
PARIS • Since they both lost in the 
opening round in Rome,  at  their  
only clay-court tournament before 
the French Open, Sofia Kenin and 
Iga Swiatek have taken radically dif-
ferent paths  to  their  unexpected  
places in today’s final.

Kenin, the 21-year-old American 
who won the Australian Open in 
February, has had to scrap and im-
provise  to  avert  defeat,  fighting  
through four three-set matches.

But she has worked her way into 
a much more authoritative place, as 
she  demonstrated  on  Thursday.  
She blunted Petra Kvitova’s power 
and read the angles of her game, 
taking a quick step in just the right 
direction and repeatedly winning 
the exchanges that mattered most 
in a 6-4, 7-5 semi-final victory.

“She just has something you can’t 
teach:  The  bigger  the  point,  the  
more  she  wants  it,”  said  former  
world  No.  1  Lindsay  Davenport,  
now a Tennis Channel analyst.

Swiatek,  an  unseeded  19-year-
old from Poland, has not had to dig 
nearly  so  deep.  Instead,  she  has  
been a force of nature, construct-
ing points and demolishing oppo-
nents without losing a set.

Out  of  nowhere  in  this  Grand  
Slam, no one has come close to find-
ing a solution to her compact blend 
of offence and defence.

Not the No.  1  seed and former 
champion  Simona  Halep,  whom  
Swiatek  crushed,  6-1,  6-2,  in  the  
fourth round. Not the qualifier Na-
dia  Podoroska,  whom  Swiatek  
routed 6-2, 6-1 in a semi-final that 
lasted little more than an hour.

Swiatek has yet to win a Tour ti-
tle, yet she came close to playing in 
two Grand Slam finals this week-
end.  She  and  partner  Nicole  
Melichar fell to Desirae Krawczyk 
and Alexa Guarachi 6-7 (5-7), 6-1, 
4-6  in  yesterday’s  women’s  dou-
bles semi-finals.

“It seems unreal,” said Swiatek, 
who is ranked 54th in singles and 
decided to put off going to univer-
sity for two years in order to try to 
make it in tennis. 

“On one hand, I know that I can 
play  great  tennis.  On  the  other  
hand, it’s kind of surprising for me. 
I  never would have thought that  

I’m going to be in the final.” 
If she prevails  she will  become 

the  youngest  player  to  lift  the  
Suzanne Lenglen Cup since Mon-
ica Seles (18) in 1992.

The  women’s  tournament  has  
been a dizzying succession of up-
sets and introductions, with play-
ers like Argentina’s Podoroska, 23, 
making their French Open debuts 
with rankings outside the top 100 
and outplaying the veterans.

The match between the fourth-
seeded Kenin and seventh-seeded 
Kvitova  was  only  the  fourth  be-
tween  seeded  players  in  the  
women’s  singles.  The  men  will  
have a total of 11 such matches.

But it is hard to call the final a 
fluke. Swiatek’s game has been irre-
sistible, and Kenin has shown she 

belongs at this lofty level, winning 
her  first  Major  title  at  the  Aus-
tralian Open by beating local hero 
Ashleigh Barty and two-time Major 
champion Garbine Muguruza.

Kenin reached the fourth round 
of the US Open last month, is 16-1 in 
Grand Slam singles play this year 
and is in her second Major final of 
the season. She has turned things 
around after losing, 6-0, 6-0, to Vic-
toria Azarenka last month in Rome.

“I’m just really grateful with the 
way that I’m playing, with the way 
things are going,” said Kenin, who 
had never been past the quarter-fi-
nals in a clay-court event until this 
tournament. “It’s not easy getting 
to a Grand Slam final. Having two 
this year, it’s really special.”
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In the sweaty arenas of sport, 
fairness is rarely found. If you’re a 
judoka, you’ll never earn like a 
footballer. If you’re a shooter, don’t 
wait to be asked for an autograph. 
There is no level playing field, no 
gender equality, no uniform 
treatment. How much press you get 
can depend on the fluke of where 
you are born. 

There are only so many pages in a 
newspaper and so little attention 
span in a world with a preference 
for flash. It swoons over 

cross-cultural heroes, prodigies 
and big-talking Nick Kyrgios. It falls 
for anyone who looks good on a 
billboard or if you play with such 
artistry that ballet critics at a 
newspaper come to watch. It’s 
enamoured with mothers who can 
play and intrigued by those who 
have a hectoring father. 

But what happens if you’re not 
any of this? Not an over-hyped, 
shot-making head-turner? Not too 
tall, not too young, not too heavy a 
hitter? Then you better win, again 
and again, to grab your share of 
attention and this is precisely what 
Sofia Kenin – 1.70m, 21, with a 
146kmh average first-serve speed – 
is doing. Just inching her way up the 
ladder of respect. One hard rung at 
a time. 

