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LONDON: Nicky Henderson’s Might Bite, a dramatic
last-fence faller at Kempton 12 months ago, is favorite
to make amends in the King George VI Chase today.
Blessed with Hollywood star looks, Might Bite was
cruising ten lengths clear only to come a cropper in the
Grade One novices’ chase at this meeting in 2016. That
‘F’ on his form figures has been followed by four ‘1’s
featuring top grade wins at both Cheltenham and
Aintree.

Ridden by Nico de Boinville, the 11-8 market leader
faces seven rivals as he seeks to add his name to the
Boxing Day showpiece’s illustrious roll of honor num-
bering the likes of Desert Orchid, five-time winner
Kauto Star and the mighty Arkle. Henderson, who has
won the King George twice with Long Run, describes
Might Bite as “one of the best-looking horses” he’s
ever set eyes upon. “But just because you’re good-
looking doesn’t mean you’re brilliant,” he told The
Guardian.

Reflecting on Might Bite’s mishap at Kempton last
season, Britain’s champion trainer told the newspaper it
was “a horrible fall. It was probably unnecessary but
there you go - these things happen”. “He’s incredibly
talented, jumps for fun and has such a high cruising
speed that no one else can go the gallop and maintain
it,” de Boinville told Ireland’s Sunday Independent. The
opposition is headed by Bristol de Mai, the Nigel
Twiston-Davies-trained grey who won Haydock’s
Betfair Chase in a procession and who will pick up a £1
million ($1.36m) bonus if he adds this and the Gold Cup
at Cheltenham in March.

‘Almighty clobbering’ 
Also out to deny Might Bite are last year’s stylish

winner Thistlecrack who disappointed on his warm-up,
in-form Fox Norton, and Henderson’s second runner,
Whisper. Might Bite’s stablemate entered King George
calculations on the strength of his eye-catching sec-
ond, beaten by only a neck, in the Ladbrokes Trophy
Chase, formerly the Hennessy, at Newbury at the start
of the month.

With his regular jockey Davy Russell unable to take
the ride due to commitments in Ireland it is Aidan
Coleman who will be in the saddle. Whisper is a best-
priced 9-1 to get the better of Might Bite at the third
attempt. The pair first met at Cheltenham, where in one
of the finishes of the season Whisper went down by
just a nose in the RSA Novices Chase with Might Bite
throwing away a 12-length advantage when veering
sharply to the right and slowing to a trot after the last
fence. Their paths crossed again at Aintree, with Might
Bite making all to beat his stablemate by two lengths.

Whisper’s presence is in part due to the 12lb rise in
the weights for his fine Newbury run last time out.
“He’s (the handicapper) given him the most almighty
clobbering. It was brutal enough getting a bruised eye
being beaten in the race, but then he got a left hook
from the handicapper as well,” said his trainer. With
Whisper meeting Might Bite on level terms today,
Henderson feels his hand was forced.—AFP 
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Federer, Nadal shine as 
rivals hobble into 2018

Defied time to sweep this year’s Grand Slams 
PARIS: Written off as dead men walking, Roger Federer
and Rafael Nadal defied time to sweep the Grand Slams
in 2017 while the injury curse which dogged their rivals
looks set to be the new year’s early storyline. Evergreen
Federer, who will turn 37 in 2018, took his majors tally
to 19 with a fifth Australian Open title, which was
secured by a five-set triumph over Nadal, and a record
eighth Wimbledon with a stroll past a tearful Marin
Cilic. Nadal, 32 in June next year, was not to be out-
done, claiming a 10th French Open, a third US Open
crown and the year-ending world number one spot.
Federer finished the year at number two in the world,
having started at 16, and a season-leading seven titles-
including three Masters
at Indian Wells, Miami
and Shanghai-despite
having skipped the entire
clay court season.

“It’s been an amazing
year for me,” said
Federer who had missed
the last six months of the
2016 season through
injury. Nadal added two
Masters titles at Monte
Carlo and Madrid to his
triumphs at Roland
Garros and Flushing
Meadows, finishing the campaign with six trophies. The
16-time Grand Sam champion also secured the year-
ending top ranking for a fourth time. “I never would
have imagined I would end up as number one at the end
of the season again,” said the Spaniard. “It wasn’t one
of my goals going into the season-far from it. After
returning from a difficult period in my career and bat-
tling through injuries, this wasn’t on my mind.”

Nadal will go into the new season without his uncle
Toni who has been his coach since childhood. But one
thing will be familiar-his career-long battle with knee
injuries. He was forced to withdraw after just one round
at the World Tour Finals and has already pulled out of
an exhibition tournament in the United Arab Emirates
from December 28-30.

