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R
oland G

arros w
as the perfect stage for Sim

ona H
alep’s 

long-aw
aited G

rand Slam
 breakthrough
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T
he crow

d at the French O
pen can be un

forgiving. 
Serena W

illiam
s w

as reduced to tears by the 
boos of spectators on one occasion, M

aria 
Sharapova has been jeered off

 court at the end of a 
m

atch and Ton
i N

adal once called the Paris fans “stupid” 
after they gave h

is nephew
 R

afael a hard tim
e.

W
h

ile support for hom
e players is usually w

hole-
hearted – though even that is by no m

eans guaranteed 
– it takes a special overseas com

petitor to w
in over the 

R
oland G

arros public. Th
e aff

ection for one such player 
w

as evident th
is sum

m
er as Sim

ona H
alep w

as at last 
crow

ned a G
rand Slam

 cham
pion.

Th
ere w

ere plenty of R
om

an
ian flags in the crow

d as 
H

alep took on Sloane Stephens in her th
ird fi

nal in 
C

ourt Ph
ilippe C

hatrier on a hot and hum
id Saturday in 

June, but the support for her cam
e from

 m
ore than just 

her com
patriots. Th

e fact that a European w
as taking on 

an A
m

erican m
ight have played a part in the crow

d’s 
allegiances, but there w

as also personal aff
ection for a 

player w
hose w

arm
 sm

ile, generous nature and honest 
endeavour – not to m

ention her clear love of the 
tournam

ent and the city - has endeared her to Parisians. 
Th

e chants of “Sim
ona! Sim

ona!” grew
 increasingly 

loud as H
alep closed in on a victory w

h
ich w

as all the 
sw

eeter given her heart-breaking defeats in the French 
O

pen fi
nals of 2014 and 2017. O

n the fi
rst occasion H

alep 
had lost to Sharapova after a gruelling contest that 
lasted m

ore than th
ree hours and on the second she led 

Jelena O
stapen

ko by a set and 3-0 before the fearless 
Latvian staged a stun

n
ing fightback.

Even m
ore disappointm

ent had follow
ed for H

alep at 
the start of th

is year w
hen she lost in the fi

nal of the 

A
ustralian O

pen to C
aroline W

ozn
iacki in a show

dow
n 

betw
een current and form

er w
orld N

o 1s w
ho w

ere both 
striving to w

in their fi
rst G

rand Slam
 title.

A
s th

is year’s French O
pen approached, H

alep adm
its 

that she had started to w
onder w

hether she w
ould ever 

ach
ieve the biggest goal of her career. “I w

ould th
in

k 
about it after a tough day on the practice court,” she told 
tennishead. “I w

as alw
ays happy w

ith the w
ay I practised, 

but I w
ould say to m

yself: ‘O
K

, is the big day going to 
happen or not?’ I alw

ays had this question in m
y head. It 

w
asn’t especially negative, but it w

as a kind of pressure.”
H

ad the fact that she w
as constantly being asked about 

her failure to w
in a G

rand Slam
 title increased that 

pressure? “D
efi

n
itely. Every tim

e w
hen I started a press 

con
ference the question w

as there, if I believed I could 
w

in a G
rand Slam

. N
ow

 that it’s over I feel m
ore relaxed.”

R
oger Federer once talked about “partying like rock 

stars” after w
in

n
ing a G

rand Slam
 title, but H

alep’s 
celebrations after her trium

ph in Paris th
is sum

m
er 

w
ere com

paratively m
odest.

“I w
as incredibly happy but I’d w

orked really hard for 
that trophy and I w

as very tired,” she said. “I w
ent to a 

restaurant w
ith about 50 people - friends w

ho had been 
there for the m

atch, m
y team

, m
y fam

ily. Th
ey all cam

e. 
W

e celebrated until 1am
 and then I w

ent back to the hotel 
and I slept w

ith the trophy. Th
at w

as m
y celebration.

“I slept for about five or six hours, so not m
uch. Th

e 
next day I had to pose for pictures w

ith the trophy so I 
w

ent to the city to buy a dress and get ready.”
H

alep’s physical exertions in the fi
rst half of her 2018 

cam
paign w

ere rem
arkable. Betw

een starting her 
season in the fi

rst w
eek of January and w

in
n

ing the 

‘I w
as alw

ays happy w
ith the 

w
ay I practised, but I w

ould say 
to m

yself: O
K

, is the big day 
going to happen or not?’

