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NEW YORK: Novak Djokovic will play Daniil
Medvedev to try and complete the first men’s sin-
gles calendar-year Grand Slam since 1969 after
defeating Tokyo Olympic champion Alexander
Zverev in Friday’s US Open semi-finals.

Top-ranked Djokovic outlasted the German
fourth seed 4-6, 6-2, 6-4, 4-6, 6-2 to reach today’s
championship match at Arthur Ashe Stadium
against Russian second seed Medvedev. “I’m going
to treat the next match like it’s the last match of my
career,” Djokovic said.

One more victory will give the 34-year-old
Serbian star the first calendar-year Slam since Rod
Laver accomplished it 52 years ago. “There is only
one more match left. All
in. Let’s do it,” Djokovic
said. “I’m going to put my
heart and my soul and my
body and my head into
that one.”

Djokovic seeks his
fourth career US Open
title and his 21st overall
Slam crown, which would
lift him one above the all-
time record he shares with
Rafael Nadal and Roger
Federer, both absent with injuries. “These are the
moments we live for,” Djokovic said. “These are the
kind of unique opportunities we dream of when we
are looking for motivation.”

Australian legend Laver, 83, was in the stands to
watch as Djokovic took a measure of revenge for
Zverev, 24, beating him in an Olympic semi-final,
denying Djokovic’s bid for a “Golden Slam” with a
Tokyo gold medal. “I knew coming onto the court it
was going to be a great battle,” Djokovic said.
“Alexander is a big champion. He’s someone I
admire on and off the court.”

Medvedev, the 2019 US Open runner-up,
defeated Canadian 12th seed Felix Auger-Aliassime

6-4, 7-5, 6-2 to reach his third career Slam final. “I
don’t think I played my best today but I’m really
happy to be in the final,” Medvedev said.

Djokovic is the oldest US Open finalist since
Andre Agassi at 35 in 2005 and could be the oldest
US Open champion since Ken Rosewall at 35 in
1970. By beating Zverev, Djokovic matched
Federer’s all-time record of 31 men’s Slam final
appearances. Djokovic is 20-10 in major finals. The
final is a rematch of February’s Australian Open
final won by Djokovic in straight sets. Medvedev
trails Djokovic 5-3 in their all-time rivalry.

“If I can make this, I’ll probably be in the history
books a little bit somewhere like not letting him do

this,” Medvedev said. “But
I don’t really care about it.
I think it’s more about
him, that it affects him. I’m
just going to throw it
everything and I’m defi-
nitely not going to be
thinking about Grand
Slam or whatever.”

Djokovic has won 27
consecutive Slam match-
es, three shy of his all-
time record streak from

2015 and 2016 when he won all four major titles in
a row. Zverev, last year’s US Open runner-up, saw
his 16-match win streak end.

In the fifth set, Djokovic broke after an extended
rally with a forehand passing winner to 2-0 and
Zverev swatted back-to-back forehands long to go
down 4-0. Djokovic broke again in the eighth to
book his date with history after three hours and 34
minutes.

Djokovic double-faulted away a break in the
ninth game and Zverev held to claim the first set in
36 minutes. Having dropped the first set for the
fourth consecutive match, Djokovic dominated the
second, never facing a break point.

A 10th-game groundstrokes battle in the third
set saw a 53-shot rally ended by a Zverev forehand
winner to save set point and draw a roar from the
crowd, but Djokovic hit an overhead smash on the
next point for the break to capture the set. In the
fourth, Zverev broke to 2-1 with a forehand winner
and held from there.

Breaking mentally
Auger-Aliassime lost two set points and was

broken in the ninth game of the second set and

Medvedev broke again at love on the way to taking
the set to seize command of the match. “I knew I
had to do everything at my best because at that
point in the match I knew I could break him men-
tally and that’s what happened,” Medvedev said.

In all Medvedev took 11 of the final 13 games,
ending matters with an overhead smash after two
hours and four minutes. “I had to play my best level
and even better if I wanted to get a chance to win,”
Auger-Aliassime said. “I didn’t do it long enough.
Overall Daniil was the better player.” —AFP
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NEW YORK: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic celebrates after winning his 2021 US Open Tennis tournament men’s
semifinal match against Germany’s Alexander Zverev at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center
in New York, on Friday. —AFP

Superstitions keep
Fernandez’s dad 
from US Open
NEW YORK: Jorge Fernandez did not
attend his daughter Leylah’s all-teen
US Open final showdown yesterday
with Britain’s Emma Raducanu over
fears about messing with routines that
are working. Fernandez, a former
footballer from Ecuador who became
a tennis coach for his daughter,
watched from home in Florida as he
has for two weeks when 19-year-old
Fernandez met 18-year-old qualifier
Raducanu for the title.