Injury permitting, Nadal will now start 2018 as top

seed in Brisbane from next weekend with the Australian
Open due to get underway on January 15. The Spaniard
is not the only A-lister under an injury cloud. Former
world number one Andy Murray and fellow three-time
major winner Stan  Wawrinka have not played since
Wimbledon-Murray suffered a hip injury while
Wawrinka required two knee operations.

Murray has delayed his departure to Australia while
Swiss star Wawrinka joined Nadal in pulling out of the
UAE event. Novak Djokovic will play in Abu Dhabi as
the former world number one and 12-time Grand Slam
winner makes his return having last played at
Wimbledon where he picked up a season-ending wrist

injury. Djokovic is now
ranked 12 in the world,
Murray is at 16 while
Wawrinka starts 2018 at
nine. “I wouldn’t be sur-
prised if 2018 worked
out for them as well like
it worked out for me and
Rafa,” predicted Federer.
The new year could also
see the highly-regarded
Alexander Zverev make
a Slam breakthrough
after a 2017 which saw
him win five titles.

However, the beanpole German had a roller-coaster
year at the Slams-a last-16 spot at Wimbledon punctu-
ated by a first-round loss in Australia, a second-round
exit in New York and a third-round defeat to Nadal in
Australia. On the women’s circuit, Serena Williams
started the year with an Open-era record 23rd Slam tri-
umph in Melbourne. The achievement was made even
more remarkable when the American star revealed she
had won the title while pregnant.

Baby talk 
Williams, who hasn’t played since her Australian

Open win, married boyfriend and Reddit founder Alexis
Ohanian in November, two months after the couple cel-
ebrated the birth of their baby daughter in September.
In Williams’s absence, a power vacuum in the women’s

game opened up as Jelena Ostapenko and Sloane
Stephens became two of the most unlikeliest champions
at the Slams. Ostapenko, a 100-1 outsider, became
Latvia’s first ever Grand Slam champion at Roland
Garros, claiming her first career title in the process.

At Flushing Meadows, Stephens won the US Open,
just six weeks after seeing her world ranking slip to
957. In between, Garbine Muguruza won a second
major at Wimbledon. Muguruza was one of five
women-Williams, Halep, Angelique Kerber and
Karolina Pliskova were the others-to have a spell at

world number one. Halep was to end 2017 on top but
the popular Romanian, who has yet to win a major,
faces a challenge to stay there next year especially with
Maria Sharapova and Victoria Azarenka lurking.

Five-time Slam winner Sharapova returned from a
15-month doping ban in April and ended the year at 59
in the world. Azarenka, a two-time Australian Open
champion, only played two events in 2017 after taking
time away to give birth to a baby son. Her late season
plans were thwarted by a lengthy custody battle over
the youngster. — AFP 

SHANGHAI: This file photo taken on October 15, 2017 shows first-placed Roger Federer of Switzerland and sec-
ond-placed Rafael Nadal of Spain reacting as they hold their trophies after the men’s singles final match at the
Shanghai Masters tennis tournament. — AFP 

Nadal still 
battling knee

injuries 

PARIS: The rising generation of
Americans dominated the 2017 season
after Spaniard Sergio Garcia’s memo-
rable Masters triumph, laying down a
marker ahead of next year’s Ryder Cup
in Paris. Brooks Koepka, 27, claimed the
US Open title, before Jordan Spieth’s
third major crown at the British Open
and his fellow 24-year-old Justin
Thomas’ breakthrough victory at the
USPGA Championship.

Add in world number one Dustin
Johnson, and United States Ryder Cup
captain Jim Furyk has a formidable team
more than capable of repeating
October’s Presidents Cup thrashing of
the Internationals. The US are the
favourites to retain the trophy come next
September at Golf National, but they
haven’t won on European soil since 1993
at The Belfry.

“We have 25 years of scars to over-
come,” Furyk said in Paris in October. “I
don’t want (them) going in there being
overconfident that they are the greatest
team. I want them going in with a chip
on their shoulder that they have some-

thing to prove.” Europe’s stars had a
mixed season, although 37-year-old
Garcia produced the year’s stand-out
moment by finally ending his wait for a
major title by edging out Justin Rose in a
thrilling Masters play-off back in April.

Garcia’s compatriot Jon Rahm stole a
few headlines by rising to world number
four in his first full season as a profes-
sional, but four-time major winner Rory
McIlroy was plagued by injuries and loss
of form as he failed to win an event for
the first year since 2008. American play-
ers received most of the plaudits for
their major-winning exploits, but
Europeans like Tyrrell Hatton, Rafael
Cabrera Bello and Paul Casey slid slight-
ly under the radar to finish 2017 inside
the world’s top 20. “You tell me a time
where there’s been 11 Europeans in the
top 21 in the world,” said Europe’s Ryder
Cup skipper Thomas Bjorn. “It might
have happened but it’s not something
that you see very often.  “So that’s a very
strong European team.”

