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THE WEEK AHEAD
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Players say all the racket at
French Open crosses the line

By MATTHEW FUTTERMAN

Let's start with the brass band

That's what caught Ben Shel
ton off guard when he walked onto
court Monday to face Hugo Gaston
of France. The venue was Court 14
a sunken stage that can very quick-
ly become a suffocating cauldron of
noise and mayhemwhen the oppo.
nent is a native son.

This is the first time that I've
come out to a tennis match and had
# band playing in the stands on my
court.” said Shelton. Shelton, the 15th
seed at this year's French Open. is no
stranger to rowdy crowds; he played
ars of college tennis at the Uni
sity of Florida. Away matches at
Kentucky Tennessee and Georgia
were especially nasty, he s

You play in the SEC (Southeastern
Conference) all bets are off.”

If the bets are off on campus, then
at Roland Garros, they re somewhere
in the Seine. All match long, the band
played on, a bass drum thumping
and summoning the rhythmic clap-
ping. the trumpets and horns tooting
and rousing the standing-room-on-
Iy crowd of thousands to its feet to
shake Shelton into as many faults
and errors as it could

This 1s how tennis rolls at the
French Open, turning a genteel sport
known for its etiquette-obsessed fans
into the frenzies of soccer matches,

1t's not everyone's cup of tea. The
Jords of Wimbledon would have none
of it. and the All England Club has
long set the standards for much of
the sport. But these are two of just a
handful of weeks during the tennis
season when a tournament reminds
a sport that it does not hav
by the norms of Victorian-era Great
Britain

Players and fans alike might enjoy
themselves a tad more

They're really into it and 1 felt
like they really love tennis.” said De
nis Shapovalov. a Canadian who got
similar treatment later that evening
when he took on France’s Luca Van
Assche a few he ater on the same
court. Shapovaloy, a massive Toronto
Maple Leafs fan rto the
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The Parisians have form. Taylor
Fritz ran
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thur Rinderknech of France last year
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PHOTOS BY AURELIEN MORISSARD
Fans of France’s Hugo Gaston cheer with the French flag during his first-round
match against American Ben Shelton at the French Open on Monday in Paris.

thing wouldn't be a problem.

When a gasp emerges from a vacu
um, it is much more jarring

“I just wanted to point out that
it's not casy for us,” Swiatek said
“French crowds can be kind of harsh,
so I don't want to be under the radar
right now. | don't know if that was a
good decision or not, but 1 hope they
can treat me as a human

This has all caused quite the stir at
the French Open, and tournament di-
rector Amelie Mauresmo said Thurs-
day that she wouid no longer permit
spectators to drink alcohol in the
stands. Umpires and security offi
cials have been put on alert to snuff
out unruly behavior.

But fans getting emotional in the
middle of a point, as long as it's not
intentionally done to put off a specif-
i player, is not a punishable offense.
If you throw something at a pl
er, that’s black and white, you're out.
Mauresmo said. “E
tions, during a point. isn't the same
thing

Given the singular nature of the
French Open. it's also hard to tell
whether all this is a genuine refer
endum on the nature of spectator
or more of an occupational
1of being in the City of Light

a fortright. Home advantage is
1s old as sports and warfare, and
there is something inherently unfair
about it in tennis. Plavers from only
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four countries — Australia, France
the United Kingdom and the Unit
ed States — can experience a home

advantage in the Gand Slams,
the most important events in the
sport
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And they did. razzing Jarry
ault and error. breaking his

Hugo Gaston in the first round of the
French Open on Mondsy.

“Then we shift our strateg:

concentration and his spirit, turning
Court Simonne-Mathieu into a Ro-
man amphitheatre. Moutet prevailed
in four sets, including 6-0 in the last

‘This rousing support can also on!

do so much. The last French woman

to win the French Open was Mary
Pierce in 2000. A French man hasn't
won since Yannick Noah in 1983
Other players are simply better.

Let’s get back to the band.

They are part of La Banda Pan-
ame, a collection of roughly 50 mu-
sicians who provide spirit and en-
tertainment at various sports events
throughout the region. BNP Paribas,
the international bank that is one of
the biggest sponsors of tennis and the
French Open, has them on the payroll
here, under the name “We Are Ten-
hey are decked out in all white,
with matching logoed polo shirts.

“We started at Queen’s Club for
the Davis Cup against Great Brit-
" said Vincent Raymond,
whowas part of the five-man crewon
Tuesday

Andy Murray punished us.

Raymond was joined by band-
mates, Julian, Brice, Nicholas and
hann: two trumpets. drums, a trom
me. a flu
conductor
1o create

abone, and an emeee.

Their mandate. he said, is
noise, support France and
support the sport. They have seats re-
served all over the grounds, so they
can bounce from court to court

The way it’s been going for French
tennis. that means going wherever
nce needs them during the first
k. Generally, the French players
are out of the tournament after that
" Ray
mond said. “We want to provide a
play atmosphere. It's tenni:
The key is to stop playing before the
umpire savs no more.”

The band. however. can only con-
trol what they can control. Once they
t the crowd | bets are off,
especially on Court Suzanne-Len-
glen. the 10.000-seat gem of an are-
na. where Argentina’s Tomas Martin
Etcheverry took on Arthur Cazaux,
the i 2l-year-old Frenchman in
the first round.

Cazaux won the first set in a hurry
then fell off a cliff. Josing the next two.
He was still getting pounded midway
through the third, down a service
break and seemingly minutes from
defeat. His shoulders shamped. his
legs dragged

Then. as Cazaux, came back out
) the court afie ange-over,
the crowd grew louder than it had
been all day. with plenty of hdnfmm
that band. A collection of Cazaux's
friends. seated just above the back
of the court, traded chants and arm
pumps with fans on the other side of
the stadium, like they had been prac-
ticing for months.

Etcheverry took a few deep breaths
and served

Fan

More chants, More screams. A
brief chorus

Another fault

Within minutes, the crowd had
manifested a break for Cazaux. He
couldn’t hold his serve, so they man-
ifested another for him.

“T'had a second breath due to the
crowd, so thanks to them.” Cazaux
said later. “1 love this kind of atmo-
sphere.”

Then that refrain: “It's like a foot-
ball match *

Etcheverry said the o atmosphere
was as tough as it gets.

“1 play a lot of times against French
guys.” be said. “It's tough. every mo-
ment.”
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