
WELLINGTON: Christian Leali’ifano’s return to Super Rugby after a
courageous battle with cancer is inspiring players on both sides of
Friday’s quarterfinal between his Brumbies and the defending
champion Hurricanes.

Leali’ifano will take his place on the bench for the Brumbies’
home playoff at Canberra, 11 months after being diagnosed with
leukemia. He underwent a life-saving bone marrow transplant in
late 2016 and was told in February that his cancer is in remission.
The Wallabies utility back made his return to rugby in a festival
match in Singapore in June and later in a fourth-grade club match,
but a hamstring injury delayed his Super Rugby comeback.

Brumbies captain Sam Carter said Leali’ifano’s return for the
playoffs was “an awesome moment for the team, for Brumbies
Rugby and for himself.” “I don’t think people have seen how hard
he’s worked to get in the position he’s in now,” Carter said, “so it’s
very exciting news.” Brumbies coach Stephen Larkham shed light
on Leali’ifano’s struggle to return to top-level rugby. “I’ve seen him
go through some really difficult times,” Larkham said. “I’ve seen
him push himself beyond breaking at times to get right for this.”

Hurricanes players Nehe Milner-Skudder and Brad Shields said
they were moved and inspired by Leali’ifano’s his recovery and
return to rugby. “It was pretty sad to hear what he went through,
but to see him come out the other end and back playing footy ...
I’m inspired by his story and I’ve been a big fan for a long time,” All
Blacks winger Milner-Skudder said.

Good news story 
Leali’ifano’s comeback also ushers in the first round of playoffs

with a good news story which will help submerge widespread
doubts about the fairness of the playoffs format. The Brumbies
earned the right to host the defending champions by winning the
Australian conference, though they won only six of 15 games in the
regular season. Their 34 championship points would only have
been good enough for ninth place on a combined Super Rugby
standings.

At the same time, the Wellington-based Hurricanes won 12
of 15 regular season matches, scoring a competition record
596 points at an average of just under 40 per game and accu-
mulating 58 championship points. That would have placed
them third behind the Lions and Crusaders on a combined
table but, instead, was only good enough for fifth behind the
four conference winners.

The Lions, having qualified in first place, will host the Durban-
based Sharks in Johannesburg in a quarterfinal on Saturday. The
Seven-time champion Crusaders topped the New Zealand confer-
ence but finished two points behind the Lions in second place
overall and will host the Dunedin-based Highlanders in
Christchurch.

The Cape Town-based Stormers, who finished atop the South
Africa One conference but with 20 points fewer than the Crusaders,
earned a home quarterfinal against the Hamilton-based Chiefs.
They faced the same opponent in the same match at the same ven-
ue last season and lost 60-21. The Lions beat the Sharks 27-10 last
week and were propelled into first place when the Crusaders had
their first loss of the season - at the hands of the Hurricanes - after
14 wins. That left the Lions and Crusaders to face quarterfinal der-
bies of which the Crusaders is likely the most difficult.

The Crusaders won both of their regular season games against
the Highlanders by three-point margins: 30-27 in round two and
25-22 in round 15. “If the last two games are anything to go by
there will be a bit of drama and a cliff hanger,” Crusaders assistant
coach Leon MacDonald said. The Lions have also beaten the Sharks
twice this season: 34-29 in round six and again last weekend. —AP
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INDIANAPOLIS: Dale Earnhardt Jr got the replacement
he wanted. Alex Bowman got his dream job. Hendrick
Motorsports announced yesterday that the 24-year-old
Bowman will replace one of the series’ biggest stars in
the No. 88 car next season after Earnhardt retires.
Bowman has big shoes to fill. Earnhardt was named
NASCAR’s most popular driver each of the last 14 sea-
sons and fans of his late father often tracked Junior’s
results following Dale Earnhardt’s fatal crash in the
2001 season opener at Daytona.

“Ever since I was a kid, racing is all I’ve wanted to
do,” Bowman said. “I’ve had so many people believe in
me along the way. My family has sacrificed a lot and
always been behind me. I would never have this

chance without the support of Dale and everyone
involved with the No. 88 team. To be part of Hendrick
Motorsports and for Mr Hendrick to have this confi-
dence in me, it’s just amazing.”

Bowman already has some experience in this job.
When the 42-year-old Earnhardt missed 18 races
because of a concussion last season, Bowman started
10 of them in the No. 88, winning the first Cup pole of
his career and finishing in the top 10 three times. That
was enough to get Earnhardt’s attention and eventual-
ly an endorsement in May.

“Alex Bowman to the 88 next year - is that what you
guys want?” Junior asked during a livestream on
Periscope following the series’ All-Star race. “That

would be pretty awesome to see Alex in that car.
That’s the plan, I hope. . Yeah, Alex in the 88. That
sounds good to me. That kid earned it last year. He ran
good.”

The 24-year-old Bowman performed well enough
to get several full-time offers to drive in the Cup series
this year. Instead, he stayed patient. Bowman said he
turned down each offer as he continued searching for
the right situation. The Tucson, Arizona, native wound
up with no full-time ride in 2017. But with Earnhardt’s
concussion history, Bowman likely knew it wouldn’t be
long until he stepped away. Rick Hendrick’s team con-
templated its options for months before finally decid-
ing bring back Bowman. —AP

Hendrick tabs Bowman as Earnhardt replacement

BRISBANE:  In this Oct 18, 2014 file photo, Australia’s Christian Leali’ifano, center, runs away from New Zealand’s
Richie McCaw, left, during the Bledisloe cup rugby match against New Zealand. —AP

Leali’ifano’s return lights up Super Rugby playoffs
RUGBY

SYDNEY: All Blacks star fly-half Beauden Barrett’s return
boosts defending champions Wellington Hurricanes against
the ACT Brumbies as New Zealand look to underline their
dominance over Australian sides in Friday’s Super Rugby
quarter-final. Four Kiwi teams are in this weekend’s playoffs
with the Canterbury Crusaders hosting the Otago
Highlanders in an all-New Zealand quarter-final and the
Brumbies qualifying as the Australian conference winner
despite a losing 6-9 season record.

It has been a miserable season for Aussie sides, losing all 25
encounters against New Zealand opposition, and the
Brumbies face a tough examination to stay in the title race
against the Hurricanes in chilly Canberra. Barrett, the 2016
world player of the year, missed last week’s final match of the
regular season against the Crusaders with a sinus infection,
while All Blacks hooker Dane Coles will play his first match in
four months off the reserve bench following concussion issues.

The Brumbies were smashed 56-21 by the Hurricanes in
Napier this season but overall the two-time winners hold an
8-4 advantage over them in Canberra, including a 33-20 play-

off win in 1997. “The Brumbies are a quality side and we’re
not reading anything into their results this season,”
Hurricanes head coach Chris Boyd said. “They have a proven
record in Super Rugby over a long period and will be hard to
beat at home.”

Cancer survivor Christian Lealiifano will make his long-
awaited return for the Brumbies off the bench, with the
Wallaby fly-half out of action since his diagnosis with
leukaemia last August. The seven-time champion Crusaders
have made five changes and three positional tweaks to their
starting 15 for the South Island showdown with the
Highlanders tomorrow.

Epic encounter 
There is a fresh front row of Joe Moody, Codie Taylor and

Owen Franks, while All Black lock Sam Whitelock returns to the
starting line-up to captain the team and Ryan Crotty is named at
inside-centre. The Highlanders are boosted by the return to the
back line of Ben and Aaron Smith, along with Richard Buckman
on the left wing and Rob Thompson in midfield. —AFP

Hurricanes weigh up Brumbies


