
SYDNEY: World number one Simona Halep’s prepa-
rations for next week’s Australian Open suffered a
huge setback yesterday when she was bundled out of
the Sydney International, along with fourth seed
Sloane Stephens.

The Romanian hadn’t played since withdrawing from
the WTA Finals in October with a herniated disc, and
was no match for fast-rising Australian Ashleigh Barty,
who scored the biggest win of her career 6-4, 6-4.

Halep, the reigning French Open champion and 2018
Australian Open runner-up, had a bye through to the
second round, meaning she heads to Melbourne Park
for the opening Grand Slam of the year with just one
game under her belt.

“It was a great match after almost four months (since
the last one). I think I played a good level of tennis but I
had no inspiration in some important points,” she said.
“She played really well and deserved to win. But I was
also very close to winning.

“No pain at all, that is a great sign,” she added of her
back. “The tennis is good, I just have to believe in
myself more.” Barty, who ended a breakthrough 2018
with a WTA title in Zhuhai and is now ranked 15,
brought the momentum into the new year and is now in
the quarter-finals, where she will meet either Belgian
10th seed Elise Mertens or Estonian Anett Kontaveit.

She had already accounted for another French Open
winner, Jelena Ostapenko, in the opening round and had
an extra gear against Halep, breaking serve twice to
win the first set.

Halep, without a coach after splitting with Darren
Cahill who wanted to spend more time with his family,
was first to break in the second set and had a chance to

hold for 5-3. But Barty was undaunted, using her signa-
ture court craft to break straight back and secure vic-
tory two games later.

“It was extremely difficult conditions, very swirly
down at court level. So I figured if I’m going to play Sim
anytime, and it’s her first match, it was now. I was very
happy to make the most if it,” said Barty.

“I had nothing to lose out here so I just came out
and played with freedom. I believed I could win.”

Earlier in the week, Halep admitted the back injury
that ended her 2018 season early was “very scary”.
The early finish to 2018 was a disappointing end to a
spectacular season, which saw the 27-year-old secure
the year-end number one ranking for the second year
running.

American world number five Stephens was another
casualty. She narrowly escaped defeat in the first
round, and slumped out to Kazak qualifier Yulia
Putintseva 3-6, 7-6 (7/4), 6-0, meekly surrendering in
the final set.

In other matches yesterday, Switzerland’s Timea
Bacsinszky beat Australia’s Sam Stosur 5-7, 6-4, 6-3
and will meet Aliaksandra Sasnovich of Belarus in the
last eight.

In the men’s draw, third seeded Argentine Diego
Schwartzman booked his place in the quarters by beat-
ing Spain’s Guillermo Garcia-Lopez in two sets. He will
next face Japanese qualifier Yoshihito Nishioka.

Veteran Italian Andreas Seppi is also through to
meet top seed Stefanos Tsitsipas of Greece, while fifth
seeded Alex De Minaur set up an all-Australian last
eight tie with Jordan Thompson. France’s Gilles Simon
will take on another Australian, John Millman. — AFP

Magnificent seven beckons
for Federer, Djokovic
MELBOURNE: Thirtysomethings Roger Federer and Novak Djokovic
share the Australian Open record with six wins, but either could make
history with a magnificent seventh when the first Grand Slam of the
year begins in Melbourne on Monday.

The pair face a stern challenge from youthful force Alexander
Zverev, looking for a first major as the torch-bearer for the next gener-
ation. But there are question marks over the fitness of Rafael Nadal and
Andy Murray, meaning it remains to be seen if all members of the “Big
Four” will again prove a force to be reckoned with.

Twelve months ago Federer rolled back the years once more at the
Rod Laver Arena to beat Marin Cilic in five pulsating sets and lift an
emotional 20th Grand Slam. It put him on a par with other six-time
Australian Open winners Djokovic and Roy Emerson-but the Australian
great’s victories all came before the Open era.

By contrast, the 31-year-old Djokovic endured a miserable early
Melbourne exit, followed by elbow surgery and a string of disappoint-
ing results that saw him drop outside the top 20. But since winning a
fourth Wimbledon in July the Serb rose inexorably back to number
one by losing only three further matches-one of which was to Zverev
at the ATP Finals.

Djokovic won his third US Open in September to put him on 14
Grand Slams-three behind Nadal and six behind Federer. Ageless
Swiss master Federer, now 37, will remain a chief threat to the Serb
but the other two members of the Big Four look to be struggling after
an injury-plagued 2018.

Second-ranked Nadal, 32, pulled out of his Brisbane warm-up
tournament with a thigh strain although he returned for an exhibition
in Sydney and insisted he was healthy. Murray, 31, looked way below
his best in a second-round straight-sets Brisbane defeat to Daniil
Medvedev.

“I think if we are healthy and playing well, the four guys still have
probably the best chance to always win Slams,” said Djokovic. The
Serb warned however that “the next generation is already there” and
picked young guns Zverev of Germany, Borna Coric of Croatia, Karen
Khachanov of Russia and Greece’s Stefano Tsitsipas as key threats to
the Big Four, who have won a staggering 49 of the last 56 Grand
Slams stretching back to 2004.

