
S PORTS
WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 2, 2017

TENNIS

BUDAPEST: Hungary’s Katinka Hosszu competes in the final of the women’s 400m individual medley during the swimming competition at the 2017 FINA World Championships in Budapest. — AFP

LOS ANGELES: Five-time Grand Slam cham-
pion Maria Sharapova made a battling return
to US hardcourts on Monday with a 6-1, 4-6,
6-0 victory over American Jennifer Brady in
Stanford, California.  “I feel like I just want to
hug everyone and say thank you,” Sharapova
told fans in a post-match interview. “It’s my
first match in the States in a really long time,
and it’s the closest thing to home for me.”
The former world number one from Russia
hadn’t played in the US since March of 2015,
before serving a 15-month doping suspen-
sion for the use of meldonium.  She returned
to competition in April, but her comeback
has been disrupted by a hip injury that
forced her to withdraw from Wimbledon
qualifying.  Sharapova, whose ranking has
fallen to 171 in the world, received a wild
card into the premier level tournament in
Stanford, where she was tested Monday by
the 80th-ranked Brady.

Sharapova got off  to a brisk star t .
Although she needed to save three break
points in the sixth game to take a 5-1 lead in
the opening set, she broke in the next game
to seize the set before Brady won the second.
“I had a bit of a letdown but that’s the way it
is,” Sharapova said. “You finish a set and think
you’ve got it, but she came out firing, capa-
ble of hitting winners and big serves.”

Early in the third Sharapova fought off
two break points to consolidate her lead, and
wrapped up the match after two hours and
two minutes.  “I feel like I face a lot of things:
not competing for a long time, an opponent
who’s able to play some great tennis ... I feel
like I’m playing catch-up against everyone
who’s had a head start,” Sharapova said. “All
that matters is that I keep playing.”

Sharapova, who has also accepted a wild-
card into the WTA tournament in Cincinnati-

another key warmup for the US Open-
booked a second-round meeting with sev-
enth-seeded Ukrainian Lesia Tsurenko, a 6-3,
6-3 winner over Spain’s Lara Arruabarrena.

Wimbledon champion Garbine Muguruza,

who stunned Venus Williams in the final at
the All England Club, is the top seed. She will
open with a second-round match against
American Kayla Day, who defeated Japan’s
Misaki Doi 6-4, 6-2 on Monday. — AFP

Sharapova battles into 

second round at Stanford

WASHINGTON: Dominic Thiem, the highest-
ranked men’s tennis player without a Grand
Slam title, begins his push to the US Open this
week knowing the gap to the game’s big four
remains large.

The 23-year-old Austrian, ranked a career-
high seventh, and 20-year-old German
Alexander Zverev, who reached a career-best
eighth on Monday, are the top-ranked men’s
players at the ATP and WTA Citi Open. “We still
have to win a lot of matches to deserve to be

called the next big things in tennis,” Thiem said
Monday. “It’s nice to hear that but I think it’s still
a pretty long ways for both of us.”

World number one Andy Murray, second-
ranked Rafael Nadal, number three Roger
Federer and Novak Djokovic, who will miss the
rest of the year with an elbow injury, remain the
gold standard in their 30s that Thiem and his
fellow 20-somethings are chasing in the rank-
ings and for Grand Slam crowns.

“They are really special. It’s very unusual you

have four players like this in one generation,”
Thiem said. “I think it’s getting a little better for
the other players. They are starting to take a few
tournaments. In the Grand Slams you would have
to beat two or three (of them) in a run. That’s why
other players haven’t won the big titles.”

Thiem defeated Djokovic in the French
Open quarter-finals to reach the last four at
Roland Garros for the second consecutive year.
He lost there to Rafael Nadal, as he had in the
Madrid and Barcelona finals, but Thiem recog-

nizes the value of a strong run-up to a Slam
with the US Open looming in just four weeks.

“It’s important to find a strong game. It’s the
start of a very long journey,” Thiem said. “I hope
it works out well here in Washington. We have a
lot of tough matches ahead. From round one
basically there are only really tough matches.”

This week is Thiem’s biggest event as a top
seed and one he expects will toughen him for
upcoming US Open tune-ups at Montreal and
Cincinnati. “Of course it’s nice to be top seed

here but it doesn’t affect anything because the
guys behind me are really strong,” he said.

