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EUGENE: Shelby McEwen back flips after winning the men’s high jump during the 2022 USATF Outdoor Championships at Hayward Field in Eugene, Oregon. —AFP

EUGENE: Track and field stars are hoping a maiden
world championships on US soil will shine the light
on athletes in a country where athletics is dwarfed
by the big money sports of American football, bas-
ketball and baseball. The irony for many American
athletes is that they are generally far better known in
Europe, where many spend large chunks of their sea-
son travelling on a circuit that takes in some of the
most iconic track stadiums in front of some of the
sport’s most avid fans.

But hope burns that the July 15-23 world champs
in Eugene, Oregon, the birthplace of US sporting
goods giant Nike, will shift the spotlight. “Most of the
time walking around (in the US) nobody knows who
track athletes are,” lamented Sandi Morris, an
American pole vaulter who has won multiple medals
on the global stage. “You can walk up to a random
stranger in the street and ask them who Allyson Felix
is and no, they would have no idea.”

Morris, speaking to reporters in Eugene on
Wednesday, was referring to her US teammate who

has a record world haul of 18 career medals and 11
Olympic podium finishes, including seven gold.
Armand “Mondo” Duplantis might compete for
Sweden, but the world pole vault record holder was
born and raised in the United States. “The whole of
the United States probably I can be a little bit more
annonymous,” he said from his US base in
Indianapolis where he admitted to being well known.
“Being in Sweden and in the United States and see-
ing the difference in the the way I live in both is quite
different.”

Just reality
Wider anonymity, Duplantis added, was “just the

reality of the situation”. “They have so many big sports
here in baseball, football and basketball and that doesn’t
leave so much room for that many more and I guess
track and field is more perceived as an Olympic sport.
“The Olympics are very huge in the United States and if
you’re able to win the Olympics or even go to the
Olympics, it’s a very big deal, the biggest thing you can
do as a track and field athlete in the United States.”

Morris admitted that athletics “for some reason had tak-
en a back seat”, but was in her opinion slowly changing.

“Part because of social media and our own ability to
broadcast our experience and educate Americans about
the fact there’s a professional track circuit, you can
make a living doing this,” the two-time world indoor
champion said. “I mean you’d just laugh at the questions,
‘You make a living pole-vaulting? No! What do you do
for a living?!’” Duplantis argued that “having the world
championships in the United States this year to try and
bring them and not just Olympics into the mainstream
can be a really good thing for track and field”.

Morris echoed his sentiments, saying it was a “huge
opportunity”. “We just have to keep the positivity and
keep sharing our sport to as many Americans as possi-
ble. “Most Americans only know one thing about track
and field and it’s the Olympics. “It’s about educating
them and bringing the world championships into the
forefront and putting it on television and just getting it
in front of the American crowd in general... we’re intro-
ducing new fans to the sport.” —AFP

Athletics dwarfed by big money sports in US

Maiden world champs offers 
spotlight for ‘unknown’ stars

No place for Russia 
‘killers’ in athletics
EUGENE: Yaroslava Mahuchikh used to be not just
fierce rivals with Russia’s Mariya Lasitskene, but also
friends in the tight-knit world of elite women’s high
jumping. But that all changed, according to the
Ukrainian, when Russia invaded her country in a ongo-
ing conflict that shows no sign of letting up. Mahuchikh
offered no solace for the absent Lasitskene at the World
Athletics championships in Eugene, Oregon, saying
there was no place for Russian “killers”. The Ukrainian
came to wider global prominence when she won gold at
the World Indoor Championships in Belgrade in March.

To get there, the 20-year-old fled her eastern
Ukrainian home city of Dnipro by car, overcoming
what she said was “total panic” and her very own front
line. “Three days by car, the longest three days for
me,” Mahuchikh told reporters in Eugene on
Wednesday. The stunning performance for gold in the
Serb capital was enough for World Athletics president
Sebastian Coe to hand Mahuchikh a hand-written let-
ter, signed off “with thanks and admiration”, when
presenting her with the gold medal.

Mahuchikh is reigning European indoor high jump
champion, but had to settle for Olympic bronze in
Tokyo last summer and world outdoor silver in Doha in
2019 in competitions claimed by arch-rival Lasitskene.
Despite being reigning world and Olympic champion,
Lasitskene is banned from the worlds in Eugene, some-
thing the Russian protested at the International
Olympic Committee (IOC). Following the invasion of
Ukraine in February, the IOC had recommended a ban
on Russian and Belarusian athletes, a request followed
by most federations.

