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NEW DELHI: Steve O’Keefe was instru-
mental in helping Australia record one of
the most famous Test victories in recent
times but hosts India have been quick to
put their heavy defeat down to the pitch
in Pune rather than the 32-year-old spin-
ner’s performance.

Indian batsmen have built a reputa-
tion for their prowess against the turning
ball over the years but left-armer O’Keefe
shattered that aura as Australia bull-
dozed the world’s top ranked test team
inside three days.

O’Keefe’s 12-wicket match haul, the
best figures recorded by a visiting spin-

ner on Indian soil, earned him the man-
of-the-match award but little else in
terms of praise from the vanquished
hosts. India captain Virat Kohli blamed
his side’s twin batting collapses on their
recklessness, while others felt the turn-
ing track had backfired on them.

Out-of-favour off-spinner Harbhajan
Singh, who has had several run-ins with
Australian players, said he was not con-
vinced by O’Keefe’s performance and
would need to see him in action on a
better track. “I will have to see (O’Keefe)
bowl on a good test match wicket. Not
this one,” the 36-year-old, who had pre-

dicted a 4-0 series defeat for Australia,
told reporters. “Until then, I will reserve
my comments.” 

O’Keefe and off-spinner Nathan Lyon
combined to claim all 10 Indian wickets
in the second innings to skittle out the
hosts for 107, two more runs than they
managed in the first, at a venue making
its test debut.

“To be honest, that wasn’t a pitch,”
Singh, a veteran of 103 tests, said of the
surface used for the series opener.

“Test cricket should last five days. You
cannot play on such wickets where any-
one runs in to bowl and takes wickets. I

have played in over 100 tests, and I know
how hard I had to work to earn every sin-
gle wicket.”

All O’Keefe had to do was to bowl
faster through air and be accurate, Singh
said. “You don’t need to flight the ball or
anything. You just need to bowl fast and
not give the batsmen room to either
come down the track, or be able to
manoeuvre the ball around.

“Bowling six deliveries in the same
spot is all you need to get wickets on
such tracks,” he added.

Former coach Ravi Shastri also felt
O’Keefe was richly rewarded for his accu-

racy against the leaden-footed Indian
batsmen.

“Steve O’Keefe was controlled and
accurate while his preys looked for spin
which wasn’t always there,” the former
test batsman wrote in a column that
appeared in Monday’s Times of India
newspaper. “They invariably ended up
playing wrong lines. They didn’t use
their feet much either ... It’s an issue
which can’t be left pending even on fair
tracks as even they would scruff up in
second innings. “Indians must find a
way to break O’Keefe’s rhythm,” added
Shastri. —Reuters

India frugal with praise for Pune tormentor O’Keefe

DAYTONA BEACH: Kurt Busch, driver of the #41 Haas Automation/Monster Energy Ford, celebrates in Victory Lane after winning the 59th
Annual DAYTONA 500 at Daytona International Speedway on Sunday in Daytona Beach, Florida.—AFP

DAYTONA BEACH: Kurt Busch steered clear of
the chaos to win a crash-filled Daytona 500 on
Sunday as the Great American Race was trans-
formed into the Great American Demolition
Derby. Busch led for one lap but it was the most
important one as he powered his Stewart-Haas
Racing Ford to the front with less than one to go
after polesitter Chase Elliott ran out of gas. 

The 38-year-old American then held off Ryan
Blaney by .228 of a second to claim his first
Daytona 500 in 17 tries, after previously finishing
runner-up three times.

“There is nothing predictable about this race
anymore and the more years that have gone by
that I didn’t win I kept trying to go back to pat-
terns that I had seen in the past,” an emotional
Busch told reporters.

“My mirror fell off with 30 laps to go and I
couldn’t even see out the back. And I thought
that was an omen. Throw caution to the wind.”

There were also tears in pit lane as co-owner
Tony Stewart, who tried for almost two decades
as a driver to find a way to Victory Lane at
Daytona, finally celebrated.

“I ran this damn race 18 times and couldn’t
win it so finally won it as an owner,” said Stewart.
“To watch Kurt was an awesome job those last
couple of laps you really didn’t know what was
going to happen because guys were trying dif-
ferent things. 

