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SAN ANTONIO: Michael Phelps competes in the finals of the men’s 200-meter breaststroke at the the US swimming nationals. —AP

SAN ANTONIO: Michael Phelps already has far
more medals than any Olympic athlete. There is
no longer any reason to doubt he’ll have anoth-
er massive haul in Rio. Not after an astounding
weekend in sweltering San Antonio, where
Phelps turned in a performance at the U.S.
national championships that re-established his
place as the world’s dominant swimmer.

He churned through the water, his body as
ripped and fit as ever, producing times that
haven’t been seen since the days of the high-
tech bodysuits. When rival swimmer Chad le
Clos trash-talked from afar, it only made Phelps
go faster. “I did what I came here to do,” he said
Monday.

Phelps was barred from the world champi-
onships after his second drunken-driving arrest,
so he turned the national championships into
his biggest meet of the year.

Never mind that this was essentially a junior-
varsity event, largely made up of promising
youngsters, a few late bloomers and a smatter-
ing of big-name swimmers who failed to qualify
for worlds.

Hardly the sort of competition that Phelps is
used to facing, but he wasn’t concerned about
the guy in the next lane. His attention was
focused on Kazan, Russia - specifically, the win-
ning times at worlds in the 100-meter butterfly,
the 200 fly, and the 200 individual medley.

Phelps was determined to beat them all, to
prove to everyone he was the real champion.
Mission accomplished. Phelps’ times in the fly
harkened back to 2009, when rubberized suits
made a mockery of the clock. His performance in
the 200 IM was faster than anyone has gone
since he won gold at the 2012 Olympics. “I pre-
pared myself for the best and the worst,” he said.
“I thought that was something that really made

an impact on me being so relaxed. I was ready
for anything. That’s something I got back to,
something I haven’t done in a while.”

After winning eight gold medals at the 2008
Beijing Olympics, knocking off Mark Spitz’s icon-
ic Olympic record, Phelps had largely accom-
plished what he wanted to do in the sport by
age 23. His training fell off. There was that noto-
rious tabloid picture of him inhaling from a mari-
juana pipe. And when he failed to even win a
medal in his first event at London, it looked as
though his time had passed.

Being Michael Phelps, he bounced back to
capture four golds and two silvers at the 2012
Games, making him the most decorated athlete
in Olympic history. He retired after his last event
in London, with 18 golds, 22 medals overall, and
supposedly no desire to keep swimming into his
30s. Well, here he is, about six weeks removed
from his 30th birthday, on top of the game
again. His retirement barely lasted a year. His
comeback has hardly been smooth, though.
When he was arrested again for DUI last
September, Phelps decided to take a long, hard
look at himself. He went through six weeks of
inpatient therapy, which helped him deal with
everything from family dynamics (his parents
divorced when he was a child, resulting in a
strained relationship with his father) to issues
with alcohol.

Phelps vowed not to drink at least through
the Rio Games and made a commitment to get
in the best shape of his life. That work has clearly
paid off. He’s more muscular, more defined. His
body didn’t hurt nearly as much as he thought it
would after back-to-back-to-back races, though
he requires more sleep than he did in his
younger days.

“My body doesn’t feel tired; I’m just sleepy,”

he said. “That’s the biggest thing, just staying on
top of my sleep.” By the end of the month, he’ll
move from his beloved Baltimore to the Phoenix
area to remain with longtime coach Bob
Bowman, who is taking over at Arizona State.
They have one of the longest, most successful
partnerships in sports, and Phelps’ trust in his
coach never wavers.

From all indications, Phelps will swim the
same three individual events in Rio that he dom-
inated in San Antonio. (For good measure, he
finished fifth in the 200 breaststroke Monday on
the final night of nationals, a race he described
as “just a fun, joke-around event.” Of course, he
posted a personal-best time.) Bowman would
like to try the 200 freestyle at a few warmup
meets over the next year, but he doesn’t think
that will be part of the Olympic program.

Phelps will be busy enough as it is. He is sure
to be on all three relays after the U.S. men
turned in a dismal performance at worlds, failing
to even qualify for the 400 free relay final.

