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HOUSTON: The final countdown to the
biggest date on the US sporting calendar
kicked off here Monday with a traditional
media circus greeting the arrival of Super
Bowl 51 opponents New England and
Atlanta. Thousands of fans and several hun-
dred journalists from across the globe
thronged MinuteMaid Park, the home of
the Houston Astros baseball team, as the
Patriots and Falcons held court ahead of
next Sunday’s showpiece in Texas.

The Super Bowl protagonists have
almost become secondary to the spectacle
in recent years, with the prime-time event
becoming a byword for the surreal. On
Monday, two reporters from an Austrian
television network dressed as prince and
princess-the princess sporting a generous
beard-before heading off for interviews.

Meanwhile, a reporter for Bleacher
Report donned an eerily lifelike mask of
New England quarterback Tom Brady while
posing for selfies with onlookers who
included Simone Biles, the pint-sized
superstar US Olympic gymnast doing a
guest stint for television. 

Cooper Manning, the oldest brother of
Super Bowl-winning quarterback siblings
Peyton and Eli, popped up wearing a garish
suit made of fake dollars.

On a stage, Patriots’ billionaire owner
Robert Kraft and his Atlanta Falcons coun-
terpart, Arthur Blank, took questions about
who was the most famous celebrity on
each other ’s cellphone. (Blank named
country music star Kenny Chesney; Kraft
opted for Elton John).

Kraft, who is preparing for his eighth
Super Bowl as Patriots owner, was later
asked what was the best decision of his 23-
year ownership of the team.

“Hiring Bill Belichick,” he said without
hesitation, naming the coach who on
Sunday could claim his fifth Super Bowl vic-
tory guiding the Patriots.

BRADY CENTER STAGE 
Almost an afterthought among the

good-natured chaos were the players. The
Falcons, preparing for only the second
Super Bowl in the franchise’s history,
appeared first to a soundtrack of booming
music and dry ice.

Unsurprisingly, a large scrum of journal-
ists surrounded a riser where Falcons quar-

terback Matt Ryan took questions for nearly
an hour. Among the nuggets Ryan
coughed up was the fact that he has been
in regular contact with New York Giants
quarterback Eli Manning, who mastermind-
ed two defeats of Brady and the Patriots in
past Super Bowls.

“We’ve been in touch, yes,” Ryan said.
But the unquestioned man of the hour
remained Brady, who is chasing a fifth
Super Bowl crown on Sunday at the age of
39, 15 years after first leading the Patriots
to the title.

Unsurprisingly, many questions related
to Brady’s relationship with Roger Goodell,
the NFL commissioner who imposed a
four-game suspension on the quarterback
at the start of the season for his role in the
Deflategate saga.

Brady deftly sidestepped questions
about whether Goodell handing him the
Vince Lombardi Trophy on Sunday would
be an awkward moment.

“Well, I just hope we win and that we’re
in that situation where we can go cele-
brate,” Brady said. “I’ve just been thinking
about the game, and the game I’m going to
play. I’m not worried about post game or
anything like that.”

Asked for his opinion on why Goodell
skipped visits to Gillette Stadium recently,
Brady replied: “I just want to be positive
tonight, and talk about how great a foot-
ball team were playing. Just be positive,
how’s that?”

US gymnast Biles, meanwhile, wanted to
know what Brady ’s favorite food was:
“Cheeseburger. What’s yours?”  Asked by
another questioner whether he ever
exclaimed: “Don’t touch the face!” when he
was tackled, Brady replied: “No. We wear
face masks.”

He revealed that his supermodel wife,
Gisele Bundchen, did harbor concerns for
his safety, however. “She always says ‘Throw
the ball really fast. Really fast!,’” he said. But
Brady steadfastly refused to be drawn on
the political turmoil engulfing the United
States following US President Donald
Trump’s controversial travel restrictions.
Asked for his views on the state of the
world, he replied: “What’s going on with the
world?  “I haven’t paid much attention to
what’s going on. I’m just a positive person. I
just want the best for everybody.”—AFP

Bearded princess, ‘fake Brady’ launch Super Bowl party

HOUSTON: A fan holds a sign during opening night for the NFL Super Bowl 51 foot-
ball game between the New England Patriots and the Atlanta Falcons at Minute Maid
Park Monday, in Houston. — AP

SAN DIEGO: It took Jon Rahm four tournaments
to secure a PGA Tour card out of college, and 12
events as a pro to deliver his first PGA Tour victory.
And it was far from routine.

The 22-year-old from Spain roared out of the
pack to shoot 30 on the back nine at Torrey Pines,
one of the toughest tracks on the PGA Tour, and
finish with a birdie and a 60-foot eagle putt to win
the Farmers Insurance Open. He turned pro seven
months ago and already is No. 46 in the world.

These are some of the signs that Rahm is on
the fast track to stardom. Just don’t get the idea it
was an easy path. Rahm grew up in Barrika, a town
of about 1,500 in the Basque country of northern
Spain. He was recruited to play at Arizona State,
which has more than 50,000 students at its main
campus in Tempe. Rahm spoke barely enough
English to process and sentence and answer either
“yes” or “no.” “When I showed up to my first class,
there were 375 people,” he said. “And I came from
a high school where the biggest class was 30 peo-
ple. It was pretty different. I thought I walked into
a movie theater, to be honest. I thought it was just
a movie theater and I was in the wrong place. I’ll
never forget that.”