“It is probably the most patient race I have
ever seen Kurt Busch run.” Patience was indeed a
virtue on a wild afternoon at Daytona
International Speedway that saw just 25 cars still
running at the end and only five reaching the
finish line without some damage.

WRECKFEST
Even Busch, the 2004 NASCAR Series champi-

on, did not escape unscathed. “Our car was dam-
aged on all sides,” said Busch after collecting his
29th career win. “We went through everything
today.” After an orderly start to the Monster
NASCAR Cup season, the second half of the 200-
lap race turned it into a wreckfest with multi-car
pile up after pile up knocking out many of the
favourites and former champions, including
twice winners Dale Earnhardt Jr. ,  Jimmie
Johnson and Matt Kenseth.

A new NASCAR season began with a new for-
mat, the race divided into three stages and
points awarded to the top 10 drivers at the end
of each segment.

The format produced some wild pit stop
strategies as Kurt’s younger brother Kyle Busch
and Kevin Harvick picked up stage wins but not
the big prize.

Kyle Busch’s race came to an abrupt end just
halfway when he spun and collected several
cars, including Earnhardt and Kenseth, bringing
out a red flag and halting the race.

“To get back to the race track meant a lot to
me and just sorry we weren’t able to deliver a
better result today for all  our fans,” said
Earnhardt, who missed the second half of last
season after suffering a concussion.

“I don’t really know what happened ... luckily
the hit wasn’t that hard.”

After just one incident brought out a caution
in the first 100 laps, the back half of the race pro-
duced a series of wrecks. Only 23 laps after Kyle

Busch’s crash the yellow flag was out again when
seven-times series champion Johnson was at the
centre of a massive 16-car pileup that knocked
out Danica Patrick, the only woman in the race,
among others. The yellow was out again a few

laps later, ending the hopes of another former
winner Trevor Bayne. Just as action resumed the
yellow flag was waved again when a multi-car
crash sent 2012 Series champion Brad
Keselowski to the garage.—Reuters

Mercedes pile on the laps, 
McLaren, Red Bull sidelined

BARCELONA:  World champions Mercedes
pounded out the laps while Ferrari went
fastest and rivals Red Bull and McLaren hit
immediate setbacks as Formula One’s new
crop of cars made their test debuts yester-
day. Valtteri Bottas, replacing retired world
champion Nico Rosberg at Mercedes
alongside Lewis Hamilton, had completed
well over a race distance by lunchtime with
79 timed laps of the Circuit de Catalunya.

Ferrari’s Sebastian Vettel, a four times
champion with Red Bull but without a win
last year, was fastest in the sunny opening
session with a lap of 1:22.791 seconds and
62 laps to his credit on medium tyres.

The German’s time was already close to
the fastest lap in 2016 Barcelona testing of
1:22.765.  Bottas was second on the
timesheets, 0.378 slower on the soft tyres.

The main focus of all teams was on relia-
bility and racking up mileage, however,
with some cars sporting intricate aerody-
namic devices to measure air flow and per-
formance.

Fernando Alonso failed to set a timed
lap on home soil in the McLaren while
Australian Daniel Ricciardo, first to drive the
new Red Bull RB13 after its presentation on
Sunday, had completed only four.

McLaren’s engine partners Honda said
the orange and black MCL32 car, which
managed just one untimed installation lap,
had an oil systems problem.

“We plan to run again today but due to
the difficult access location it will take sev-
eral hours to resolve,” a spokeswoman said.

Ricciardo brought out the first red flag
of the morning, stopping on track with a
sensor problem between turns three and
four. The car was brought back to the pits
shrouded in a tarpaulin on the back of a
flatbed truck.

It was craned off and taken back into the
garage, where mechanics were working on
removing the gearbox.

Force India’s Mexican driver Sergio Perez
and Williams driver Felipe Massa were third
and fourth fastest and completed 39 laps
each. Of the rest, only Sweden’s Marcus
Ericsson came close to their lap tally with
32 for Sauber, who are using last year’s
Ferrari engine. Renault’s Nico Hulkenberg
had the honour of being first on track.

