
Brilliant Lindberg 
downs Park in
marathon ANA
Inspiration playoff
LOS ANGELES: Sweden’s Pernilla Lindberg
held her nerve to claim her first major title
yesterday, winning the ANA Inspiration on
the eighth hole of a thrilling playoff duel with
South Korean star Park In-bee.

Lindberg, who had led for all four rounds
of the tournament, drained a 25-foot birdie
putt on the par-four 10th to set up her victo-
ry over seven-time major winner Park at the
Mission Hills Country Club in Rancho Mirage,
California.

The 31-year-old’s birdie left Park needing
to make an awkward 10-footer to force an
extra playoff hole, but the 2013 champion
missed to hand Lindberg the win. “I just know
I’m a grinder. Towards the end yesterday I
felt ‘This is mine, I’m going to do this’,” said
Lindberg, who has registered only a handful
of top-10 finishes on the LPGA Tour after
more than 180 tournaments.

“I just knew I could so I just kept fighting
away. I couldn’t believe it when that last putt
went in,” added Lindberg, whose previous
best finish at a major was a share of fifth at
the 2015 US Women’s Open. Lindberg cele-
brated her victory with the traditional dive
into the Poppie’s Pond hazard at the 18th
green-and was joined in the water by her
parents, Jan and Gunilla.

“The only reason I’m playing golf is
because of them,” Lindberg said. “It’s so

great that they were here. I’ve probably giv-
en my dad I don’t know how many heart
attacks over the past few days. “But I’m so
happy they’re here and I get to celebrate this
with them.”

MOUNTING TENSION 
The playoff had extended into yesterday

after Lindberg and Park finished in near-
darkness on Sunday, unable to land a deci-
sive blow through four extra holes. Their duel
resumed at just after 8:00am local time yes-
terday on the par-four 10th, with Lindberg
coming within a couple of inches of draining
a monster birdie putt that would have com-
pleted victory. 

Lindberg had to settle for a par however

which left Park a 25-foot birdie putt for the
championship. The 29-year-old seven-time
major winner’s effort rolled up short howev-
er, leaving her with a tap-in which she duly
converted. 

Play then moved to the par-three 17th, but
in a sign of mounting tension, both players
fluffed their tee shots.  Park’s seven iron off
the tee kicked into the bunker at the front of
the green before Lindberg then squandered
an opportunity to capitalise by sending her
tee shot into the deep rough.  Both players
then chipped onto the green to leave them-
selves with long putts to make par. Park
ramped up the pressure on Lindberg by
draining her putt from 15ft, leaving Lindberg
a 12-footer to stay in the match.  — AFP

Excitement 
builds over 
Tiger’s return 
AUGUSTA: Anticipation built Sunday around
Augusta National for Tiger Woods returning
to the Masters, ticket scalpers already offer-
ing prized passes to the unfolding drama at
the year’s first major golf tournament.

Players traveled Magnolia Lane to the
clubhouse on the eve of the first official prat-
ice session for the 82nd Masters, where 14-
time major winner Woods will try for a fifth
green jacket after his fourth back operation.

“I’m just there to win,” Woods said in a
posting on his website this week. “I’ve been
better with each week I’ve competed. A little
more crisp. I’m starting to put the pieces
together.”

Woods missed his third Masters in four
years last year after spinal fusion surgery,
but has contended in his past two starts,
sharing fifth at the Arnold Palmer
Invitational and second at the Valspar
Championship. “It’s fantastic what we’re
seeing of Tiger. He looks in control of his
game,” said Britain’s Justin Rose, last year’s
Masters runner-up.

Woods, who at a low point doubted he
would ever play competitive golf again, has
seen interest in his comeback tale at age 42
send resale prices for Masters badges

soaring several thousand dollars above face
value. “I got a second chance on life,”
Woods said. “I am a walking miracle.”
Woods hasn’t won a major since the 2008
US Open, hasn’t won a tournament since
the 2013 WGC Bridgestone Invitational,
hasn’t played in a major since missing the
cut at the 2015 PGA Championship and last
won the Masters in 2005.

“I’m just really looking forward to play-
ing,” Woods said. “It’s the best-run tourna-
ment in the world. The golf course, the
patrons, the entire atmosphere-it’s a golfers
heaven.” A streak of 12 rounds at par or bet-
ter has shown Woods has regained his
health. This week will tell if he has found the
form that made him a global superstar.

“It’s a lot different than the first two
comebacks. He wasn’t ready,” said Australia’s
Jason Day. “He came back too soon. Now
he’s hitting it longer than before.” That’s part
of the reason some oddsmakers have made
Woods the tournament favorite. “That’s kind
of funny,” Woods said. “Six months ago the
odds were I wasn’t even going to play.”

