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MEXICO CITY: The raucous sounds of roaring
applause, lighthearted laughter and derisive whistles are
again resounding through the cavernous Arena Mexico
in the country’s capital, a temple of the colorful “lucha
libre” wrestling, as the receding threat of COVID-19 has
allowed a return to something closer to normal. Though
the stands in the arena in the heart of Mexico City are
far from full owing to COVID restrictions, the deafening
echo of the voices of hundreds of enthusiastic fans,
along with the grunts, taunts and shouts of the wrestlers,
seem to make up for the empty seats.

Ivan Martinez, a 47-year-old doctor, admitted to
feeling “quite emotional.” With his family, he had
traveled the 1,700 miles (2,800 kilometers) from his
native Tijuana, in the northwest, to see the return of
pro wrestling. “It gives me great joy to return to an
arena, to the wrestlers I’ve loved and enjoyed since I
was a child — a love I’ve passed on to my own chil-
dren,” he said.

Colorful masks
In the ring, the colorfully garbed gladiators do their

thing. Some of the hulking athletes wear the stern-look-
ing masks that have made Mexican wrestling famous,
while others, in dazzlingly colorful outfits, choose to bare
their scowling faces. Each leap, punch or hold culminates
with a body being slammed to the canvas mat, producing
gasps and thunderous applause from appreciative fans.
But it is all more circus than true combat.

The return of professional wrestling has been a boon
to businesses in the neighborhood, boosting sales of
everything from masks and dolls of the more famous
wrestlers, to food and drink. “Many people depend on
the wrestling,” said Samia Garcia, a 40-year-old phar-
maceutical biologist who was heading in to the show.
“So I’m glad they are starting to open.”

The city government has authorized the arena to sell
only 500 tickets — barely 3 percent of its normal capac-

ity of 16,500. Everyone has to wear masks and maintain
social distance. Still, the sense of joy is almost palpable.
“I’ve loved wrestling since I was little,” said Ramses
Salas, a 26-year-old mask seller. “I used to run around in
here when I was a child... and now I’m more than happy
to come back.”

All this has been made possible by a sharp improve-
ment in Mexico’s COVID situation. With 759 people
currently hospitalized with the coronavirus, the hospitals
of Mexico City are currently at 9 percent of capacity —

down dramatically from 90 percent in January, and the
lowest level since April 2020.

Mexico, with 126 million inhabitants, has registered
2.4 million confirmed cases and 223,072 deaths, making
it the fourth hardest-hit country in the world in absolute
numbers. Experts say the steady decline in coronavirus
cases and rising levels of immunity from vaccination or
infection suggest that the worst of the pandemic may be
over for Mexico. Wrestling fans hope it won’t be long
before they can fill all the seats in the arena. — AFP

MEXICO CITY: Wrestlers fight as part of the Copa Dinastias event of the World Wrestling Council (CMLL), at the Arena Mexico
in Mexico City on Friday. — AFP

MINNEAPOLIS: Josh Donaldson #20 crosses home plate to
score the two millionth run in MLB history off an RBI double
by Nelson Cruz of the Minnesota Twins in the first inning of
the game against the Kansas City Royals at Target Field on
Saturday in Minneapolis, Minnesota. — AFP

Mexican wrestling fans
celebrate lucha libre’s return

‘Work in progress’
Osaka into French
Open second round
PARIS: World number two Naomi Osaka let her
racquet do the talking at the French Open yes-
terday, maintaining her media boycott but briefly
telling a TV interviewer that her clay court game
is “a work in progress”.

Osaka opened the first day of action at
Roland Garros with a 6-4, 7-6 (7/4) victory over
Romanian world number 63 Patricia Maria Tig.
The 23-year-old Japanese star, a four-time
Grand Slam title winner, has refused to carry out
media obligations at the tournament, claiming
news conferences are detrimental to her mental
health. She believes traditional post-match
inquests are akin to “kicking people when
they’re down”. French Tennis Federation presi-
dent Gilles Moretton, however, described
Osaka’s move as a “phenomenal error”.

Yesterday, Osaka only agreed to take part in
a cursory on-court television interview but still
faces a fine of up to $20,000 for skipping
mandatory news conferences. “For me, playing
on clay is a work in progress,” said the reigning
US and Australian Open champion on a sun-
kissed Court Philippe Chatrier. “Hopefully the
more I play, the better I will become. It’s a beau-
tiful court. I’ve only played two matches here,
one before the roof and one now so hopefully I’ll
keep it going.”

And that was that. Osaka, who has never got
past the third round in Paris, fired 39 winners but
committed 35 unforced errors against Tig to set
up a second round duel against another
Romanian player, Ana Bogdan. Three-time major
winner Angelique Kerber, the German 26th seed,
fell at the first hurdle, losing to Ukrainian qualifi-
er Anhelina Kalinina 6-2, 6-4.