“No, I’m not going to be there,”
Fernandez told US Open reporters on
a conference call before the match.
“I’m extremely superstitious. My
daughter is as well. “I’ve been using
the same shampoo on game day, kind
of using the same jeans on game day, I
think the same socks and underwear
— it’s taken to a completely different
level. It’s nothing new. You do your
shoelaces a certain way. Leylah and I
have always when we figured out
what’s working, we don’t mess with it.

It’s working, so let’s not ruin it.”
Raducanu is the first qualifier to

ever reach a Grand Slam final while
Fernandez ousted three of the world’s
top five to reach the final. “You’re
playing another warrior in front of
you. I don’t think the age, who it is or
the ranking should even matter,”
Fernandez said. “It’s a finals. Let’s
leave it all on the table. Let’s sweat it
all out. Let’s make sure that no matter
how it finishes, there are no regrets.”

He painfully recalls the last time he
watched Leylah in a final. “It was
Acapulco when she made it to the
finals and she lost it,” Jorge Fernandez
said. “I was hating myself for a good
two months afterwards. I didn’t really
want to talk about it. They say, ‘C’mon,
it’s just a game, she made it to the
finals.’ But inside me it’s like, ‘No, I
shouldn’t have shown up. I shouldn’t
have been there.’ It’s really about
superstition. She knows I’m supporting
her from afar. I’m in her heart and she’s
in mine. Everybody who has seen it
from the stadium, fantastic. But I’m
going to look at her right across the
kitchen table when we’re going to have
dinner and we’re going to be OK.”

They’re also in touch often, with
Leylah getting calls on a schedule, the

night before a match for plans, the
next morning for workout needs and
for the pre-match pep talk. “It’s more
based on sentiments and emotions,”
he said. “It’s almost like a virtual hug
and a kiss. ‘Good luck, you know what
to do.’ It’s more of a motivating con-
versation. What I say is what I’m feel-

ing in the moment, what I’m feeling
from her.”

It’s a final boost for the mental for-
titude Fernandez shows on court.
“She’s just unbelievable with her
mindset right now. She shows so much
fight,” he said. “But she is human, and
she does feel those emotions.” —AFP

NEW YORK: Canada’s Leylah Fernandez hits a return to Belarus’s Aryna
Sabalenka during their 2021 US Open Tennis tournament women’s semifi-
nal match at the USTA Billie Jean King National Tennis Center in New York,
on Thursday. —AFP

Toyota makes history
with 24 Hours of
Le Mans victory
LE MANS: Toyota celebrated another spectacular
result recently with a one-two victory in the iconic
24 Hours of Le Mans. Mike Conway, Kamui
Kobayashi and Jose Maria Lopez finally won at Le
Mans for the first time in the No. 7 GR010 Hybrid
Electric Vehicle (HEV). The World Champions start-
ed from pole position and led for the majority of the
race, completing 371 laps and securing GAZOO
Racing’s fourth consecutive victory at the legendary
Circuit de la Sarthe.

Last year’s winners Sebastien Buemi, Kazuki
Nakajima and Brendon Hartley completed a perfect
result for the team by finishing second in the No 8
GR010 HEV. GAZOO Racing (GR) has now won all
four races of the 2021 FIA World Endurance
Championship (WEC) so far during the new GR010
HEV’s debut season.

An incident-packed 24 hours began on a wet
track with Conway leading the field in the No 7
GR010 HEV. Rain in the sixth hour caused several

incidents, including a 20-minute safety car, but
Lopez maintained the lead while Hartley followed in
second in the No 8 GR010 HEV. The two vehicles
continued to lead the race, with slow zones and safe-
ty cars contributing to a fluctuating gap as the GR
team held a clear lead over the chasing pack.

As the race entered its final 12 hours, Kobayashi
had stretched the No 7 GR010 HEV’s lead to just
over half a minute, with Hartley chasing in the No 8
GR010 HEV. Despite some technical challenges, close
communication between the drivers and race engi-
neers on both vehicles ensured the team maintained
their lead, with Kobayashi and Nakajima crossing the
line together to make Hypercar history at Le Mans.

“To Kamui, Mike, and Jose, congratulations! The
#7 crew finally got to the end of 24 hours and took
the checkered flag on the highest step of the podium.
I was so happy and relieved that I could nearly cry.
Huge congratulations! Thank you so much,” said
Akio Toyoda, President, Toyota Motor Corporate. “I
heard it was announced that 100 percent renewable
fuel would be introduced in the WEC next season.
We are moving towards carbon neutrality through
motorsport and we can make an effort to expand the
options. We believe that we can speed up technolog-
ical development through motorsport, because it is a
place for serious competition, and will continue our
efforts. To the fans, thank you for your support this

time as well and I would be grateful if you could
continue to support us in the future.”

