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Nadal sparks Spanish comeback
Canada into last eight, beat US for the first time in 16 attempts

MADRID: Spain’s Rafael Nadal returns the ball to Russia’s Karen Khachanov during the singles tennis match between Spain and Russia at the Davis Cup Madrid Finals 2019 in Madrid. — AFP

MADRID: Shortly before midnight on Tuesday in
Madrid’s La Caja Magica, Rafa Nadal punched the air
as chants of “Rafa, Rafa” echoed around the arena and
the Davis Cup Finals burst into life.

After generally disappointing attendances so far at
the glitzy new version of the 119-year-old competition,
a sell-out crowd in the cavernous 12,500-seat stadium
roared the world number one to a 6-3 7-6(7) win over
Russia’s Karen Khachanov.

While the reaction to Nadal’s victory sounded like
Spain had won the old trophy for a sixth time it actual-
ly just levelled the Group B tie at 1-1.

The victory would come shortly before 2 am when
veteran duo Feliciano Lopez and Marcel Granollers
beat Khachanov and Andrey Rublev 6-4 7-6 to clinch
a 2-1 win. With Russia having beaten defending cham-
pions Croatia 3-0 on Monday there was some anxiety
on the Spain bench when Rublev surged back to beat
Wimbledon semi-finalist Roberto Bautista Agut 3-6 6-

3 7-6(0) and put them ahead.
That left the 33-year-old Nadal with no margin for

error against dangerous world number 17 Khachanov.
But if ever there is a man for a crisis it is Nadal.

He had won his last 24 Davis Cup singles rubbers
since losing on his debut in 2004 and was not about to
stop now — not on home soil with his country
depending on him. Khachanov stretched him to break-
ing point at times, especially in the second set, but the
19-times Grand Slam champion fought off a set point
before claiming victory.

Afterwards he said the new format, with ties con-
sisting of three rubbers rather than the traditional five,
made things dangerous for the fancied nations.

“The format makes things very difficult because
every mistake puts you in a position that you don’t
want to be,” Nadal told reporters, anxiously peering at
the television to keep track of his compatriots playing
doubles. “The atmosphere has been amazing. The only

negative thing in my opinion is we are just starting the
last match at 1 a.m. That makes big trouble for us, for
the players and the people who come to the stadium
because tomorrow is a work day.”

CANADIAN RESURGENCE
Canada’s tennis resurgence continued as they

became the first nation through to the last eight after
beating the United States for the first time in 16
attempts.

Vasek Pospisil, ranked 150th in the world, edged
youngster Reilly Opelka 7-6(5) 7-6(7) before Denis
Shapovalov beat Taylor Fritz. The Canadians’ second
2-1 win, having beaten Italy on Monday, sealed top
spot in Group F. “Right now, Canada is really in the
best place it’s been in tennis history,” Pospisil said.

Canada could face Australia in the last eight after
Nick Kyrgios returned from a two-month lay-off to put
his team on their way to a 3-0 win over Colombia in

Group D.
Australia face Belgium in a group decider. Top

seeds and last year’s runners-up France had a close
shave as they beat Japan 2-1 — Nicolas Mahut and
Pierre-Hugues Herbert winning the decisive doubles 6-
7(4) 6-4 7-5 against Ben McLachlan and Yasutaka
Uchiyama.

There were no French fans there to watch it, howev-
er. The Les Bleus supporters club has boycotted the
event in protest at radical changes that have largely
replaced the 10-month long home and away knockout
format with an 18-nation season-ender in a single city,
played over seven hectic days.

“Actually, it was pretty special because it was the
first time I hear myself singing La Marseillaise,”
Herbert joked. Argentina beat Chile 3-0 in Group C
while in Group E Kazakhstan edged the Netherlands
2-1. The six group winners and two best-placed run-
ners-up progress to the quarter-finals. —Reuters

LONDON: Jose Mourinho was appointed yesterday to
replace the sacked Mauricio Pochettino at Tottenham,
with a brief to revive the flagging fortunes of a club
languishing in the lower reaches of the Premier League.