Lasitskene accused IOC president Thomas Bach of
having created a “new war” by recommending Russian
athletes be banned from international competition. “In
high jump, my main competitors are Ukrainians,”
Lasitskene said. “I wouldn’t know how to look them in
the eye, or what to say to them. —AFP

NAIROBI: Africa’s fastest man Ferdinand
Omanyala on Thursday said he would
compete in the World Athletics
Championships in Oregon after being
granted a last-minute visa to travel to the
United States. Omanyala-the third-
quickest man in the world this season-
will have just a few hours rest after his
flight before the 100 metre heats start
Friday in Eugene, Oregon.

But the 26-year-old Kenyan sprinter
said he would be on the next plane and
was “positive” of competing at the fixture
after securing permission to travel. “Visa
challenges are faced by all Kenyans and
people daily, in this case I was no differ-
ent,” Omanyala said in a statement post-
ed on his Twitter account headlined
“Oregon Here I Come”.

He had earlier given up hope of com-
peting after failing to receive a visa, say-
ing there wasn’t enough time to fly to
Oregon-a journey of 24 hours or more -
before the race. But he will make the trip
and arrive on Friday morning after being
presented with his visa at the sports min-
istry, Omanyala’s coach Duncan Ayiemba
told AFP. “He will have a few hours to
rest before he competes in the 100m
heats, and hopefully qualify for the semi-
finals and the finals,” he said.

The Kenyan team had been due to leave
for the United States in two batches on

Monday and Tuesday, but several members
including Omanyala did not receive visas.
There was no immediate comment from
Athletics Kenya, and the reasons for the
visa hitch are not known. Reports have
emerged of athletes from other countries
facing issues obtaining US visas, although
Omanyala is the highest-profile.

Championship organizers Oregon22
and World Athletics had said on
Wednesday that they were working to
follow up on visa applications “the
majority of which have been successfully
resolved”. “We continue to follow up
with those outstanding visa issues,” they
said in a statement, noting that interna-
tional travel had become more challeng-
ing due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Omanyala is the third-quickest man in the
world this season behind Americans Fred
Kerley and Trayvon Bromell, setting a
time of 9.85 seconds in May.

In September last year, he set a new
African record of 9.77sec, making him
the ninth-fastest man ever, behind four
Americans and three Jamaicans. He told
AFP in a recent interview he had set his
sights on at least reaching the final of the
100m in Oregon, targeting a time of
9.6sec. If he had made the podium there,
it would have been an historic first for an
African runner. Namibia’s Frankie
Fredericks twice won Olympic silver in

the 100m in the 1990s, but his one gold
and three silvers in the World
Championships were all over 200m.

‘Want to leave a legacy’ 
The young athlete and his coach have

been mapping out ways to make sprint-
ing more popular in Kenya, the East
African country where the long-distance
runner is king. Omanyala became the first
Kenyan sprinter to reach an Olympic
semi-final at the Tokyo Games last year.
He was able to represent Kenya in Tokyo
after Athletics Kenya relaxed a decision
to prohibit any banned athletes from tak-
ing part in international competitions. He
had been suspended for 14 months in
2017 by the Anti-Doping Agency of

Kenya after testing positive for a banned
substance. “It was a hard 14 months but
life has to move on,” Omanyala said in the
AFP interview.

Hailing from western Kenya,
Omanyala said he hoped to be a role
model for other aspiring sprinters both
at home and across Africa. “I believe I
opened the way for so many people
coming behind me,” he said. “One of the
things that I wanted to do is to leave a
legacy. I want to leave an industry of
sprint in Kenya.” Omanyala is also com-
peting at the Commonwealth Games in
Birmingham later this month, he said in
a statement Thursday. “Looking for-
ward to making all Kenyans proud,” he
said. —AFP 

NAIROBI: Kenya’s sprinter Ferdinand Omanyala takes a rest during a training session
at the Kasarani stadium in Nairobi. —AFP

Ukraine’s Yaroslava Mahuchikh competes in the
women’s high jump final during The World Athletics
Indoor Championships 2022 at the Stark Arena, in
Belgrade.—AFP

Omanyala gets last minute visa
reprieve for Worlds Athletics


