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Nadal, Barty make devastating starts 
Djokovic looms over Australian Open

MELBOURNE: Rafael Nadal and Ashleigh Barty 
made devastating starts to their Australian Open 
title campaigns yesterday as the Grand Slam 
attempted to move on from the Novak Djokovic 
visa saga. Naomi Osaka launched the defense of her 
women’s crown with victory but Coco Gauff was an 
early big-name casualty, the American 17-year-old 
dumped out in straight sets by Wang Qiang, who is 
ranked outside the top 100.  

The only Australian Open champion in the men’s 
draw after nine-time winner Djokovic’s deportation, 
Nadal started his quest to become the first male to 
win 21 Grand Slams by sweeping aside 66th-ranked 
Marcos Giron, 6-1, 6-4, 6-2. The draw has opened 
up for the Spanish great with defending champion 
Djokovic out of the picture and the other member of 
the “Big Three”, Roger Federer, not at Melbourne 
Park because of injury. 

But the 35-year-old Nadal said he was just 
relieved to be playing tennis after Djokovic’s refusal 
to get vaccinated against COVID overshadowed the 

first Grand Slam of the year right up until the last 
moment.  Although Djokovic’s absence is good news 
for Nadal’s tilt at men’s tennis history, he said he 
would rather the world number one from Serbia was 
playing. “The ideal situation in the world of sport is 
that the best players are on court,” said Nadal, who 
plays Germany’s Yannick Hanfmann in the second 
round. He may not be there, but Djokovic still looms 
over the tournament. 

Nadal was all guns blazing at Rod Laver Arena, 
showing no apparent ill effects from a foot injury 
he suffered last year and then being “very sick” 
with COVID in December. “Today is one victory in 
the first Grand Slam. Happy for that. One month 
ago situation had been different-looks very ugly in 
some way,” he said. Other winners in the men’s 
draw on day one of the so-called “Happy Slam”, 
where crowds have been capped at 50 percent 
because of the pandemic, included seventh seed 
Matteo Berrettini. 

The Italian defeated American Brandon 

Nakashima in four sets despite tummy trouble. Also 
through was third seed Alexander Zverev in the 
night match, but 12th-seeded Briton Cameron 
Norrie lost in three sets to Sebastian Korda, the son 
of 1998 Australian Open champion Petr Korda. 
There was to be no fairytale run for “lucky loser” 
Salvatore Caruso. The Italian had earned a place in 
the main draw when Djokovic was deported but he 
fell at the first hurdle. 

 
Barty cruises, Gauff departs 

In the women’s draw, top seed and world number 
one Barty made a real statement of intent, crushing 
qualifier Lesia Tsurenko in 54 minutes, 6-0, 6-1. The 
25-year-old faces Lucia Bronzetti of Italy next as 
the pre-tournament favorite and home hope chases 
a maiden Australian Open title. “There’s always 
something special about playing on a Monday night 
in the Australian Open,” said Barty, who will need to 
deal with high expectations from the home fans. 
Japan’s former world number one Osaka, the reign-

ing champion, was also largely untroubled with a 6-
3, 6-3 win against Colombia’s Camila Osorio. 

Seeded 13 after a disrupted 2021 in which she 
said she had suffered “long bouts of depression”, 
Osaka cruised through in 68 minutes. “I would say I 
feel more comfortable in my skin, if that makes 
sense,” said the 24-year-old, who won the title at 
Melbourne Park in 2019 and 2021. She will play 
American Madison Brengle next. Also through are 
French Open champion Barbora Krejcikova, Greek 
fifth seed Maria Sakkari and reigning Olympic 
champion Belinda Bencic. 