Thiem does not marvel at how players like
Federer and Nadal play top tennis deep into
their 30s, having followed their fitness path. “It’s
everything on how you are taking care of your
body,” he said. “Players have improved that a lot
in recent years. It’s the diet. Everyone has a
physio. They get treatment after every practice.
“It’s small things but if you do them every day
for 15 years it has an impact.” —AFP

Thiem says catching Big Four still ‘long ways’ off

STANFORD: Maria Sharapova of Russia competes against Jennifer Brady of the United States during day 1 of the Bank of the West Classic at
Stanford University Taube Family Tennis Stadium on Monday in Stanford, California. — AFP

WASHINGTON: New US number one
John Isner, who took back-to-back titles
the past two weeks in Newport and
Atlanta, withdrew from the ATP Citi Open
on Monday with a right knee injury.

The 32-year-old standout, a three-
time runner-up at the Washington hard-
court event, won the 11th and 12th titles
of his career over the past two weeks,
downing Australian Matthew Ebden on
Newport grass and compatriot Ryan
Harrison in two Atlanta tie-breakers in
the finals.

But the toll prompted Isner to with-
draw from Washington, where he was
seeded ninth and owned a first-round
bye, as Masters Series events in Montreal
and Cincinnati loom before the US Open
starts August 28.

The twin triumphs were enough to
boost Isner over Jack Sock in the rankings
to top the American list, Isner moving to
18th this week with Sock staying at 19th.
Isner’s departure leaves only nine of the
world’s top 20 players at the US Open
tuneup event in the US capital. — AFP

Isner sidelined 

by sore right knee

John Isner

Nishikori tries to end title 

drought at past win site

WASHINGTON: Japan’s Kei Nishikori,
trying to end an 18-month ATP title
drought, hopes returning to the scene of
his most recent outdoor crown will pro-
vide a pre-US Open spark. The 27-year-
old Rio Olympic bronze medalist opens
with a second-round match today at the
ATP Citi Open in his first match on the
Washington hardcourts since beating
John Isner in the 2015 final for his 10th
career ATP crown.

“I don’t want to think about it too
much, but I know this is a tournament
I’ve won before. I do have good memo-
ries on center court,” Nishikori said
Monday. “I think there’s an advantage for
past champions. I’m happy to play in a
place I’ve won before.”

Ninth-ranked Nishikori was the 2014
US Open runnerup, becoming the first
Asian man in a Grand Slam final, and
reached the semi-finals last year at
Flushing Meadows. But he hasn’t won a
title since taking his fourth consecutive
Memphis Open crown in February 2016,
dropping six finals since then-last year at
Miami, Barcelona, Canada and the Swiss
Indoors and this year at Brisbane and
Buenos Aires.

“I’m always looking to win,” he said.
“I’m a little disappointed not to be win-
ning some tournaments. If I keep playing
well, I’ll be winning some. The chance
will  come if I  keep working hard.”
Nishikori took some time off in Japan
after making a third-round Wimbledon
exit. He had matched his deepest French

Open run with a quarter-final effort at
Roland Garros, losing to British world
number one Andy Murray. But he got
back to work last week.

“It has been a very good week.
Trained a lot,” Nishikori said. “I’m excited
to be in this tournament. The court is a
little faster than two years ago. It’s a little
hot. I make fit my tennis in these condi-
tions.”

The wildcard second seed is among
five of the world’s top 11 players in the
field, paced by seventh-ranked Austrian
Dominic Thiem and rising German star
Alexander Zverev, ranked a career-best
eighth.

“The field is very strong. It’s going to
be tough rounds,” Nishikori said. “I’ll try to
force my tennis each match. It’s going to
be a great tournament.” Nishikori praised
the play of Swiss star Roger Federer, who
turns 36 next week after capturing his
record 19th Grand Slam singles crown at
Wimbledon.

“Roger is playing great again. With his
age, it’s something incredible,” Nishikori
said. “I want to play a long time but I
don’t know if my body can stand up.”

Nishikori says he loves the challenge
of playing at a time when older stars and
rising talents have raised the level need-
ed to stay competitive. “It’s a good thing,”
he said. “Competition is tough. Not only
are the top four playing good, young
guys are coming up. It’s good for tennis
and good for me. I’m excited. I enjoy the
challenge.” — AFP

LONDON: This file photo taken on June 25, 2002 shows French Jerome Golmard playing a fore-
hand during the first round match against Czech Jan Vacek at the Wimbledon Tennis
Championships. Golmard died of the Charcot disease aged 43, the French Federation of Tennis
announced yesterday. — AFP


