After Hours - Australian tennis has to outgrow GRASS ROOTS. 
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 Sport 

 An Australian all-round tennis champion and a home-grown winner at Melbourne Park is likely to remain elusive while `hard and fast' rules on the country's practice courts. 

 The great Australian tennis myth passed down from coach to pupil through generations is that the style of game we learn on the dry, fast grasscourts strewn across our country is the one that will make our players national champions and ultimately grand slam heroes. 

 While Lleyton Hewitt has deservedly high expectations at Wimbledon next week, the hard reality is as barren as Mildura's courts by February's end: no Aussie has won the Australian Open in a quarter of a century and according to new research from Tristan Barnett, a PhD student at Swinburne University, none is likely to in the near future. 

 When Rod Laver and Roy Emerson each won the complete set of major titles in the 1960s, three of the four were held on grass; the French Open on clay was the only exception. The move to hardcourts in New York in the '70s and Melbourne in the '80s has pushed our traditional arena into a sideshow. Only three countries Great Britain, India, and the Netherlands host grasscourt tournaments at the ATP Tour or Challenger level. 

 Australians are still capable of winning Wimbledon, as Hewitt demonstrated last year. Pat Rafter won two US Opens on hardcourt. However, Barnett's research indicates that these results are a poor guide to outcomes at Melbourne Park, and that the French Open is even further out of reach for the Aussies. The key is the physics of the court surface. It is well known that grass is a "fast" surface, meaning that its friction is low and the ball comes out of the bounce with plenty of horizontal momentum. In contrast, coarse-grained clay allows the ball to roll briefly, losing speed and popping up at an angle six degrees higher than the same shot on grass. Courts constructed from hard materials, such as concrete or asphalt topped by a layer of sand-laced paint, have traditionally been categorised as fast, second only to grass. In truth, the Rebound Ace used for the Australian Open shows characteristics closer to the red stuff than the green. 

 The ball is at its fastest during the serve, and that is where the court effects are starkest as the receiver uses every millisecond of extra time to scramble a useful return. At Wimbledon, male servers win 73.8 per cent of points when their first serve lands in. At Roland Garros, the success rate is just 67.6 per cent. The statistics for the US Open and Australian Open are 71.5 and 69.5 per cent respectively that is, Rebound Ace is as close to moribund clay as it is to the Plexipave used at Flushing Meadows. Other indicative statistics tell a similar story. 

 With this understanding, players can be identified by their optimal surface. Barnett has analysed the top seeds' statistics on each surface, and every player fits the expected curve of a preferred surface where their winning percentage is highest, with similar surfaces next best. 

 If a player's optimal surface is clay, then they can adjust better to hardcourts than to grass, and particularly well to slow hardcourts. The '90s dominance of Monica Seles and more recent performances of claycourters Gustavo Kuerten and Albert Costa at the Australian Open are evidence of this. French Open semi-finalist Guillermo Coria has a 61 per cent success rate on hardcourts but has never won a match on grass; bizarrely, he is seeded seventh for Wimbledon. 

 Conversely, a player raised on grass will never feel at home on clay, but can perform well on the faster hardcourts such as Flushing Meadows. The elite Australians of the past decade all fit this mould. 

 Pete Sampras, winner of seven Wimbledons in eight years, announced last week that he would never play at Roland Garros again, after years of losing to clay journeymen. The natural timing that evolves from years of training on a low, fast surface is never "sweet" when waiting an extra fraction of a second and receiving the ball above shoulder level. 

 The ideal player for the modern grand slam is Andre Agassi, who spent his formative years on the hardcourts of Las Vegas and the Nick Bollettieri academy in Florida. Agassi wins almost 80 per cent of his matches on hardcourts, 74 per cent on clay and 76 per cent on grass. Players who are used to the speed of hardcourts do not have as big an adjustment to the extremes of pace; it is no coincidence that Agassi is the only man to win majors on all four surfaces. 

 Australia's Davis Cup management showed that it understood some of these principles when it broke with tradition to choose clay as the surface for the first-round tie against Britain this year. The Brits were expected to bring grasscourt specialist Tim Henman and power server Greg Rusedski, both of whom would be even more uncomfortable on clay than the Aussies. 

 The subtleties have been lost in the choice of Melbourne Park's Rebound Ace for the semi-final against Switzerland in September. Swiss tennis is all about staying indoors out of the snow, and top player Roger Federer boasts a formidable record on hardcourt (his optimal surface). Australia will have the crowd but not the ground advantage. 

 If we want to have an Australian as champion of our national tournament, perhaps it is time to "juice" the surface just a little and put our top players back into their comfort zones. 

 As less costly artificial surfaces usurp grasscourts in suburbia, young tennis hopefuls are experiencing slower, more middle-of-the-road courts. With sponsorship, juniors can pick up vital experience on a variety of surfaces around the world. The breeding of an all-round champion will take more than one generation, though, as local coaches continue to teach the strategies they know have won on their native grass. 

 For Wimbledon this year, Barnett likes Agassi over Hewitt, and predicts another all-Williams final in the women's. 

 Dark horses in the men's include optimal grasscourters Rusedski, American Taylor Dent and France's Nicolas Escude. 
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