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RIO HONDO: Nine-time world champion
Valentino Rossi hopes to celebrate 20 years
as a world championship rider with a sec-
ond successive Grand Prix of Argentina vic-
tory tomorrow.  The 37-year-old Italian
made his debut in the lower 125cc class in
Malaysia in 1996 before winning his first
world title the following year.  A 250cc
world crown followed two seasons later
with seven in the elite class of the sport
placing him comfortably amongst the
greats.  Into his third decade, Rossi has
claimed 112 victories, 211 podiums, 61
pole positions as well as 92 fastest laps.

Victory at Argentina’s Rio Hondo track

12 months ago set Rossi on his way to
what looked increasingly like it would be a
10th title until his season imploded in the
closing stages and Yamaha teammate
Jorge Lorenzo snatched a third world title
instead. “Last year, we had an excellent
race,” said Rossi, who fought wheel to
wheel with bitter Honda rival Marc
Marquez in an intriguing duel which end-
ed with the Spaniard falling off his bike
before coming home in second.  “It will be
difficult to repeat the same result this year
but we are going to try.

“I couldn’t get onto the podium in
Qatar (last month’s season-opener where

he finished fourth) but I still had a good
race anyway. We worked well throughout
the weekend.  “In Argentina we will have
to do the same thing, but we’ll have to do
better in the race, and try to get on the
podium. I really like the Termas track and
we will try to do our best.”

In Qatar, 28-year-old Lorenzo started on
pole and won the floodlit race in the Gulf
for a third time, with Andrea Dovizioso on
a Ducati taking second and Marquez in
third.

For Lorenzo, it was a 62nd career win
and 41st in the elite class.  However, he has
struggled in the two races held in

Argentina-he was fifth in 2015 and third in
2014. “I want to race at a circuit where in
the past we struggled a bit. On the other
hand, we need to keep our feet on the
ground,” said Lorenzo.  “We started the
championship in a perfect manner but we
still need to understand what the behav-
iour of the bike is like for different track lay-
outs.” Marquez, the 2014 winner in
Argentina, remains optimistic of another
triumph tomorrow.

“It’s a circuit that I like,” said Marquez,
who revealed he had taken 60 hours to
reach the venue from his Spanish base.
“We are always quick here.” — AFP

Rossi marks 20 years in saddle, eyes Argentina repeat

HUMBLE: Jordan Spieth of the United States hits his approach shot on the tenth hole during the second round of the
Shell Houston Open at the Golf Club of Houston yesterday in Humble, Texas.  — AFP

AUGUSTA: World number one Jason Day,
defending champion Jordan Spieth, form-
finding Rory McIlroy and a host of past win-
ners are converging on Augusta National with
sights set on a champion’s green jacket.

The 80th Masters tournament begins
Thursday with Australia’s Day, fresh off tri-
umphs at the World Golf Championships
Match Play and Arnold Palmer Invitational, try-
ing to win his second major in a row after tak-
ing his first at last year’s PGA Championship.
“It’s one tournament that I’ve always wanted
to win,” Day said. “I’ve always wanted to put
the jacket on and go back every year. So the
motivation and the want, there’s no problem.

“It has been good for me confidence-wise
over the last two weeks. But it is going to be a
tough one. It’s great to go there as number
one. It’s something I’m definitely going to be
embracing. It will be fun to walk through the
gates as number one in the world.”

Day, who shared second at the Masters in
2011 and took third in 2013, leads a wide
open field including 22-year-old Spieth, a
wire-to-wire winner last year who matched
Tiger Woods’ 72-hole tournament record, and
McIlroy, who would complete a career Grand
Slam with a Masters triumph.

“I’ve got to understand there’s going to be
a lot of hype around Jordan.  There’s going to
be a lot of hype around Rory, because he

could finish his career Grand Slam. There’s
going to be a lot of hype around myself.
Embrace it.  Understand there’s going to be
some hype.”

Australia’s Adam Scott, the 2013 winner, is
fresh off back-to-back wins at the Honda
Classic and Doral. South African Charl
Schwartzel, the 2011 champion, won in March
at Innisbrook and Bubba Watson, the 2012
and 2014 champion, captured the Riviera
crown in February. Add three-time winner Phil
Mickelson playing well and the stage is set for
another dramatic showdown for golfing glory
among the Georgia pines. “It’s an exciting lead
up to the Masters with a lot of top players in
great form,” Scott said. “There are so many
that I’d be surprised if some or all of these
guys aren’t there come Sunday, from Bubba
to Jason to Jordan to Rory.”

