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MELBOURNE: Serena Williams denied yesterday her bid
for a record-equalling 24th Grand Slam title was a dis-
traction as her Australian Open campaign launched with
a straight sets mauling of Germany’s Tatjana Maria.

In an ominous warning to her rivals at Melbourne
Park, the American dismantled Maria 6-0, 6-2 in only 49
minutes, justifying her status as bookies’ favourite to
claim an eighth Australian title. The 37-year-old won her
23rd major Down Under two years ago while eight weeks
pregnant and is now attempting to match Margaret
Court’s mark of 24 singles Slams on the Australian’s home
soil. Williams said she was not dwelling on the bid for his-
tory, which would confirm her status as the greatest play-
er of all time. “I have been going for the record what
seems like forever now, so it doesn’t feel any different,”
she said. Her 2017 triumph in Melbourne gave her the
outright Open-era record for singles majors ahead of
Steffi Graf’s 22, leaving only Court’s tally of 24 titles — 13
of which were earned in the amateur era before 1968 —
for her to chase.

It was Williams’ first outing on tour since her infamous
meltdown at the umpire while losing the US Open final to
Naomi Osaka in September. “I, like, literally have no com-
ment,” she responded when asked about the controversy,
which split opinion in the tennis world.

She was unfailingly polite to the chair umpire at
Melbourne Park and the centre court crowd greeted her
warmly, cheering as she walked out. There was further
applause when she removed her black warm-up jacket to
reveal her outfit for the tournament-a jade-green jump-
suit matched with fishnet stockings. “It’s a Serena-tard,”
she said when asked to describe the garment.

‘Right direction’ 
Her demeanour was steely but calm once play began

and the American swatted aside her opponent with ease,
making a mockery of her 16th seeding at this year’s tour-

nament. She won her first service game to love then
effortlessly broke Maria’s serve, blasting winners seem-
ingly as will as she claimed the first set 6-0 in just 18 min-
utes. She eased up slightly in the second set against
someone she described as “incredibly tricky”, with Maria
snatching two games before succumbing to inevitable
defeat. It was small consolation for the German, a neigh-
bour of Williams at Palm Beach, Florida, who left the
court in tears after the drubbing.

“I’m glad that I was able to come out and do what I
needed to do...  I feel like I’m in the right direction. We’ll
see,” she said. The win sets up an enticing second-round
clash with Canada’s Eugenie Bouchard.

The former Wimbledon finalist is on the comeback
trail after sliding down the rankings and posted a com-
prehensive 6-2, 6-1 win over China’s Peng Shuai in the
opening round. Williams has won her two previous meet-
ings with Bouchard but was wary of the 24-year-old’s
fighting qualities. “She does everything well, and I really
like that she doesn’t quit,” she said. “People write her off
and she doesn’t let that bother her. She continues to fight
and do what she needs to do. I think that’s really good.”

Earlier, Japanese fourth seed Naomi Osaka overcame
a nervous start and distraction from flying bugs to ease
into the Australian Open second round yesterday. The US
Open champion downed Magda Linette of Poland 6-4, 6-
2 in just under an hour to set up a meeting with Tamara
Zidansek of Slovakia in the next round.

“I felt really nervous walking onto the court but then
when I started playing I just felt really happy and grateful
that I’m able to play in front of such a great crowd,” she
said of her experience on Rod Laver Arena.

The 21-year-old said she enjoyed the warm Australian
conditions but had to call for a ballboy’s help when a bug
was fluttering on court as she prepared to serve for the
match. “I’m not really that great at catching them, I’d
accidentally squish it maybe, so it’s probably not a good

idea” she said. Osaka quickly put aside her brush with
Australian wildlife and sealed the match with an ace. It
was one of six aces she fired down during the match,
declaring herself happy with the way she was overcom-
ing jitters about her serve at the season-opening Grand
Slam.  “There’s always a concern for me when I serve, and
I have to fix this,” she said. “Sometimes I don’t know how
I’m going to feel when I step onto the line. Some days are
really good, then some days are shaky.”

Osaka could seal her stratospheric rise by becoming
world number one with a run deep into the tournament, but

she said such concerns had not crossed her mind. “For me,
that’s not really my goal,” she said. “I just want to play well
in this tournament. I’ll see how my ranking is after. Rankings
were never that much of a concern for me.” Bookies have
installed her as second favourite to lift the Australian title
after Serena Williams, who she beat in last year’s US Open
final, sparking the American’s infamous meltdown at the
umpire. While the controversy overshadowed Osaka’s
breakthrough moment, she has appeared comfortable in
the spotlight and says she is feeling no extra pressure at
Melbourne as a Grand Slam champion. — AFP

Serena opens bid for Slam 
history with crushing win

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic began his bid for
a record seventh Australian Open title in emphatic
fashion yesterday, crushing 230th-ranked
American Mitchell Krueger to set up a showdown
with Jo-Wilfried Tsonga.