TOP RIVALS READY TOO 
Woods played two nine-hole practice

rounds two weeks ago at Augusta National,
his first at the course since the final round in
2015. “They resurfaced a few of the greens
but they still look they have been there for
100 years,” Woods said. “My yardage book
was basically the same.”

Woods, whose 79 career PGA wins are
three shy of Sam Snead’s all-time record,
faces a world-class field with several top

rivals playing their best as well. Multiple
major winners Rory McIlroy, Bubba Watson
and Phil Mickelson plus 2017 PGA
Championship winner Justin Thomas have
won Masters tuneup events and reigning
British Open champion Jordan Spieth, the
2015 US Open and Masters winner who was
third Sunday at Houston, is peaking at the
perfect time.

“I’ve made some big strides from my past
couple of tournaments. I’m very excited for
what next week holds,” Spieth said. “I’ll try
to nail it in the next few days and try a little
speed control at Augusta and hopefully I’ll
have a chance at the weekend.”

GARCIA SHARES A LOCKER 
Defending champion Sergio Garcia will

try to become the first repeat winner of the
Masters since Woods in 2001-02, having
become a husband and father since ending
his major drought after 73 failures, daughter
Azalea named for one of his favorite Augusta
National holes.

“Azalea’s first flight and she did amazingly
well! We made it to Augusta for
@TheMasters and are excited for a very
special week,” Garcia’s wife Angela tweeted.
Adding to the specialness of the week for
Garcia was an image tweeted Sunday by
Augusta National of his new Champions
Locker Room plate alongside that of Spanish
countryman Jose Maria Olazabal.

Last year, Olazabal sent Garcia a note for
inspiration saying, “I’m not sharing my locker
at the moment, and I hope that I get to do it
with you.” — AFP

HOUSTON: Ian Poulter resurrected his stagnant career
by winning the Houston Open in a playoff on Sunday,
the victory coming with an added bonus of earning the
final invitation to the US Masters and throwing his hat
into the ring for Europe’s Ryder Cup team.

Poulter was always heading to Augusta to work on
the tournament for British television, but the 42-year-
old Englishman will now be inside the ropes instead
when the first major championship of the year starts on
Thursday.

“There’s life in the old dog
yet,” Poulter said after beat-
ing American Beau Hossler
on the first hole of a sudden
death playoff at Golf Club of
Houston. Poulter, without a
win since 2012, arrived in
Houston needing nothing less
than victory to qualify for
the Masters after missing out
by a whisker when he found
himself 51st in the world
rankings last week.

The top 50 at last
Monday’s cutoff earned exemption to Augusta and
Poulter was so dejected after being initially misin-
formed he was in the Masters field that he considered
skipping Houston. 

“Tuesday morning I made the decision to come
and play. It was a good decision,” he added. “The win
doesn’t just mean getting to Augusta. There’s a lot
bigger things on the horizon.” Such as, hopefully, the
Ryder Cup in France this autumn.  Poulter, a five-
times European team member, said his win would tell

captain Thomas Bjorn: “Hey, I’m here, my game is in
good shape.”

But more immediately is the Masters, to which
Poulter will go after returning to his Orlando, Florida
home for a brief reunion with his family. “I need to
unpack, have some chocolate with the kids tonight and
repack for Augusta,” he said.

CHEST-BEATING PUTT
The stars aligned for Poulter at the final hole in regu-

lation play on Sunday, when
Hossler grazed the hole with
a birdie attempt that would
have clinched victory. “He
thought he had holed it. I
thought he holed it,” said
Poulter, whose 20-foot birdie
putt was on a similar line.

Using the same putter he
wielded so effectively to lead
Europe to victory in the 2012
Ryder Cup, he came through
in the clutch yet again to
force the playoff. “I hit a

great putt, good read and it obviously was very helpful
seeing his putt,” Poulter added.

He punched his chest with his right fist five times in
excitement after matching Hossler’s 67 after the pair
tied at 19-under-par 269, three shots clear of Jordan
Spieth and Emiliano Grillo. Hossler then handed Poulter
the tournament at the first extra hole, the par-four 18th,
where the American hit his third shot from a greenside
bunker into a water hazard. 

Poulter’s third victory on the PGA Tour followed

previous wins at World Golf Championships events-
the 2010 Match Play and the 2012 HSBC Champions
in Shenzhen.

