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Djokovic braced for Alcaraz and 
Nadal challenge at French Open

13-time French Open champion suffers recurrence of foot injury
PARIS: Novak Djokovic admits he will be fired up
by the fiasco of his high-profile deportation from
Australia when he targets a record-equalling 21st
major on his Grand Slam return at the French Open.
World number one Djokovic captured a second
Roland Garros title in 2021 followed by a sixth
Wimbledon to move to 20 majors alongside Roger
Federer and Rafael Nadal. However, his unseemly
exit from Melbourne following his refusal to be vac-
cinated opened the door for Nadal to claim a second
Australian Open and 21st Grand Slam crown. “It’s
something that I never faced before,” said Djokovic,
who turns 35 on Sunday, the opening day of the
French Open.

“The amount of pressure and everything that I was
feeling in the first few months of the year, as much as
I’ve felt pressure in my life and my career, that was
something really on a whole different level.” Djokovic
has played only five tournaments in 2022 but arrives
in Paris buoyed by a sixth Italian Open title, becoming
just the fifth man to win 1,000 career matches in the
process. It was his 38th Masters triumph, two more
than Nadal at the top of the all-time list.

He did not drop a set in Rome as he finished a
memorable week with a final victory over Stefanos
Tsitsipas, the man he defeated from two sets down in
the 2021 French Open title match. With 13-time
French Open champion Nadal suffering a recurrence
of a foot injury, another Spaniard is likely to be
Djokovic’s biggest headache in Paris. Carlos Alcaraz,
just 19, has rocketed to six in the world on the back
of four titles-three on clay-in 2022.

‘Special’ Alcaraz
He won a second Masters tit le in Madrid,

sweeping Nadal, Djokovic and third-ranked
Alexander Zverev on the way. “He definitely is spe-
cial,” admitted Djokovic of Alcaraz who also
claimed the prestigious Miami Masters earlier in
the year. Alcaraz was ranked 97 this time last year.
He was only two when Nadal won the first of his 13
French Opens in 2005 but he made his mark at the
2021 tournament where he came through qualify-
ing to reach the third round.

Djokovic has been responsible for two of only
three losses suffered by Nadal in Paris. One of
those came in a bruising semi-final 12 months ago,
the most recent clash of the pair’s epic 58-match
rivalry. Nadal comes into Paris with major question
marks over his ability to lift a 14th title. A rib injury
in March was followed by the re-emergence in
Rome of his chronic foot injury where he limped to
defeat in the last-16. The 35-year-old Spaniard is
due to practice at Roland Garros for the first time
on Wednesday where he will have his own doctor
on hand to assess his fitness.

‘Living with injury’ 
“I am a player living with an injury; it is nothing

new,” said Nadal, now ranked fifth in the world.
“Since I came back, the foot has been tough. It’s
tough for me to be able to practice the proper
way.” Russian world number two Daniil Medvedev,
who gave up a two-sets lead to lose to Nadal in
the Australian Open final, only returned to action
in Geneva this week after undergoing a hernia
operation.

The US Open champion has 13 titles to his
name but has yet to master the draining demands
of clay. At Roland Garros, he was winless in his

first four visits before managing to stop the rot
with a quarter-final run in 2021. Medvedev is like-
ly to use the ban on Russian players at Wimbledon
this year as fuel for a surprise title tilt. Greek

world number four Tsitsipas has enjoyed a solid
clay season. He defended his Monte Carlo title
before making the last-eight in Barcelona and
semi-finals in Madrid. — AFP

ROME: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic celebrates after winning the final match of the Men’s ATP Rome Open tennis tourna-
ment against Greece’s Stefanos Tsitsipas at Foro Italico. —AFP

Unstoppable?
Swiatek heavy 
favorite for French
Open title
PARIS: Riding a 28-match unbeaten run into Roland
Garros and a winner of her past five tournaments, Iga
Swiatek is the undeniable favorite for a second French
Open title in three years. Since the shock retirement
of world number one Ashleigh Barty, the 20-year-old
Swiatek has swept aside all-comers and transformed
herself into the player to beat in women’s tennis. The
Pole hasn’t lost since falling to another former Roland
Garros champion, Jelena Ostapenko, in Dubai in
February. Her winning streak is the longest on the
WTA tour since Serena Williams won 34 matches in a
row in 2013.

“It’s pretty hard to describe it because all these
tournaments that I’ve won seem pretty surreal right
now. I feel like just continuing the same things that I
did before really was the key to that,” Swiatek said
after defending her Rome crown. She is only the sec-
ond player to win four WTA 1000 titles in a season.