The new cars, wider and with bigger
front and rear tyres, are expected to be sev-
eral seconds a lap quicker than last year’s, if
no louder.    The season starts in Australia
on March 26. — Reuters

CRICKET

Kurt Busch wins Daytona 
500 demolition derby

MOSCOW:  A group of Russian track and field
athletes want to beat dopers with science and
show that their country can win clean.

Formed in the shadow of Russia’s doping
scandals, the Rocket Science Project is hoping
to encourage whistleblowers and create an
independent training camp with a strict no-
drugs policy. The group says ignorance and
greed have driven Russian athletes to use
drugs for years as a short cut to success, justi-
fying it with the belief everyone else does it
too. “It’s stupid to deny that we have big prob-
lems with doping in our country. As a conse-
quence of that, sports technology, science and
knowledge are probably 20 years behind the
modern world level,” says Evgeny Pishchalov,
the slightly built distance runner-turned-
coach who leads the project. 

“If our system doesn’t restructure, we’re at
risk of ending up without any Olympic medals
in the coming 

years. We’ve been left with no choice -
change or die.” Rocket Science has already
launched a hotline for doping whistleblowers,
and is working to set up the training camp.
Members will have to pay a $25,000 fine if
they ever test positive. The group wants to
stay independent of Russian institutions and
sports officials accused of overseeing wide-
spread doping. Sergei Litvinov, a top hammer
thrower, says Rocket Science will accept limit-
ed cooperation but “as soon as we feel any
kind of pressure, we’d rather shut it all down.”

Russia’s ban from international track and
field in 2015 for widespread drug use sparked
anger from Russian athletes who felt the sanc-
tion wasn’t fair.

As denials dominated social media debates
among Russian athletes and coaches, a minor-
ity argued for reforms and a doping crack-
down, and said Russia shouldn’t be proud of
drug cheats’ medals. That sowed the seeds for
the Rocket Science Project, though convincing
more Russian athletes to follow their lead is
hard. “We’ve got the mentality that all the oth-
ers (in other countries) are gulping down
banned substance and we do it a little less, so
we’re the good ones,” says Vasily Permitin, a
runner who’s part of the project. “And if you
believe everyone is taking it, reporting on
them is seen as bad.”

Russian history breeds hostility toward
whistleblowers like Vitaly Stepanov and Yulia
Stepanova, the husband-and-wife team
whose testimony of mass drug use sparked
the first inquiries into Russian doping in 2014.

Memories of Soviet-era repression mean
informers are rarely welcome in Russia, but

Rocket Science’s supporters argue that if dop-
ing violators are called out by other Russians,
it’ll show the culture is changing. Using an
anonymous service on a Russian social net-
work, they’ve asked users to submit footage of
coaches and athletes who continue working
despite their bans, a persistent problem in
Russia. As well as catching cheats, they want to
show that Russia’s doping culture is changing.
That’s a key condition for Russia to be reinstat-
ed by track’s world governing body, the IAAF.
The longer Russia’s ban goes on, the harder it is
for athletes to make a living without compet-
ing in lucrative competitions abroad. “I know
people who, as the situation has carried on
and continued, they can’t feed their families,”
marathon runner Stepan Kiselyov says.
“They’re forced to quit and go to work. There
are quite a lot of athletes like that.”

Rocket Science’s athletes know little of
state involvement in doping, a charge vehe-
mently denied by the government. Instead
they describe a system with cut-throat rival-
ries, every reason to dope and little interest in
stopping cheats.

Yaroslav Rybakov, a former European high
jump champion, says he felt uncomfortable as
a clean athlete on the national team. He
believes Russian officials deliberately avoided
testing team members who used drugs,
instead testing him repeatedly.

“They just told me: ‘You’ve been picked
once again,’” said Rybakov, who now plans to
coach for Rocket Science. The competition
was fiercest at the national championships,
where a good finish guarantees state grants
for the next year. “The stakes were very high,”
Rybakov said. “It was perhaps even harder or
just as hard to win the Russian nationals while
clean than the main competitions that season,
like the world championships or Olympics.”

