
SYDNEY: Petra Kvitova outlasted Ashleigh Barty in a
final-set tiebreak to win the Sydney International for the
second time yesterday. The Czech 2015 champion and
fifth seed fought back from dropping the opening set and
an early break in the final set to beat the top-ranked
Aussie, 1-6, 7-5, 7-6 (7/3) in two hours 19 minutes.

It was a gutsy performance from the two-time
Wimbledon champion who only finished her semi-final
against Aliaksandra Sasnovich in the early hours of yes-
terday. Kvitova had beaten Barty both the previous times
they played, including in the Birmingham final in 2017,
but she had to dig deep to win her eighth straight final,
coming back from an 0-3 deficit in the final set.

“I left everything out there. I was cramping in the end.
It wasn’t the best,” Kvitova said. “She’s Aussie, so she
used to these conditions. I played three times in the
night, so for me it was totally different conditions, which
from the beginning I feel very, very slow.

“So it just took me a while to get used to the rhythm
and get back to the play. “It was such a great final. It was
a big fight until the end. That’s the way a final should be.”
Kvitova prevailed despite her serve being broken six
times in the match but she finished with 31 winners to
Barty’s 23.

Barty raced through the opening set after breaking
the big-serving Kvitova in the first game on back-to-
back double faults. Kvitova began to hit her spots with
her powerful groundstrokes in the second set and broke
Barty for 6-5 and then served out the set in the next
game with a backhand winner that clipped the back of
the baseline on her second set point.

Barty broke early to lead 3-0 in the final set, but
Kvitova broke back in the fifth game to level at 3-3.
Barty saved four break points in the ninth game but with
the break in hand, Kvitova couldn’t serve out the match.
She broke again in the 11th game but began to struggle
physically and back-to-back double faults took the

deciding set to a tiebreak.
The Czech fired a running cross-court forehand win-

ner on match point to claim her 26th career title and a
sixth WTA title in the past 12 months. “Of course, it’s
tough to take. It’s been a hell of a week. I mean, I couldn’t
have left anything more out on the court,” Barty said.

“Petra came up with the goods when she needed it
today. Sometimes when you play Petra, you have those
matches where a lot of the time it’s out of my control.” 

Earlier, Australian teenager Alex De Minaur won two
matches in a day to claim his first career ATP title at the
Sydney International yesterday. De Minaur, 19 and ranked
29, conquered the fresher Italian Andreas Seppi 7-5, 7-6
(7/5) in the final after overcoming Frenchman Gilles Simon
in a rain-postponed semi-final earlier in the day.

De Minaur’s triumph made him the youngest winner
of the Sydney tournament since his mentor Lleyton
Hewitt claimed it as a 19-year-old in 2001. Sydney-born
De Minaur is the first Australian champion at the 134-
year tournament since Bernard Tomic in 2013.

“It’s crazy that this actually happened,” De Minaur
told the crowd shortly after his victory. “I thought it
wouldn’t happen. Third time lucky, and you guys don’t
know how much it means to do it in front of all you guys,
in front of my home.”

In his second straight Sydney final, the fifth seed won
75 percent of first-serve points to improve on his run-
ner-up finish to Russian Daniil Medvedev last year. De
Minaur has soared 208 places to 29 in the ATP Rankings
and was named ATP Newcomer of the Year after earning
28 tour-level victories throughout his 2018 campaign.

After conceding a break of serve in the opening game
of the match, De Minaur levelled the opening set at 3-3.
The first set appeared to be heading towards a tie-break
until De Minaur broke in the 12th game, attacking Seppi’s
forehand to force errors and earn short balls in return
from his opponent.

Seppi was again the first to strike in the second set.
The Italian earned his first break point of the set before
capitalising on a De Minaur double-fault to lead 4-3. But
the Australian youngster broke back for 4-4 as Seppi

made consecutive groundstroke errors. In the tie-break,
De Minaur recovered from a mini-break down three
times, before clinching the title on his first championship
point as Seppi netted a backhand. —AFP

Kerber 
keeping Open 
expectations
in check
MELBOURNE: Wimbledon champion
Angelique Kerber yesterday said her
confidence and motivation were sky
high and her form good, but she is
thinking no further than round one of
the opening Grand Slam of the year.

Despite her reticence to look too far
forward, the world number two is seen
as one of the favourites for the
Australian Open crown, carrying good
momentum into the tournament after a
stellar 2018. The 30-year-old has the
experience to make another deep run at
Melbourne Park, having won in 2016.

