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Reigning eWorld Cup champ 
‘Gorilla’ fails to make semis

LONDON: England’s reigning FIFA eWorld Cup cham-
pion Spencer ‘Gorilla’ Ealing failed to make the final
four of the 2018 tournament on Friday after losing to
Malta’s Kurt ‘Kurt0411’ Fenech. The Xbox One semi-
final will see Fenech take on Saudi Arabia’s Group B
winner Mosaad ‘Msdossary’ Aldossary. Manchester
City’s Danish gamer Marcus ‘Marcuzo’ Joergensen,
who beat Argentine favorite Nicolas ‘Nicolas99fc’
Villalba, will play Belgian Stefano ‘StefanoPinna’ Pinna
in the PlayStation4 semi.

The winner of the cross-console Grand final at
London’s 02 Arena will take home $250,000 and an
invitation to the world soccer body’s Best FIFA Football
awards in September and a gleaming new trophy. The
runner-up will win $50,000 while quarter-finalists get
$10,000 each and the knock-out stage qualifiers
$2,500. Fenech topped Group A with 59 goals, six wins
and one defeat before despatching Ealing 5-3. “I’m
expecting everything when I get back; red carpet, I can
even run for President,” joked the Maltese. None of the
countries represented in the eWorld Cup semi-finals
have ever won the real soccer World Cup, although
Belgium finished third in Russia last month. The virtual
finals kicked off on Thursday with 32 elite players who
qualified out of a global pool of 20 million starters. 

Elite gamers battle 
Just weeks after France celebrated their World Cup

victory in Russia, “Gorilla”, “Crafty” and “Honey
Badger” were competing for the right to call themselves
FIFA 18 world champion. A total of 32 players - 16
PlayStation and 16 Xbox stars - are competing at the
2018 FIFA eWorld Cup Grand Final at London’s O2
Arena for a top prize of $250,000. More than 20 mil-
lion players entered the competition dreaming of glory-
with 128 players making it through to the Global Series
Playoffs in Amsterdam at the end of May and the
beginning of June.

The fresh-faced finalists in London, with their eye on
World Cup glory, come from as far afield as Argentina,
New Zealand and Malta. English-born Harry “Honey
Badger” Blackmore, who moved to New Zealand with
his parents six years ago, relishes the chance to play in
the O2. “I watched many boxing fights here and back-
stage there are posters of those who appeared here like
Anthony Joshua and rapper Jay-Z,” the 23-year-old
said. “Maybe one day they will say Robbie Williams and
Harry Blackmore performed at the O2 and my mum will
be very proud,” he added, laughing. The engaging
Blackmore, who stands out with his shock of red hair

and jokes he is “getting old”, says he keeps fit by play-
ing semi-professional football but also looks after him-
self because he is aware he is potentially appearing in
front of millions of viewers. He has already seen his
profile soar ahead of the tournament-appearing on the
national morning news in New Zealand-in a sign of the
increasing profile of eSports.

“It is going to get bigger and bigger,” said
Blackmore, who started playing the game aged six.
“The prize pots are going up and it is becoming a more
viable career where you can make not just a living but a
very comfortable living. “I am very privileged to be in
this position.” For football’s world governing body FIFA,
the move to London’s O2 this year underlines the grow-
ing profile of the game. “The 02 is a bit of a statement,”
said Jean-Francois Pathy, FIFA’s director of marketing
services. “It is a growing tournament, the biggest tour-
nament using the FIFA franchise and we want the 02 or
the equivalent in future years to be a sell-out.”

‘Ronaldo work ethic’
Stars such as Blackmore will help to sell tickets but

Pathy says in order for the game to grow, the players
have to sell themselves and become stars in their own
right.  “The profile of players has to develop and get

them to become more recognizable,” he said. “They
have to have a clearer profile and personalities. That is
part of developing the game and the franchise.”

The road to becoming a part of the sports family-
”the normalization and professionalization” stage as
Pathy puts it-also includes drug testing and monitoring
of betting patterns, while the players are increasingly
taking on coaches. Blackmore has no problem with the
introduction of dope-testing-there was a draw on stage
after the first round of matches to select who would be
tested. “Principally it is to look for drugs that slow
down your heart like beta blockers,” said Blackmore. “It
is a good measure as everyone should be on a level
playing field.” 

Those performing at the O2 do not just treat the
stars in their teams as tools for winning but adopt them
as role models. “Cristiano Ronaldo, his work ethic is
insane, definitely someone you want to look up to,” 19-
year-old American Alexander “Alekzandur” Garcia
Betancourt said. Betancourt, who got into the game
through his father and is attached to MLS franchise
Sporting Kansas City, says it is an honor to be the sole
American competing in London. “It would be awesome
being 19 and winning $250,000 but I don’t want my
head going into the clouds,” he said.— Agencies 

Elite gamers battle for glory at FIFA eWorld Cup

GLASGOW: Kirsten Wild, a cycling sprint
colossus on the road and track, added to
her glittering palmares by winning the first
cycling title of the new multi-sport
European Championships in Glasgow on
Friday. On a night which saw one of
Britain’s great Olympians, Laura Kenny,
return to golden ways in the team pursuit-
rather fittingly in the Sir Chris Hoy
Velodrome-it was flying Dutchwoman Wild
who provided the individual tour de force.
The 35-year-old, who had won the
RideLondon Classique on Saturday to
scoop the richest one-day race prize in
women’s professional road cycling, contin-
ued her successful British jaunt with a vic-
tory in the women’s scratch race.