The win was a 14th successive win for the
world number 139 Kalinina across all tourna-
ments. While Osaka refuses to speak, Greek
men’s world number five Stefanos Tsitsipas had
plenty to offer at his pre-tournament media con-
ference, even quoting Britain’s World War II
leader Winston Churchill at one stage.

Tsitsipas, who faced home player Jeremy
Chardy yesterday, is widely tipped as a potential
champion should 13-time winner Rafael Nadal or
world number one Novak Djokovic falter. The
22-year-old took Djokovic to five sets in the
2020 semi-finals. He has already captured the
Monte Carlo Masters and Lyon titles on clay this
season. He also had a match point to defeat
Nadal in the Barcelona final before the Spaniard
recovered. Tsitsipas has the advantage of being
in the opposite half of the draw to Nadal,
Djokovic and Roger Federer and their combined
58 Slams.

This year’s French Open is being played just
seven months after the delayed 2020 tourna-
ment. In total, just over 5,000 spectators a day
will be admitted at the Roland Garros site until
June 8. That figure will then rise to more than
13,000 a day thanks to the government’s deci-
sion to raise fan numbers to a 65 percent limit of
capacity. The main setback for organizers, how-
ever, is that nine of their scheduled 10 evening
sessions — an innovation for 2021 — will be
played behind closed doors. A government cur-
few of 9pm will not be lifted until June 9. — AFP

Giannis delivers
triple double as
Bucks sweep Heat
WASHINGTON: Giannis Antetokounmpo managed
his first NBA playoff triple double Saturday and the
Milwaukee Bucks defeated Miami 120-103 to sweep
the Heat out of the post-season in the opening round.
Greek star Antetokounmpo had 20 points, 12
rebounds and 15 assists to spark the Bucks, who were
led by 25 points from center Brook Lopez and 22
more off the bench from Bryn Forbes.

Khris Middleton added 20 as the Bucks rallied
from a 12-point first-half deficit to win the best-of-
seven Eastern Conference series 4-0. They await the
Brooklyn-Boston series winner in the second round.
“We’ve got to focus on ourselves, try to get better,”
Antetokounmpo said. “We want to get better defen-
sively and whoever we get in the next round, we’re
going to be ready.”

Antetokounmpo became only the third Bucks play-
er with a playoff triple double after Kareem Abdul-
Jabbar in 1970, when he was known as Lew Alcindor,
and Paul Pressey in 1986. The Heat, who lost to the
Los Angeles Lakers in last year’s NBA Finals, ousted
Milwaukee in five games in the second round of last
season’s playoffs. “We just tried to focus a game at a
time,” Antetokounmpo said. “We didn’t want to play
with our food.” Miami had not been swept in a playoff
series since falling to Chicago in the first round in
2007. The Heat dominated early, with Antetokounmpo
missing his first six shots and Miami grabbing its
biggest lead of the series at 58-46.

But Milwaukee opened the third quarter on a 24-6
run and the Heat could never match them after that.
“They played us really tough,” said Antetokounmpo.
“We kept our composure, we kept moving the ball,
we kept defending and we were able to get a win.”

Bam Adebayo led Miami with 20 points and 14
rebounds while Jimmy Butler had a triple double in a
losing cause with 12 points, 10 rebounds and 10
assists.

It was the first game for the Bucks without guard
Donte DiVincenzo, who was knocked out for the
remainder of the playoffs by a torn left ankle ligament
suffered in Milwaukee’s game-three victory at Miami
on Thursday. “He’s a big part of our game,” said
Antetokounmpo. “It’s going to be tough not having
him going forward but a lot of guys are going to step
up for us.”

Nuggets ‘played soft’
Portland’s Norman Powell matched a career play-

off high with 29 points, hitting 11-of-13 from the floor
to power the Trail Blazers over visiting Denver 115-95
to level their Western Conference series at two wins
each. CJ McCollum scored 21 points and Bosnian
center Jusuf Nurkic added 17 for Portland while
Serbian center Nikola Jokic led Denver with 16
points. “The plan was to put a complete 48-minute
effort out there,” Powell said. “The focus was contin-
ue to compete hard.”

The Trail Blazers led 57-47 at half-time and domi-
nated the third quarter to pull away for good. “Our
starters were awful,” said Nuggets coach Michael
Malone. “I thought we had some guys that were ten-
tative, that looked a little scared, who played soft.”

Elsewhere, Joel Embiid scored a playoff career
high 36 points as the Philadelphia 76ers breezed to a
132-103 victory over the Washington Wizards to
seize a 3-0 lead in their Eastern Conference series.
The 76ers shot 58.6 percent from the floor and 51.5
percent from three-point range and can close out the
eighth-seeded Wizards on Monday.