The world number one had reached the
Australian Open second round for 13 consecutive
years and that streak was never threatened by the
qualifier, who caved in 6-3, 6-2, 6-2 on Rod Laver
Arena. Djokovic, appearing in his 300th Grand
Slam match, did drop his second service game to
go 1-2 behind in the first set but broke back imme-
diately and went on to record his 259th match win
in a major against a gritty but outclassed oppo-
nent. “Playing him for the first time I didn’t know
what to expect,” said the Serbian top seed. “He
was very competitive and I had to work hard.”

Djokovic closed out last season magnificently,
making an astonishing climb back from outside the
world’s top 20 in June, winning Wimbledon and the
US Open on the way to reclaiming the number one
ranking in November.

It was a stark contrast to the way he exited
Melbourne a year ago at the hands of South
Korea’s Chung Hyeon in the last 16.  He then strug-
gled as elbow surgery was followed by a string of
poor results.

“It feels great to be healthy and back on this
court again,” Djokovic told reporters. “Twelve
months ago it was quite a different sensation on
the court with the elbow injury. Twelve months for-
ward, obviously things are quite different.

“I had a tremendous success in the last six
months. It got me to a great position. Hopefully I
can follow up on this victory tonight with a good
performance.” Djokovic will take a trip down
memory lane next when he plays old foe Tsonga in
the second round. 

Frenchman Tsonga was on the losing side in the
2008 Australian Open final as Djokovic won his
first of 14 Grand Slams. “It’s funny, I mean, 11 years
after our first Grand Slam final here, it feels like a
lot has happened for both of us,” said Djokovic.

Former world number four Tsonga missed seven
months of 2018 after knee surgery and needed a
wildcard to get into the tournament after his rank-
ing dropped outside the top 200. “He also strug-
gled with injuries lately. It’s good to see him play-
ing well,” said Djokovic.

The unseeded 33-year-old, who has also
reached five Grand Slam semi-finals in his career,
will be a dangerous opponent, having enjoyed a
run to the last four in his comeback tournament at
Brisbane. “Just very powerful, serve, forehand, big
weapons,” acknowledged Djokovic.  “I know what
to expect. I’ve played him many times. I lost to him,
as well. In this court, as well, in Rod Laver I think
back in 2010.

“I’m going to approach it as any other match, to
be honest. Really optimistic, but also respectful,
trying to do whatever I can to win it.” The super-
star Serb is right to be cautious. Tsonga is one of
only three players to have recorded wins against
Djokovic, Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal while
the they were ranked number one. The other two
are Andy Murray and Juan Martin del Potro. —AFP

Emphatic Djokovic 
lines up Tsonga 
Aussie Open
showdown

MELBOURNE: Serena Williams of the US hits a return against Germany’s Tatjana Maria during their women’s sin-
gles match on day two of the Australian Open tennis tournament in Melbourne yesterday. — AFP

Osaka beats the bugs to power into Open second round

MELBOURNE: World number one Simona Halep
admitted she was struggling for form after narrowly
surviving a first-round scare at the Australian Open
yesterday, saying she had “no expectations” about how
far she can go at the season-opening Grand Slam.

The Romanian had to dig deep for a come-from-
behind win against Kaia Kanepi, the unseeded Estonian
who dumped her from last year’s US Open first round.
Halep said she was proud of the fight she showed
grinding out a 6-7 (2/7), 6-4, 6-2 victory, but conceded
it was not the type of performance expected of the top
seed and French Open champion.

“I’m just happy that I could win,” she said. “Nothing
else matters because I’m not at the highest level of my
tennis.  “I’m just trying to feel good on court and to
improve day by day.” The 27-year-old showed no sign
of the back injury that ended her season prematurely
last year, instead she simply struggled to cope with the
Estonian’s powerful groundstrokes. “At one point I
didn’t know what to do anymore because the ball was
coming so strong,” she said. 

“I just thought I have to be strong on the legs, to be
there closer to the line. If I went back, I would not have
a chance to return the balls.” Halep came to Melbourne
Park on a five-match losing streak, equalling the worst
run of her career.

Her horror show at Flushing Meadows would have
been repeated if Kanepi had not undermined her own
cause with a mammoth 62 unforced errors and five
double faults. The Estonian outgunned Halep with 40
winners to 25, underlining her opponent’s recent strug-
gles. Expectations for her Australian campaign were
initially high after she lost an epic final to Caroline
Wozniacki last year. Halep later admitted the defeat

“broke me a little bit” until she claimed her own maiden
Slam at Roland Garros.

