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LOS ANGELES: Former Tour de France champion Bradley
Wiggins says he’s looking forward to tackling the Tour of
California that starts tomorrow, claiming it’s an opportunity
to fly the Sky flag Stateside.  “It’s an important event for the
team and we want to put in a good performance in front of
the American fans and our co-owners 21st Century Fox,”
said the Briton, who was among the field of 128 cyclists
announced for the eight-day, 710-mile (1,144 km) race that
will start tomorrow in the California capital of Sacramento
and conclude on May 18 in Thousand Oaks, west of Los
Angeles.

Other elite riders in the field include Omega Pharma-
QuickStep’s Mark Cavendish of Britain and Cannondale’s
Peter Sagan, the Slovakian who holds the record for the
most California stage victories at 10. Wiggins’s star has
dimmed somewhat since his outstanding year in 2012,
when he became the first Briton to win the Tour de France
and followed it up with a time-trial gold at his home

Olympics in London. He suffered a disastrous 2013 when he
pulled out of the Giro d’Italia due to illness and then missed
defending his Tour title with an injury.  He also had to
watch as Chris Froome succeeded him as Tour champion
and firmly established himself as the Team Sky leader.

After finishing ninth at Paris-Roubaix last month,
Wiggins vowed to earn his place on the Sky team to sup-
port reigning champion Froome in the Tour de France in
July. First, however, comes California. “Riding in California is
definitely something different and a nice alternative to the
traditional racing programme in Europe,” Wiggins said in
comments posted on the Team Sky website. “There are a lot
of passionate cycling fans in the States and this is one of the
only chances we get to ride in front of them. We’re all look-
ing forward to it.”

BMC’s Tejay van Garderen won the 2013 Tour of
California, but the American won’t be back to defend his
title. After retiring from the Tour de Romandie, where he

had crashed hard in the prologue, he said he would take a
break hoping to return to racing at the Criterium du
Dauphine. Peter Stetina, who lives in Santa Rosa, California,
will lead BMC, returning to the race for the first time since
2010.”I have never actually been in a protected role like this,
so it will be a new opportunity that I have been chomping
at the bit for and one that I am excited for,” Stetina said.

This year’s ninth edition of the Tour of California features
a 20.1 kilometer time trial in Folsom as Monday’s stage two,
and a pair of mountain-top finishes at Mount Diablo State
Park in stage three and Mountain High in stage six. It con-
cludes with a circuit race in Thousand Oaks, in rolling coun-
try west of Los Angeles. Stetina predicted the time trial will
be crucial. “Mount Diablo is not very steep until the very
final, so I think there are going to be bigger time gaps for
the time trial than on Diablo,” he said. “And then Mountain
High is a hard climb. You definitely have to have a good
time trial to contend for the overall.”— AFP 

Wiggins looking forward to California challenge

Reds suffer
setbacks 

SYDNEY: The Queensland Reds would have been hop-
ing for just a hint of a smile from lady luck this week
going into a Super Rugby contest against the seven-
times champion Canterbury Crusaders on the back of
four successive defeats. Instead she appeared to frown
upon them.  On Monday,  Wal labies  prop James
Slipper’s citing for a dangerous tackle in last week-
end’s 44-14 defeat at the Auckland Blues earned him a
three-week ban.

On Tuesday, they lost two more Wallabies to injury
with influential openside flanker Liam Gill and centre
Chris Feauai-Sautia joining loose forward Eddie Quirk in
the treatment room. With the Reds languishing third
bottom of the standings, their playoff hopes all but
extinguished, it is easy to forget that Sunday’s game is
the first meeting of the two sides at Lang Park since the
2011 Super Rugby final. The swashbuckling Reds tri-
umphed on that day and the l ikes of  lock James
Horwill, scrumhalf Will Genia and flyhalf Quade Cooper
went on to form the core of a Wallabies side that won
the Tri-Nations and finished third at the World Cup.