Wild, whose late-blooming career has
this year also been adorned by three world
track titles in front of her Dutch fans as
well as five international road race wins, hit
the front of the 10km track test with over
two laps to go. And although rising British
talent Emily Kay pushed her all the way to
the line, Wild just held on. It was so close,
though, that Wild admitted: “On the finish
line, she (Kay) was so close to me that I
was not even sure. I had to wait and see
from the replay on the big screen. “She
came in with a lot of speed that she even-
tually passed me.” Then she added with a
laugh: “Apparently, after the finish line!...”

Later, a consummate team triumph

made up for this near-miss in the eyes of
the home fans with Kenny, Elinor Barker,
Katie Archibald and Neah Evans landing
the team pursuit after belatedly cracking
stubborn Italian opponents. It had been
close until the final kilometer when the
British quartet forged away to win in 4
minutes 16.896 seconds, with the broken
Italians eventually limping home in
4:25.384. It marked a triumphant return to
the top of the podium for four-time
Olympic champion Kenny, the most suc-
cessful woman track cyclist in history.

The 26-year-old, formerly Laura Trott,
took time out of the sport after Rio de
Janeiro, marrying fellow multi-gold medal-
ist Jason Kenny and giving birth to their
first child. “It’s great. For me, having a year
out, I never knew whether I’d actually make
it back to the top table,” said Kenny. “I’m
still a bit away from the form where I left
off. “I want to go to Tokyo (2020 Olympic
Games) in the form of my life and I am still
chasing it, but right now it’s the best that
I’ve felt in a long time. “I absolutely love
being a mum. Sometimes, it sounds like I’m
moaning about a lack of sleep, but I
wouldn’t change anything.”

The chances of Jason Kenny emulating
his wife’s golden return disappeared when
the British men’s sprint team suffered a
mishap at the start of their heat. The Dutch
team of Jeffrey Hoogland, Harrie
Lavreysen, Roy Van Den Berg and Nilsof
Van’t Hoenderdaal eventually struck gold.
Russia’s Anastasiia Voinova and Daria
Shmeleva successfully defended their
women’s team sprint title, while Italy’s
quartet of Francesco Lamon, Filippo
Ganna, Elia Viviani and Liam Bertazzo took
the men’s team pursuit. The first individual
men’s champion was Ukraine’s Roman
Gladysh, who dethroned France’s reigning
scratch race champion Adrien Garel with a
finely-timed sprint. — Reuters
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NANJING: Take a look at badminton’s
world rankings and it immediately strikes
you-Asian teams and players dominate, but
one European country is holding its own:
Denmark. The country of less than six mil-
l ion people is punching way above its
weight, boasting men’s number one Viktor
Axelsen and some of the best doubles pairs
in the sport.

Not bad for a country whose badminton
tradition started in the 1920s with four men
playing in their garden. So bearing in mind
their rivals include China-population 1.4 bil-
lion-just how does Denmark do it?  It is a
question that Jens Meibom, director of elite
sports at Badminton Denmark, relishes
answering. Meibom told AFP in the Chinese
city of Nanjing, where the World
Championships are taking place, that there
are two main reasons. “First of all we have a
club structure, which is unusual even in a
European context,” he said.

“There are a lot of local badminton clubs
all over Denmark so it’s very easy to play as
a young kid and we have a feeder of kids
who want to play.” Denmark’s wintry weather
helps because freezing temperatures force
sports indoors for a chunk of the year, he
said. “The second thing is that we managed
to establish a national training centre in
Copenhagen where all the best players meet
for daily training under four coaches. “Unlike
something like swimming, in which you could
be good in your local pool, badminton is a
sparring sport and you need to have some-
one to play against.

“So that means that if you don’t bring the
best players together, they don’t have this
elite environment and best sparring.” Other
European countries have looked at the
Danish model with envy, even setting up their

own national training centers. “But you can’t
copy culture,” said Meibom. “Culture is
inside your head and it is about knowledge,
one thing is that we are very clever,” he
added with a laugh. With the support of the
Danish government, the training centre was
set up about 30 years ago and comprises six
courts and 30 of the country’s best players.

Cautionary tale 
Danish badminton is said to date back to

1925, when a sports shop owner brought
back four racquets from England and
played with three friends, before introduc-
ing it to a club in Copenhagen. Meibom
said Denmark has a proud tradition in the
sport, comparing it to Sweden in tennis
with greats such as Bjorn Borg, Mats
Wilander and Stefan Edberg.

