
KITZBUHEL, Austria: As a warm-up for the
Beijing Olympics, it does not get any tougher: The
men’s World Cup downhill in Kitzbuehel, the most
prestigious course on the circuit, but also widely
regarded as the most testing.

Just weeks out from the February 4-20 Winter
Games, skiers will take to the thigh-trembling
3.3km-long Streif course on the Hahnenkamm
mountain in the knowledge that nothing can be held
back on a piste where the vertiginous start sees
them reach 100km/h in the first five seconds.

The 82nd running of the downhill, which made its
debut in 1931, will see racers reaching motorway-
coasting speeds of 140km/h while negotiating sec-
tions that have an 85-percent gradient, meaning any
thoughts about potential gold in Beijing are tem-
porarily put on the back burner.

The course falls, snakes and rolls, sending com-
petitors barrelling through a wide variety of ter-
rain, in parts propelling them in the air, only for
them to quickly re-align for icy traverses that
severely test technical ability and mastery of well-
honed equipment. “This slope is so difficult, I
always had to dig deep to get the best out of
myself,” said retired Swiss racer Didier Cuche,
who holds the record of five downhill wins on the
mountain named after a rooster’s comb. “I always
had my back against the wall and needed to get
everything right at the right moment.”

Then into play comes the so-called “risk man-
agement”: How much a racer is able to push himself,
much like a Formula One driver, in the knowledge
that one slight error might mean hurtling into some
of the 15km of nets and fencing down the course.
“On the Streif, the fine tuning has to be somewhere
between 90 and 100 percent and adjusted to your
own ability and what the hill allows,” argues Cuche.

“You can then move within this percentage range
without exceeding the risk limit because as soon as

you make a mistake, the race is over, or you fall-and
that hurts.”

Highlight of the season 
There have been some gruesome crashes over

the years. Sliding bodies, flailing skis and helicopter
evacuations have become a regular feature and
quickly silence the crowd. COVID-19 restrictions
mean a maximum of 1,000 spectators this year, a far
cry from the 90,000 Kitzbuehel normally welcomes,
a heady mix between champagne-drinking gliterati

and young locals revelling in an alcohol-fuelled rite
of passage. Their absence from the unashamedly
voyeuristic spectacle will deprive all racers of the
gladiatorial baying, the meek silence after a crash
and the subsequent raucous applause should the
crash victim be able to refind his footing.

“May this sports festival be held in an orderly
and safe manner and distract us a little from every-
day worries after spending almost two years in the
clutches of the pandemic,” says race committee
chairman Michael Huber.

After downhill training runs until today, skiers
will compete in a first downhill on Friday, before
taking on a slalom tomorrow-when heavy snow is
forecast, and a second downhill on Sunday.

“Kitzbuehel is the highlight of the year for us down-
hill skiers,” Austrian Vincent Kriechmayr, who won
in Wengen last week, told ORF television.

“This is simply the most difficult descent of the
whole year. The Streif is also a legendary route in
other respects. You can’t leave anything to chance.
You have to be in top shape there. “I don’t know
what’s in store for me at the Olympic Games, but

Kitzbuehel is the downhill run that you want to win
as an Austrian.”

Kriechmayr and his teammate Matthias Mayer
are among a group of favourites for downhill victo-
ry that also includes in-form Norwegian Aleksander
Aamodt Kilde, the Swiss duo of Marco Odermatt
and Beat Feuz, and the Italian pairing of Christof
Innerhofer and Dominik Paris. — AFP
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Norwegian Kilde leads racers in 
pre-Olympic Kitzbuehel test  

‘Slope is so difficult, I always had to dig deep to get the best out of myself’

WENGEN, Switzerland: Norway’s Aleksander Aamodt Kilde competes during the men’s FIS Ski World Cup Super G
event in Wengen, Switzerland. —AFP
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Never say die Spurs
delight Conte with
Leicester late show 
LEICESTER: Antonio Conte said he saw the
spirit he is trying to implement at Tottenham after
Steven Bergwijn scored twice deep into stoppage
time to stun Leicester with thrilling 3-2 win on
Wednesday. The Foxes looked set to snatch victo-
ry against the run of play as Patson Daka and
James Maddison struck either side of Harry
Kane’s first-half equaliser.

