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Mariana Pajon riding around at San Felipe Castle in Cartagena, Colombia. —Photo taken from www.redbullcontentpool.com

WELLINGTON: Auckland Blues hooker Kurt Eklund
said being locked down over the last two weeks had
made for some “interesting times” but he was looking
forward to getting back onto the pitch for this week-
end’s North-South rugby match in Wellington.

Eklund was named in the ‘North’ squad for Satur-
day’s match between composite teams representing
the country’s two main islands, but has not been able
to do any real training for more than two weeks.

New Zealand’s largest city was placed into lock-
down on Aug. 12 after a fresh outbreak of the novel
coronavirus, while social distancing measures were
also introduced for the rest of the country.

The lockdown was lifted on Sunday, allowing
Auckland-based players to travel to Wellington, al-
though social distancing measures remain in place
until Sept. 6, ensuring the match will be played with-
out a crowd.

“It has made for interesting times,” Eklund told re-
porters on Monday after the teams assembled in
Wellington. “But it’s exciting to get down here and
start rubbing shoulders with the boys that we’ll play
with on Saturday. “The boys are still in pretty good
condition. We’ve had a bit of a rest so I’m looking for-
ward to getting into a good training week.”

New Zealand Rugby had originally scheduled the
match for Aug. 29 in Auckland but postponed it for a
week once the lockdown was imposed and placed
Wellington Regional Stadium on standby.

They decided last week to shift the game to
Wellington due to the uncertainty of the lockdown
being relaxed in Auckland as cases of community
transmission continued to be discovered.

The game, which was an annual fixture on the New
Zealand rugby calendar for much of the 20th century,
should be the final chance for players to impress All
Blacks coach Ian Foster before he names his first
squad on Sunday. —  Reuters

Blues’ Eklund ready
for North-South game

Birdie bomb lifts Rahm to BMW 
playoff triumph over Johnson

Rahm powered to the top of the leaderboard with six birdies
WASHINGTON: Jon Rahm drained a swinging 60-
foot birdie putt at the first playoff hole Sunday to win
the US PGA Tour BMW Championship over world
number one Dustin Johnson.

Spain’s Rahm, ranked second in the world behind
Johnson, was in the right rough off the tee at the first
playoff hole, the 18th at Olympia Fields near Chicago.

His second shot rolled to the back of the green,
leaving him what could have been a tough two-putt
for par. “Never did I think I’d be making another 50-
, 60-footer — couple of breaks
in there, too — to end up win-
ning it,” said Rahm, who gave a
roaring fist pump as the putt
dropped.

Johnson’s tee shot was also
off course, but ricocheted off a
tree to settle in the fairway. The
American found the middle of
the green, but after Rahm’s
miraculous birdie effort, John-
son’s birdie attempt settled inches from the cup.

Johnson had snaked in a 43-foot birdie at the same
hole to force the playoff, joining Rahm on four-under
par 276 in the second event of the US tour’s FedEx
Cup playoffs. Rahm had powered to the top of the
leaderboard with six birdies in an impressive six-
under par 64 — the lowest round of the week.

“I still can’t believe what just happened, what hap-
pened the last hour of play,” Rahm said. “That stretch
of waiting for DJ, him making the putt, going in the
playoff, me making the putt, then trying to stay men-
tally in it just in case he made the last putt — it’s been
a roller coaster but so much fun.”

Johnson, seeking a second straight win and 23rd
tour title, started the day tied for the lead with Hideki
Matsuyama with Rahm three adrift.

He birdied three of his first four holes, but bogeys

at eight and 10 saw him fall out of the lead before he
picked up strokes at 15 and 18 to sign for a three-
under 67. Johnson’s solo second place means he’ll
stay atop the rankings.

Rahm was tied for sixth starting the day after a
third round marred by a bad mistake at the fifth hole,
where he absentmindedly picked up his ball on the
green without marking it and was assessed a penalty.

He said it wasn’t hard to put the blunder behind
him. “Once I teed off today, in the good weather and

how I started striping it the
first few holes, I knew I had a
chance,” said Rahm, who
claimed his fifth tour title and
his second in his last five starts.

Rahm had two birdies on
the front side, but picked up
the pace with a 16-foot birdie
putt at the 10th. He followed
that with a five-foot birdie at
the 12th and a nine-footer at 15

before he rolled in a 30-foot birdie at 16. He wasn’t
surprised, however, to find himself in a playoff, and
went straight to the range to keep warm with Johnson
still on the course and just one back.

The reserved Johnson pointed to the sky then
swung a fist as his playoff-forcing putt crested a hill,
accelerated down and curled in.

“Obviously I knew I needed to make birdie to get
into the playoff,” he said. “I played an unbelievable
putt, got in the playoff and then Jon made an even
more ridiculous putt on top of me.”

