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MELBOURNE: Defending champion Rafael Nadal 
hobbled out of the second round in a huge upset at 
the Australian Open on Wednesday, as Coco Gauff 
beat Emma Raducanu in a battle of the rising stars. 
Nadal’s wife Mery was in tears as the injury-ham-
pered Spanish great lost to 65th-ranked Mackenzie 
McDonald at Rod Laver Arena, where the roof was 
closed because of more rain in Melbourne. 

The 36-year-old Nadal was clearly hindered by 
a hip issue that required a medical timeout, as he 
went down 6-4, 6-4, 7-5 to the American. It was the 
reigning champion’s earliest exit from a major in 
seven years and will lead to more questions about 
whether injury and age are catching up with the 
record 22-time major champion. The men’s title now 
looks Novak Djokovic’s to lose. 

Nadal said defeat “hurt” and acknowledged that 
injuries were taking a toll. In contrast to Nadal’s 
disappointment and pain, 27-year-old McDonald is 
into the third round and a match against Yoshihito 
Nishioka of Japan. “He’s an incredible champion, 
he’s never going to give up regardless of the situa-
tion,” said McDonald of his beaten opponent. “I was 
trying to stay focused on what I was trying to do 
and he kind of got me out of my rhythm, and I just 
got through it.” 

Melbourne’s famously fickle weather played 
more havoc on day three. On Tuesday play on most 
courts was stopped because of extreme heat and 
then matches were suspended later in the day on 
the outside courts by heavy rain. More rain fell on 
Wednesday as organizers frantically tried to clear a 
backlog of matches. Only matches on the three main 
stadiums, which have roofs, were able to begin on 
time. The outside courts belatedly saw action, but 
six hours of play was lost. 

The Italian 15th seed Jannik Sinner, 16th seed 
Frances Tiafoe and sixth seed Felix Auger-Aliassime 
all won. So too did Daniil Medvedev, the losing 
finalist at the past two Australian Opens, who over-
came a partisan crowd to dismiss Australian wild-
card John Millman 7-5, 6-2, 6-2. Seventh seed 
Medvedev will fancy his chances now that Nadal is 
on his way home. So too will Greek third seed 

Stefanos Tsitsipas, who raced 
past Australian wildcard Rinky 
Hijikata in 92 minutes. 

 
‘We were nervous’ 

The 18-year-old American Gauff, 
seen as the heir to now-retired Serena 
Williams, defeated former US Open champi-
on Raducanu 6-3, 7-6 (7/4). It was a first-ever 
meeting between the two and a glimpse of an 
exciting future for women’s tennis. The two good 
friends went toe-to-toe throughout, exchanging 
service breaks, but the turning point came in the 
second set when the American grittily saved two 
set points at 4-5. 

Gauff then edged past the 20-year-old Briton on 
her third match point in the tiebreak, before they 
embraced warmly at the net. “The whole 
match was great and considering the 
circumstances I can imagine both of 
us was nervous. This was a long-
anticipated match-up since the 
draw came out,” said Gauff. 
Earlier, world number one Iga 
Swiatek and dangerous 
American Jessica Pegula led the 
charge into the third round. 

Polish title favorite Swiatek 
swept past Colombia’s Camila 
Osorio 6-2, 6-3 while third seed 
Pegula downed Belarusian Aliaksandra 
Sasnovich 6-2, 7-6 (7/5). Greece’s Maria 
Sakkari also went through, but she looked any-
thing but the sixth seed in a 3-6, 7-5, 6-3 struggle 
against Russian qualifier and college student Diana 
Shnaider. Sakkari was irked by Shnaider’s fist 
pumps and celebratory screams, before finding her 
composure. “During a match, you can be very 
pumped,” Sakkari said. “But the way that some 
players celebrate their points, it’s not appropriate. I 
wasn’t happy with that.” In the last match of the day, 
last year’s beaten finalist Danielle Collins had an 
almighty scare before defeating Karolina Muchova 
6-7 (1/7), 6-2, 7-6 (10/6). — AFP  

MELBOURNE: Rafael Nadal made history at the 
Australian Open a year ago when he won a then-
record 21st Grand Slam crown, but his dispiriting 
defeat on Wednesday raises fresh questions about 
how much longer the ailing Spaniard can keep 

going. Nadal’s wife Mery was in 
tears at Rod Laver Arena as her 
injury-hampered husband suc-
cumbed 6-4, 6-4, 7-5 to 65th-
ranked Mackenzie McDonald of 
the United States. Nadal hob-
bled out of the arena, his hip 
sore and his title defense over 
after just two matches. 