She’s the reigning Australian 
Open champion, is in the final at 
Roland Garros, is the 
highest-ranked American on any 
Tour and yet people might struggle 
to pick her out of a talented line-up. 

It’s not her fault, it’s our 
sub-standard radar. We’re looking 
for colourful stars but she’s just a 
plainly brilliant tennis player.

Kenin’s tennis speaks for her and 
it talks smartly and sternly. This 
isn’t a charm contest, it’s a 
puzzle-fest, and she’s a mobile 
problem solver. Four of her 
matches went to three sets and she 
won those third sets 6-3, 6-2, 6-1 
and 6-0 and it reflects her 
toughness. Asked to describe 
herself at a press conference, she 
replied: “Feisty. One word, very 
feisty... Definitely feisty.”

Kenin shouts, self-chats, 
seemingly reads where the ball is 
going before the hitter decides the 
direction, and stands steady during 
gales of shot-making. In her 
semi-final, Petra Kvitova had 12 
break points but could convert only 
two. When the match ended, a 
high-strung Kenin blew out her 
cheeks, as if she finally gave herself 
permission to breathe. 

Of course, everyone wants 
sponsors and Instagram followers 
(Coco Gauff has 686,970, Bianca 
Andreescu 668,928, Kenin 180,319) 
but first in sport is respect. “I feel 
like people definitely respect me 
and I’m happy,” said Kenin. But you 
know it’s insufficient. It’s not just 
that she believes in herself, she 
wants to make you a believer.

So does her rival, a Polish 
19-year-old named Iga (Swiatek) 
who one might say is an heir to an 
Aga (Radwanska). The latter played 
a game of non-violence, the former 
hits forehands that verge on 
assault. Swiatek also understands 
unfairness and appreciates the 
nuances of geography, opportunity 
and resistance. 

“It was pretty annoying at the 
beginning. I just had to accept if 
you’re from eastern or central 
Europe it may be kind of harder to 
get wild cards because we don’t 
have any big tournaments in 
Poland,” she said. 

“As soon as I accepted that and as 
soon as I realised it’s going to be 
even better if I’m going to earn it on 
my own, I was OK with that. I just 
kept working.” Of course she did. 
Her father rowed the quadruple 
sculls over 2,000m at the 1988 
Olympics and it’s a race of utter 
persistence. 

Who’s playing in the final, casual 
fans ask at the end of Slams, 
searching for legends, comeback 
queens and record breakers. These 
two women are yet to qualify under 
those categories, but what a duet 
they promise. 

One player, born in Warsaw, 
whose cap is pulled low over her 
eyes yet owns a game that is 
scarcely shy. Swiatek is a retro teen, 
who travels with a sports 
psychologist, likes Pink Floyd and 
knows she is a win away from 
escaping the dark side of the moon. 

The other is an American born in 
Moscow, who walks across the 
court with the briskness of a 
woman who is late to her own 
coronation. When she tosses the 
ball, Kenin famously doesn’t look 
up, but it’s because she knows 
precisely where she is going. If she 
wins a second Slam, the world must 
pay attention. That, at least, sounds 
like a fair deal.
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Unseeded Swiatek versus Major winner Kenin

How the finalists match up

EXCEPTIONAL 

It’s not easy getting to 
a Grand Slam final. 
Having two this year, 
it’s really special.

’’SOFIA KENIN, the fourth seed, on being in 
her second Major final. She won the 
Australian Open in February.

SportsWorld

PARIS • Twelve-time  champion  
Rafael  Nadal  reached  his  13th  
French Open final yesterday with a 
6-3,  6-3,  7-6  (7-0)  win  over  Ar-
gentina’s Diego Schwartzman, set-
ting  up  a  title  clash  tomorrow  
against Novak Djokovic or Stefanos 
Tsitsipas.

For 34-year-old Nadal, it  was a 
99th win – with only two losses – at 

Roland Garros since his 2005 de-
but and put him just one victory 
away  from  equalling  Roger  Fed-
erer’s  men’s  record  of  20  Grand  
Slam singles titles. He is also into 
his 28th final at the Majors.

“It’s always special to play here, 
to be in the final another time – it’s 
always a special moment,” said the 
world No. 2 Spaniard, who is now 

124-2  in  best-of-five  matches  on  
clay and has yet to drop a set in this 
year’s French Open.

“I made a couple of mistakes (af-
ter winning the first two sets). He 
played some  good  points.  I  then  
missed two volleys. I know against 
Diego he makes more breaks with-
out a doubt.

“I lost to him in Rome recently so 
I know it’d be a tough match.

