American Tennis
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With the unbridled expectation of international sports dominance that exists in the United States, it has become increasingly difficult in recent years for professional men’s tennis fans to endure the repeated failures of their compatriots on the concrete, grass, and clay. The crushing monotony of being forced to watch a Swiss man steamroll the competition in every ATP tour event he enters is taking its toll on American tennis, and nobody knows exactly what to do. As Roger Federer’s hands cling to one championship trophy after another, we as Americans do what we have always done when we do not win – we look the other way and pretend that we don’t care.

Of course, we do care. In fact, it torments us. We make up stories to assuage our frustrations and fears. We say that the game is no longer  “exciting.” Roger Federer just isn’t charismatic enough; we’d rather watch LeBron James. We comment that just like every other foreign player, Federer has no personality, he is not marketable, or maybe, he just isn’t American. Just as we brush other sports like soccer and hockey aside in favor of our beloved trio of football, baseball, and basketball, Americans are once again conveniently ignoring professional men’s tennis as a defense mechanism. It is simply not feasible to love a sport in which we are second, third, or even fourth best. 

The eras of the dominant American champions—Sampras, Agassi, Connors, and McEnroe—are over, and our young tennis stars are supposed to pick up the pieces. With the exception of Andy Roddick, our new American boys, Robby Ginepri, James Blake and Taylor Dent, are hardly household names – none have won a major since 2003, when the then 20 year-old Roddick captured the U.S. Open title, becoming the second youngest to do so, behind only fellow American Pete Sampras. 

Since then, it has been "whoa is my American heart" for the wonder boy, who has failed to win a major since, while spending his free time applying and receiving top bill as Roger Federer's personal whipping boy. Losing his last six match ups against Federer, and ten of eleven overall, it has become Federer instead of Roddick that is becoming the next tennis great: the next Pete Sampras. Not surprisingly, the truth is hard to swallow for Americans, who cannot fathom that the greatest player is not one of their own.  Yet, it gets worse. It’s not only Federer who has been leaving the Americans’ bottoms red from repeated spankings. The superior Swiss has a comrade, a surging Spaniard by the name of Rafael Nadal. The 19 year-old, three full years younger than Roddick, is another young superstar that is sure to serve as yet another nemesis and roadblock in the way of American supremacy. 

To document exactly just how dominant this tandem of Federer and Nadal has become one may look simply at the results – these two players have combined to win all eight of the Master Series events in 2005. For the uninitiated, Master Series events are the most hotly contested tournaments of the year, dubbed “mini-majors.”  Before this year, no player had ever won four of these events in one year. In 2005, both Federer and Nadal have won four and the season isn’t over. And what about the actual majors? Well, Federer has won the last three Wimbledons and the last two U.S. Opens. Marat Safin won the Australian this year, and it was Federer emerging victorious in 2004. No surprise, Nadal won the French Open this year and an American has not hoisted that trophy since Agassi in 1999.

The late 1970’s and early 1980’s belonged to McEnroe and Connors, who combined to win seven U.S. Opens in a row. Similarly, the 1990’s were the territory of Agassi and Sampras, who combined to win six in that decade. Unfortunately, it seems that the twenty-first century belongs to two men of non-American blood, and it may stay that way for a while. Still, for the sake of good karma and non-pessimism, I will end this rant on a positive note. The Americans once again have young rising talent, albeit not of tier one caliber quite yet. We currently have two players in the top five, (Roddick at #3, Agassi at #5). Robby Ginepri is sitting comfortably at 16 and is only 23 years old, in the upswing of his career. Connecticut native James Blake is ranked 25th, and just recently overcame a series of personal setbacks that really hampered his career. Blake is possibly America’s best threat to become a star player, boasting one of the best forehands in the game. Taylor Dent is the last American player with a chance at future success, ranked 28th in the world. He is a serve and volley player that needs to improve his endurance to compete at a top level. Hopefully, through practice and possibly some luck, this rag-tag bunch can at least give American fans a few minutes to stand proud in 2006.