Jose Maria Lopez, Driver of the No 7 GR010
HEV, said: “To finally win this race is a dream come
true. It is simply amazing. We came so far for so
many years but, up to now, we couldn’t win Le Mans.
All those experiences make the victory even more
special. Mike and Kamui are like brothers to me, and
I have seen them doing things in the car which are
just amazing. Of course, there is a strong team
behind us in Japan and Cologne. We take the glory,
but we couldn’t do this without this team. Thanks to
all of you.”

News in brief

Pele feeling ‘a little better’

SAO PAULO: Brazilian football legend Pele remains in
intensive care but is making a satisfactory recovery
after undergoing surgery for a suspected colon tumor,
his doctors said Friday. Pele’s medical team at the Albert
Einstein Hospital in Sao Paulo said in a statement that
he was “actively conversing and displaying vital signs
within normal range.” Pele, 80, took to Instagram to
reassure his fans. “My friends, with each passing day I
feel a little better. I’m looking forward to playing again,
but I’m still going to recover for a few more days,” he
said. “While I’m here, I take the opportunity to talk a lot
with my family and to rest. Thanks again for all the lov-
ing messages. We’ll be together again soon!” The sus-
pected tumor was detected during routine tests,
according to the hospital, where Pele has been under-
going treatment since August 31. —AFP

Alves, Sao Paulo split

SAO PAULO: Brazilian side Sao Paulo have parted com-
pany with Dani Alves after the veteran defender skipped
training on Friday in protest over unpaid wages. “We
have made the decision and we have informed (manager)
Hernan Crespo, that Daniel Alves will no longer be part
of the team,” the side’s sporting director Carlos Belmonte
announced on Twitter. “Sao Paulo is bigger than one
man,” he insisted. The former Barcelona, Juventus and
Paris Saint-Germain player’s advisers told the club his
training boycott would continue until his outstanding
salary was paid, Belmonte revealed. According to reports
in the local press Alves, 38, is owed 11 million reais
(almost 1.8 million euros). Sao Paulo recognizes the debt
and last week tabled an offer which was rejected,
Belmonte added. Relations between the side and Alves
soured when he left for the Olympic Games where he
captained Brazil to the gold medal for his 43rd title. The
most decorated player in history joined Sao Paulo in
2019 on a three-year contract. —AFP

Collins suspended for five games

LOS ANGELES: Dallas Cowboys right tackle La’el
Collins has been suspended for five games after violating
the NFL’s substance abuse rules, the league said Friday.
The 28-year-old offensive lineman, who played in the
Cowboys’ season-opening 31-29 loss to Tampa Bay on
Thursday, will be eligible to return on October 18. US
media reports said Collins suspension came after missing
multiple drug tests. Collins’ ban is a blow to the Cowboys
who were already missing guard Zack Martin due to
COVID-19. Collins missed the entirety of the 2020 sea-
son after undergoing surgery on a hip injury. —AFP

Nats’ Nolin suspended

NEW YORK: Major League Baseball has suspended
Washington Nationals pitcher Sean Nolin five games
for intentionally hitting Atlanta Braves first baseman
Freddie Freeman. MLB meted out the punishment —
which included a fine — on Friday, two days after Nolin
plunked Freddie Freeman in the bottom of the first
inning in Atlanta. Nolin opted to appeal the suspension,
and can play until the appeal is resolved. In addition,
Nationals manager Dave Martinez has received a one-
game suspension and an undisclosed fine as a result of
Nolin’s actions. —AFP
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Afghan cricket
board signals women
could still play: Report
SYDNEY: Women could still be allowed to play
cricket, the chairman of Afghanistan’s Cricket Board
has claimed to an Australian broadcaster in an
apparent backflip on the Taleban’s hardline stance.
Azizullah Fazli said the governing body would out-
line how this would happen “very soon”, adding that
all 25 of the women’s team remained in Afghanistan

and had chosen not to leave on evacuation flights.
“We will give you our clear position on how we

will allow women to play cricket,” he told SBS Radio
Pashto late Friday, the broadcaster reported on its
English-language website. “Very soon, we will give
you good news on how we will proceed.”

His comments appear to contradict the deputy
head of the Taleban’s cultural commission
Ahmadullah Wasiq, who told the same broadcaster
on Wednesday that it was “not necessary” for
women to play sport. Those remarks saw Australia
threaten to cancel a historic maiden men’s Test
between the two countries, set to take place in
Hobart in November.

Australian Test captain Tim Paine turned up the
heat on Friday, saying he believed teams could pull
out of next month’s Twenty20 World Cup in protest,
or boycott playing Afghanistan. In an overnight
statement, the Afghanistan Cricket Board urged
Australia not to punish its men’s team over the
Taleban’s apparent ban, saying it was “powerless to
change the culture and religious environment of
Afghanistan”.

“Do not isolate us and avoid penalizing us,” it
added. Cricket Australia said in brief comments yes-
terday that it remained in regular dialogue with the
Afghanistan Cricket Board and that “we made our
position very clear in the statement”. —AFP