SPIETH, MCILROY CONFIDENT 
Spieth, excited for the Texas barbecue at

his champions dinner, is playing at Houston
the week before Augusta to peak his form.

“I feel much more confident than I did
about Augusta,” Spieth said at the WGC
Match Play. I played very, very solid and most
importantly I made a lot of birdies and that’s
something I haven’t been doing.”

McIlroy hasn’t managed a triumph in the
Masters run-up, but likes his chances.

“Seeing the guys that have won, with
Bubba in LA, Adam in those two starts in
Florida, Charl in Tampa and Jason, everyone is
running in good form,” McIlroy said.
“Everyone is playing well and that’s really
what you want, your game rounding into
form and playing to the best of your abilities.

“I feel like I’m close. I’m probably not quite
where they are and I haven’t had the confi-
dence of getting a win this year, but I feel like
it’s close. Very confident going to Augusta
knowing where my game is and knowing that
I’m right where I need to be. My game feels in
really good shape.”

Schwartzel, Mickelson hot 
Schwartzel, who birdied the last four holes

on Sunday to win his Masters title, snuck in
some practice at Augusta ahead of his playing
in Houston and liked what he saw of the leg-
endary layout. “The course is in good shape
and it just made me excited again,” he said.
“You get a good feel for it, just to familiarize
yourself again, hit some shots.” And he has
the confidence of a PGA victory just a month
before the Masters. “Innisbrook was big for
me because I knew my game was good
enough to win,” Schwartzel said. “It’s one
thing to sort of know that but to know it’s
good enough is a different thing and just hav-
ing that win makes you believe more. — AFP

Day, Spieth, Scott, McIlroy 
set for Masters showdown

Munoz, Miyazato lead 
way at Mission Hills

RANCHO MIRAGE: Azahara Munoz burst out of a form slump at an
opportune time and Ai Miyazato’s renaissance continued at the ANA
Inspiration on Thursday as the pair shared the opening round lead in
the first women’s major of the year.

Spain’s Munoz and Japanese Miyazato each carded rounds of
five-under-67 at Mission Hills Country Club in Rancho Mirage,
California to share top spot, one clear of Scotland’s Catriona Matthew,
South African Lee-Anne Pace and Japan’s Shiho Oyama.

Munoz, who has failed to finish higher than 33rd this season and
has not recorded an LPGA top 10 since August last year, carded six
birdies but dropped back with a bogey on her final hole.

“Obviously one round is not going to completely change my con-
fidence but I am feeling good,” Munoz told reporters.

“I have actually been playing really well and my scores haven’t
shown it at all. I think it was just a matter of time until things started
happening and it did today. Hopefully it stays like that.”

Miyazato, world number one back in 2010, sat 157th in the rank-
ings before finishing third last week at the Kia Classic.

The 30-year-old opened with four birdies in her opening six holes
and then tacked another onto her tally on the 18th to prove her
improvement in form was not a false dawn.

“I was really happy to play my game again. I was kind of strug-
gling the last few years but I got through,” Miyazata said. “I am still in
the process but I know I am moving forward and I feel good.”

Ryann O’Toole, Gerina Piller and 2014 champion Lexi Thompson
shared top American honours with three-under-69s to be tied for
sixth, while world number one Lydia Ko rode a rollercoaster with four
birdies and two bogeys in a round of 70. “I was striking my irons and
everything pretty good but I didn’t hit my driver very well especially
on the back nine so I think that’s where my bogeys kind of came
from,” Ko admitted after taking a share of 14th.

“I gave myself quite a few looks up the hill for birdie but I just was-
n’t able to commit to my speed and I left quite a few out there that
were on line but short. That’s the last thing you want to be doing.

“But a two under start to the first major of the year I am pretty
pleased with that.” Defending champion Brittany Lincicome settled
for an even par 72. — Reuters

RANCHO MIRAGE: Azahara Munoz of Spain reacts to a
shot on the 16th hole during the 2016 ANA Inspiration
Championship at the Mission Hills Country Club on
Thursday in Rancho Mirage, California.  — AFP