So what now for one of the 
best men’s tennis players of all 
time? In the short term, 36-

year-old Nadal needs to diag-
nose and fix his hip. In the after-

math of his physically and emo-
tionally painful defeat, Nadal said 

he had had the problem for “a couple 
of days” but did not know what the issue 

was. “I don’t know what’s going on, if it’s 
muscle, if it’s joint,” the deflated Spaniard told 

reporters. “I have history in the hip that I had 
issues. I had to do treatments in the past, address a 
little. Was not this amount of problem. Now I feel I 
cannot move.” 

As far as Nadal is concerned, the future beyond 
that is clearer - he says that he intends to carry on 
playing. “From here on, I guess when things move 
forward, the right decisions will be made because 
what I want is to continue playing tennis,” he said. 
“Don’t think I’m saying all this because I want to 
take a step back. It is not the case, but my current 
feelings are bad.” 

 
‘We have to be realistic’ 

He may have been hindered by his hip against 
McDonald - the latest in a long line of injuries that 
have blighted his career. But even prior to this the 
signs were not good for Nadal that he would make 
it a 23rd major title in Melbourne, having won 
number 22 at Roland Garros last year. Following 
that success at the French Open, Nadal pulled out 
ahead of his Wimbledon semi-final with a torn 
abdominal muscle. 

At the US Open a few weeks later, he lost in the 
last 16 to Frances Tiafoe and went on to lose three 
more times towards the end of 2022. The retire-
ment in September of old friend and rival Roger 
Federer, albeit older at 41, brought Nadal’s future 
in tennis into even clearer focus. This year started 
no better for the Spaniard, with two defeats at the 
United Cup. Nadal was then not at his best in his 
opener at Melbourne Park, needing four sets to 
defeat 38th-ranked Jack Draper, the young Briton 
who suffered cramps late in the match. 

Speaking after his shock defeat on 
Wednesday, Nadal made clear that the injuries 
were taking their toll. “It hurts as always, but in 
the end, the glass is getting fuller,” he said in 
Spanish, a phrase that means getting fed up or 
reaching your limit. “I’ve never been in a position 
to complain, life has given me so many positive 
things that I have no right to complain. But it is 
clear that things happen and at a sporting level 
the glass is filling up and there comes a time when 
the water can overflow. We have to be realistic.” 
If Nadal wins the French Open, his favorite tour-
nament, again in May-June it would be his 15th 
triumph there. It is the kind of round number that 
would make for a perfect send-off. — AFP 

Nadal exit raises 
fresh questions 
about future

Injured Nadal makes early exit
Gauff edges Raducanu in battle of prodigies      Red-hot Medvedev keeps title dreams alive

LOS ANGELES: Nikola Jokic bagged his 13th 
triple-double of the season as the Denver Nuggets 
overcame a 44-point display from Damian Lillard to 
defeat the Portland Trail Blazers 122-113 on Tuesday. 
Two-time NBA Most Valuable Player Jokic finished 
with 36 points, 12 rebounds and 10 assists as 
Denver extended their winning streak to seven 
games to move one game clear of Memphis at the 
top of the Western Conference. 

It was the 17th 30-point triple-double of Jokic’s 
career, placing him in illustrious company alongside 
Magic Johnson and Larry Bird in seventh on the all-
time rankings. A high-scoring first half saw Denver 
take a 73-66 lead, with Lillard keeping Portland 
firmly in the hunt with 30 points in the opening two 
quarters. But Denver’s defensive adjustments in the 
second half helped them take a firm grip on the 
contest as they stretched away in the fourth quarter 
- leading by as much as 20 points at one stage - to 
close out the win. 

“It’s always tough and it’s always interesting 
against them,” Jokic said afterwards. “They’re a 
good team with a good coach and Lillard is playing 
amazing right now. “But I think in the second half 
we played really good defense... and that’s why we 
won the game.” Jokic’s 36-point haul came from 13-
of-14 shooting from the field, including a near-per-
fect display from the free-throw line. 

The Serb was one of five Denver players in dou-
ble figures - Michael Porter Jr. added 23 points and 
Jamal Murray 17. Bruce Brown had 12 off the bench 
while Aaron Gordon added 11. Portland talisman 

Lillard meanwhile made six-of-12 from three-point 
range and was a perfect 14-of-14 from the foul line 
in his 44-point tally. 

Elsewhere on Tuesday, a depleted Brooklyn Nets 
slumped to a third straight loss in a 106-98 defeat 
to the San Antonio Spurs. The Nets were missing 
Kevin Durant (knee) and Kyrie Irving (calf) through 
injury, and the absentees proved critical as Spurs 
star Keldon Johnson bagged a career-high 36 
points and 11 rebounds. The victory snapped a five-
game losing streak for San Antonio, who remain one 
place off the bottom of the Western Conference 
with 14 wins and 31 defeats. Brooklyn have not won 
a game since Durant suffered his right knee injury 
against Miami on January 8. 

