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Swimmers wait at the starting line during the annual harbour swimming race in Hong Kong. —AFP photos Swimmers compete during the annual harbour swimming race in Hong Kong. 

Swimmers pose for photos at the starting point during the annual harbour swimming race in Hong Kong. Swimmers swim across Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbour during the annual harbour swimming race in Hong Kong.

An annual swim across Hong Kong’s
Victoria Harbor was held yester-
day for the first time in three

years, after being cancelled due to the
pro-democracy protests and then the
pandemic. The one-kilometer race is
among the few major sporting events
permitted to resume this year in the
financial hub. However, under the gov-

ernment’s strict anti-virus restrictions
only half of the usual 3,000 swimmers
were allowed to compete, and all were
required to have received two vaccina-
tions and tested COVID negative prior
to the event.

Double Olympic silver medal winner
Siobhan Haughey was among a number
of professional athletes leading cheers

for the swimmers when they plunged
into the cool seawater as Hong Kong
leader Carrie Lam’s airhorn blared.
Leung Yuen-ying, 79, the oldest swim-
mer this year, joined the race with her
daughter. “My father used to race this
so I have a special feeling for it,” Leung
told reporters. “I hope that one genera-
tion after another can continue to have

this meaningful event in Hong Kong,”
she said.

The Harbor Race was scrapped last
year thanks to the pandemic, with the
massive pro-democracy demonstrations
rocking the city causing its cancellation
in 2019. First held in 1906, it has been
suspended for two periods in history -
for five years in the 1940s around the

Japanese occupation, and for three
decades thanks to pollution before
being reinstated in 2011. The resumption
of the race comes as the city reports
zero local infections for months as well
as maintaining strict quarantine rules for
arrivals. Hong Kong has recorded nearly
12,500 infections and 213 deaths from
the coronavirus.—AFP

The linguistic symbol for “gold”
was voted Japan’s character of
the year yesterday in honor of

the Tokyo Olympics, which went ahead
despite virus postponement, sexism
scandals and a near-total ban on spec-
tators. Japan won a record 27 gold
medals at Tokyo 2020, including three
of the four first-ever skateboarding
victories. Gymnastics star Daiki
Hashimoto and judo siblings Uta and
Hifumi Abe were among the champions. 

“The Tokyo Olympics and
Paralympics became bright news, a ray
of light for a society that had been in
the dark, suffering from the coronavirus
pandemic for a long time,” the vote’s
organizers said. Public sentiment
towards the Olympics has not always
been celebratory, with media polls
before the event showing the vast
majority of people in Japan were
against it going ahead in summer 2021.

Japanese TV stations broadcasted
yesterday’s announcement live as
Seihan Mori, master of the ancient
Kiyomizu temple in Kyoto, painted the
character on a large white panel with
an ink-soaked calligraphy brush. Unlike
last year, when most of the top 10 char-
acters were virus-related, this year’s
contenders had positive meanings.
“Wa” or “rings” was in second place,
followed by others such as “change”,
“new” and “hope”.  The top kanji of
2020 was “mitsu” - meaning dense,
crowded and close - evoking the three
situations people in Japan were urged to
avoid to prevent infection. “Kin” or
“gold”, which also means money, previ-
ously won the annual vote in 2016 and
2012, after the Rio and London
Olympics. Some people called this year’s
choice unoriginal, with one person
tweeting: “I want ‘kin’ (to) be banned
from use in an Olympic year”. —AFP

Naoya Inoue’s nickname is “Monster” and
with good reason - he is regarded as one
of boxing’s best pound-for-pound fight-

ers and has won all his 21 bouts, 18 by knockout.
The reigning WBA and IBF bantamweight world
champion made his Las Vegas debut last year
with a typically devastating knockout win and
fights back home in Japan for the first time in two
years tomorrow.

