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TORONTO: Canada’s Damian Warner performs during the pole vault in the men’s decathlon competition at
the Pan Am Games, Thursday, July 23, 2015, in Toronto. —AP

HAVANA: For eight years, Cuban boxer Namibia Flores has
leaned in with a clenched jaw and raised guard to throw
punches against all male training partners. Flores follows the
same preparation as her male opponents. She lifts the same
truck tires and waits for the same opportunity to catch a break
and get the chance to fight for her country. But the 39-year-
old woman with a body sculpted by grueling training is in a
unique race against time to achieve an athletic dream in a
country where female boxing is not recognized. “I don’t see
what is so dangerous for women,” Flores says, hair pulled back
tight as she dons a foam helmet and steps into the ring to take
on a male opponent. Battling against odds and time, Flores
punches on, hoping to fight for her nation, be an ambassador
for the sport and an example for the women she hopes fight
next.

Feminine ‘beauty’
Boxing is wildly popular in Cuba and the country has won

67 Olympic medals in the sport, more than any other nation
apart from the much larger United States. Other sports on the
communist island are much more open to females, but boxing
remains a redoubt of machismo and women are barred from
competing. Flores has likely already missed her chance to
compete in the Olympics, which added women’s boxing in
2012 with an age limit of 40. While the subject of women’s
boxing isn’t frequently discussed publicly by sport authorities,
sources close to the country’s boxing federation told AFP the
opening of boxing for women was under negotiation, giving
Flores reason for hope.

Inside a decrepit gym west of Havana, Flores is drenched in
sweat in the ring during a sweltering Caribbean summer. She
throws a straight left trying to get through the defense of her
partner and then follows that with a powerful right, exhaling
loudly. “Namibia has good physical strength, good technique,
she hits hard,” says her sparring partner of eight years,
Jonathan. “There are women like Namibia who have such
adrenaline, they need to release that energy,” comments
Flores’s coach Isidro Barzaga off to the side. 

By watching his protegee, Barzaga hopes other women will
be inspired to box. But women’s boxing still faces an uphill
battle. In 2009 as the sport was beginning to take off around
the world, Pedro Roque, then a technical director of Cuban
boxing, said that to protect feminine “beauty” it is necessary
to keep women from taking blows to the face. “I don’t see how
boxing deprives women of their femininity, women are femi-
nine at any time in any sport,” Jonathan said.

For Flores, boxing is an indispensable part of her life. “With
boxing I can remove the negative energy that builds up home,
at work, day after day,” Flores says. Crossing gloves with men
daily gives her a thrill unlike any other. “I dominate some,” she
says, but “others surpass me”. Last March, Flores traveled to
the United States to attend a screening of documentary about
her called “Boxeadora.” While in the United States, she trav-
eled to numerous cities and received offers to join American
clubs. But Flores says she won’t abandon her home nation.
“Why fight for the United States... if where I learned boxing is
here,” she said before joining her coach in another intense
training session.—AFP

In Cuba, woman boxer 
fights to get into ring

Top Russian golfer
could emerge soon:

British pro
ROSTOV-ON-DON: Russia and the former Soviet Union have
produced world and Olympic champions in virtually every sport
over the last century but no Russian has ever made an impact at
the top level in golf. There were no golf clubs in Russia under the
Communists with the first 18-hole course built in the Moscow
suburbs in 1994. While the world’s biggest country is not exactly
undergoing a golfing revolution, the sport is growing with new
nine and 18-hole courses opening every year and some see
Russia as a potential breeding ground for a future top talent.

Jon Marlor, who comes from Leeds in northern England,
joined the professional ranks when he was 16 and after a decent
career at the lower levels of the game turned his hand to teach-
ing and coaching in Florida and New York. The 42-year-old is
now the professional at the Golf & Country Club in Rostov-on-
Don, in the southwest of European Russia, which opened earlier
this year and believes the country is close to producing its first
elite-level player. “I believe that within a couple of years a top
Russian could get on to the higher ranks of the PGA tour,” he
told Reuters when a group of international reporters on a tour of
Russia’s World Cup soccer venues visited his club.

