Withdrawals of Agassi and Nadal bring China crisis

From Neil Harman, Tennis Correspondent in Shanghai

SHORT of the famed petalled roof of its luxurious new home springing a leak, there is not much more that can be dumped on the Masters Cup without the tournament imploding. In the space of a dismal hour yesterday, Andre Agassi and Rafael Nadal cried off and, through force of circumstance, Mariano Puerta, the Argentinian who is staring at a career-ending punishment should doping allegations against him prove true, was summoned to help to rescue what remains of the championship’s credibility. 

It was a depressing sequence of events that ought to play on the mind of all sections of tennis gathering at this event for some indulgent back-patting at China’s expense. They can celebrate that they have survived, in various forms, for another year, but someone with a bit of clout had better tell them that the gravy train is coming off the tracks. 

Yes, there is an element of bad luck in that Puerta against Gastón Gaudio was left as the pick of the second day’s matches when neither should have been in the tournament. Agassi had stumbled while indulging in racketball a couple of weeks ago and sprained an ankle, Roger Federer slid on spittle and damaged ankle ligaments (although he looked reasonably perky on court on the first day), Lleyton Hewitt’s wife is about to give birth and Andy Roddick’s back is iffy. Marat Safin’s left knee has not been good for the best part of a year. 

So Puerta became the fourth Argentinian in what is supposed to be a select field of eight. Fernando González, of Chile, is the second reserve and will take Agassi’s place — although Puerta and Gaudio would be within their rights to say that Nikolay Davydenko, the Russian who defeated a lifeless Agassi 6-4, 6-2 yesterday, was the beneficiary of playing an unfit opponent, while González is bursting with vim and vigour. 

Any way it is looked at, this spectacular finale to the men’s season is staggering from one disaster to another, in front of a crowd and a country that deserved better. 

They may be at opposite ends of their careers, but Agassi and Nadal are at one in believing that the complex issues facing tennis need addressing before it rushes, oblivious, into another 11-month season. “There are areas where it’s important that players have a stronger say, but there are others where it’s equally important they don’t,” was Agassi’s assessment. “Doing things right requires a lot of sacrifice from each party. 

“You can’t just stick a bunch of people in a room to talk about it. Somebody or something has to truly represent the better interest of this sport or else it will never move as a unit. It starts with communication, but I’m not convinced that everybody trying to represent themselves is the best way for it to happen.” 

That is experience talking and Agassi has accumulated bundles of it in 20 years on the scene. Nadal is not even 20 years old. His style is that of a thunderous young bull and it has brought untold treasures in his first full year on the tour, but it has brought, also, the unwelcome intrusion of injury — in this case to his left foot — caused by playing when he should not. Such is Nadal’s innate decency, he sacrificed all to the Madrid Masters when his knees were saying that he should rest. In the final, at two sets down to Ivan Ljubicic, rather than easing up, the Spaniard went at the match even harder and won in remarkable fashion. 

As Agassi said of him, and might have thought when he himself was 19 and running around like a long-haired tyro possessed: “He is writing cheques you hope his body can cash. He plays hard every single point. You hope he can stay healthy, but it is a lot of wear and tear.” 

Although Toni, Nadal’s uncle, is the young man’s coach, the two men who dictate his schedule are Sebastián, his father, and Ángel Ruiz Cotorro, his doctor. Their advice is going to be more vital if he continues to play in the only way that works for him. “Every match is tough, no?” Nadal said. “We need to play 100 per cent every match. For good luck, I won a lot of matches and for that reason I can’t play every week. Every person wants to change (the system). I hope we improve, little by little.” 

There were a couple of travellers at Pu Dong airport last night eager for their last journey of the year. As they departed, the mandarins of the sport were continuing to arrive. One look into the players’ faces might just bring the rule-makers to their senses.







