2002 US OPEN PREVIEW

--AJ Chabria

Latitiude, longitude and attitude: America’s Slam is more than a few ticks north and east of the happy-go-lucky one in Melbourne.

It couldn’t possibly touch the romance and beauty of Roland Garros.

It lacks the ‘establishment’ feel and polish of Wimbledon …by design.

For the fan, the U.S. Open is the Slam that makes you think, “God, I love this game.” Ditto (times ten, actually) for the players worth their salt.
Welcome to the purest and toughest Slam in tennis, coming at you live from a public park next door to Shea Stadium in Queens, New York.

Everybody is inspired and ready to make this their year. The tours have just come off the long, hot North American summer hardcourt swing and the players are either totally exhausted or in impeccable physical and mental condition.

THE MEN

Say what you want about Lleyton Hewitt dominating the game. Thanks to the almost comical depth in men’s tennis, it’s anybody’s final. That said, Hewitt will probably be in it. It has taken big efforts by two or three different kinds of players to upend the young Aussie on hard courts this year: big hitter Roger Federer made short work of him in Key Biscayne, as did Greg Rusedski in Indy, most recently, Felix (El Gato) Mantilla and Charlie Moya have used heavy spins, massive forehands and well-placed serves to frustrate him. In a 3 out of 5 set format though, he’s got to be considered a favorite. 

The aforementioned players (or a handful of guys who can learn from them) are capable of taking him down again. It will take a nearly flawless performance by the supremely talented Tommy Haas, Andy Roddick, J.C. Ferrero or James Blake (a possible 3rd round thriller) to get Hewitt out of the draw, possibly Mark Philippoussis or Guga Kuerten (both in the opposite half as Hewitt) on a great day. Marat Safin, Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi, are always in the hunt, but simply do not match up well against Hewitt, the best counter-puncher in the business. The good news for that trio is that they are nowhere near Hewitt in the draw; Pete and Safin are in the opposite half, and Dre would meet Hewitt in the semis of the top half. The bad news for Safin is that he may have to face a resurgent Guga in the 2nd round.

THE WOMEN

Rather than explore whether the Serena/Venus final will be a thriller or a dud, let’s applaud a couple of my favorite stylists, Chanda Rubin and Amelie Mauresmo for seriously getting it in gear for some topnotch summer results. Everyone’s looking forward to formidable comebacks from Martina Hingis and Lindsay Davenport, but it might be too soon. Of all the -ovas and the -evas, the sprite Dani Hantuchova seems poised for a run deep into the draw. Who can forget the sublime Justine Henin’s run to the semis at Wimbledon? Though she and Kim Clijsters have waffled a bit this summer, along with Jennifer Capriati, they round out the list of contenders this year. Let’s face it: we are left with 118 of the darkest of darkhorses, which ought to be encouraging to the qualifiers and wildcards. A sucker for comebacks (and smooth volleyers), I’m rooting for one of the American wildcards, Corina Morariu. Back from a courageous battle with cancer and feeling like the luckiest player in the draw, Corina has drawn Serena in the first round.

THE SIDESHOW

The Becker/McEnroe story has been a long and tiresome one of late. It’s easy to poke fun at the whole nostalgia thing and see this as an ounce in the tide of abominations like THE RERUN SHOW and the LOVE BOAT REUNION SPECIAL. 

How pathetic, but uh…Play already! We’ve gotta see this. There’s substance here after all. Who can resist two of the most amazing players of the open era?

Along with Sampras and Laver, Mac and Boris are the only two guys anyone can remember who have won Wimbledon, the US Open and the Davis Cup -- all in the same year.

As always, Boris and John are engaging as can be, always in the news, and they squabble like brothers. Love, hate, love. They play sort of similar styles and use the same racquet…the perfect undercard to the women’s final, huh?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

US OPEN 2002 Preview of the singles draws

---AJ Chabria

With the 32 seed system, form seems to hold true more often that in the old days. However, there will always be lots of intriguing early round match-ups. The first few days of the men’s draw:

· Juan Carlos Ferrero versus big-serving Aussie, Wayne Arthurs in the first round. They wear the same clothes, but the contrast in styles will be hard to miss. Wayne’s the lefty with the one-handed backhand. He’ll be at the net at least half the day. 

· Paul-Henri Mathieu versus Fernando Gonzalez in the first round in a clash of two youngsters who have beaten Pete Sampras recently. Mathieu is the French all-courter who led Agassi 2 sets to love in the 4th round at Roland Garros this past June. Gonzalez is one of the biggest hitters on the tour.

· Mark Philippoussis versus Fabrice Santoro -- a Mutt and Jeff possible 2nd rounder. Talk about a contrast in, well, everything. These guys have practiced together in the recent past, too. Fun match to watch, for sure.

· In a match Captain Pat McEnroe will surely sit down for: Phil Dent’s kid, Taylor could get a shot at America’s Kid Roddick in the 2nd round.