Thailand’s Aran Dipaen is expected to pose few
problems at a sumo hall in Tokyo for the ferocious-
punching 28-year-old Inoue, who has set his sights
on unifying all four major bantamweight belts next
year. “I want to win in a way that completely
exceeds expectations,” Inoue said ahead of the
fight with Dipaen, the IBF’s sixth-ranked chal-
lenger, who has a 12-2 record with 11 knockouts. “I
don’t want to let him touch me. I don’t want to let
him even graze me.”

Inoue, who comes from a boxing family, burst
on to the scene as an amateur and has blitzed his
way through opponents since turning professional
in 2012. Although he is a star in Japan, his limited
exposure in the US means he is still something of
an enigma overseas. After knocking out Australia’s
Jason Moloney in the seventh round of an eye-
catching Las Vegas debut in October 2020, he
returned there in June this year to dispatch
Michael Dasmarinas of the Philippines inside three
rounds, again by KO.

‘Generational talent’ 
Veteran American promoter Bob Arum - who

signed Inoue to his Top Rank stable to fight in the
US - had no doubts the Japanese fighter is set for
global stardom. “Naoya Inoue is a generational tal-
ent, the sort of fighter who comes around once a
decade,” said Arum - who has worked with greats
from Muhammad Ali to Manny Pacquiao in a leg-
endary career spanning half a century. “He will be
a major star stateside in no time. You are looking at
an all-time great who is entering the prime of what
will be a historic career.”

Inoue took up boxing at an early age. His father
Shingo is a former amateur while his younger
brother Takuma is a fellow professional with a 15-1

win-loss record and has held the WBC interim
bantamweight title. Naoya Inoue started his career
at light flyweight, capturing the WBC crown in
only his sixth professional fight. He vacated the title
to challenge Argentine WBO super flyweight
champion Omar Narvaez, and knocked him out in
the second round.

Inoue moved up to bantamweight and claimed
the WBA belt in his first title fight, before winning
the World Boxing Super Series in November 2019.
His epic final victory over Filipino veteran four-
weight world champion Nonito Donaire in a brutal
contest was voted fight of the year by the Boxing
Writers Association of America. It was the first
time Inoue had been seriously tested in his profes-
sional career. He suffered a fractured right eye
socket and double vision early in the fight before
battling back to floor Donaire in the 11th round and
seal a unanimous points win.

Quiet perfectionist
Dipaen is unlikely to give him a similar workout

in Tokyo, but stronger challenges lie ahead as
Inoue eyes a bout against another Filipino, WBO
champion John Riel Casimero, next year. Inoue is a
perfectionist who regularly proclaims himself
unsatisfied with his performances, even after blow-
ing opponents away. He might be a “monster” in
the ring, but Inoue is quiet and mild-mannered
away from boxing. He married his childhood
sweetheart and has three children. Inoue has ambi-
tions of a move up in weight class once he has fin-
ished steamrolling the bantamweight division.

Inoue’s focus remains solely on a successful
defense of his WBA and IBF belts tomorrow.
“There are lots of expectations on me for this fight,
but if I get caught up in the atmosphere, where
everyone wants me to knock him out early, I won’t
actually be able to box,” local media quoted him as
saying of the Dipaen contest. Whatever lies ahead,
should he win as expected, Inoue will continue to
do it his way. “I want to approach each match the
same, regardless of who my opponent is,” he said.
“You have to keep a cool head.” —AFP 

‘Monster’ Inoue: Japan’s unbeaten 
boxer with dynamite in his fists

Naoya Inoue of Japan celebrates his win over Nonito Donaire of Philippines after their World
Boxing Super Series bantamweight final at Saitama Super Arena in Saitama. —AFP

Seihan Mori, master of the ancient Kiyomizu temple writes the Chinese character,
known in Japan as ‘kanji’, for ‘gold’, which was selected as the single best kanji to
symbolize the year of 2021 at the temple in Kyoto. —AFP

Japan picks Olympic ‘gold’ as 

kanji character of the year