“Now we have a new season com-
ing, and the motivation is really high
again,” she said ahead of her first
round clash with Poland’s Polona

Hercog. “You know, for me it’s impor-
tant to be going on court and trying to
make the transit from my practice ses-
sions to the match ones. 

“I was really working hard in the pre-
season, and now I’m really looking for-
ward to having the competition and
playing matches again,” added the
German star. Kerber fell to world num-
ber one Simona Halep 9-7 in the third
set of an epic semi-final battle last year
but was not prepared to outline her
aspirations for 2019.

“I’m not putting too much expecta-
tion on me, with the results and every-
thing like that,” she said. “I’m here to,
like always at the Grand Slams, find my
rhythm, play the first round, try to do my
best, then look day by day. 

“I know that I am playing good right
now, that I had good matches, that I
have the confidence. But still it’s not
easy being here. The tournament starts
from zero.” Kerber is working with new
coach Rainer Schuttler, who reached the
Australian Open final in 2003 where he
lost to Andre Agassi. 

German Tennis Association’s Barbara
Rittner, who helped develop Kerber as a

teenager, said recently that Schuttler
would add more “daring” to her game.
Kerber said he was her first coach who
actually played at the top level, and this
was proving invaluable.

“He knows how it is to being under

pressure, to having emotions on court.
He understands my thinking,” she said.
“You know, on court he is also a hard
worker. He loves the sport like me, we
are both really trying to do our best. We
have the passion.” — AFP

S p o r t s Sunday, January 13, 2019

25

Petra Kvitova digs deep to 
outlast Barty in Sydney final

De Minaur downs Seppi to win first ATP title at Sydney

Established 1961 

New kid Zverev 
sad at ‘coolest 
dude’ Murray 
quitting tennis
MELBOURNE: Brightest new kid on the block
Alexander Zverev said yesterday he was sad to
hear “super nice” Andy Murray say the Australian
Open could be his last tournament. Murray on
Friday shocked the tennis world by declaring that
his chronic hip pain had not been eased by surgery
a year ago and he could end his storied career in
Melbourne next week.

World number four Zverev is the flag-bearer for
the next generation of stars, having beaten Roger
Federer and Novak Djokovic to win the biggest
crown of his career at the ATP Finals last year.

And he said he would always appreciate what
the 31-year-old three-times Grand Slam winner
Murray had done for the sport and new players like
himself as they emerge on tour. “Obviously he’s one
of the best guys on tour outside the court. He’s
always super nice to be around, super nice to kind
of be in the locker room with,” Zverev told
reporters at Melbourne Park.

“The media always kind of puts him as a boring
guy who doesn’t give interviews well or something
like that. No, he’s actually one of the funniest and
coolest dudes out there. “We as players, well, you
can see how much we really like, really appreciate
what he’s done.”

Zverev said despite his stellar 2018 season he
had little expectation coming into the season’s first
Grand Slam, having only ever reached one quarter-
final in 14 previous appearances at the majors.

“I’ve never been past the third round (in
Melbourne), so we’ll see how it goes,” said the
young star who faces Slovenia’s Aljaz Bedene in the
first round. “But I just want to enjoy being here. I
just want to enjoy playing as much as I can. I just
want to enjoy playing in the biggest stadiums,
playing in the biggest matches.

“Once I learn how to really enjoy it and really
find fun in what I do, I think everything else will
take care of itself.” World number two Rafael
Nadal has endured some epic encounters with
Murray down the years and said he had felt for the
Brit after his jaw-dropping, tear-filled press con-
ference on Friday.

“Yeah, of course it is very bad news,” said the
Spanish 17-times Grand Slam champion.  “But
being honest, when you are going on court every
day without the clear goal because you cannot
move well, you have pain, then is a moment to take
a decision.”

Nadal, 32, gave a heartfelt tribute to his long-
standing rival and recognised that with Federer
now aged 37 and Djokovic 31, the era of the “big
four” was drawing to a close. “It will be a very
important loss for us, for the world of tennis, for the
tour, for the fans, even for the rivals that have been
part of a great rivalry between the best players for
a long time, and a great competitor. But that’s life.
“We will miss him. But today is him. Tomorrow
another one. We are not 20 anymore.”