“They have produced so many great sportsmen and women
in so many sports. “They have the facilities, the discipline and the
character. “All it really needs is one player to really spark the
flame. Where was golf in Spain before Seve (Ballesteros), one of
the greatest golfers ever. Look at what Bernhard Langer did in
Germany-they really blew the game open in those countries. “I
believe the same could happen here.” Golf in Russia is still in its
infancy, not only because of adverse natural conditions and the
relatively small number of golf courses, but also because it never
took root alongside other sports in the Soviet era and has been
slow to progress since the fall of communism.

Currently former world number one tennis player Yevgeny
Kafelnikov has established himself as Russia’s top golfer, though
he has yet to make a single cut after competing in more than 20
career events on the European Tour and its satellite Challenge
Tour. Kafelnikov, 41, is ranked 1,613th in the world-as low as the
rankings go-along with several of his compatriots. The most suc-
cessful women’s golfer in Russia is 29-year-old Maria Balikoeva,
who is currently ranked 71st in the 2015 Ladies European Tour
(LET) order of merit. Balikoeva, the first Russian to become a full-
time member of the LET, has recorded several top-10s on the
Tour with career-best ties for fourth at the 2014 Turkish Airlines
Ladies Open and also at the 2013 HONMA Pilsen Golf Masters.

Eastern Europe
Tour events in eastern Europe are few and far between but

Ireland’s Padraig Harrington, a triple major winner, told Reuters
earlier this year that he felt Russia could make the same sort of
impact on the game as China, which hosts four events on the
2014-15 European Tour. “As far as I am concerned, it will help in
driving the game forward,” said Harrington. “Russia, surely, is an
untapped market in golf. You only have to look at how far
China has progressed ... given that this year was the 10th
anniversary of the Volvo China Open being on the European
Tour calendar.”

Oksana Reznikova, the Don club’s director admits that it is an
expensive sport for most ordinary Russians. Her club, a nine-hole
course which could be expanded to 18 later, has only 14 regis-
tered members, although hundreds come to play there. “The
annual fee is 210,000 roubles ($3,648), and the initial payment to
join is several million roubles which is quite expensive-but you
have unlimited access to these fantastic facilities,” she said.
“When we had an open day recently there were more than 300
people who turned up, and many have come back. They aren’t
members but the interest is growing,” she added. —Reuters

TORONTO: Decathlete Damian Warner paid back his
family and friends for their support in Pan American
Games gold on Thursday, but the price may have been
steep, the Canadian gambling with a podium finish at
the world championships. For Warner, who grew up
two hours from the Pan Am stadium, the considerable
risk was worth the reward, a Games gold on home soil in
front of his mom to hang alongside the Commonwealth
Games gold he won last year.

But it is Olympic and world championship titles that
really matter. The biggest of these will be on offer a year

from now at the Rio Summer Games, the other up for
grabs next month in Beijing. Regarded as the ultimate
athletes, decathletes generally compete in full 10-event
competitions just twice a year. Warner will attempt to
jam two major competitions on two different continents
into five weeks. The 25-year-old did not come to the Pan
Ams as a tune-up for the Worlds, targeting instead the
19-year-old national record of 8,626 points held by
Michael Smith and smashing it with a personal best
score of 8,659.

“I knew I wanted the Canadian record so bad, I didn’t

think there was a better place to get it than here at
home,” said Warner, who competed in his first
decathlon at the same York University site. “Before the
1,500 meters I saw my mom and my uncle and a whole
bunch of friends and I was a little emotional and I just
tried to hold it all together and I go out there and take
care of business.” The toll for competing in 10 events
crammed into two grueling days is considered one of
the sport’s supreme tests, so much so that the Olympic
champion is crowned with the mythical title of world’s
greatest athlete. —Reuters

Debt paid in gold, Warner looking ahead to Worlds


