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SINGAPORE: Singapore’s Joseph Schooling said he was
happy to silence critics who dubbed him “foreign” after he
set out his store for the world championships with nine
SEA Games gold medals. Schooling once attracted heavy
fire in his home country as detractors assumed he was one
of the “foreign talent” used to bolster the tiny city-state’s
sporting stocks. Matters came to a head at last year’s Asian
Games, when his Singapore-born father recorded a video
message to hammer home that Joseph was a “true son” of
the country.

But sniping was replaced by adoration at the
Southeast Asian (SEA) Games in Singapore, where poster-
boy Schooling starred with some devastating performanc-
es in the pool. “Yeah it’s great, after all I am Singaporean
at heart and a 100 per cent Singaporean, no FT (foreign
talent) all that things and whatever,” he said. “So I am just

trying to do my best for myself and my country and I am
glad it turned out this way.” The Texas-based swimmer
speaks with an American accent rather than in the distinc-
tive Singaporean style, and is of Eurasian heritage. The
fact he is a third-generation Singaporean was lost on
some detractors after his compulsory military service was
controversially deferred until after the 2016 Olympics.

The tide turned last year, when Schooling announced
his talent by winning Commonwealth silver and
Singapore’s first Asian Games men’s swimming gold since
1982 in the 100m butterfly. When authorities were tipped
off that Schooling, after his Asiad events were over, had
left the athletes’ village for a night out, public opinion
leapt to his side. An official investigation into the incident
ended a month later when Schooling was let off with a
warning for going out without permission. Now, with

strong support and a hatful of medals secured in his home
country, Schooling is setting his sights on tougher targets:
the world championships, and the Olympics.

And if he has his way, the plain-speaking teenager
will drag the rest of the Singapore team along with him.
“It’s just a small stepping stone to what I am trying to
achieve. The SEA Games, I  know it ’s a big deal to
Singapore and stuff but I think a lot of the guys in the
team have to look past the SEA Games,” he said. “We are
on a different platform right now than where we were a
couple of years ago and we’re going to have to start
looking at Commonwealth Games, Asian Games and
then slowly worlds and ultimately the Olympics. “So I
think we’ve gone forward a couple of levels so I think
we should stop looking at the SEA Games as a bench-
mark.”— AFP 

Singapore learns to love ‘foreign’ Schooling

SINGAPORE: There’s young, and then there’s the
Yoongs. When it comes to competition, Hanifah
Yoong believes that if you’re good enough, you’re
old enough. And so Adam, Hanifah Yoong’s 7-
year-old son, made his Southeast Asian Games
debut in waterskiing this week. Adam entered the
wakeboard because his two older brothers - the
38-year-old ex-Formula One driver Alex Yoong
and 9-year-old Aiden - had already filled the spots
on the Malaysian men’s tricks team. Aaliyah
Yoong is a comparatively old hand, having won
her first Southeast Asian Games gold medal in
waterskiing at the age of 8 in 2011. The women’s
tricks title made her the youngest gold medalist in
games history. She won the title again on Friday.

The 11-year-old Aaliyah has ambitions to be
the best waterskier in the world. She’s ranked No 1
in the world for her age, and No. 5 among all
women’s waterskiers in the under-17s. She gave
Adam a big cuddle and some encouraging words
as he stood ready to take off on his wakeboard for
his first run in Singapore. “I’m really proud of him.
It’s his first time. I just hope he does well,” said
Aaliyah, who is competing across the weekend.
“I’ve participated once already, this is the second
(SEA Games). It’s still so exciting.”

The crowd gathered on the grassy banks of the
Bedok Reservoir saw a cute kid, in a big flotation
vest, enter the water, and gave Adam some rau-
cous encouragement. He got whistles and cheers
when the surfer dude-sounding announcer tried
to drum up louder support by telling the crowd
that Adam was nine. Then came the correction -
“Wow, Adam is actually seven.” After Adam’s run,
the Yoong family got together for a celebratory
chant, led by Aaliyah. It was the same song that
Adam said he had running through his head while
he competed, helping him keep time for his side
slides, 180s, and “roast beef” maneuvers. When he
felt really comfortable, he did a 360-degree turn
and pumped his right fist to let the boat driver
know to ramp up the speed. “I feel so proud of
myself,” said Adam, who will turn eight in
October. “It was fun.”

