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TOKYO:  Japan’s Kodai Ichihara pro-
duced a sparkling six-under-par 65
yesterday to take a surprise one-
stroke lead into the weekend at the
Panasonic Open.

The 33-year-old, who has battled
injury and the dreaded ‘yips’ in a
chequered career, carded seven
birdies against a lone bogey to fin-
ish the second round one clear of

India’s Shiv Kapur (67) at the $1.25
million event in Chiba, southeast of
Tokyo. 

Fellow Japanese Azuma Yano
fired a 69 to finish two off the
halfway pace at the tournament co-
sanctioned by the Asian and
Japanese tours. “I created a lot of
birdie chances and took them,”
Ichihara told reporters after reaching

the clubhouse at eight-under 134.
“My confidence was high after

shooting a good score (69) in windy
conditions yesterday,” added
Ichihara, looking to regain the Asian
Tour card he lost in 2013 with a
strong result this week.

“I want to get back on the Asian
Tour so I have to eliminate silly mis-
takes from my game.” Overnight

leader Ryutaro Nagano, who is hop-
ing to give his hometown of
Kumamoto a lift after last week’s
deadly earthquake, slipped back to
four-under after a 73.

South Korea youngster Wang
Jeung-Hun, fast gaining a reputa-
tion for his attacking style, sits five
strokes adrift to set up a tantalising
weekend’s golf. — AFP

Ichihara takes surprise lead in Japan

SAN ANTONIO: Brendan Steele takes his second shot on the 17th hole during the first round of the Valero Texas Open at
TPC San Antonio AT&T Oaks Course on Thursday in San Antonio, Texas.  — AFP

BEIJING: Soomin Lee shot 65 to take a
three-shot lead on day two of the
storm-suspended Shenzhen
International yesterday with 89 players
still to complete their rounds. 

Heavy rain made for a disjointed
day in Guangdong. Thunderstorms
and the threat of lightning in the area
meant that five hours and 55 minutes
of play were lost over two separate
stoppages

Lee made the most of  the bad
weather as he recorded seven birdies
in a second consecutive blemish-free
round to get to 13 under par. “Today I
felt so excited because I made many
putts ,  and then good shots and
straight ball, everything was perfect,”
said 22-year-old Lee.

“I feel this course is good for me
because of the soft greens and then

heavy rough. I like heavy rough so
that’s good for me,” he added.

Joost Luiten leads the chasing pack
of those who made it to the clubhouse
before play was suspended.

The Dutchman is in excellent form,
with five top tens in his first eight
events of the season, and he holed
out for eagle from the fairway on the
11th before play was delayed for the
first time. 

He was eight under for his round
after 13 holes and held a share of the
lead at Genzon Golf Club but two late
bogeys stalled his momentum.

Despite the disjointed day in China,
Luiten refused to use that as an excuse
after a round which eventually took
almost 11 hours. “I’m happy, but felt
like I left a couple of shots out there
after the last break,” he said.

“I missed three short putts on my
last five holes, and so you come off the
course with a little bit of an annoying
feeling.” Ireland’s Paul Dunne was tied
for third with Brandon Stone six shots
behind the leader after making three
birdies and two bogeys on the front
nine before an eagle on 13th saw him
sign for a 69.

Stone’s day featured 17 pars and an
eagle in a second round of 70.  The
South African is in the hunt for a sec-
ond title of the season after his victory
in the South African Open, and admit-
ted to some frustration on the greens.
“Quite disappointed with 70,” he said.

“I played good golf. I had 32 putts
today for two under par, so it shows 

you that the putter was a little bit
cold. Hit it great but hopefully I’m just
saving them for the weekend.” — AFP

Lee takes three-shot lead 
at storm-hit Shenzhen

Steele surging at 
rain-hit San Antonio

LOS ANGELES: Brendan Steele’s push for the first round lead
in the rain-hit Valero Texas Open was halted by darkness on
Thursday, leaving Charley Hoffman with the clubhouse lead.

On a day that saw inclement weather halt play for about
three and a half hours, Hoffman made it safely into the club-
house with a six-under par-66.

Steele, the 2011 winner, had surged past Hoffman to the
top of the leaderboard with eight birdies in 13 holes without
a bogey before darkness fell.

Steele will be one of 72 golfers returning to complete the
first round on Friday morning before teeing off for the second
round.

Hoffman had seven birdies and a bogey. He hit 14 of 18
greens in regulation despite finding the fairway on only eight
of his drives and needed only 26 putts.

Two of Hoffman’s birdie putts were from inside five feet,
the longest from 22 feet.

“Six under par is always good on this golf course, or any
golf course,” Hoffman said. “I tend to play well here, and
hopefully I can keep it going and have a chance on Sunday.

Hoffman is looking for a fourth PGA Tour title, and his first
since the OHL Classic at Mayakoba last year.

He led after the second round of the Shell Houston Open
three weeks ago, but faded to a tie for 33rd after playing the
last two rounds in six-over.

“I’ve been close the last month or so, and I’ve got to put
four good rounds together instead of three,” Hoffman said.
“You don’t win golf tournaments with three good rounds.”

Steele teed off on 10 on the Oaks course at TPC San
Antonio and birdied his first three holes. After another birdie
at 14, he strung together four birdies in a row at 18, one, two
and three.

Stuart Appleby of Australia and Peter Malnati shared third
place, both in the clubhouse on five-under 67.

Steve Flesch signed for a four-under 68 while Patrick Reed
and Freddy Jacobson of Sweden were both four-under on the
back nine when play was halted.

Two-time winner Zach Johnson, seeking his first victory
since last year’s Open Championship, was among a group of
players at three-under 69. Defending champion Jimmy
Walker struggled to a three-over 75. — AFP

SAN FRANCISCO: Minjee Lee of Australia tees off on the
12th hole during round one of the Swinging Skirts LPGA
Classic at Lake Merced Golf Club on Thursday in San
Francisco, California.  — AFP