Joie de vivre
Sim

ona H
alep enjoys the finest m

om
ent 

of her career at the French O
pen
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French O
pen she played 41 m

atches and reached the 
quarter-fi

nals or better of every tournam
ent she played 

other than the M
iam

i O
pen.

H
aving kicked off

 her season by w
in

n
ing the title in 

Shen
zhen, she did not su

ff
er her fi

rst defeat until her 
12th m

atch of the year, w
h

ich w
as the m

om
entous fi

nal 
against W

ozn
iacki at the A

ustralian O
pen.

Th
e M

elbourne fi
nal w

as played in pun
ish

ing heat and 
hum

idity and after return
ing to her hotel H

alep w
ent to 

hospital su
ff

ering from
 dehydration. “I had tried to 

sleep, but m
y body had started to shake a little bit w

ith 
cram

ps and I needed som
e help,” she recalled. “I w

as in 
hospital for th

ree or four hours.”

In her distress that night, had she been thinking that 
she m

ight never w
in a G

rand Slam
 title? “I w

as not that 
negative, to be honest,” H

alep said. “I felt like that m
atch 

w
as the closest I had com

e to w
inning a G

rand Slam
 title. 

I had played very w
ell. I felt that the m

atch had been 
decided by just a few

 balls. But after I recovered I honestly 
felt con

fidence that it w
as going to happen one day.”

H
alep w

ent on to reach the sem
i-fi

nals in D
oha and 

Indian W
ells and w

as run
ner-up in R

om
e. G

iven her 
dem

anding schedule, it w
as no surprise after R

oland 
G

arros that she did not play any w
arm

-up tournam
ents 

on grass before W
im

bledon. Instead she spent tim
e at 

hom
e w

ith fam
ily and friends in Bucharest and her 

hom
e city of C

onstanta “I didn’t go out too m
uch because 

it w
as a little bit crazy in R

om
an

ia after w
in

n
ing a G

rand 
Slam

,” she said. “I just tried to get m
y energy back.”

A
t W

im
bledon H

alep adm
itted after her th

ird-rou
nd 

loss to Su-W
ei H

sieh that she still felt exhausted. “It w
as 

a m
ental and em

otional th
ing,” she recalled. “I w

as 
tired and I cou

ldn’t focus on w
hat I had to do du

ring 
the m

atches.
“I practised w

ell before that, but in practice you don’t 
feel pressure. You don’t feel any em

otions. But w
hen I 

started the tournam
ent I felt exhausted. A

s soon as I 
stepped on the court to play a m

atch I felt tired.”
A

fter W
im

bledon H
alep took th

ree w
eeks off

 and 
w

ent on holiday to the Baham
as, though she adm

itted 
that she found it hard to keep her m

ind off
 ten

n
is. “I’m

 
th

in
king about the next tournam

ents, so I try to stay 
professional,” she said.

O
n her return to com

petition H
alep w

on the title in 
M

ontreal and w
as run

ner-up in C
incin

nati, w
here her 

sem
i-fi

nal victory over A
ryna Sabalen

ka proved to be 
her last w

in of the year. K
aia K

anepi shocked her in the 

fi
rst round of the U

S O
pen and she lost fi

rst tim
e out in 

the on
ly other tournam

ents she played, in W
uhan and 

Beijing, w
here she retired w

ith a back problem
 after 

losing the fi
rst set to O

ns Jabeur.
Th

e back issue also kept H
alep out of the W

TA
 Finals 

in Singapore, though her strong perform
ances in the 

fi
rst eight m

onths of 2018 m
eant that her place at the top 

of the year-end w
orld ran

kings w
as secure.

A
 potentially even greater blow

 cam
e after the end of 

the season w
hen D

arren C
ah

ill, her coach, an
nounced 

that he w
as taking a 12-m

onth break in order to spend 
m

ore tim
e w

ith h
is fam

ily. G
oing into the new

 year 
w

ithout the m
an w

ho guided her to the top of the w
orld 

ran
kings and to her fi

rst G
rand Slam

 title w
ill be a m

ajor 
challenge for H

alep, but she has dem
onstrated her 

ability to bounce back from
 disappointm

ents on plenty 
of occasions in the past.

“A
lw

ays in m
y life it’s been about the journey not 

being easy,” she said. “It’s never been a case of just: 
‘O

K
, you go and w

in now
 and that’s it.’ I’ve alw

ays had 
to fight for th

ings.”

‘A
lw

ays in m
y life it’s been about 

the journey not being easy’

Silverw
are on show

Caroline W
ozniacki (left

) and Sim
ona H

alep w
ith 

their trophies aft
er the Australian O

pen final
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