However, Bergwijn, who had not scored a
Premier League goal this season, came off the
bench to turn the game on its head in a dramatic
finale. Instead of suffering Conte’s first league
defeat since taking charge in November, victory
lifts Spurs above north London rivals Arsenal into
fifth and within a point of fourth-placed West Ham
with three games in hand.

“I think we showed today that we don’t want to
give up. Never,” said the Italian. “The players
know very well what our philosophy must be. We
must fight to the end and try to also get a result.”
The match had been rescheduled at Leicester’s
request after they were unable to field a side in
December due to a combination of coronavirus
cases and injuries.

Brendan Rodgers’ men remain severely depleted
with four players away at the Africa Cup of Nations
on top of a long injury list, but were seconds away
from a win that would have ignited their own hopes
of European football next season.

“That was a great opportunity tonight, but you
have to see that through,” said Rodgers. “I don’t
think Tottenham won the game, we presented them
the three points.” Tottenham were fresh after their
derby clash against Arsenal had been called off on
Sunday against their will.

Kane looked better for the rest, but the England
captain will wonder how he did not register at least

a hat-trick. His first effort was brilliantly cleared off
the line by Luke Thomas as it arrowed towards the
bottom corner.

Kane then thundered the crossbar with a header
form a corner and Lucas Moura forced Kasper
Schmeichel to full stretch. But completely against
the run of play, Leicester went in front when Daka,
deputising for the injured Jamie Vardy, got the
break of the ball inside the box and slotted beyond
Lloris at his near post.

Kane finally got his 18th goal in 17 appearances
against the club where he spent a short loan spell
earlier in his career on 38 minutes as he raced onto
Harry Winks’ through ball, cut inside Caglar
Soyuncu and rolled in off the inside of the post.

Seconds later, Kane should have scored again when

he blasted well over with just Schmeichel to beat.
Leicester posed more of a threat on the counter-

attack after the break and Maddison should have
done better when he fired straight at Lloris. The
midfielder thought he had the final say when he
exchanged a one-two with Harvey Barnes and got
the aid of a huge deflection off Japhet Tanganga to
wrong-foot Lloris 14 minutes from time.

But the defensive frailties that have dogged
Leicester’s season reappeared in stoppage time.
Bergwijn pounced to fire home after Matt Doherty’s
effort was blocked by Soyuncu five minutes into stop-
page time. Straight from the kick-off, Youri Tielemans
gave away possession cheaply and Kane played
Bergwijn through once more to round Schmeichel and
fire in off the post. — AFP

LEICESTER, England: Tottenham Hotspur’s Dutch midfielder Steven Bergwijn (L) scores his team’s second goal
during the English Premier League football match between Leicester City and Tottenham Hotspur at King
Power Stadium in Leicester. —AFP

Malaysia’s top 
badminton player 
quits national team 
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysian badminton ace Lee Zii
Jia, ranked seventh in the world, has quit his country’s
national team to play as an independent, reports said
yesterday. Lee has been held up as the heir to
Malaysian legend Lee Chong Wei, rising rapidly up the
rankings and scoring a breakthrough victory at the
prestigious All England Open last year.

But the 23-year-old has performed poorly in recent
months. He lost to China’s Chen Long at the Olympics
and retired with an injury in the world championship
quarter-finals. After weeks of speculation, Badminton
Association of Malaysia (BAM) president Norza
Zakaria confirmed that Malaysia’s top player had quit
the body earlier this month.

“We see Zii Jia as an asset and we tried to persuade
him (to stay) because we have groomed him since he
was 13,” he was cited as saying by The Star newspaper.
“Now that he has reached this stage, winning the All
England, we certainly didn’t want to lose him because
he has a bright future.” “However, he told us that he’s no
Lee Chong Wei and he cannot cope with the pressure,”
added Norza. BAM did not immediately respond to
requests for comment. It was not clear why Lee cut ties
with the body, and there was no immediate comment
from the player, but he could face sanctions.