Rising Chilean star Joaquin Niemann got off to a
hot start with three birdies in his first five holes. A
birdie at the eighth gave him a share of the lead, but
he slowed with a bogey at 14 and finished with a 67
that left him tied for third on 278 alongside Mat-
suyama, who signed for a 69. — AFP

OLYMPIA FIELDS:  Jon Rahm of Spain celebrates with the BMW trophy after winning on the first sudden-death playoff
hole against Dustin Johnson (not pictured) during the final round of the BMW Championship on the North Course at
Olympia Fields Country Club in Olympia Fields, Illinois.  — AFP

SYDNEY: Socceroo Rhyan Grant was
the hero Sunday as Sydney FC beat
Melbourne City 1-0 in extra-time to
win the A-League Grand Final and
etch their name in the history books.

The tireless defender timed his run
perfectly to meet a cross from Luke
Brattan and chest the ball home after
the sides went scoreless over 90 min-
utes. In front of 7,500 fans at Sydney’s
Bankwest Stadium — the most allowed
under coronavirus restrictions — it
was enough to earn Steve Corica’s
team back-to-back titles.

It also handed them their fifth over-
all — a feat no other team has
achieved in the league’s 15-year his-
tory.

“It’s nice, I maybe got a little bit
lucky (with the goal) but happy days,”
said Grant after crushing City’s dreams
of a maiden crown. “It was a Grand
Final and a bit end-to-end at times,

and a bit cagey. We just had to ride
that out and make sure when we got
chances we took them. Despite the
disappointment of defeat, it was City’s
best-ever season. 

With French tactician Erick Mom-
baerts at the helm they amassed their
biggest points tally, enjoyed their
highest finish on the ladder, made the
final and qualified for the AFC Cham-
pions League.

Sydney had the clear advantage on
paper — it was their sixth final to
City’s first and they came into the
game having won the coronavirus-af-
fected regular season premiership.

Under A-League rules, the teams
that finished the season first (Sydney)
and second (Melbourne City) pro-
gressed straight to the semi-finals.
Sydney beat Perth Glory 2-0 while
City eased past Western United by the
same scoreline.

“It is not easy going back-to-back,
only one team has ever done it before
in the history of the league, so it really
means a lot to the team,” said manager
Steve Corica. “We set out sights at the
start of the year to win the premiership

and do the double, so full credit to the
boys. They were sensational all year.”

City were sharper early in the game
and they thought they’d opened their
account when Harrison Delbridge
drilled the ball into the net.  But the
VAR showed teammate Lachlan Wales
was offside and obstructed the goal-
keeper.

It was a fortunate escape for Syd-
ney, with Melbourne enjoying their
own slice of luck when an Adam le
Fondre penalty appeal was ignored
by the referee. Replays showed it
was a questionable decision. Eng-
lishman Le Fondre and former Serbia
international Milos Ninkovic both
had opportunities early in the second
stanza, but City goalkeeper Tom
Glover did well to keep them out.
Scott Galloway produced City’s best
chance, forcing a diving save from
Andrew Redmayne, but despite
pressure from both sides it went to
extra time. Sydney proved hungrier
and Grant finally got the break-
through on 100 minutes with Glover
pulling off some fine saves as they
pressed hard for a second. — AFP

Sydney FC win 
A-League final

How I 
started 

striping

LOS ANGELES: Austin Ernst rallied to
win the NW Arkansas Championship on
Sunday for her second LPGA Tour title,
closing with an 8-under 63 for a two-
stroke victory over Anna Nordqvist.

Ernst, 28 and ranked 58th in the world,
had 10 birdies in an eight-under par 63
that gave her a 54-hole total of 20-under
par 193. Nordqvist, a two-time major
champion from Sweden, had taken a
three-shot lead into the final round after
a second-round 62.

Nordqvist kept her nose in front with
back-to-back birdies at the fifth and sixth
and another at the 11th, but her first bo-
geys of the week at the 12th and 14th saw
her fall two adrift of the surging Ernst and
a birdie at 16 wasn’t enough.

Ernst, meanwhile, notched the round
of the day, opening with birdies at her
first three holes and bouncing back from
a bogey at the fourth with birdies at the
sixth and seventh. Another birdie at the
ninth was followed by birdies at 11 and 12

and she answered a bogey at 13 with a
birdie at 14 — which gave her a two-shot
lead after Nordqvist bogeyed the same
hole. She capped her round with her 10th
birdie of the day at the last for the final
margin of victory. “I knew I needed a re-
ally low score,” Ernst said. “You knew
that out here you needed to attack and
you couldn’t be afraid and couldn’t just
kind of middle-the-green it all day.

“I didn’t officially know where I stood,
but I assumed I got the lead pretty early
on in the back nine. I just knew I needed
to attack and make a lot of birdies coming
in.” Ernst notched her first victory since
the 2014 Portland Classic.

“It was long,” Ernst said of the gap be-
tween the victories. “A lot longer than I
thought it would be. Oh, man, it feels
good. I have worked really hard.”
Nordqvist said she’ll come away from the
event feeling positive. “I played great this
week,” she said. “On the back nine, (I) hit
a lot of good putts, they just didn’t go in.

“Two bad drives that kind of killed me
a little bit. (But I) felt like I did a lot of
good things today, too.”

Americans Angela Stanford and Nelly
Korda shared third on 197, Stanford
carded a 65 and Korda signed for a 67. It
was a further stroke back to South Kore-
ans Jenny Shin (68) and Kim Sei-Young
(69) on 198. — AFP
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