The Reds lost in the semi-finals in 2012 and last year,
with coach Ewen McKenzie on his way out of the door
to take the Wallabies job, were thumped 38-9 in the
first round of the playoffs - by the Crusaders. This year,
they have managed just three wins in 10 games.
“Obviously it’s tough times on the back of four straight
losses, but you’ve just got to roll with it,” Genia said this
week. “It’s obviously very disappointing, but that’s part
of sport, there’s always winners and losers. “The match
against the Crusaders is an easy one to get up for, a
benchmark side for many years now, and we’re obvi-
ously very motivated.”

Fourth win
Motivation might not be enough for under-fire

coach Richard Graham’s side. The notoriously slow-
starting Crusaders looked to have finally hit their stride
in a 40-20 demolition of Australian conference leaders
ACT Brumbies in Christchurch last weekend. It was their
fourth straight win. And as a result of the injuries to Gill
and Quirk, Curtis Browning will be pitched into his first
Super Rugby start in a back row battle against three-
times World Player of the Year Richie McCaw.

The Reds will, however, be spared the presence of
last year’s winner of the most prestigious individual
award in rugby with number eight Kieran Read missing
another week because of a concussion. Genia, who was
among the six nominees for the award in 2011, at least
has experience of what it takes to turn around a strug-
gling team, having played in Reds teams that finished
14th, 12th and 13th in his first three seasons in Super
14. “The message to the team from guys like James,
Quade and myself is to keep backing ourselves and
keep working,” he said. “It’s a little bit of a cliche, but in
tough times you’ve just got to stay tight and work
hard.” — Reuters 

BARCELONA: Red Bull’s decision to
change Sebastian Vettel’s car for the
Spanish Grand Prix backfired yesterday
when an electrical problem sidelined the
quadruple Formula One world champion
for most of practice. With race favorite
Lewis Hamilton fastest in the morning ses-
sion for dominant Mercedes, Vettel was
forced to park up by the side of the track
early on and with just four laps completed.

Circuit de Catalunya marshals handed
him a fire extinguisher as he inspected the
car before hitching a ride back to the pad-
dock on a scooter. “Due to an electrical
problem that has damaged the wiring
loom of Car No 1, Sebastian will not be
able to take part in FP2 (second practice),”
Red Bull said before the afternoon session
started. “The Team will use the time to fix
it to be ready for FP3 (the final session
before qualifying) tomorrow.” Vettel, win-

ner of the last nine races of 2013 and four
championships in a row, has had a difficult
start to the new V6 turbo era with Red
Bull’s engine partner Renault playing
catch-up with Mercedes.

The last time the German was in action
at a Spanish circuit, testing at Jerez in
January, he spent most of his time in the
garage watching mechanics work on the
car. Hamilton, winner of the last three
races and closing in on championship-
leading team mate Nico Rosberg, went
from strength to strength with a fastest
lap of one minute 27.023 seconds set six
minutes from the end. That was 0.868
quicker than Jenson Button, who was best
of the rest for McLaren, and the impressive
margin on a sunny morning further under-
lined the Briton’s status as the man to
watch.

Rosberg, who had said on Thursday he

just needed a “normal weekend” to regain
the momentum, suffered a cooling issue
that cut short his session. He was fifth
fastest. Vettel’s Australian team mate
Daniel Ricciardo, who has made an
impressive start with the team, was third.
Ferrari’s Fernando Alonso, the local
favorite for his home race after winning
last year, had plenty of banners in the
grandstand urging him on and ended up
fourth on the timesheets. With the open-
ing long-haul races in Asia and the Middle
East out of the way, all teams have
brought updates to their cars and yester-
day’s practice sessions were being closely
watched for any signs of change in the
pecking order. In a bizarre early incident, a
wing mirror on Sergio Perez’s Force India
broke off and was left flapping around on
a wire.  The Mexican completed the lap
with it in his hand. — Reuters 

Hamilton on top, more 
woe for Vettel in Spain 

MONTMELO: Mercedes-AMG’s British driver Lewis Hamilton drives during the second practice session at the Circuit de
Catalunya yesterday in Montmelo on the outskirts of Barcelona ahead of the Spanish Formula One Grand Prix. — AFP 