“Obviously we have a lot of work to do,”
Phelps said, a disgusted tone in his voice. “The
world isn’t afraid of us anymore.” On his own,
Phelps will be facing much stiffer competition at
the Olympics than he did in Texas. Longtime
American rival Ryan Lochte is still in the mix,
coming off his fourth straight world titles in the
200 IM. “When he and I race, we leave everything
in the pool,” Phelps said. “You can say that’s a
true rivalry in the sport.” That sounded like of a
bit of a dig at Le Clos, who upset Phelps in the
200 fly at London and predicts their showdown
in Rio will be the swimming equivalent of Ali-
Frazier. The South African isn’t backing down,
either. “I don’t fear Michael Phelps,” Le Clos said
Sunday in Kazan. “I never have and I never will.”
On to Rio. —AP

Phelps back on top as focus turns to Rio

JAKARTA: The old rivalry between superstars Lee Chong Wei and
Lin Dan roared back into life at the world championships yester-
day, with both players inviting the prospect of a semi-final show-
down in Jakarta. Lee, a former world number one who only
returned to badminton in May after being slapped with an eight-
month ban for doping, looked dangerous as he swept aside
Lithuania’s Kestutis Navickas 21-9, 21-13 in his opening match.

His archrival Lin, a two-time Olympic champion, began his
campaign for a sixth world crown in similar fashion, demolishing
American Sattawat Pongnairat 21-8, 21-11. 

The pair are long-running foes, with China’s Lin denying
Malaysia’s Lee gold in two world championships and back to back
Olympics in 2008 and 2012, and badminton fans are savouring
the possibility the veterans could clash in a semi-final sizzler in
Jakarta.

“I am aware a great many people are waiting for us to duel on
the court. Certainly I will give my best performance if this occurs,”
Lee, 32, told reporters.

“This could be our last game, because maybe next year we will
retire.” Lin said Lee’s strong return to the badminton circuit-the
Malaysian has won back to back US and Canada Open titles this
season-would make the competition “increasingly fierce” and
invited the opportunity for a rematch. “Especially if you consider
our age, we’ve had few opportunities to play,” Lin, 31, told
reporters. “I would love if we could play again.”

Lin is expected to cruise through his next match but Lee-who
is unseeded at the world championships for the first time in years-
must navigate his way past 12th seed German shuttler Marc
Zwiebler.  Top seed in the women’s competition Carolina Marin,
who nearly pulled out of the tournament due to injury, had a
scare as she embarked on her defence of her world title. 

The world number one lost her first set against Malaysia’s Tee
Jing Yi, before finding her feet and delivering some blistering
smashes to convincingly claim the match 19-21, 21-14, 21-13.

“At the beginning I was a little bit nervous,” the Spaniard said.
Others couldn’t control the jitters, with ninth women’s seed
Nozomi Okuhara going down a third-straight time to unseeded
Thai shuttler Porntip Buranaprasertsuk, while Taiwan’s Pai Yu Po
knocked out Indonesia’s Maria Febe Kusumastuti.

Third seed Li Xuerui breezed into the third round with a 21-10,
21-11 drubbing of Bulgaria’s Petya Nedelcheva. The Olympic
champion, who was upstaged by a gutsy Marin, declined to say
whether she was out for revenge.  “You will have to wait and see,”
she told reporters via a translator.

Second seed Jan O. Jorgensen - who has arguably the hardest
draw in the men’s singles - eased past Thailand’s Boonsak
Ponsana, while fellow Dane Hans-Kristian Vittinghus and South
Korea’s Son Wan Ho were among the other top shuttlers to book a
spot in the round of 32.

Elsewhere, Israeli athlete Misha Zilberman, who was only
granted a visa by Indonesia at the 11th hour to compete in the
world championships, blamed the immigration saga for his early
departure from the tournament. Zilberman was only granted a
visa after the head of the Badminton World Federation intervened
directly on his behalf, but the shuttler said the disruption to his
training caused his 21-14, 21-14 drubbing. Men’s world number
one Chen Long, who is seeking to defend his crown and add to
the four titles he’s already bagged this season, will play his first
match on Wednesday after being given a first round bye.—AFP

Monfils, Simon earn 
easy wins in Montreal

MONTREAL: Gael Monfils downed Italy’s
Fabio Fognini in straight sets 6-3, 6-1 on
Monday as French players made a strong
start to the Rogers Cup men’s tournament.