But there was heartbreak for Tunisian ninth seed 
Ons Jabeur, who did not even make it onto court 
and withdrew because of injury before her match. 
Also out was the 18th-seeded prodigy Gauff, sur-
prisingly losing 6-4, 6-2 to China’s Wang. “I think 
just everything disappointed me about today,” said 
Gauff. “I feel like in the pre-season, I worked really 
hard, and I felt like I was ready to have a good run 
here. “Today I just didn’t perform well.” —  AFP 

MELBOURNE: Spain’s Rafael Nadal hits a return against Marcos Giron of the US during their men’s singles match on day one of the Australian Open tennis tournament yesterday. — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: Tom Brady and the Tampa Bay 
Buccaneers outclassed the Philadelphia Eagles as the 
San Francisco 49ers upset the Dallas Cowboys in NFL 
playoff action on Sunday. Seven-time Super Bowl 
champion Brady delivered a clinical performance as 
the defending NFL champions romped past the Eagles 
31-15 at the Raymond James Stadium. Brady threw for 
271 yards, with two touchdowns and no interceptions, 
making 29 completions from 37 attempts. “We did 
some good things,” Brady said. “I think we’re just 
going to have to keep doing what we did today. It only 
gets tougher from here.” 

The second-seeded Buccaneers, who will face 
either the Los Angeles Rams or Arizona Cardinals at 
home in next weekend’s divisional round, dominated 
the Eagles throughout. Although Philadelphia finally 
got on the board with two fourth quarter touch-
downs from Boston Scott and Kenneth Gainwell, the 
final scoreline flattered the Eagles, who were out-
played and trailed 31-0 heading into fourth quarter. 
Running backs Giovani Bernard and Ke’Shawn 
Vaughn scored Tampa Bay’s opening two touch-
downs in the first quarter before a Ryan Succop 
made it 17-0 at halftime. 

Brady then found long-time offensive partner Rob 
Gronkowski to make it 24-0, the 105th time the duo 
have combined for a touchdown. A superb intercep-
tion by Bucs linebacker Shaq Barrett then handed 
Brady prime field position once again, and the 44-
year-old arrowed a 36-yard touchdown pass to 
receiver Mike Evans to make it 31-0. The only blemish 
for Bucs coach Bruce Arians came in the form of the 
two late Eagles touchdowns. “When you have a 

chance to shut someone out you don’t relax,” Arians 
said. “But for three quarters they were fantastic.” 

In the other NFC wild card game on Sunday, San 
Francisco produced another gutsy victory on the 
road to stun Dallas 23-17 in Arlington. The 49ers, 
who squeezed into the playoffs with a nerve-jangling 
win over the Rams in Los Angeles last week, dug 
deep once again to prevail at the AT&T Stadium. 
Elijah Mitchell’s first quarter touchdown and three 
Robbie Gould field goals - two from over 50 yards - 
had helped San Francisco into a 16-7 halftime lead 
with Amari Cooper’s touchdown catch the only score 
for Dallas.  

Wide receiver Deebo Samuel then weaved over for 
a superb 26-yard rushing touchdown to break the 
game open for San Francisco at 23-7 heading into the 
fourth quarter. Injuries to San Francisco defensive stars 
Nick Bosa and Fred Warner gave Dallas a lifeline how-
ever, with Dak Prescott scoring a touchdown in a 
Cowboys rally to close the gap to 23-17. 

But Dallas failed to score in either of two late pos-
sessions, and the game finished on a comical note 
when Prescott rushed up the middle of the field - 
rather than attempt a pass into the end zone - and ran 
out of time before managing to stop the clock. “It was 
a dogfight, hell of an atmosphere and the fans were 
nuts,” said 49ers quarterback Jimmy Garoppolo, who 
finished with 172 yards from 16-of-25 attempts. “It 
was everything we thought it was going to be. It was 
fun. Guys were just stepping up in big key situations, 
that’s what it was all day. “We’ve got some dogs on 
our defense man. It’s fun.” 