In the late game, Donovan Mitchell scored a
game-high 29 points as the top-seeded Utah Jazz
held on to beat the Memphis Grizzlies 121-111 in game
three of their West series. Mitchell scored 10 of his 29
in the final four minutes as the Jazz went on a 14-2
surge late in the game to take a two-game-to-one
series lead. — AFP

Minnesota’s Donaldson
scores 2,000,000th
all-time MLB run
WASHINGTON: Minnesota Twins third baseman
Josh Donaldson scored the two-millionth run in
Major League Baseball history on Saturday in his
club’s 6-5 home victory over Kansas City, the league
said. The milestone touch of home plate came in the
bottom of the first inning after Minnesota’s Nelson
Cruz hit a ground-rule double down the rightfield line
off Royals right-handed pitcher Ervin Santana.

The statistics over MLB history, dating to 1876
when the National League began, had recently
been verified in anticipation of the milestone run.
MLB official historian John Thorn’s research found
the first run in MLB history was scored on April
22, 1876 by Boston catcher Tim McGinley in the
opening game of  the campaign between the
Boston Red Stockings (now the Atlanta Braves)
and the Philadelphia Athletics, who folded after
that season.

Bob Watson of the Houston Astros had been cred-
ited with scoring the one millionth run in MLB history
in 1975, although later research suggests it might not
have been after MLB included games from older rival
leagues in its historical record. MLB is also planning
to include Negro League statistics as part of its his-
torical records once they are compiled. — AFP

PARIS: Japan’s Naomi Osaka returns the ball to
Romania’s Patricia Maria Tig during their women’s sin-
gles first round tennis match on Day 1 of The Roland
Garros 2021 French Open tennis tournament in Paris
yesterday. — AFP

CARSON: Nonito Donaire celebrates his fourth round KO win
against Nordine Oubaali after their WBC World
Bantamweight Championship bout at Dignity Health Sports
Park on Saturday in Carson, California. — AFP

MIAMI: Giannis Antetokounmpo #34 of the Milwaukee Bucks drives to the basket against the Miami Heat during Round One
Game Four of the Eastern Conference Playoffs on Saturday at AmericanAirlines Arena in Miami, Florida. — AFP

Donaire knocks out
Oubaali in the fourth
to reclaim WBC title
LOS ANGELES: Nonito Donaire used a powerful left
hook and three knockdowns to become the oldest
fighter to win a bantamweight title with a fourth round
knockout of WBC champion Nordine Oubaali on
Saturday night in Los Angeles.

The 38-year-old Donaire reach up and turned back
the hands of time at the Dignity Sports Health Park
venue as he reclaimed the WBC title that he held in
2011. The Filipino fighter is also the oldest, at 38 years
and 204 days, to win a bantamweight world title,
breaking the mark he set in 2018 when he was 35 and
captured the WBA belt.

“Father time is on my side,” said Donaire of Bohol,
Philippines. “I believe the human body is an incredible
machine if we take care of it. Mentally you are only as
strong as your mind can be. Being at this age is not the
question. It is my ability to grow. It is not what age you
are, but how strong you are mentally. I am back. The
whole time I was not fighting I was learning. I am
ready for the next one.”

Donaire knocked the French champion down twice
in the third round and then finished him off halfway
through the fourth round with a stinging upper cut to
raise his record to 41-6 with 27 knockouts. In the third
round, Donaire scored his first knockdown with two
consecutive left hooks that led to referee Jack Reiss
giving Oubaali a standing eight count.

Oubaali got up but was in sti l l  in a fog and
defenseless when the Filipino dropped him a second
time with a devastating left as the bell sounded to end
the round. Reiss gave Oubaali another standing count
after the bell. Oubaali was on wobbly legs and clearly
in trouble as he didn’t seem to know which direction
his corner was at.

Donaire ended the fight in the fourth by landing a
combination followed by an uppercut that sent
Oubaali to the canvas for the third time. Donaire
showed patience in the opening rounds using them to
get a read on what type of combinations Oubaali likes
to throw. It was the first career loss for Oubaali who
dropped to 17-1, 12 KOs. “I know what his pattern
was,” said Donaire. “I knew exactly what he was
going to do. I was able to counter properly with the
left hook.”

Donaire also condemned the increased acts of vio-
lence against Asians which have been taking place in
America during the COVID-19 pandemic. Donaire,
nicknamed the “Filipino Flash”, came into the ring
wearing a shirt with the message “Stop Asian Hate” on
the front. “Let us stop Asian hate,” he said in the cen-
ter of the ring referring to the unprovoked attacks.
“My elderly father is afraid to go out. Let’s stop the
hate, any kind of hate.” In Las Vegas, American Devin
Haney survived the last two rounds and defeated Jorge
Linares by unanimous decision to retain his WBC
lightweight world title. — AFP