“It’s just a matter of time when we will see some of them compet-
ing in the last stages of Grand Slams,” said Djokovic. Zverev, 21, starts
the Australian Open full of confidence after an impressive warm-up in
Perth’s mixed teams Hopman Cup, despite his terrible record at
Grand Slams.

The German has never got beyond the third round in Melbourne.
Last year, seeded four, he crashed out in the last 32 to South Korea’s

Chung Hyeon and has only reached one quarter-final in his 14 major
appearances. 

Federer seems to thrive at the start of the year and begins his cam-
paign on the back of winning the Hopman Cup. He is hunting a third
successive Australian Open after last year becoming the oldest world
number one in the 45-year history of the ATP rankings.

“(Pete) Sampras once upon a time said, ‘If you win a Slam, it’s a
good season’,” said Federer, now ranked three, who skipped Roland
Garros and had disappointing exits at Wimbledon and the US Open.

“I played super well in Australia again. So obviously I can’t wait to
go back there. I’m very proud that at 37 I’m still so competitive.”
Murray’s hip surgery meant he played just six events in 2018, and
Nadal’s truncated 2018 campaign was bookended by injuries that
forced to him to retire in both the Australian and US Opens.

But the Spanish king of clay still managed to win five titles including
a record-extending 11th French Open. World number five Argentine
Juan Martin del Potro, beaten by Djokovic in the US Open final, will
miss Melbourne after fracturing his patella in Shanghai in October.

And Cilic, who pushed Federer all the way in the final last year,
heads into the tournament after pulling out of a warm-up event in India
last week with an injured knee. Home fans will look to Alex de Minaur
and Nick Kyrgios, but the latter is searching for form after a troubled
2018 and tumbled out of the Brisbane warm-up, where he was defend-
ing champion, in the second round. — AFP

BERLIN: After a unified Korean women’s ice-
hockey team became a feature of last year’s
Winter Olympics, a men’s team of North and
South Korean players is an unknown factor for
today’s opening game of the world handball
championships.

A unified Korean team, with four players
from the communism-ruled North added to
the 16-strong squad of South Korea players,
face Germany, the co-hosts alongside
Denmark, when the 2019 World Men’s
Handball Championships opens in Berlin today.

The unified Korean women’s ice hockey
team was a colourful attraction at the 2018
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics despite losing
all their games and finishing last. Likewise, the
men’s handball team is not expected to survive
the group stages at the 2019 finals, contested
by 24 teams.

However, the significance of a unified team
playing in Germany’s capital, which celebrates
the 30th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin
Wall this November, is not lost on the Koreans.
“With the fall of the Wall, one went on the path
of peace. We want to show, as a unified team,
that we Koreans can also follow a similar

path,” said the team’s coach Cho Young-shin, a
South Korean.

This will be Korea’s debut at a men’s world
championships and the opening match is a
14,500-seater sell-out in Berlin with millions
expected to tune in on television with
Germany, a handball powerhouse, among the
favourites to win a fourth world title.

“This game is steeped in history and will
bring a lot of attention to our sport,” beamed
Bob Hanning, vice-president of the German
Handball Association (DHB). The Koreans have
been granted special permission by the
International Handball Federation (IHF) to com-
pete and they are the only team allowed to have
20 in their squad, four more than their rivals.

The idea is the brainchild of IHF president
Hassan Moustafa, who invited a unified Korean
team after South Korea qualified for the world
championships by finishing third at the Asian
Cup. The full Korean team first set eyes on
each other just before Christmas on 22
December in Berlin.

“At the first meeting, we were a bit out of
touch with one another”, admitted team cap-
tain Jung Su-young, but his North Korean

team-mate Ri Song Jin said the ice was broken
at an evening team-building event, “since then
we are connected by friendship”.

At least one North Korean player will fea-
ture in each of their five preliminary round
games. The Koreans are in Group A, along-
side reigning world champions France and
European powerhouses Russia, Germany and
Serbia. 

The team will play under the blue and white
flag showing a unified Korea and are an
unknown factor for the Germans, who had
problems getting video footage of the North
Koreans to analyse. “They play a fast ball
game and are tactically very disciplined. They
will be a hard test for us,” said German head
coach Christian Prokop.

Goalkeeper Silvio Heinevetter expects a
tough afternoon after Germany struggled to
beat South Korea four years ago, “it was
extremely unpleasant-these little fast guys are
not as bad as you’d think.”

The IHF invited both German Chancellor
Angela Merkel and North Korea’s leader Kim
Jong Un to the opening match, but neither are
expected the attend. Instead, guests of hon-
our will be Germany’s president Frank-Walter
Steinmeier and Thomas Bach, president of the
International Olympic Committee (IOC), a
keen observer with North and South Korea
having agreed to bid for the 2032 Olympic
Games. — AFP
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Seeds tumble
in Auckland as
brave Ferrer
limps out
WELLINGTON: Top seed John Isner
crashed out of the Auckland Classic
yesterday while a calf injury dashed
four-time champion David Ferrer’s
hopes of a fairytale final appearance in
New Zealand.