 
‘A team effort’ 

While Brooklyn are struggling to rediscover their 
winning rhythm without Durant, Milwaukee once 
again shrugged off the loss of their star Giannis 
Antetokounmpo as they rolled to a 130-122 win 
over the Toronto Raptors. Antetokounmpo has now 
missed four straight games for the Bucks, but Jrue 
Holiday stepped up with a big performance to guide 
the 2021 NBA champions to victory. 

Holiday finished with a season-high 37 points, 
with six rebounds and seven assists, as second-
placed Milwaukee edged closer to Boston at the 
top of the Eastern Conference. Milwaukee trailed 
74-67 at half-time but cut loose in the third quarter 
to effectively seal victory, outscoring Toronto 38-
23. “Definitely a team effort, everybody just played 
their hearts out and got the win,” Holiday said 
afterwards. 

In Tuesday’s other game, Joel Embiid scored 41 
points as the Philadelphia 76ers overpowered the 
Los Angeles Clippers 120-110 on the road. The 
Sixers remain third in the Eastern Conference 
standings at 28-16. — AFP  

Jokic triple sparks 
Denver over Portland, 
Spurs stun Nets

DENVER: Nikola Jokic of the Denver Nuggets shoots 
the ball during the game against the Portland Trail 
Blazers on Jan 17, 2023 at the Ball Arena. — AFP 
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LONDON: British billionaire Jim Ratcliffe’s Ineos 
company officially joined the race to buy Manchester 
United on Tuesday. United’s owners, the Glazer fami-
ly, said they were willing to listen to offers for the 
Premier League club in November and Ratcliffe is 
keen to strike a deal. Boyhood United fan Ratcliffe, 
who made an unsuccessful £4.25 billion ($5.2 billion) 
bid to buy Chelsea last year, has long been linked 
with the Old Trafford outfit. “I can confirm that we 
have formally put ourselves into the process,” an 
Ineos spokesman told AFP. 

After failing with his Chelsea takeover when 
Roman Abramovich sold the Blues to American 
tycoon Todd Boehly and his consortium, Ratcliffe 
is back in the hunt for a Premier League giant. 
United have yet to comment on the news of the 
70-year-old’s interest in taking over from the 

United States-based Glazers. 
But, born in Failsworth, Greater Manchester, 

Ratcliffe is one of Britain’s richest men and might be 
more palatable to the United support than the 
Glazers, who have experienced numerous fan protests 
during their troubled reign. The Glazers, who com-
pleted a leveraged takeover of the club in 2005, have 
proved deeply unpopular with supporters due to the 
team’s declining fortunes on the pitch in recent years. 

Their purchase of United also saddled the club 
with huge debts and they have long been accused of 
taking more out financially than they have invested in 
terms of transfer funds. The Glazers further angered 
United fans by backing the failed European Super 
League project in April 2021 which would have led to 
the club joining a breakaway competition. 

A statement from United in November said the 
board will “consider all strategic alternatives, includ-
ing new investment into the club, a sale, or other 
transactions involving the company”. United have not 
won the Premier League since 2013 and their last 
major trophy came six years ago. After a dismal 
sixth-place finish in the Premier League last season, 
United have been revitalized by boss Erik ten Hag 
and sit fourth in the table after beating archrivals 
Manchester City 2-1 on Saturday. 

 
‘One of the biggest sports brands’ 

Ineos is keen to expand a sporting portfolio which 
already includes ownership of French side Nice and 
Swiss team FC Lausanne-Sport, as well as the 
cycling team Ineos Grenadiers, formerly Team Sky. 
Ratcliffe may face competition from Saudi Arabian 
investors after the country’s sports minister Prince 
Abdulaziz bin Turki Al-Faisal said in November there 
“could” be interest in buying United and Liverpool, 
who are also up for sale. 

American investment firm Raine Group, who han-
dled Chelsea’s sale, are exclusively advising United, 
who are valued at around £5 billion. Ratcliffe’s entry 
into the bidding process came just hours after United 
legend Peter Schmeichel defended the club’s decision 
to set up a luxury lounge at the World Economic 
Forum in Davos. Positioned near global software 
companies, consultancies and banks, the club has 
created a lounge on the main high street of Davos, a 
luxury Swiss ski resort teeming with billionaires and 
CEOs this week during the annual Forum. 

“If you look at what we say about ourselves - we 
say that we are one of the biggest sporting brands in 
the world - then I think you have to back it up by 
having a presence in places like this,” Schmeichel, 

who is acting as an ambassador, told AFP. 
Schmeichel, who won five Premier League titles and 
the Champions League with United, said his personal 
preference would be for fans to buy the club, but he 
conceded that this was an unlikely outcome. 

“I know there’s a lot of fans who are wanting a 
change in ownership,” he said. “For me... would it 
make a difference to change the ownership? I 
think the only difference would be if it was owned 
by the fans, but I think that’s probably impossible. 
It’s too big.”  — AFP 
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