But he warned that the Sweden example
also makes for a cautionary tale-they have
been on the slide in tennis since the 1990s.
“Who would have expected Swedish tennis

to deteriorate like it did? So we are not tak-
ing it (success) lightly,” said Meibom. Like in
many countries, football is the most popular
sport in Denmark. Surprisingly, given their
success and the fact they have reigning
world champion in Axelsen, badminton is not
even as popular in Denmark as gymnastics,
golf or handball if judged in terms of partici-
pation numbers, said Meibom.

This is a cause for concern and numbers
have been steadily falling-until a reverse last
year. According to Meibom, the Danish bad-
minton federation has about 90,000 mem-
bers, compared to 160,000 some 20 years
ago. “Having a world champion increases the
interest in badminton but if the regular, day-
to-day training isn’t very good, no good
coaches, it will stop immediately,” he said. “It
is not enough to have idols because if the
local training at the club isn’t good enough,
they will go off and play something else like
football. “We are depending on kids to play
the sport.” —AFP 

CINCINNATI: Top seed and defending
champion Alexander Zverev overcame Kei
Nishikori to win their rain-delayed Citi
Open quarter-final in three sets on Friday,
after Andy Murray withdrew from the
tournament citing fatigue. Zverev bounced
back after dropping the opening set to
overhaul the seventh-seeded Japanese 3-6
6-1 6-4, eliminating him from the tourna-
ment for the second consecutive year.

German Zverev will meet Stefanos
Tsitsipas in the semi-finals yesterday after
the up-and-coming Greek upset third seed
David Goffin 6-3 6-4. Murray’s withdrawal,
announced earlier on Friday, gave

Australia’s Alex de Minaur a free pass to
the semi-finals where he will meet the win-
ner of Andrey Rublev and American Denis
Kudler. The Zverev-Nishikori result was
delayed for more than two hours by rain
with Zverev leading 3-2 with a break in the
third set. When play resumed, Zverev took
a second break thanks to a series of errors
by Nishikori and closed out the match.

Nishikori had earlier controlled play as
Zverev stayed largely behind the baseline
but that changed in the second set, when
the German became far more aggressive,
especially on return. The teenaged
Tsitsipas took advantage of an uncharac-
teristic slew of unforced errors by Goffin to
topple the world number 11. He saved all
three break points he faced and fired seven
aces to Goffin’s four in the upset. He also
won 86 per cent of his first serve points.
De Minaur moved into his third ATP semi-
final, after reaching his first two in January
at Brisbane and Sydney. The 19-year-old is
projected to soar past his previous career-
best world ranking of 68 and could make
the top 50. —Agencies 

Nishikori nemesis
Zverev reaches
semis, Murray 
withdraws

Clubs, cold 
weather: How
Denmark took 
on Asia badminton

NANJING: Viktor Axelsen of Denmark hits a shot against Chen Long of China in their men’s
singles quarter-final match during the badminton World Championships in Nanjing. — AFP 

BEIJING: A Belgian cyclist rode 12,000 kilo-
meters from the French city of Lyon to the
southern Chinese city of Guangzhou in just
49 days to win an inaugural solar-powered
electric bike race aimed at promoting renew-
able energy. Raf van Hulle’s journey took him
through Germany, Ukraine, Russia, then
Kazakhstan before riding into China, cycling
an average of 270 kilometers daily.

He struggled through 3,000 kilometers of
slopes amid scorching heat in the Gobi
desert, which saw him pedaling unassisted in
temperatures of over 40 degrees Celsius (104
Fahrenheit) to avoid overheating his bicycle’s
battery. “I am very happy to have won, but
also not to have damaged my bike, which is
quite expensive,” van Hulle told AFP. The
bicycle, which has a solar panel in the front
and another on a trailer behind, is used for his
daily commute, added the architect, who
arrived in Guangzhou on Friday. The race
started in mid-June with 39 participants-they
were given 100 days to get from Lyon to

Guangzhou without a fixed route-with about
30 competitors remaining. 

French organizers Sun Trip started such races
in 2013 to promote renewable energy. Previous
editions saw participants racing from Lyon to
Kazakhstan and Turkey. “This performance of
solar (energy) applied to mobility and cycling is
a success for the development of renewable

energy,” Sun Trip founder Florian Bailly told
AFP. This edition of the race picked China
because of its position as the world’s largest
emitter of greenhouses gases, but also as the
first country to invest in solar energy, Bailly
added. With the support of the French and
Chinese governments, he believes the race could
become a regular affair. — AFP 

Belgian cyclist 
wins inaugural 
France to China 
solar bike race

GUANGZHOU: Raf van Hulle of Belgium celebrates as he arrives in Guangzhou, in China’s
southern Guangdong province, after riding 12,000 kms from Lyon. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Kei Nishikori of Japan returns a shot from Alexander Zverev of
Germany during Day Seven of the Citi Open at the Rock Creek Tennis Center on
August 3, 2018. —AFP 