But the back injury, poor form and an amicable split
from Australian coach Darren Cahill-who left to spend
more time with his family-have shaken her confidence.
She said Melbourne Park seemed “weird and tough”
without her local mentor, although they had been in
contact since she arrived in Australia.

She said there was no hurry to find a replacement.
“I’m just chilling for the moment and we will see after
this tournament,” she said. “I have no expectations
because I’m not at the highest level. But I’m motivated.

So it’s just kind of taking out the pressure a little bit.”
Halep said her relaxed attitude was partly because

she had an extended off-season and arrived in Australia
later than usual. “I had a normal life for two months,
which is great,” she said, explaining she was “exhaust-
ed” after last season’s breakthrough efforts.

She insisted she was unconcerned about losing the
number one ranking if she failed to go deep in the tour-
nament. “It’s not in my mind,” she said. “I finished three
years at number one, the ranking doesn’t matter any-
more. “I play tennis because I like it. Now my challenge
is to win every match I play.” — AFP

Top seed Halep cools 
Open expectations 
after early scare

MELBOURNE: Romania’s Simona Halep hits a return against Estonia’s Kaia Kanepi during their women’s singles
match on day two of the Australian Open tennis tournament in Melbourne yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: The head of Japan’s Olympic Committee yester-
day denied involvement in a suspect payment made before
Tokyo was awarded the 2020 Games, while apologising
for any possible impact on the hosting of the event.

French investigating magistrates have indicted
Tsunekazu Takeda as they probe two payments of 2.8 mil-
lion Singapore dollars ($2.1 million) made before the
Japanese capital was chosen to host the Olympics.

During a nationally televised news conference lasting
only seven minutes, Takeda said: “I was never involved in
any decision-making process” over the payment.

Takeda added that he had already protested his inno-
cence during questioning by French authorities in Paris on
December 10. He also said the payment was not corruption
but “a consultancy contract signed through appropriate
approval procedures”. “I’m very sorry that this trouble
could possibly affect the Olympic movement,” he added,
vowing to co-operate with the authorities.

He did not take questions from reporters after making
his statement, which was similar to remarks he made on
Friday when the charges filed last month emerged.

The affair comes as an unwelcome distraction for 2020
organisers, who have been widely praised for being ahead
of schedule with 18 months to go until the opening cere-
mony next July. In a statement, Tokyo 2020 said it had “no
means of knowing the bid committee’s activities”, which
occurred before the organising committee was set up.

“We believe that the Games were awarded to Tokyo

because the city presented the best bid,” the statement
added. “There are just 18 months to go until the Tokyo
2020 Games and we intend to carry on preparing for
them.” Education Minister Masahiko Shibayama, whose
ministry supervises the nation’s sports activities, called on
Takeda to help lift suspicions by giving clear explanations.

“All we have to do is to go ahead with preparations so
that the Tokyo Olympics and Paralympics can be an event
to be celebrated,” Shibayama told a separate news confer-
ence. The case comes at a delicate time in Franco-
Japanese relations, with the arrest and continued detention
of Renault boss Carlos Ghosn on alleged financial miscon-
duct charges sparking criticism overseas of Japan’s legal
system. A request for Ghosn to be freed on bail was
rejected on Tuesday, dashing the tycoon’s hopes of an ear-
ly release. The 71-year-old Takeda, a former Olympic
showjumper who led Japan’s campaign to win the Games,
is also a member of the International Olympic Committee
(IOC). The IOC’s ethics committee has said it will continue
to “watch the situation” but stressed that Takeda was
innocent until proven guilty.—AFP

NEW DELHI: The International Cricket Council
yesterday named Manu Sawhney its new chief
executive officer to replace David Richardson,
who will step down after the World Cup in July.
The 52-year-old Indian will join ICC from next
month before formally taking over the reins later
this year from Richardson, a former South Africa
wicketkeeper-batsman.

Sawhney, a former chief executive of Singapore
Sports Hub and managing director of ESPN Star
Sports, is also a non-executive director and mem-
ber of the audit committee of Manchester United
Limited.

ICC chairman Shashank Manohar ratified
Sawhney’s appointment after consulting with the
nominations committee. “I am delighted to confirm
Manu’s appointment today,” Manohar said in a
statement.

“He brings 22 years of outstanding commercial
experience to the ICC and will lead the delivery of
our new global growth strategy for the game.”
“Our search produced a host of excellent candi-
dates from around the world, but Manu stood out
as the man to work with our Members and take
cricket forward.—AFP
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