2008 TRIUMPH INARGENTINAWITHOUT
WORLD NO.1 AND TALISMAN RAFAEL NAD,

“Before the final, the energy in Spain was very
negative —the press were cancelling their trips,
saying we couldn’t winwithout Nadal. Butonce we
leftSpainallthatbad energy stayed backthere.

Onthe Wednesday before the final, [took the
players away from training to a farm forlunch.
There, | asked them: “How doyou see yourselfon
Monday?” Ferrerwas my No.1 at that moment, and
atpractice that week he triedto be aleader. Buthe
justsaid: “Well, let’strytodoas bestwecan.”

Then Lopez spoke. He came outwith all of the
messages we were working on that week—be very
humble, accept that the fans were going tobe very
tough but rememberwe were playing very well, that
we had achance. He was very clear, spoke fluently,
and spoke fromthe heart.

Finally, Verdasco said: “lwant to be the hero.”

The amazing thingis that the vision that they had
answering that small question is what happenedin
the matches. Ferrer faced Nalbandian, and because
hewas not confident he gave up on the tie; Lopez
was losing to Del Potro but came back and won; and
Verdasco ended upwinningthe Cup.”





