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HOUSTON: Being a kicker in the NFL is
hard enough. Doing it for a New
England Patriots franchise that has
enjoyed some of the most clutch kicking
performances in NFL playoff history is
something entirely different. Such is the
position Patriots kicker Stephen
Gostkowski is in as New England pre-
pares for what could be a close Super
Bowl matchup between its No. 1-ranked
offense and Atlanta’s No. 1 defense.

The Patriots have won their four
Super Bowls by a total of just 13 points,
and are favored by just three over the
Falcons. In such a game it could come
down to which team has the best kick-
er. The successor to Adam Vinatieri,
who was responsible for game-winning
kicks in each of the Patriots’ Super Bowl
wins in 2002 and 2004, Gostkowski has
been a steadying force since Bil l
Belichick used a fourth-round pick on
him in 2006.

But this season has brought unchar-
acteristic accuracy issues for the 33-
year-old. Gostkowski missed three field
goals and two extra-points in the
Patriots first seven games of 2016 - his
most missed field goals since 2012. The
extra-point misses were also his first
since his rookie season. He has eight
game-winning kicks in his career, but
just one in the playoffs - back in 2007.
But he says his confidence is high head-
ing into his fourth Super Bowl.

“You know the pressures of  the
game and you want it so bad, but it’s
easy to compartmentalize and focus on
doing your job instead of all the crazi-
ness around it,” he said. “If that will

help me play better, good. I hope so.”
That approach has certainly worked for
him over the latter part of the season.
He’s missed just two field goals over
the last 11 games.

HISTORY IS SECURE 
In New England’s AFC championship

win over Pittsburgh, Gostkowski hit
three field goals to pass Vinatieri and
become the franchise’s all-time leader
in made playoff field goals. So no mat-
ter what happens Sunday, Gostkowski’s
place in Patriots’  history is secure.
Special teams captain Matt Slater said
even when his kicker was struggling
early, he never worried about him get-
ting back on track.

“I don’t think much needs to be said
between Stephen and I,” Slater said.
“We’ve had several conversations over
the years about these types of situa-
tions and it is what it is. It’s football and
things like this are going to happen.”
Even still, Gostkowski has taken the bit-
ter with the sweet this season. Though
he’s been in several high pressure
moments since the first time he walked
on an NFL field 11 years ago, there’s
also still a feeling of newness.

“I ’d say it ’s  more enjoyable,”
Gostkowski said. “Because the first
Super Bowl we had the whole undefeat-
ed thing going on, so it was even cra-
zier. ...My first time I wasn’t married, I
had no kids.  This was all I had. It was a
lot harder to turn off.” Having a wife
and three kids since then served as a
nice buffer much of the pageantry and
deluge of media that follows a team

throughout Super Bowl week. “Now
we’ve been to a couple, we’ve won
one,” he said. “It’s easier to take this
stuff and concentrate on the game.”
That’s the case even as the noise level
may be as high as it’s ever been this
time around. Along with the usual
spotlight that shines on the Patriots,
they’re preparing for a Falcons’ team
that is 12-0 this season when scoring 31
or more points.

The most important marker for
Gostkowski entering this week, though,
is that he is back to full strength of sit-
ting a day of practice during the
Patriots’ open week following the con-
ference championship win. “It took a
while to get to feeling strong again,” he
said. “Luckily all I gotta do is kick a ball.”
The Patriots are 4-1 in games decided
by seven or fewer points this season.
But they haven’t needed Gostkowski’s
leg to pull out many of their wins.

Only one of New England’s games
during the 2016 season have been
decided by three points or fewer, its 23-
21 season-opening win over Arizona. In
that game Gostkowski connected on
what proved to be the deciding 32-yard
field goal with 3:44 to play in the game.
Though he thinks experience will be on
his side if his number is called with the
game on the line Sunday, he’s not trying
to think about what might happen. “I
don’t know if you ever get comfortable.
This team is just focused on playing and
winning,” he said. “It all starts with coach
Belichick keeping our focus on the game
and our task at hand...When you do that,
you simplify everything.” — AP 

After turbulent season, Pats’ 
Gostkowski stays confident

Horror start for 
Woods in Dubai 

DUBAI: Tiger Woods felt the pain, figuratively at least, after
the former world number one failed to make a single birdie in
recording a miserable five-over 77 on the opening day of the
Dubai Desert Classic yesterday. The creaking American, now
ranked 666th after his long injury layoff, trailed Spain’s early
leader Sergio Garcia by 12 shots and with only three players
below him on the leaderboard among the morning starters.

