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WUHAN: Britain’s Johanna Konta pulled off a stunning
third-set revival on Wednesday as she floored top seed
Simona Halep in the biggest upset yet at the shock-prone
Wuhan Open.

As defending champion Petra Kvitova joined the exo-
dus of top seeds, world number two Halep appeared to
have the measure of 66th-ranked Konta when she led 5-1
in the third.

But 24-year-old Konta, who reached the US Open last
16 as a qualifier, bravely fought her way back to take it 6-3,
3-6, 7-5 and set up a quarter-final with childhood idol
Venus Williams.

“I wasn’t actively thinking ‘I can win this’ or ‘It’s over’. I
was just trying to stay out there as long as possible and
keep fighting every single point,” Konta said. She added
that she grew up watching Williams, the seven-time
Grand Slam title-winner, and that the chance to play the
American was “a bit of a childhood dream”.

Konta will now overtake Heather Watson to become
Britain’s number one, and will almost certainly move into
the world’s top 50 when new rankings are released on
Monday.

She is also the the first British woman to beat a world
number two in 34 years, after Sue Barker won against
Tracy Austin in Brighton in 1981.

Halep said: “I can say I was dominating the third set till
5-2, then I don’t know what happened. I have no idea.
What I know is that I lost from 5-2.”   

One-way traffic 
It was the most remarkable result so far of what has

been a highly unpredictable tournament in central China
after a rash of upsets and retirements. Last year’s winner
Kvitova had looked exhausted after Tuesday’s three-set

tussle with Daria Gavrilova, and it was no surprise when
she went down to US Open finalist Roberta Vinci.

The Czech led 4-0 in the first set but she eventually lost
the opener in a tie-break and then struggled in the second
as Italy’s Vinci took it 7-6 (7/3), 6-2. “I think she’s playing
with a lot of confidence right now,” Kvitova said of Vinci,
who ended Serena Williams’ bid for a calendar-year Grand
Slam to reach the US Open final.

Vinci said: “The court was for me slow and also the ball
heavy. (It) was difficult for me to push a lot. But, of course,
I’m really happy.” With Maria Sharapova, Victoria
Azarenka, Caroline Wozniacki, Belinda Bencic also depart-
ing early, Ana Ivanovic became another big name to fall
when she lost Garbine Muguruza.

The Serbian former world number one won the first
set but it was one-way traffic thereafter as Muguruza sud-
denly rediscovered her mojo and romped home 4-6, 6-1,
6-0. “First set, I lost. I was a little bit disappointed. I said,
look, I’m going to fight again and see what happens. I
found my game again,” said the hard-hitting Spaniard.

Muguruza, currently ranked eighth, is among several
players in the running to reach this month’s eight-player
WTA Finals in Singapore, where at least five places remain
up for grabs. Kvitova, who was hit by glandular fever this
year and was visibly tired as she left court, confirmed she
would play next week’s China Open as she bids to qualify
for the WTA Finals. 

But Sharapova, who retired with an arm injury in
Wuhan and has not completed a match since July, will not
defend her title in Beijing, leaving her participation in the
Finals in question.

“I am very disappointed to have to pull out of the
China Open this year and not have the chance to defend
my title,” the Russian said in a statement. — AFP

Brilliant Konta stuns Halep 
as shocks roll in Wuhan

WUHAN: Johanna Konta of Britain returns a shot to Simona Halep of Romania during the women’s
singles match on day three of the Wuhan Open tennis tournament in Wuhan, in China’s Hubei
province. — AFP 

SINGAPORE: World number one
Serena Williams has opted against
defending the WTA Finals title and
decided to end her season early fol-
lowing a roller coaster campaign lit-
tered with pains and prizes, the
American said on Thursday.

The 34-year-old’s last match was
her shock loss to Italy’s Roberta Vinci
in the semi-finals of the U.S. Open last
month, which ended her bid to
become the first women in 27 years to
win all four grand slam titles in the
same season.

The 21-times grand slam singles
champion said she had been carrying
injuries throughout the campaign and
the loss to Vinci had taken its toll,
adding she would not play again this
year after also pulling out of next
week’s China Open.

“My journey in tennis this year has
been at times exhilarating, at times
disappointing,” Williams said in a
statement carried by China Open
organisers. “I’ve played injured most
of the year - whether it was my elbow,
my knee, or in the finals moments
after a certain match in Flushing, my
heart. “I’m a fierce competitor and I
want to compete as well as I can, for as
long as I can. 

“This is a very difficult decision, but
one ultimately made because of the

love of the game.” After winning the
Australian and French Open titles,
Williams became the earliest ever
qualifier for the eight-woman end-of-
season finals when she won her third
round match at Wimbledon in July.

The American went on to win the
grass court championships but under
the heavy weight of expectation she
was unable to add the US Open title
after she threw away a set lead against
Vinci.

Recuperating for another tilt at
adding to her major haul next year is
the obvious goal for Williams, who is
three shy of matching Australian
Margaret Court’s record of 24 grand
slam singles titles and one off Steffi
Graf.

However, her withdraw is a big
blow to the organisers of the Oct. 25-
Nov. 1 WTA Finals, who are already
sweating on the fitness of world num-
ber three Maria Sharapova after the
Russian also pulled out of the China
Open following a forearm injury in
Wuhan.

The two headline acts, along with
Romania’s Simona Halep, are the
only three qualifiers so far for the
tournament, which will be staged in
Singapore for the second time as
part of a f ive-year deal with the
WTA. — Reuters

BANGKOK: Rafael Nadal heaped
praise on longstanding rival Novak
Djokovic yesterday for playing at a lev-
el “difficult to equal” ahead of an exhi-
bition match between the pair in
Bangkok.

The Spaniard, who ended the sea-
son without a Grand Slam title for the
first time since 2004, congratulated
the top-ranking Serbian for his “amaz-
ing” run culminating in last month’s

US Open title, his third major of the
year.

“The mental strength and the level
of tennis is difficult to equal,” Nadal,
29, said sitting next to Djokovic at a
press conference in the Thai capital.  “I
texted him after the US Open, but I
want to say today in a public way, it’s
amazing the way he’s playing during
the whole season.”

In contrast the Spaniard’s perform-

ance at this year’s Grand Slam tourna-
ments has triggered fears over his
future in the game. The 14-time major
winner crashed to his earliest exit in
New York in 10 years in September,
beaten by Italian Fabio Fognini in the
third round after being two sets up,
with questions raised over his fitness.

The former world number one, now
ranked seventh, faced similar scrutiny
after quarter-final exits at the

Australian and French Opens and a
second-round loss at Wimbledon.

In September Djokovic, 28, seized
his 10th Grand Slam title and now
stands just seven behind the record of
Roger Federer, who he has defeated in
the US Open final.

Nadal and Djokovic face each other
in an exhibition match, which organis-
ers say is sold-out, in Bangkok’s Hua
Mark Indoor Stadium on Friday. — AFP
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