Swiatek dominated on the hard courts in Doha,
Indian Wells and Miami, and made a seamless switch
to clay-her triumph in Rome came after she skipped

Madrid to rest following another victory in Stuttgart.
“Honestly I’m going to do the same way I’ve

done here, also at other tournaments,” said Swiatek.
“I’m going to try to do step by step, just think of the
next match as I did in these tournaments. “If I’m
going to treat it as any other tournament, I think it’s
going to be fine and I’m going to be able to keep it
that way.” Williams, who turns 41 in September, has
not played since retiring in the first round at
Wimbledon last year, and her long-time coach
Patrick Mouratoglou is now working with two-time
Grand Slam champion Simona Halep, who won her
first major in Paris in 2018.

Unpredictable
Unlike the men’s event where Rafael Nadal has

won 13 of the past 17 editions, a first-time women’s
Grand Slam champion has been crowned in each of
the past six French Opens. Most recently, Barbora
Krejcikova emerged as an unlikely victor, the first
player to win both the singles and doubles at Roland
Garros since Mary Pierce in 2000.

However, the Czech world number two faces a race
against time to recover from an arm injury that has
sidelined her since late February. Anastasia
Pavlyuchenkova, last year’s runner-up, has already
pulled out. Third-ranked Paula Badosa reached the
quarter-finals at Roland Garros a year ago, while
Maria Sakkari was one point away against Krejcikova
from becoming the first Greek woman to play in a
Grand Slam final. Aryna Sabalenka is showing signs of
finding her best form after struggling to start the year,

while 2019 US Open champion Bianca Andreescu has
soared back into the top 75 following her latest battle
with injury.

Tunisia’s Ons Jabeur, the first Arab or African play-
er to capture a WTA 1000 title with her victory in
Madrid, has dreams of replicating her 2011 junior tri-
umph on the Parisian clay. Jabeur, 27, has made three
clay finals this season-losing to Belinda Bencic in
Charleston and Swiatek in Rome - and arrives at the
French Open at a career-high ranking of sixth. All
eyes will be on Naomi Osaka as, injury permitting, as
the Japanese star returns to the scene of her dramatic
withdrawal following the bitter fall-out from her
media boycott. — AFP

ROME: Poland’s Iga Swiatek reacts after defeating Tunisia’s
Ons Jabeur to win the final of the Women’s WTA Rome Open
tennis tournament at Foro Italico in Rome. —AFP

Mushfiqur ton guides
Bangladesh to lead
over Sri Lanka
CHITTAGONG: Mushfiqur Rahim struck his
eighth Test century and became the first
Bangladeshi to pass 5,000 runs as the hosts took
the upper hand in the first Test against Sri Lanka in
Chittagong on Wednesday. Bangladesh were all out
for 465 runs with a first-innings lead of 68 when
last man Shoriful Islam was unable to carry on his
innings after a blow to the hand while batting.
Mushfiqur reached his career milestone in the
morning session when he nudged Fernando
towards fine-leg for two runs, to cheers from a
sparse crowd at the Zahur Ahmed Chowdhury
Stadium.

“It is a great feeling to become the first
Bangladeshi to reach 5,000 Test runs. But I am
sure I am not the last one,” Mushfiqur said after the
day’s play. “There’ll be a lot of capable players
among our seniors and juniors who can reach
8,000 or 10,000 runs.” The 35-year old right-han-
der later glanced Fernando for his fourth boundary

to bring up his hundred, making the most signifi-
cant contribution in Bangladesh’s innings on the
day with 105 off 282 balls before Embuldeniya
bowled him in the third over of the final session.

Following the Bangladesh innings, Sri Lanka lost
two early wickets to reach 39-2 in 17.1 overs in
their second innings before stumps were drawn on
the fourth day, reducing their deficit to 29. Oshada
Fernando was run out for 19 with a direct throw by
Taijul Islam from midwicket. The left-arm spinner
later bowled nightwatchman Lasith Embuldeniya
for two and stumps were taken immediately after
with Dimuth Karunaratne 18 not out at the other
end. Embuldeniya was earlier given out caught at
silly point off Taijul on the same score but he sur-
vived on review.

The hosts were hoping for some quick runs
before a possible declaration after Liton and
Mushfiqur survived the opening session of the day
to share 165 runs for the third wicket. But pace
bowler Kasun Rajitha led the Sri Lankan bowling
attack with 4-60, playing the match as a concus-
sion substitute for Vishwa Fernando. Rajitha dis-
missed Liton Das and Tamim Iqbal in the first two
balls after lunch before Asitha Fernando removed
Shakib Al Hasan for 26 to halt Bangladesh’s
progress. “Our team goal was to get as close as
possible to their score,” Mushfiqur said. —AFP

TULSA: Tiger Woods of the United States plays his shot dur-
ing a practice round prior to the start of the 2022 PGA
Championship at Southern Hills Country Club on May 18,
2022 in Tulsa, Oklahoma. — AFP

All eyes on Tiger’s 
comeback, Jordan 
Slam quest at PGA
TULSA: Tiger Woods and his incredible injury
comeback and Jordan Spieth’s quest for a career
Grand Slam will seize the spotlight in Thursday’s
opening round of the 104th PGA Championship.
Woods, a 15-time major champion, and three-time
major winner Spieth are grouped with four-time
major winner Rory McIlroy in a marquee trio for the
first two days at Southern Hills.

