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PERTH: Serena Williams completed a clean
sweep of her singles matches at the mixed teams
Hopman Cup in Perth yesterday as she prepares
for her bid to make Grand Slam history at the
Australian Open. The winner of 23 Slam singles
titles, Williams was made to work a little harder
than expected by young Brit Katie Boulter in the
United States’ final group tie, but prevailed in
straight sets to make it three victories from as
many outings. However, the 37-year-old’s per-
fect singles record this week wasn’t enough to
keep the USA in contention at what is expected
to be the last Hopman Cup, where she has twice
been a winner.

Williams and Frances Tiafoe were already
eliminated after losing their opening two ties.
Watched by her daughter Alexis Olympia,
Williams’ 6-1, 7-6 (7/2) win over the 97th-
ranked Boulter followed victories over former
top 10 player Belinda Bencic and Greece’s Maria
Sakkari earlier in the week. Currently ranked
16th, Williams needs just one more Grand Slam
singles title to equal the record of Australian
Margaret Court, but hasn’t won a major since
the Australian Open in 2017.

She gave birth to her daughter in late 2017
and was beaten in the Wimbledon and US Open
finals last year. It was at the latter that she had a

major meltdown during her loss to Naomi Osaka.
With the Australian Open in Melbourne less than
two weeks away, Williams dropped just one set
in her singles matches, although at different times
she seemed to be troubled by a right shoulder
problem and had both ankles strapped.

Her form was patchy across the three
matches, but Williams said the round robin for-
mat of the event was ideal preparation for Mel-
bourne. “It was definitely good to play three
singles matches here, not to mention the mixed,”
she said after her singles match. Williams cruised
through the first set against Boulter, but found a
more competitive opponent in the second. Not
for the first time this week, the frustration of the
American grew as Boulter was able to match her
for winners, with the Brit claiming an early break
in the second game.

Williams immediately broke back, but then
enjoyed a slice of good fortune when her fore-
hand dropped over the net on a Boulter break
point in the fourth game. The set remained on
serve until the tie-break, which Williams domi-
nated. In the men’s singles, the struggling Tiafoe
led 5-3 in the first set, but won just one more
game in losing 7-6 (7/4), 6-0 to Cameron Nor-
rie. The Brits claimed the tie with victory in the
mixed doubles. —AFP

Serena sweeps Hopman Cup, 
Grand Slam record bid looms

PERTH: Serena Williams of the US serves against Katie Boulter of Britain during their ninth session women’s
singles match on day six of the Hopman Cup tennis tournament. —AFP 

Osaka says 
US Open win
has given her
new belief
BRISBANE: Japanese star Naomi Osaka
said her US Open victory in September
had given her the self-belief to be able to
come from behind and win tight matches.
Osaka was speaking after recovering from
losing the first set of her Brisbane Interna-
tional quarter-final to Latvia’s Anastasija
Sevastova yesterday. The world number
five overhauled Sevastova to win 3-6, 6-0,
6-4 and reach the semi-finals of the sea-
son-opening tournament.

“I feel like right now I’m really confi-
dent in myself, and I feel like the off-sea-
son training that I’ve been doing is really
paying off,” she said. “And I’m not sure if I
would have had the same feeling six
months ago. Six months ago I hadn’t won
the US Open.” Osaka’s stunning victory
over Serena Williams at New York’s Flush-
ing Meadows in September sent her pro-
file into the stratosphere, although her
breakthrough win was partially overshad-
owed by Williams’ furious tirade against
the umpire.

Osaka dropped her opening service
game in Brisbane on Thursday, and that
was enough to surrender the first set to
Sevastova. But Osaka came storming back
to win the second with the loss of just five
points. Osaka then broke Sevastova’s serve
to start the deciding set and was able to
hold the advantage, sealing victory with
her 11th ace of the match. The 21-year-old
has enormous power but said she was
tested by Sevastova, who favors angles and
deception over brute force, and who de-
feated her twice last year.

“I just really wanted to play this match
knowing that I would have long rallies and
knowing that she would be hitting tricky
shots,” Osaka said. “So for me, this match
was really important because I think that I
can handle power players pretty well, but
for me it is always harder to hit against
people like her, because I don’t really know
what’s coming next. “So I think that this
match was a good confidence booster.”

Osaka will now play either Lesia
Tsurenko or Anett Kontaveit in the semi-
finals and with the shock loss of defending
champion Elina Svitolina on Wednesday,
she is now the firm favorite for the title.
“My main goal is to show consistency and
I’m really happy with this tournament so
far,” she said. “I (made) the semis or higher
in my last four tournaments, so I think
that’s something that I’m going to keep
trying to do.” —AFP

Nishikori back
to best in win
over Dimitrov
BRISBANE:  Kei Nishikori showed he
was back to his best form as he downed
Bulgaria’s Grigor Dimitrov 7-5, 7-5 to
reach the semi-finals of the Brisbane In-
ternational yesterday. Nishikori proved
too consistent for the Bulgarian in a
high-quality match, securing crucial
breaks at 5-5 in both sets. Afterwards,
the 29-year-old said his goal was to get
back into the top five after seeing his
ranking plummet to 39 in April last year
due to persistent injuries.

“I’m trying to go top five, that’s my
next goal,” Nishikori said. “The last cou-
ple of months of last year I was playing
great tennis and I think I’m doing that
now, this week.” The match was a replay
of the 2017 final, won by Dimitrov in three
sets. But Nishikori turned the tables this
year by returning the Bulgarian’s serve
superbly throughout, putting Dimitrov
under pressure at key moments and
showing fight to come back from 1-4
down in the second set. “I was expecting
to go to a third set — he started playing
better and I was down 4-1,” Nishikori
said. “But I think the last couple of games
I played very solid and I’m very happy.”

He will now play Frenchman Jeremy

Chardy for a place in Sunday’s final and
will go into the match as a firm favorite
following Chardy’s three-set struggle
over qualifier Yasutaka Uchiyama.
Uchiyama, 26, had only won one match on
the main ATP Tour before this week and
pulled off a massive upset when he beat
third seed Kyle Edmund in the second
round. Chardy was not as sharp as he was
during his win over Nick Kyrgios on
Wednesday and was forced to battle for
over two hours before beating Uchiyama
6-4, 3-6, 7-6 (7/4).

Jo-Wilfried Tsonga took advantage of
Rafael Nadal’s withdrawal with a straight
sets win over Japanese lucky loser Taro
Daniel. The Frenchman underwent knee
surgery in April 2018 and missed seven
months of tennis, slipping to a world
ranking of 239 at the year’s end. He was
due to face Nadal in the second round
but when the Spaniard withdrew with a
thigh strain, Daniel came in as a replace-
ment. Tsonga saw off the Japanese chal-
lenge to win 7-6 (7/5), 6-3 and record
his first back-to-back victories since last
February.

“It was, of course, one of my goals to
be able to play two matches in a row,” he
said. “Now the new goal is going to be to
win three matches in a row and be able to
stay healthy. “That’s the most important
for me. Of course, I’m really happy for the
win, but also really happy to be able to
play the next match, too.” He will play ris-
ing Australian star Alex de Minaur in the
quarter-finals.  —AFP