Nick Kyrgios had been one of the first to pay
tribute to Murray on social media and told
reporters Saturday: “He’s a legend. Someone that
everyone could relate to, especially myself.
Everyone knows how sad it is.” — AFP

SYDNEY: Petra Kvitova of the Czech Republic (R) holds the trophy with Australia’s Ashleigh Barty after winning in
the women’s final match at the Sydney International tennis tournament in Sydney yesterday. — AFP

MELBOURNE: Angelique Kerber of Germany hits a backhand return during a training ses-
sion in Melbourne yesterday, ahead of the Australian Open tennis tournament. —AFP

Quick learner Halep 
ready for Slam 
crown number two
MELBOURNE: World number one Simona Halep
yesterday admitted losing the 2018 Australian Open
final was a painful moment, but it taught her how to
better handle pressure situations which she has since
put to good use.

The Romanian was targeting a first ever Grand
Slam title in that match against Caroline Wozniacki
and looked on track to win before folding in the third
set. Halep had won her service game and then broke
the Dane to get a 4-3 lead.

She served for what would have been a 5-3 advan-
tage but Wozniacki broke then held serve for lead 5-
4. The fired-up Dane went on to break again and win
7-6 (7/2), 3-6, 6-4, leaving Halep crushed.

“I didn’t want to think that much about that
match because it was really painful to lose it,” she
said at Melbourne Park when asked to reflect on
what went wrong. “But I learned some things from
that match. That break (at 4-3) broke me a little bit
in that moment. 

“Now I know how to manage better if that happens
again.  “She was better at that moment and maybe
fresher than me because I played so many long
matches before. She was actually less tired than me
and deserved to win. She was stronger,” she added.

A gutsy Halep took what she learned into the next
major of the year, the French Open, and made no
similar mistakes, romping through the third set of the
final 6-1 against Sloane Stephens to finally clinch her
maiden Slam title.

“It made a big difference (because) I can say inside
myself I did what I wanted to do. I won a Grand Slam
finally,” said the 27-year-old. “Now I can say I’m a
real number one Before I said without a Grand Slam,
you are not a real number one. 

“I’m happy. I’m enjoying the time. Everything
I’ve done last year made me be more relaxed,” she
added. The stellar year saw Halep end 2018 as the
world number one, despite her season ending early

in October when she suffered a herniated disc in
her back.

She called the injury “very scary” and literally did
nothing for six weeks to get over it. But the lay-off
means she will start her Australian Open campaign
against Estonia’s Kaia Kanepi with limited court time
after crashing out of the warm-up Sydney
International at the first hurdle.

Despite playing just one game since October,
Halep insisted she was fit and ready to go. “I practised
very well these past few days. I’m looking forward
actually to the start. But I have three more days, so I
will chill another day, then I will start to be focused for
what I have to do during the match,” she said.

Along with the injury, another low point of 2018
was losing coach Darren Cahill, who left to spend
more time with his family. Halep said the team around
her was close-knit and finding a suitable replacement
was not easy.

But she suggested that could change soon. “Every
time you commit to someone in your team, you have
to give 100 percent. So I was not ready in the off-sea-
son,” she said of hiring a new coach.

“Now I’m feeling that I’m getting better. As I say
always, at this level it is impossible without coach. So
maybe in the close future I will have someone. But for
the moment, I’m just by myself.” — AFP

Simona Halep

Shy Osaka
working to be
more mature
MELBOURNE: US Open winner Naomi Osaka
admitted yesterday that she was naturally shy and
said one of her key goals in the off-season had
been to work on her confidence and become more
mature.

The likable 21-year-old Japanese was catapult-
ed into the global spotlight when she won the US
Open last year, beating Serena Williams, whose
tantrum at the umpire in the final almost overshad-
owed her achievement.

The breakthrough made her a new standard
bearer for tennis in her homeland, Asia and the next
generation of women, and she is working hard on
living up to the hype. While focusing on her game
during the off-season, she has also been concen-
trating on better dealing with the off-court respon-
sibilities that come with being a major winner.

“For me one of my biggest goals is to be more
mature, like to mature as a person,” she said ahead
of her opening round clash at the Australian Open
against Poland’s Magda Linette next week. “And I
feel like in a way I am, but in other parts I’m very,
like, three years old mentality, you know? I feel
like just levelling that out is one of my biggest
goals I had during the off-season.”

Winning in Flushing Meadows has meant Osaka
now has to do far more media, and her confidence
in that department is growing. But she admits to
still struggling in one-on-one situations. “I mean, in
press I feel comfortable because I’m being asked
questions,” she said, when it was noted that she
seems more relaxed in media conferences.

“But you know when you have to do small
talk, like, ‘hello, how are you?’, after that, I don’t
know what to do.” Asked what she does in those
situations, she replied: “I go, ‘uhm, okay’, then I
walk away.  —AFP