He really did make it look like fun. Then he
toweled off, did his interview, and went back to
doing more kid stuff - like climbing trees and
rolling down the embankments in front of the
team tents at the competition venue. He placed
fifth in the semifinals. Norzeela Sulaiman had nev-
er waterskied and couldn’t swim until she married
Hanifah Yoong. Now, with Aaliyah, Aiden, and
Adam always wanting to be on the water, she can
ski, she can drive a boat, and she can coach her
two young boys - using tips she’s picked up from
Aaliyah. Aiden earned bronze in Friday’s men’s
tricks final, finishing two spots ahead of Alex, who
fell twice during his routine.

“Sport is good for them. Helps with discipline,
confidence,” Norzeela said. “And they love it.”
Even when she’s injured and supposed to be rest-
ing, Aaliyah wants to be in the water or at the
training facility at the Marina Putrajaya. “Naturally,

she loves water. If we stop her from skiing, let’s say
for injury, she’s so hyper, she wants to be in the
water,” Norzeela said. “She’s a water baby since
she was six months. After skiing, she wants to go
swimming. I say, ‘In the lake, you already swim.
Why do you need to go to the pool?’” Aaliyah isn’t
inhibited by lofty goals, which include becoming
the world champion. Why aim so high? “It would

be really, really, really fun.”
Alex skied competitively in his teens in the

1990s, before the facilities in Malaysia closed
during an Asian financial crisis.  He later
embarked on an auto racing career that includ-
ed a Formula One stint with Minardi in 2001 and
2002. He’s back in waterskiing now, trying to
keep fit and encourage his much younger sib-

lings, children of his father’s second marriage.
His father, who was heavily involved in waterski-
ing in the 1990s, and was also running the Shah
Alam auto racing circuit, got back involved in
waterskiing about nine years ago in a bid to help
the Asian federation. “In 100 years of the sport,
there hasn’t been an Asian world champion in
waterskiing,” Hanifah said. — AP 

The Yoong ones; ex-F1 driver’s siblings skiing at SEA Games

SINGAPORE: Malaysia’s Aaliyah Yoong, 11, competes in the water ski women’s tricks final at the SEA Games in Singapore yesterday. — AP 

SINGAPORE: Indonesia are hopeful that a
Southeast Asian gold medal in the men’s football
tournament can bring together warring factions in
the country and end the long running row that has
resulted in a FIFA ban. The under-23 side square off
against gold medal favorites Thailand at
Singapore’s National Stadium today in the semi-
finals having knocked out the hosts in group play
on Thursday night. The tournament is the last
action Indonesia will see after FIFA suspended
them last month for government interference in
the local football association (PSSI) following a row
over which teams are eligible to compete in the
domestic league. Most of the SEA Games squad
have gone unpaid by their clubs after the suspen-
sion of the domestic league by the PSSI, but they
have impressed in Singapore.

The impasse was being used to motivate play-
ers, team officials said. “Even though we have our
problem in our country it’s not a problem for us,”

assistant manager Ferry Yuniarto Kono told
reporters yesterday. “For the players maybe they
have a bit of a dispute but we are aiming for the
gold medal in the SEA Games and hopefully we can
do our best. There are no political issues here. “The
motivation of our team, players official and sup-
porters, we are very strong so hopefully the govern-
ment will see that the spirit of the players is strong
despite the ban.” The men’s full national team were
scheduled to open their joint World Cup and Asian
Cup qualifying campaign on Thursday in Taiwan
but the ban meant they were kicked out.

SEA Games skipper Manahati Lestusen said he
and his team mates were trying to focus on playing
Thailand and a possible final against Myanmar or
Vietnam. “The players are very disappointed at the
ban,” he said through a translator. “But when we
enter the playing ground we try to forget.” That
hasn’t proved so easy, though. Many of them, and
the coaching staff, broke down in tears upon hear-

ing the national anthem ahead of their opener
against Myanmar last week. “I realized that this will
be the last time we will play an international until
the ban by FIFA is lifted,” head coach Aji Santoso
said after the 4-2 opening defeat. “How long that
will be is anybody’s guess. Two years, three years or
four years?”

Santosa said many of the players had wondered
what would happen to them after the Games end-
ed. Surprisingly, though, they have managed to put
aside those thoughts to beat Cambodia, Philippines
and Singapore and stay on track for a first football
gold at the biennial event since 1991. “We are fully
ready even with one day rest,” Muhammad Zein
Alhadad, also part of the under-23 coaching set up,
said yesterday. “Our team has their own fighting
spirit and maybe we can help the federation (PSSI)
and ministry have a resolution (by winning gold).
After the SEA Games they will have their own
match up.”— Reuters

Indonesia hope football gold can end bitter row back home