Previously, BAM banned Tan Chun Seang from
playing in Asian countries for two years after he quit
the national team. However world number one Viktor
Axelsen of Denmark voiced support for Lee’s decision.
“If a player... feels it’s best for him to follow another
path where he is more independent as a player, then
that is what he should do,” tweeted the Olympic gold
medallist. “It’s his career and his life after all.”
Badminton is one of the few sports in which Malaysia
performs well internationally. Three-time Olympic silver
medallist Lee Chong Wei, who retired in 2019, was one
of the greatest players of his generation. — AFP

Kohli beats Tendulkar 
mark as India’s top 
away ODI run-scorer 
NEW DELHI: Virat Kohli
became India’s leading run-
scorer in away one-day
internationals as he hit an
energetic half-century
against South Africa just
days after his shock exit as
Test skipper. Kohli broke
Sachin Tendulkar’s India
record for most runs in away
ODIs during his 51-run
knock in the first of the
three matches on
Wednesday, although the
tourists lost by 31 runs.

Kohli has now scored
5,108 runs, surpassing
Tendulkar’s 5,065. He also overtook Australian great Ricky
Ponting’s 5,090 to become the second highest behind Sri
Lanka’s Kumar Sangakkara (5,518) in away 50-over matches.
Kohli, 33, announced he was giving up the Test captaincy on
Saturday having already quit as Twenty20 skipper last year
and been sacked from ODI leadership duties soon after-
wards. Kohli was India’s most successful Test skipper with 40
wins in 68 matches during a seven-year tenure. — AFP

LONDON: Former Olympic long jump
champion Greg Rutherford has failed in
his attempt to win medals at both the
summer and winter Games after miss-
ing the cut for Britain’s bobsleigh team
for Beijing.

The 35-year-old, who won gold at
the 2012 Olympics in London, made his
international bobsleigh debut as part of
a four-man crew at a World Cup race in
Germany in January. However, a poor
campaign meant Lamin Deen’s team
failed to make either the official qualifi-
cation places or one of the potential
reallocation slots for the Games.

Brad Hall will pilot Britain’s only
four-man sled in China, accompanied
by his regular crew of Greg Cackett,
Nick Gleeson and Taylor Lawrence,
with Ben Simons also travell ing as
reserve. Hall’s team will head to Beijing
as genuine medal contenders after a
season in which they have claimed
three World Cup podium finishes and
fourth place in the overall rankings.

“We said at the start of the season
that we wanted to be competing with
the best in the world on a consistent
basis and we’ve shown that we can do
that,” said Hall. “The boys have regular-
ly been among the best starters in the
world, too, and we’re heading to Beijing
full of confidence.”

Hall will team up with Gleeson in the
two-man event while Mica McNeill will
pilot the women’s crew. Rutherford,
whose debut was delayed by a shoul-
der injury, only had his first run on a
full track in Austria in November.

“A massive day in my life and on this
incredible bobsleigh journey.... It’s offi-
cial.. I can now call myself bobsledder,”
he posted on Instagram after his first
training run. The former athlete was
aiming to become just the seventh
Olympian to win a medal at both a
summer and winter Games. The 2022
Winter Olympics start on February 4
and run until February 20 at venues in
and around Beijing. — AFP
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Bavuma, Van der Dussen 
centuries help South 
Africa beat India 
PAARL, South Africa: Temba Bavuma and Rassie van der
Dussen hit centuries to set up a 31-run win for South
Africa in the first one-day international against India at
Boland Park in Paarl on Wednesday. South Africa made 296
for four after winning the toss and batting on a slow pitch.
India were on target for the first half of their reply but lost
wickets in clusters and finished on 265 for eight.

South African captain Bavuma made 110 off 143 balls
but admitted that he struggled to time the ball consistently.
He settled for playing a supporting role to a dazzling Van
der Dussen, who hit a career-best 129 not out off 96 deliv-
eries and was named man of the match.

“It seemed like he was batting on a different wicket,”
said Bavuma. “The energy and intensity he brought really
gave our innings impetus. My focus was to try and part-
ner him for as much as I can.” Van der Dussen said his
confidence had been boosted by being involved in two
high-pressure run chases in the Test series won by South
Africa last week.

Van der Dussen and Bavuma finished off the Test
series with an unbeaten stand of 57 last Friday and car-
ried that form through to the one-day game, putting on
204 for the fourth wicket off 190 balls. The partnership
came after South Africa struggled to 68 for three in the
18th over. — AFP