Isner was sent packing after fellow
American Taylor Fritz held his nerve in
two tie-breaks to win 7-6 (7/3), 7-6
(7/5), while compatriot Tennys
Sandgren brushed aside third seed
Marco Cecchinato of Italy 6-3, 6-3. 

Second seed Fabio Fognini narrowly
avoided the same fate, with German’s
Peter Gojowczyk taking the match to a
third-set tie-break before the Italian
prevailed 6-2, 3-6, 7-6 (7/5).

The draw-already weakened by the
withdrawal of defending champion
Roberto Bautista Agut, Tomas Berdych
and Gael Monfils-now has only two
seeds remaining in Fognini and Pablo
Carreno Busta of Spain.

Carreno Busta had an armchair ride
into the quarter-finals when Ferrer
succumbed to injury just three games
into their match. Former world number
three Ferrer has retired from Grand
Slams but is making a few appearances
at his favourite ATP tournaments in
2019, with Auckland first on the list.

The 36-year-old looked sharp

against his fellow Spaniard and they
were one game apiece before Ferrer
twisted his leg while hitting a cross-
court forehand. He tried to continue
with strapping on his calf, managing to
win a point on serve before reluctantly
calling it quits.

Ferrer received a standing ovation
at the tournament he described as “a
second home” and said he was sorry
his dream of winning a record fifth title
was over. “Of course it’s disappointing
but don’t worry because I’ve had very
good memories here, I’m very proud”
he told the crowd.

“Remember, I won the last point,”
he joked before limping off centre
court. Isner, a two-time champion in
Auckland, received a bye into the sec-
ond round because of his seeding and
looked rusty as his booming serve
failed to dominate Fritz.

“It feels great. John’s beat me twice
before and I really wanted to get the
win on him” Fritz said after downing
the world number 10.  “We had a lot of
close points... I like to thing one of the
strengths of my game is playing under
pressure and handling those big
moments well.”

Elsewhere, Germany’s Philipp
Kohlschreiber defeated Ugo Humbert of
France 6-4, 6-4 to set up a quarter-final
against Fognini. Britain’s Cameron
Norrie beat Joao Sousa of Portugal 7-6
(7/5), 6-4 and Argentinian Leonardo
Meyer came from behind to down Italy’s
Matteo Berrettini 5-7, 7-6 (7/5), 6-3.

Hometown hope Rubin “Jose”
Statham’s campaign ended when the
New Zealander fell to Jan-Lennard
Struff of Germany 6-2, 6-1. — AFP

SYDNEY: Yulia Putintseva of Kazakhstan hits a return to Sloane Stephens of the US in their women’s singles second
round match at the Sydney International tennis tournament in Sydney yesterday. — AFP

Novak Djokovic

Trick serve
gives Tomic
advantage 
over Kyrgios
MELBOURNE: Bernard Tomic won the
battle of Australia’s tennis bad boys with a
comical trick serve through his legs at the
Kooyong Classic yesterday, as he and
opponent Nick Kyrgios both talked up
their chances at the Australian Open.

The world number 83’s good-natured
6-3, 6-4 victory over his longtime friend
Kyrgios ended with a flourish when he
sent down the sneaky serve, while bounc-
ing another ball, on match point. It caught
the relaxed Kyrgios completely off guard,
and left him laughing and shaking his head.

The collegial battle between the two
showmen, who have both struggled with
motivational difficulties, was a crowd
pleaser and they were happy afterwards
to talk up their chances at the opening
Grand Slam of the year next week.

“We’ve both made deep runs at the
Open,” said Kyrgios, pointing to his 2015
quarter-final and Tomic’s three fourth
rounds. “It’s looking good for Australia, we
have a lot of players, all playing with dif-
ferent style, but looking strong.”

As for his own chances at his home
Slam, Kyrgios had limited advice. “I guess
it’s not doing what I’ve been doing,” said a
player who quit the 2018 season in
October with an elbow injury and then
played basketball and worked with his
charity in the off-season.

“Maybe when I reach the second week
of a major, I just play better. I have to raise
my game and play better at the end of the
day. “I’ve been doing all the right things for
next week, ticked all the boxes, got the
body right.

“I feel like a veteran at this stage, I just
need to make sure the body is right.” Like
Kyrgios, now ranked 51, Tomic has fallen in
and out of love with the sport. A year ago,
he could not even qualify for Melbourne
Park, advising media after a loss that he
could be found “counting my millions.”

That bad attitude lasted through his
aborted three-day run in the South African
jungle in an Aussie celebrity survival series
a month later. Chastened somewhat, Tomic
began to rebuild his game last season,
winning his first title since 2015 at
Chengdu last September and he appears
to be carrying that momentum forward.

“I’m just doing what I need to do.
My attitude to tennis is the same
whether I won or lose,” he said. “My
target is to make another Grand Slam
quarter-final, maybe even a semi. I need
to be healthy to have a good year. I’m
okay now (with tennis).” —AFP

Unified Korea men’s handball team
keep rivals guessing at world champs