“Three  days  ago  he  played  an  
amazing  match  against  Dominic  
Thiem. I looked at what happened 
in that match and what happened 

in Rome and tried to change that.
“Happy the way that I played. I 

have been improving and today has 
been a very positive match for me.”

Nadal  was  beaten  by  the  12th  
seed a little over two weeks ago in 

Rome but he showed he was still  
the undisputed king of Roland Gar-
ros as he notched up a 10th win in 11 
meetings over the Argentinian.

Schwartzman,  playing  his  first  
Grand  Slam  semi-final,  had  two  
break points in the opening game 
but Nadal  saved both to win the 
game after battling for 14 minutes. 

The Spaniard went on to break 
twice in each of the first two sets. 

The  duo  traded  double  service  
breaks in the third set before Nadal 
aced the tiebreak. 

Schwartzman, 28, found the net 
with a return to hand Nadal victory 
in 3hr 9min.

Djokovic, the 2016 champion in 
Paris and chasing an 18th Grand 
Slam title, took on Greek fifth seed 
Tsitsipas in the second semi-final 
later yesterday. The result was un-
available at press time. 

The world No. 1 is bidding to be-
come the first man in half a century 
to win all four Slams twice. 
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE, REUTERS

FRENCH OPEN
Finals: Women’s singles (8.30pm) & 
men’s doubles (11pm) – Singtel TV 
Ch114 & StarHub Ch208

DID YOU KNOW?
The pair faced each other at junior level, in the third round of Roland 
Garros in 2016, with Swiatek winning 6-4, 7-5.

UNEXPECTED

It seems unreal. On 
one hand, I know that 
I can play great 
tennis. On the other 
hand, it’s kind of 
surprising for me. 

’’IGA SWIATEK, 19, on playing in her first 
Major final. She has yet to win a Tour title.

Mercedes confirm 2nd
positive Covid-19 test
NURBURGRING • The 
Mercedes Formula One team 
yesterday confirmed that 
they have isolated six more 
staff, including a second 
person who returned a 
positive Covid-19 test. 

The team had announced 
on Thursday that one person 
from their travelling race 
team had recorded a positive 
test ahead of this weekend’s 
Eifel Grand Prix. As a result, 
the team retested everyone, 
an exercise that resulted in 
another positive test.

Separately, bad weather 
denied Mick Schumacher an 
F1 practice debut yesterday, 
with the medical helicopter 
unable to take off due to fog 
and the session called off. 
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Scotland to meet 
Serbia for Euro spot
OSLO • Serbia reached the 
Euro 2020 play-off finals 
after a double from 
second-half substitute Sergej 
Milinkovic-Savic gave them a 
2-1 win away to Norway after 
extra time on Thursday.

The result also meant that 
Norway’s Borussia 
Dortmund star striker Erling 
Haaland will miss the 
European Championship.

The Scots will face the 
Serbs in Belgrade on Nov 12 
for a berth at next year’s 
tournament, after a 5-3 
penalty shoot-out win at 
home to Israel following a 
0-0 extra-time draw.
REUTERS

2021 Tokyo Marathon
delayed to October 
TOKYO • Next year’s Tokyo 
Marathon has been 
postponed until after the 
delayed 2020 Olympics, 
organisers said yesterday, as 
the coronavirus pandemic 
continues to impact sporting 
events across the world. 

The race was originally on 
March 7 with around 38,000 
runners, including top 
athletes. But, with restricted 
entry into the country and 
rules around big events, it is 
pushed back to Oct 17, 2021 
“due to various restrictions 
related to the new 
coronavirus”, a Tokyo 
Marathon Foundation 
spokesman told AFP.
AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Paris-Roubaix race off 
due to virus pandemic
PARIS • This year’s one-day 
Paris-Roubaix cycling race 
has been cancelled because 
of the coronavirus 
pandemic, organisers ASO 
said yesterday. 

The race, postponed from 
April, was rescheduled to Oct 
25. But Thursday’s 
announcement by the 
French government that 
Lille was on maximum alert 
forced ASO to cancel the 
race. AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

IGA SWIATEK (POL)

World No. 2 
Rafael Nadal has 
never lost a final 
at Roland 
Garros.

Kenin’s the reigning 
Australian Open champion, 
is in the final at Roland 
Garros, is the 
highest-ranked American 
on any Tour and yet people 
might struggle to pick her 
out of a talented line-up. 
It’s not her fault, it’s our 
sub-standard radar. We’re 
looking for colourful stars 
but she’s just a plainly 
brilliant tennis player.

PHOTOS: REUTERS

SOFIA KENIN (USA)

SportingLife

Not everyone has flash, some athletes just play

Spaniard can join Federer on 20 Grand Slam 
titles by claiming 13th Roland Garros crown 

French Open 2020

NADAL SEEKS 100TH 
PARIS WIN IN FINAL 
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