Sure, it was intimidating, but not enough to
scare him away. Rahm stayed all four years as a
Sun Devil. He won 11 times, won the Ben Hogan
Award the last two years as the top male collegian
and finished off his career with a degree in com-
munications and the Jack Nicklaus Award for the
NCAA Division I player of the year.

“I never thought I couldn’t make it,” he said. “I
really don’t think that I can’t make it, really ever.
That’s probably what happened today.” He was
never too far off the lead, though his name didn’t
resonate because there were so many players with
a chance on Sunday. At one point, 10 players were
separated by one shot. Rahm got into the mix
quickly with a tee shot into the bunker on the par-
5 13th, which typically means laying up at the
base of the hill. That was his plan, anyway.

PERFECT
But then he looked over at his caddie, Adam

Hayes, who told him, “Right at it, all day.” And
what’s what Rahm was thinking from 227 yards
out. He rehearsed in his head how he wanted the
4-iron to feel and the flight it should take, and he
pulled it off perfectly. It settled 18 feet behind the
cup and he made it for eagle.

Just like that, he was tied for the lead, and he
never gave it back until his birdie-eagle finish.  So
solid was his game that he hit his last 11 greens in
regulation, and putted for birdie on all but one
hole in the final round.

“Jon doesn’t have weakness. Every part of his
game is a strength,” said Phil Mickelson, whose
brother Tim was the golf coach at Arizona State to
recruited Rahm and served as a father figure to
him. Tim Mickelson now is Rahm’s agent.

“When my brother coached him at Arizona
State, he would go up to him and say, ‘What do
you need from me, coach?’ He says, ‘I need you to
birdie three of the last five holes.’ And he’d go do it.
It’s just a little something that it’s hard to quantify.
But he has that intangible.”

He also has full command of English, another
tribute to Tim Mickelson. Rahm knew he needed
to learn English quickly, for his studies and his
comfort level on the golf course. It didn’t help that
Alberto Sanchez of Mexico was on his team, mak-
ing it easy to converse in Spanish. Mickelson laid
down the law. For every word spoken in Spanish
in front of the team, he had to do one “burpee” - a
pushup, jumping to his feet, followed by another
pushup. “So you say a sentence that has 10 words,
you’re making 10 burpees,” Rahm said. “And
they’re not easy. They’re tiring. And if he catches
you having a five-minute conversation, you do not
want to know what’s going on next.”

The ease of his English was helped along by
studying not just his school work, but rap music-
specifically Kendrick Lamar and Eminem. His
favorite was Lamar’s “Swimming Pools.”

“Took me almost four years to memorize the
entire song,” he said. Now he returns to his second
home in the Phoenix Open this week, where he
finished three shots out of the lead as a junior at
Arizona State. Rahm is in the Masters, The Players
Championship, the PGA Championship and at
least one World Golf Championship. Life can move
pretty fast. Except with his talent, he’s not going
anywhere. — AP

Jon Rahm

Jon Rahm quick study 
and a rising star

LONDON: The doctor and the courier at the
heart of an inquiry into the contents of a
medical package given to cycling great
Bradley Wiggins are set to be questioned by a
committee of British lawmakers. Dr Richard
Freeman and Simon Cope, a former British
Cycling women’s team manager, will be asked
about the drug in the Jiffy bag given to
Wiggins in June 2011 and the alleged
absence of why there appears to be no
record of the contents. The February 22 hear-
ing of the House of Commons culture, media
and sport select committee, is also set to
receive evidence on the same day from
United Kingdom Anti-Doping chief executive
Nicole Sapstead.  UKAD’s own investigation
into “potential wrongdoing” during the inci-
dent is set to be completed by then. 

The issue had become highly controversial
amid general allegations that the therapeutic
use exemption (TUE) procedure-official notes
allowing athletes to use otherwise banned
substances-may have been abused.

Cope, who now works for Team Wiggins,
told Tuesday’s edition of The Times:  “I want to
clear it up because I’m fed up with my name
being dragged through the mud. “To this day,
hand on heart, on my kids’ hearts, I do not
know what was in there. I was asked to do a
job.” UKAD launched an investigation into
allegations of wrongdoing involving the
team and the national governing body fol-
lowing a Daily Mail newspaper report about
the delivery of a mystery package to the Sky
team at the end of the Criterium du
Dauphine race in June 2011, a month before

Wiggins’ first TUE for triamcinolone.
Following two months’ silence about what

was in the package, Sky principal and former
British Cycling performance director Dave
Brailsford informed the same committee of
lawmakers in December that he had been
told it contained a legal decongestant.