Drug use starts in childhood for some ath-
letes - even Deputy Prime Minister Vitaly
Mutko has acknowledged coaches in Russia’s
vast network of sports schools often encour-
age youngsters to dope. Cash prizes at region-
al youth competitions incentivize doping,
argues Permitin, adding that young talents
often develop a “disgust for sport.” Rocket
Science’s athletes want to fund training with
sponsorships, rather than government money.
Most top Russian athletes have contracts with
the regional governments and federations
that often mean they aren’t allowed to choose
which competitions to enter. They can also
make it hard to leave a coach whose methods
are unsuitable - or illegal.—AP

Russian athletes fight back 
against doping, state control

SAPPORO: A fanciful idea that started out
as a joke among young members of one of
Malaysia’s most prominent families has
snowballed into a fully fledged ski team
and dreams of Olympic success.  Despite
being a tropical, snowless country, Malaysia
has created its own alpine ski team-albeit
with only two members-which is currently
competing at the 8th Asian Winter Games
in Sapporo, Japan.  Unlike the antics of
Venezuela’s Adrian Solano, who wobbled
amateurishly around the slopes at last
week’s Nordic World Ski Championships in
Finland, both Malaysians are accomplished
skiers, driven by the ambition of promoting
winter sports in a country where football
and badminton dominate.  Partly inspired
by the Jamaican bobsledders who defied
conventional wisdom by competing at the
1988 Winter Olympics, more and more
warm-weather countries have been enter-
ing teams in snow and ice events in recent
years.  Othman Mirzan, the grandson of for-
mer Malaysian prime minister Mahathir
Mohamad, thought his country should do
the same after flippantly suggesting his
family had already begun their own team.

“It started as a joke. My siblings and I all
skied together and the running joke was
always that we were the Malaysian ski team
because we’re the only Malaysians people
see skiing,” he said.

“From that, the idea kind of grew. It
started out as ‘Let’s see if this is viable’ and
then when we figured out it was viable we
had to see what it takes.  “There’s a lot of
rings you have you have to jump through. I
was 17 at the time and no one takes a 17-
year-old seriously when they are trying to
start a national association, but the
Malaysian Olympic Committee were very
enthusiastic.” Mahathir ‘doesn’t like the cold’ 

Mirzan, 22, said his famous grandfather,
Malaysia’s prime minister from 1981-2003
and still highly influential in the country,
was an enthusiastic supporter of the team,
although he hasn’t seen them race live.  “He
doesn’t like the cold so he doesn’t come to
the races but I know that he’s very proud of
what we’ve done,” Mirzan told AFP.  “At the
end of the day his mantra for his years in

office was ‘Malaysia can’-so being able to
represent Malaysia in a field that has never
been represented before, for me, that is
pushing the envelope and what he was
and is all about.”

After setting up a national ski federa-
tion, Mirzan moved to the United States,
enrolling at the University of Colorado, but
remained the sole member of the
Malaysian team. Unbeknown to him, a for-
mer coach of top US skier Lindsay Vonn
had implanted a similar idea in the head of
another young Malaysian, Jeffrey Webb,
who was born in Kuala Lumpur but moved
to the US when he was five years old.  A
competitive ski racer, Webb caught the eye
of the coach at a training academy in
Washington state, who suggested he look
at the possibility of skiing for his native
country on the international stage.  Webb,
just 18 and still in high school, never took
the idea too seriously until his father read
in a ski magazine that Mirzan had started a
Malaysian ski federation.

OLYMPIC DREAMS 
“We go back to Malaysia for three

months every year and when we were
there we contacted the Malaysian minister
of sport,” Webb’s father Steve explained.
“We were thinking it might take about two
years to get through to someone as impor-
tant as a minister, but he was very interest-
ing in developing new sports and to our
surprise he actually contacted us straight
away and said come in and talk.

“It was really perfect timing, and the rest
is history.” Mirzan and Webb soon met up in
Minnesota and started hatching their plans
to put Malaysia on the alpine skiing map,
but not as a novelty act-they both wanted
to be competitive. Mirzan broke the ice
when he entered this year’s world champi-
onships in St Moritz, Switzerland. Then both
were selected for the Asian Winter Games,
with Webb finishing 15th and Mirzan 24th
in the men’s giant slalom.  Now they have
their sights set on the Winter Olympics, and
again the timing seems perfect with
Pyeongchang, South Korea hosting the
games in 2018 then Beijing in 2022.—AFP

Malaysia’s first 
family of skiing

Othman Mirzan