Monfils broke Fognini’s serve four times
in their first round match and finished with
seven aces to Fognini’s three. “I wanted to
start off this tournament well,” said Monfils,
who has yet to win a Grand Slam in his
career. “It was not a great match, but I
didn’t play bad. I was solid. I didn’t give
away any points.” France’s Gilles Simon was
also in form, defeating Italy’s Andreas Seppi
in straight sets 6-2, 6-4.

The final match of the day between
France’s Jo-Wilfried Tsonga and Croatia’s
Borna Coric was postponed because of rain
with Tsonga leading 2-1 in the first set.

Monfils will next play Gilles Muller, who
defeated Canada’s Philip Bester 6-2, 6-3.

“I’m looking forward to that match because
I’ve known him for a long time,” said the 28-
year-old Monfils. “I know he’s a good player.
He plays well. He’s very aggressive and has
a good serve.” Spain’s Tommy Robredo
needed three sets to top countryman
Feliciano Lopez 6-3, 3-6, 6-3. Robredo will
face third-ranked Andy Murray in the sec-
ond round. Bester struggled against
Muller ’s powerful serve, but also had
unforced errors throughout and never
managed to break Muller ’s serve. Also
Monday, Sam Querrey got past Martin
Klizan 6-3, 6-3, Sergiy Stakhovsky overcame
Filip Peliwo 6-1, 5-7, 6-2, Bernard Tomic
downed Joao Sousa 6-3, 6-3, Thomaz
Bellucci outlasted Pablo Cuevas 7-6 (4), 4-6,
7-6 (4),  Ivo Karlovic defeated Jerzy
Janowicz 6-4, 7-6 (6) and Leonardo Mayer
eliminated Chung Hyeon 6-3, 6-4. —AP

MONTREAL: Gael Monfils of France returns to Italian opponent Fabio Fognini during
their first round match at the Rogers Cup tennis tournament. —AP

TORONTO: After a long rain delay
Germany’s Sabine Lisicki made quick work
of Venus Williams, strolling into the second
round of the Rogers Cup on Monday after
routing the American 6-0 6-3.

Rain wiped out most of the opening day
action but play finally resumed on the
Toronto hardcourts late in the evening fol-
lowing a nine-hour wait with Williams and
Lisicki walking out onto a near empty cen-
tre court. For those who waited out the
storm, the reward was brief as Lisicki need-
ed just 66 minutes to dismiss the 14th
seed.

“It’s always tough after a long rain delay,
you don’t know if you are ever going to get
onto the court and with a tough match
against Venus,” said Lisicki.

“I t ’s always a pleasure to play her
because you know you have to play well to
beat her, so I’m really happy with my per-
formance today.”

Lisicki, who got her North American
hard-court campaign off to a shaky start
with a first-round loss last week at Stanford,
came out looking sharper and ready to
play, opening the match with a break.

Williams, trailing 3-0, had a chance to
break back but could not convert as Lisicki

held to forge further ahead. Williams’ resist-
ance continued to crumble, with three
straight double faults in the fifth game
handing her opponent a third break,
before Lisicki closed out the set 40-0.

Williams, playing just her second match
since a fourth-round loss to sister Serena at
Wimbledon, held serve to open the second
set but then double faulted to gift Lisicki a
2-1 lead.

Williams later saved two match points
but could not fight off a third as Lisicki
improved her record to 4-1 against the
American. The match was only the second
singles contest to be completed on a soggy
opening day. In the first match of the day
on centre court, Italian 15th seed Flavia
Pennetta beat Canadian wild card Gabriela
Dabrowski 6-4 6-1 to set up a second round
encounter with world number one Serena
Williams. A former doubles world number
one, Pennetta needed just 69 minutes to
dismiss the 222nd ranked Dabrowski and
register her first match win since the
French Open. “It’s going to be nice because
I’ll play one of the best players ever,” said
Pennetta. “But it’s good because she’s the
hardest test and I’ll see where my game
is.”—Reuters

Lisicki routs Venus at 
rain-hit Rogers Cup

TORONTO: Sabine Lisicki of Germany plays a shot against Venus Williams of the USA
during Day 1 of the Rogers Cup at the Aviva Centre. —AFP

Wei and Dan rivalry 
flares up at Jakarta

JAKARTA: Lin Dan of China hits a return against Sattawat Pongnairat of the US
during their men’s singles qualifying match of the 2015 World Championships
badminton tournament. —AFP