· Two of the late summer’s form horses may clash in the second round: Rusedski and Paradorn Srichaphan. Look for short points and lots of momentum changes.

· In what could have been a Slam semi circa ’98, perennial gamer, Jonas Bjorkman will battle the amazing Marcelo Rios in the opening round.

· Jiri Novak, the 14th seed takes on the resurgent Richard Krajicek in the 1st round. The winner of this could get to the second week.

· For one of the few times in his career as a professional, 5’9” Hicham Arazi will absolutely tower over an opponent. Let’s hear it for Olivier Rochus of Belgium Both guys have explosive games, mellifluous backhands, French-speaking fans worldwide and well-deserved reputations for taking down the big guys in Slams. Allez!
The first week in the women’s draw:

· The winner of the Corina/Serena first round encounter is likely to face Dinara Safina, who is currently known for her famous brother who won this thing 2 years ago. Pretty soon, Dinara will be known for her big, flashy game.

· Tabloid toss-up: Alexandra Stevenson versus Anna Kournikova in the second round. If they get that far, the good folks at the tournament desk will surely put that one on one of the larger show courts.

· I’d personally love to see the brightest star in women’s college tennis, Wake Forest’s own Bea Bielick (a local) find her way to the third round to meet Justine Henin in a battle of gorgeous backhands. 

· Roland Garros’ surprise semifinalist, Clarisa Fernandez may earn a match with Jelena Dokic in the second round. Fernandez has the game to slow Dokic down a notch.

· France’s darling Amelie Mauresmo is likely to get to the third round to face the Swiss veteran Patty Schnyder. Both have almost too much imagination on the court as they’ll try to outdo themselves with all the magical spins and angles they can conjure. If the errors don’t get in the way, look for some amazing points in this one.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THE OPEN STORY, nightly musings on the most wide-open week in professional tennis.

-AJ Chabria

SUNDAY, AUGUST 27, 2002

I grew up in New York. I haven’t lived here in years, but I miss it, especially this time of year. I have been blessed enough to come watch the Open every year from the end of the grass court era at the West Side Tennis Club through all three years on clay there as well as nineteen years at Louis Armstrong stadium. This will be my first time in the massive Arthur Ashe stadium. I used to play the tournament that bore his name here at this tennis center as a junior.

It’s amazing to be back here, in the city that doesn’t sleep. Last time I was here, my father and I had to wait a few hours to get into the night session men’s quarters in ‘96. The mega-monitor outside the stadium showed the fifth set of the legendary Corretja/Sampras match. Yeah, the one with the vomiting in the tie-breaker. From the outside, it sounded like ten LA Coliseums full of screaming, gasping and cheering going on inside Louis Armstrong. It was pretty anti-climatic to see Goran overpower Edberg a little while later. Turns out, it was the elegant Swede’s last match at the Open.  

I’ve gotten to see some of the greats over the years, like Manuel Orantes’ amazing comeback from 2 sets to one and 0-5 in the fourth against Guillermo Vilas in the ’75 semifinal. My parents tell me I slept through it, but I’m going to have to take the fifth.

I definitely remember the all-New Yorker final of ’79: Vitas Gerulaitis and Johnny Mac. It was the only thing even close to a subway series for my generation at that point.

Like it was this morning, I recall getting hypnotized watching Connors and the great Ilie Nastase on a practice court. Flat, spin, flat, spin, deep, deeper, harder, dropshot, scowl. Also on the practice courts, I remember Yannick Noah hitting some of the freakiest overheads ever. Stuff that would make Sampras drop his jaw.

I was lucky enough to be around for the very first “Super Saturday” in ’84 when Pat Cash lost a 5 set heartbreaker to Lendl, Martina took Evert in three, then Mac edged Connors in five on his way to his last ever Slam. The next year on opening day, I was one of the kids in the cheap seats yelling U-S-A! U-S-A! as Mac got past Shlomo Glickstein 7-6 in the fifth. 

I remember leaving at midnight or so one night in ’91, when Pat McEnroe had an aging, fading Jimmy Connors beat. Connors pulled that one out, and four more on his run to the semis that year. That same year Michael Chang hit about thirty amazing heavy topspin lobs to thwart the elder McEnroe amid a crowd that seemed slightly and ironically in favor of the young Californian. New Yorkers love an underdog, and only in the Big City, would the higher ranked Chang be considered the ‘dog.

I remember the tension between the Agassi entourage and the Muster camp as they practiced on adjacent, undivided courts with their coaches. This was about a half and hour before their match against one another in the stadium. Both practiced short and intensely, like it would be their last chance at a sworn enemy, fuming the whole way. Agassi took it in four a couple of hours later.

Well, you get the idea. There have been some incredible moments here at America’s Slam, and this year will be no exception.

I’m thrilled to be here again. I’ll check in every night after the matches all week.