Committee chairman Damian Collins, in a
statement issued late Monday, said: “We need
to know if UKAD have received documentary
evidence which confirms what was in the
package that was delivered by Simon Cope to
Team Sky.  “Without this evidence, I am con-
cerned about how it is possible for the anti-
doping rules to be policed in an appropriate
manner, if it is not possible to review the
records of medicines prescribed to riders by
the team doctors.” Last week former Olympic
and world champion Nicole Cooke, in evi-
dence to the committee, questioned
Wiggins’s TUE history, saying pointedly that
he used the “same steroid before his main
goals of the season”.  Cooke also slammed
anti-doping authorities, including UKAD, for
ineffective efforts being waged by “the wrong
people, in the wrong way, with the wrong
tools”. She also questioned why Cope, who
was being paid public money for his role with
the women’s team, travelled from London to
Geneva, via Manchester, to deliver an over-
the-counter medicine to a professional men’s
team at a time when she struggled to per-
suade him to set up a training camp for that
year’s world championships. Cooke’s damn-
ing conclusion was that cycling was a “sport
run by men for men”. —AFP

Bradley Wiggins 

Doctor and courier in 
Wiggins row to face probe

Adelson pulls out of Vegas 
stadium deal for Raiders

LOS ANGELES: American casino mogul Sheldon
Adelson, irked at a lease proposal from the
Oakland Raiders, withdrew as an investor in a
$1.9 billion Las Vegas stadium protect intended
to lure the NFL team.

Adelson, chairman of the Las Vegas Sands
Corporation, and his family were to have con-
tributed $650 million to a 65,000-seat domed
stadium. The Raiders, who have been unable to
settle on a deal for a new stadium in the San
Francisco Bay Area, filed paperwork earlier this
month to move to Las Vegas and NFL owners
were expected to vote upon the request in
March. Last week, the Raiders made a lease pitch
to pay $1 a year in annual rent, a likely starting
point to negotiations that might have backfired
in upsetting Adelson.

“The Oakland Raiders came before the LV
Stadium Authority last week with a proposed
lease agreement that has sent shockwaves
throughout our community,” a statement from
Adelson said.  “It was certainly shocking to the

Adelson family. We were not only excluded from
the proposed agreement; we weren’t even
aware of its existence.”

Adelson said he was “discouraged by the sur-
prise submission” and “deeply disappointed for
the disregard the Raiders showed our communi-
ty partners.” “It’s clear the Raiders have decided
their path for moving to Las Vegas does not
include the Adelson family. So, regrettably, we
will no longer be involved in any facet of the sta-
dium discussion,” the statement said.

Clark County Commissioner Steve Sisolak was
optimistic despite the setback, telling the Los
Angeles Times: “I remain hopeful that we will see
our NFL dream come true.”

The Bay Area News Group reported the
Raiders have told NFL officials they have com-
mitments from Goldman Sachs to replace
Adelson in the proposed stadium project.

“The Raiders deeply appreciate the efforts of
the Adelson family to bring the Raiders to Las
Vegas,” the team said in a statement. —AFP

MOSCOW: A Russian bobsledder who won
a gold medal at the 2014 Olympics has
been banned for four years for doping.

Dmitry Trunenkov, who won the four-
man bobsled at the Sochi Games, tested
positive last year and has been banned by
the Russian Bobsled Federation, the
Russian Anti-Doping Agency said yester-
day. The ban won’t affect his Olympic gold
medal. Trunenkov said the banned anabol-
ic steroid stanozolol was found in his sam-
ple, but denied doping and said he would
consult lawyers about a possible appeal. He
also suggested the test was faked to dis-
credit Russian sports.

“This substance was used by athletes
back in the 80s of the last century and you
have to be a complete idiot to use it these
days,” he said in a statement on the army
sports club website. “In my view it’s yet
another provocation aimed at the whole of
Russian sports.”

While stanozolol is best known as the
substance which cost Ben Johnson his
Olympic gold medal in the 100 meters in
1988, it has been involved in recent doping

cases for athletes around the world in
sports as diverse as weightlifting, baseball,
and Champions League soccer. Thirteen
athletes, mostly from ex-Soviet countries,
have tested positive for stanozolol in
Olympic drug sample retests from the 2008
and 2012 Games.

Trunenkov’s ban is backdated to April
2016, four months before he retired from
competition to focus on his role leading a
patriotic youth group set up by the Russian
armed forces. The inquiry into Trunenkov
was separate from ongoing investigations
into allegations of widespread, state-spon-
sored doping by Russia at the 2014 Sochi
Olympics, which allegedly involved 12
medalists.

RUSADA also announced a four-year ban
for race walker Alexander Yargunkin, who test-
ed positive shortly before he was due to rep-
resent Russia at the 2015 world athletics
championships.  Also, rower Yulia
Solomentseva, who won silver at the 2014
world junior championships, was given a one-
year sanction after being found guilty of fail-
ing to make herself available for testing. — AP

Russian Olympic bobsled 
Champion banned for doping

INNSBRUCK: In this Saturday, Jan. 18 2014 file photo Russia’s third placed Alexander
Zubkov, left, and Dmitry Trunenkov pose for media after the two-men bob race at the
Bob World Cup in Innsbruck, Austria. The Russian Anti-Doping Agency said yesterday
that Dmitry Trunenkov, who won the four-man bobsled at the Sochi Games, tested
positive last year and has been banned by the Russian Bobsled Federation. —AP