Tiger’s back, again 
A year that began with a failed

attempted injury comeback from Tiger
Woods, ended with the 14-time major
champion starting another return. The
41-year-old pulled out of February’s
Dubai Desert Classic with a back injury,
but after surgery and an appearance as a
Presidents Cup vice-captain, he pro-
duced a promising performance in the
Bahamas earlier this month.

“I knew I was going to be able to play
all four rounds, that wasn’t going to be an
issue,” said Woods, who also missed all
of the 2015-16 season with back trouble,
after finishing tied-ninth at the Hero

World Challenge. “I was still scratchy
with my irons. I drove it pretty good all
week, made some good putts.” The
chances of Woods adding to his major
tally-and reviving his bid to chase down
Jack Nicklaus’ all-time record of 18
titles-will become clearer when he
returns to Augusta National for the
Masters, where he has 11 top-five finishes
including four green jackets. A first major
triumph since the 2008 US Open may
seem a long way off but Woods could
still be a force to be reckoned with if fully
fit-he won five PGA Tour titles and
reclaimed the world number one spot in
2013 when he last managed a full season.

Thompson heartbreak sparks change 
Lexi Thompson suffered an agonizing

loss in the first women’s major of the year
at the ANA Inspiration in April, as she
was handed a four-stroke penalty with

only six holes remaining after a TV view-
er spotted an infringement from the third
round. Golf’s authorities finally changed
the rules at the end of the year to stop
viewers from calling in from home to alert
referees to possible penalties. American
Thompson still only lost to South Korea’s
Ryu So-yeon in a play-off, so she would
have won a second major title under the
new rules even if the mistake was noticed,
as she would not have been given the
additional two-shot penalty for signing
the wrong scorecard. It was an unsavory
moment reminiscent of the 2016 men’s US
Open, when Dustin Johnson was forced to
play the closing holes of his victory not
knowing whether or not he would be hit
with a penalty at the end of the tourna-
ment. The 22-year-old Thompson finished
2017 in style, though, going four matches
unbeaten as the US retained the Solheim
Cup. —AFP 
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GLASGOW: Kristoffer Ajer is determined
to make the most of his chance at Celtic
after the Norwegian defender helped the
Scottish champions keep successive clean
sheets for the first time since November.
Ajer, 19, was signed by fellow countryman
Ronny Deila from Norwegian side Start in
2016, but found his chances at Celtic limit-
ed and was sent out on loan to Kilmarnock
for the second half of last season. After
returning to the Glasgow giants in the
summer, Ajer was behind Dedryck Boyata,
Jozo Simunovic and Nir Bitton in the queue
for a starting place in the centre of Celtic’s
defence.

However, the Norway Under-21 interna-
tional has featured four times for Celtic in
December and shone as Brendan Rodgers’
side recorded a 2-0 win over Partick and a
3-0 thrashing of Aberdeen, which moved
them  eight points clear at the top of the

Scottish Premiership. Ajer would love to
hold on to his place and end the year on a
high as Celtic prepare to face Dundee at
Dens Park on Tuesday before hosting
Rangers in the Old Firm derby next
Saturday.

“2017 has been my best year in terms of
improvement,” Ajer said. “When I came
here I was a young boy and now I feel I am
coping well with how the boss wants me to
play and how the team is playing. “It feels
really good to play games here for Celtic.
“The manager believes in everyone, he
believes in me and that is a really good
feeling. “Celtic is a massive club and there
are so many good players here and they
are performing well in every game. “You
just have to train hard every day and when
you get your chance you have to take it.”

Celtic manager Rodgers revealed he
believed the Norwegian’s loan move to
Kilmarnock had been the making of him.
“This is a boy that when I came in last year
was 18, 6ft 5in but just needed some men’s
football,” he said. “We sent him to
Kilmarnock and he was taught very well by
Lee McCulloch and Lee Clark, and when
he came back in the summer he was a man. 

“He was physically developed and he
played in some of the Champions League

games early on. “He is fast, he can carry the
ball and you see how he wins his aerial
challenges as well so he is a big prospect
for us.” Rangers will be hoping for a boost
before Saturday’s Old Firm derby when
they host Motherwell tomorrow. The Ibrox
club went down 2-1 to Kilmarnock at the

weekend as they lost for the second suc-
cessive match to sit 11 points behind the
Hoops in third place. Elsewhere, Hearts
host Hibernian in the Edinburgh derby with
the Jambos hoping to close the gap with
their rivals to just two points with a win at
Tynecastle. — AFP 
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