“I was just trying to hit shots and I wasn’t doing a very
good job,” Woods told reporters. “At the end, I finally hit some
good ones but the damage had already been done. “I could
have hung in there. I could have shot something near even
par if I would have made some putts but I made nothing.”
Appearing for the eighth time in Dubai, where he has won
twice with a 92-under par record for the 28 rounds played
there since 2001, the 41-year-old Woods looked out of sorts as
he continued his comeback at the European Tour event.

The numbers from the opening round were not pretty, two
shots higher than his previous worst ever at the Emirates Golf
Club, and nor was his swing or his putting stroke. The 14-
times major winner had also looked rusty last week when he
played his first full-field PGA Tour event in 17 months after
being sidelined by back pain and spine surgery, and missed
the cut at the Farmers Insurance Open at Torrey Pines.

His chances of avoiding another early exit looked slim on
Thursday, with the American appearing to be in some discom-
fort as he struggled to find a rhythm and reached the turn in a
three-over 40 after two bogeys in his opening three holes.
Starting on the back nine, he bogeyed the par-five opener
after finding a bunker and dropped another shot at the 12th.

At the par-five 18th, his approach shot fell short of the
green and rolled back into the water for his third bogey of
the day. The fifth turned into a three-putt bogey and he
missed par from five feet on the next. While Woods strug-
gled, Garcia fired a first round 65 to set the early target and
open up a one-shot clubhouse lead over Chile’s Felipe
Aguilar and South African George Coetzee. “It was a nice way
to start, a good solid round,” Garcia said. Defending champi-
on Danny Willett, the US Masters winner who was playing
alongside Woods and fellow Briton Matt Fitzpatrick (69),
started with a one-under 71. — Reuters 

FOXBOROUGH:  In a Sunday, Jan 22, 2017 file photo, New England Patriots kicker Stephen Gostkowski (3) kicks a field
goal during the first half of the AFC championship NFL football game against the Pittsburgh Steelers . — AP 

NZ to launch urgent 
inquiry into washout

NAPIER: New Zealand Cricket (NZC) and local authorities
have agreed to an urgent inquiry to determine why the
second one-day international between the hosts and
Australia was abandoned yesterday without a ball being
bowled. Morning rain delayed the scheduled start time,
but the conditions improved enough for the ground staff
to prepare McLean Park in Napier for a shortened match.

Practice facilities across the road from the ground were
“bone dry” shortly after the rain stopped, according to
New Zealand coach Mike Hesson, but the outfield at
McLean Park failed to drain properly. “There were parts of
the ground where you’d hit the ball and water would just
go everywhere,” Australia captain Aaron Finch told
reporters. “It wasn’t ideal, I don’t think it would have been
safe for players to play on.”

The decision left thousands of fans frustrated and the
players visibly annoyed. NZC chief operating officer
Anthony Crummy said they had agreed with the ground
owners, the Napier City Council, to begin an independent
inquiry as soon as possible as to why the field did not
drain effectively. 

“It’s too early to say what happened,” Crummy said.
“We did have some rain today but not enough to have the
game being abandoned. So we really need to have a look
at what has happened. “We have spoken to council and
they have reassured us there will be a full independent
review.” Council chief executive Wayne Jack said he con-
sidered the review to be an “urgent” matter and would
meet with NZC to start proceedings on Friday.

The ground is due to host another ODI against South
Africa on March 1. Crummy said it was too early to say
whether that fixture was in doubt. “Our number one prior-
ity is making sure that that game can go ahead without
interruption,” Crummy added. “Again, we just have to find
out what has happened and what steps need to take place
that it doesn’t happen again.” — Reuters 