In Sunday’s other playoff game, the Kansas City 
Chiefs swatted aside the Pittsburgh Steelers 42-21 at 
Arrowhead Stadium. Steelers quarterback Ben 
Roethlisberger - all but certain to retire at the end of 
the season - could only look on as the Chiefs erupted 
with 35 unanswered points in just 10 minutes either 
side of half-time. Patrick Mahomes tossed five touch-
downs and finished with 404 passing yards. Tight end 
Travis Kelce also threw for a touchdown after a late 
trick play. — AFP 

Brady leads Bucs in  
Eagles rout; 49ers  
stun Cowboys

LOS ANGELES: Devin Booker poured in a game-
high 30 points before sitting out the final quarter as 
the NBA-leading Phoenix Suns routed the last place 
Detroit Pistons 135-108 on Sunday. Booker played 
30 minutes, making 11 of 18 field goal attempts while 
teammates Cameron Payne and JaVale McGee each 
finished with 20 points in front of a crowd of 18,100 
at Detroit’s Little Caesars Arena. “I was just hitting 
shots and the guys were getting me the ball in good 
places,” said Michigan native Booker. 

“I never got to see the Pistons play in person 
very often - I grew up about two hours west of here 
- so I love coming here to play what was my 
favourite team growing up.” Booker invited 40-50 
family and friends to the game on Sunday. “Because 
of the pandemic, I didn’t get to have normal interac-
tion with my family,” Booker said. “But at least I got 
to see them and I got to wave to a lot of friends.” 

Landry Shamet added 11 points and Chris Paul 
chipped in 10 points with six rebounds and six 
assists for the Suns, who improved to 33-9 and 
have won six of their last seven contests. Mikal 
Bridges also scored 10 points in the win. The Suns 
are also an NBA-best 16-4 on the road. “We had 
two 39-point quarters, so we were obviously hit-
ting shots,” Suns coach Monty Williams said. 
“Detroit wears teams out by getting into the paint 
and getting to the line, and we were able to stay 
away from a lot of that.” 

Pistons first overall draft pick Cade Cunningham 
was ejected after being slapped with two technicals 
during the third quarter. The second was ruled 
“taunting” after he pointed at a Suns player after 

making a dunk. Cunningham finished with 21 points 
in 25 minutes of action. Canadian Cory Joseph also 
had 21 points and added seven assists and Trey 
Lyles tallied 18 points and six rebounds. 

Booker exploded for 21 points on nine-of-11 
shooting in the first half as the Suns seized a 64-54 
halftime lead. He scored 15 points in the opening 
quarter before Phoenix blew the game open with a 
10-4 run in the final three minutes of the second. In 
Denver, Donovan Mitchell scored 31 points, Rudy 
Gobert returned to the lineup with 18 points and 19 
rebounds as the Utah Jazz  beat the Denver 
Nuggets 125-102. 

Bojan Bogdanovic scored 21 points, Jordan 
Clarkson had 16, Royce O’Neale finished with 11 and 
Eric Paschall scored 10 for Utah, who won for the 
first time in five games. Gobert missed the last five 
games because of COVID-19 measures. “I felt pretty 
good. Every time you play in Denver you’re going to 
get tired at some point,” Gobert said. “I got tired in 
the first and third quarter but I felt great, better than 
I usually do in Denver. Just grateful to be back.” 

 
Warriors hurting  

Elsewhere, Karl-Anthony Towns finished with 26 
points and 11 rebounds to lead the Minnesota 
Timberwolves to a 119-99 victory over the Golden 
State Warriors, who were missing injured star 
Stephen Curry. Jaylen Nowell scored 17 points and 
Malik Beasley nailed five second-half three-pointers 
in the win. 

Jordan Poole scored 20 points and Jonathan 
Kuminga had 19 points for the Warriors, who fin-
ished a four-game road trip. Not only were they 
missing Curry with an injured right hand, but they 
also played without Draymond Green. In 
Sacramento, Christian Wood posted his 20th dou-
ble-double of the season as the Houston Rockets 
beat the host Sacramento Kings 118-112. Wood had 
23 points and 14 rebounds while Kevin Porter added 
23 points and seven assists for the Rockets. — AFP 

NBA-best Suns roll  
over Pistons, Gobert  
sparks Jazz in return