Top-ranked Masters champion Scottie Scheffler,
2021 British Open winner Collin Morikawa and sec-
ond-ranked Spaniard Jon Rahm are among the most
fancied players and are together as well, but might
struggle to match the Woods group spectator
count. “Tiger’s here, so nobody really remembers
that I’m here,” Scheffler said. “So it’s all good.”

Woods suffered severe leg injuries in a February
2021 car crash, spending weeks hospitalized and
months unable to walk. His emotional return at last
month’s Masters ended with a share of 47th and a
stamina struggle, but he saw walking 72 holes as a
major feat and says he’s stronger as another
endurance test looms. “I’ve gotten stronger since
then, but still it’s going to be sore and walking is a
challenge,” Woods said.

Asked if he can win, Woods said, “I feel like I can,
definitely. I just have to go out there and do it.”
Among those trying to stop him will be Rahm, who
comes off a victory two weeks ago at the US PGA
Mexico Open. “He’s Tiger. He’s a competitor,” Rahm
said. “He’s going to try to win every single time and
anytime he tees up, the world wants him to win.
“Yeah, totally expected for the attention to be on
him, but it doesn’t really change anything of what I
want to be doing this week.”

Like Rahm, Spieth wants to be having his name
engraved on the Wanamaker Trophy. If he wins,
Spieth will join Woods, Jack Nicklaus, Gary Player,
Ben Hogan and Gene Sarazen as the only players to
sweep all four major titles in their careers. Spieth
won last month’s Heritage title and was second at
last week’s hometown Byron Nelson event. He
expects Southern Hills will be formidable. “I think
it’s going to be one of the higher scoring PGAs that
we’ve seen,” Spieth said. “It’s a great test.”

World number four Cameron Smith of Australia,
a top-five Masters finisher in three of the past five
years, is ready for the struggle of playing in the
group just ahead of Woods. “There can be a lot of
external noise with crowds and just a lot more mov-
ing parts,” Smith said. “Just another thing to really
think about. Just make sure to spend a little bit more
time worrying about what’s happening outside to
make sure when you’re inside that shot, everything’s
perfect.” —AFP

CHITTAGONG: Sri Lanka’s wicketkeeper Niroshan Dickwella reacts after Bangladesh’s Mushfiqur Rahim (center) is bowled out
during the fourth day of the first Test cricket match between Bangladesh and Sri Lanka on May 18, 2022. —AFP 

Gatting: Le Mans could 
be a breakthrough for 
women drivers
PARIS: Danish driver Michelle Gatting believes a
podium finish for the all-female Iron Dames team
in the historic Le Mans 24 race in June would
“open doors for a new generation” of women
pilots, she told AFP. The 28-year-old-who became
the first woman driver to be crowned Ferrari
Challenge champion last year-teams up with Rahel
Frey and Sarah Bovy to race in the car category in
what is the only all-female combination in the June
11-12 race.

They will be part of the four-car Italian team
Iron Lynx and will bid to improve on their ninth
place in the LMGTE AM class in last year’s edition.
Iron Dames was created and is led by French for-
mer racing driver Deborah Mayer-who was named
head president of FIA’s Women in Motorsport
Commission in February-with the aim of support-
ing women in motorsport. Active since 2019, they
have been the first all-female team in history to
compete in many endurance races.

Gatting says despite winning the Ferrari
Challenge they still needed to change the mindset
of the male-dominated world of motorsport. This
mindset is “that women don’t belong in the sport,
and that we are not good enough, or tough
enough, or competit ive enough, or strong
enough”, which hurts. Given Gatting’s title last
year plus three successive finishes for their car in
Le Mans-filling ninth spot in their class on every
occasion and a best overall final placing of 34th in
2020 - it seems it will take an earthquake to shift
the male attitude.

“For sure if we end up on our class podium
which is the best case scenario it would be mind
changing for people, as it is the biggest endurance
race in the world,” Gatting told AFP in a Zoom
interview. She is quick though to downplay expec-
tations in case she is seen as over-confident. “We
are not coming to the race saying ‘yeah we will be
on the podium’ as everything has to be in our
favor,” she said. “However, if we succeed in chang-
ing mindsets we will be a generation opening
doors for a new generation.” — AFP 