The former Chelsea, Real Madrid and Manchester
United manager has signed a contract until the end of
the 2022/23 season. “I am excited to be joining a club
with such a great heritage and such passionate sup-
porters,” said Mourinho, who has won domestic league
titles in Portugal, England, Italy and Spain.

“The quality in both the squad and the academy
excites me. Working with these players is what has
attracted me.” Mourinho’s glittering CV includes
Champions League titles with Porto and Inter Milan.

The 56-year-old also won three Premier League
titles over two spells in charge of Chelsea, and returned
to England to manage Manchester United in 2016. “In
Jose we have one of the most successful managers in
football,” said Spurs chairman Daniel Levy. “He has a
wealth of experience, can inspire teams and is a great

tactician. “He has won honours at every club he has
coached. We believe he will bring energy and belief to
the dressing room.” The club tweeted a picture of their
new Portuguese boss holding a Spurs shirt ahead of his
first match in charge — a London derby at West Ham
United on Saturday.

Mourinho was sacked by Manchester United last
December following a poor run and has been without a
club since, most recently working as a TV pundit. He
remains a big name but there will be questions over
whether his pragmatic style can mesh with Tottenham’s
tradition of attacking football, a problem he also faced
at Old Trafford.

SPURS SLIDE 
Argentine Pochettino was dismissed on Tuesday,

with Spurs struggling in the league after picking up just
three wins from 12 games.  The 47-year-old had trans-
formed the club’s fortunes since arriving in 2014, and
although he failed to win a trophy, he took Spurs to the
Champions League final for the first time in their histo-
ry just six months ago.

But that masked indifferent domestic form in the
second half of last season, and Pochettino was unable
to reverse the slide in this campaign. As well as tum-
bling down the league, they were knocked out of the
League Cup by fourth-tier Colchester United and suf-
fered an embarrassing 7-2 defeat at home to Bayern
Munich in the Champions League.

Former Tottenham manager Harry Redknapp told the
BBC that poor results forced the club’s hand. “I love
Mauricio Pochettino, but he has been averaging a point
a game over the last 25 games,” he said. “The
Tottenham board are ruthless businessmen, they will
have realised that at this rate they might not make the
top four. “Also the same voice after six years starts to
wear a little thin, a new man can find another 10 per-
cent, they will find a spring in their step for Jose’s first
game.” Tottenham qualified for the Champions League
four times under Pochettino, culminating in a dramatic
run to the European Cup final in June, which they lost
2-0 to Liverpool in Madrid.

However, domestic results had been on the decline
since February, with Spurs clinging on to a top-four fin-
ish last season despite winning just three of their final
12 league games. Mourinho arrives with the club 11
points outside the Premier League top four, though
they are well placed to reach the last 16 of the
Champions League.

TRIBUTES 
The job done by Pochettino was all the more

remarkable given the tight budget for transfers and
wages in comparison with Tottenham’s Premier League
rivals, as the club built a new stadium at a cost of more
than £1 billion ($1.3 billion).

Much of Pochettino’s success came from nurturing a
squad of young players into household names such as

Harry Kane, Dele Alli and Christian Eriksen. A series of
Spurs players paid warm tribute to their departing
manager. Tottenham and England forward Kane tweet-
ed: “Gaffer. I’ll be forever thankful to you for helping
me achieve my dreams.” South Korean forward Son
Heung-min said in an Instagram post that “words are
powerless to express my gratitude”. The Tottenham
Hotspur Supporters’ Trust released a statement
expressing “concerns” and seeking clarity over how the
new boss and the board would work together. The
group asked: “Is the manager solely accountable? How
much has the board’s line on wages and transfers con-
tributed to player unrest and disaffection?” —AFP
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