His chances of winning looked remote after he shot
73 on Thursday but rounds of 64, 65, 67 followed

after he flicked what he described as a “mental
switch”. “Last week was painful,” Poulter said. “To
come here this week, I was tired, frustrated on
Thursday. I didn’t play my best stuff. I packed my
bags to leave on Friday.” — Reuters
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Poulter wins Houston playoff 
to secure final Masters spot

Englishman wins with a par at first extra hole

There’s life
in the old 
dog yet

HUMBLE: Ian Poulter of England poses with the winner’s trophy after winning the Houston Open at the
Golf Club of Houston on Sunday in Humble, Texas. — AFP

Kuwait 
wins first 
athletics gold 
KUWAIT: Kuwaiti athletics team has
won the first gold medal in a tourna-
ment abroad. Jarrah Al-Fadhli, the rap-
porteur of the Kuwaiti athletics com-

mittee affiliated to the Kuwaiti Olympic
Committee, said in a statement to
KUNA, yesterday, that the team won
the gold in the fifth Ras Al-Khaimah
(UAE) championship.  This is a leap for
the newly-born game in Kuwait, said
Al-Fadhli, speaking after return of the
team from Ras Al-Khaimah where the
champion, Yousef Jumaa, came first in
the 94-kg category. Jumaa was excel-
lent in all the competitions of the cham-
pionship, which concluded two days
ago, he added. — KUNA

RANCHO MIRAGE: Pernilla Lindberg of Sweden poses with the winner’s trophy after
defeating Park In-bee of South Korea during the sudden death playoff on the eighth
hole during the final round of the ANA Inspiration. — AFP Storied Safari 

Rally seeks 
a revival in 
East Africa
NAIROBI: In its heyday, half a century
ago, East Africa’s Safari Rally was
renowned as being among the toughest
in the world, a formidable challenge for
car and driver, across escarpment and
savannah.  Winners have included Colin
McRae, Carlos Sainz, Juha Kankkunen
and Ari Vatanen, and the difference
between victory and defeat sometimes
depended on which car avoided herds of
cattle wandering on the road.  The rally’s
fall from grace was slow but steady and,
after the 2002 edition, it was dropped
from the World Rally Championship
(WRC) altogether. It limped on in
African competition for a few years but
in 2015 and 2016 was reduced to a local
Kenyan race.

But now hopes are rising of a revival
and a return to its past glory, with the
motor sport governing body, the FIA,
signalling the rally’s possible return to
the championship.

Predating Kenya’s independence, the
race has its roots in imperial adventur-
ism when a group of British colonial
farmers decided in 1953 to commemo-
rate Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation by
tearing up East Africa in a five-day,
6,000-kilometre (3,300-mile) rally.

The first race had few rules and, in
the end, no clear winner. Cars were cat-
egorised according to showroom prices
and there were only seven mammoth
stages in the entire rally through Kenya,
Tanzania and Uganda.  As word of the
rally spread, drivers from outside the
region tried their hand but it was nearly
20 years before one from Finland, Hannu
Mikkola in a Ford Escort, took the title in
1972, breaking the East African strangle-
hold on the race.

‘NOT FOR THE FAINT-HEARTED’ 
“The East Africa Safari Rally was not

for the faint-hearted,” recalled Kenyan
driver Prem Choda, who participated
from 1974 to 1985. “It required extra
mental and physical stamina.” “It was a

tough rally, usually covering between
7,000 to 8,000 kms of mostly hilly and
rugged road terrain,” he said.

The Safari Rally was diminished in the
late 1970s when it became a Kenyan-
only affair, a victim of regional political
rivalries, and in 2003 it was crossed off
the world circuit due to concerns over
safety, organisation and finances.

The loss of the rally was an embar-
rassment to Kenya and it has been sore-
ly missed by spectators, who enjoyed
the roar of the engines through their
neighbourhoods and villages, and would
often get their hands dirty helping to
shove cars out of mud.

“If ever this country had an annual
event that made the world stop and look
in this direction, it was the Safari Rally,”
said veteran Kenyan sports journalist Roy
Gachuhi. “We failed to build on a great
heritage and we are the poorer for it.”

The clamour for the rally’s return to
the championship has grown louder
lately. Hopes have been bolstered by the
stated desire of FIA president Jean Todt
— himself an eight-time Safari Rally
participant-to see an African event back
in the WRC.

“You deserve to have your rally back
in the calendar,” he said during a visit to
Kenya last month. But he made it clear
that safety is the top priority.  “The new
standards of rallying must be respected.
What was possible back when events
ran on open roads is not possible these
days,” he said.

BUMPY ROAD AHEAD 
Glen Edmunds, a former Kenyan

national rally champion and Safari Rally
winner, said both Kenya and the WRC
would benefit from the race’s return.
“The WRC needs our (African) colour...
only then will you really have a true
World Rally Championship,” he said.

Like many who have participated in,
or watched, the Safari Rally, Edmunds
waxed nostalgic: “When we were chil-
dren our mothers or grandparents used
to take us to watch these fantastic cars
going past our towns and villages, with
all the heroes driving through the dust,
the rain and the mud. That’s the Safari!”

Under President Uhuru Kenyatta,
Kenya’s government has committed its
support to reviving the rally, earmarking
$2 million (1.6 million euros) for the
effort. Kenyan driver Patrick Njiru said
it’s about time government supported
the rally again. — AFP


