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MELBOURNE: Ernie Els’ young Interna-
tional team got off to dream Presidents Cup
start as they stunned Tiger Woods’ star-
studded United States to take a 4-1 lead
after the opening fourballs yesterday.

The Americans were heavy favourites
ahead of the matchplay event at Royal Mel-
bourne, having won all but one of the 12 edi-
tions of the biennial clash, with one drawn.
But Els boasts intimate knowledge of the
difficult sandbelt layout where he holds the
course record, and spent hours schooling
his team on its fast greens and treacherous
bunkers.

It paid dividends with the Internationals
in front after the opening day for the first
time since 2005. “We’ve got a long way to
go, but this is an unbelievable start. We
haven’t had a start like this for many years,”
said an elated Els, adding that he never en-
visioned having a 4-1 advantage.

“It’s really nice to have some points on
the board. There were a lot of tight matches
and a lot of crucial putts, and great golf
shots,” he added. Superstar Woods and
world number four Justin Thomas put the
first point on the board for the US with a 4
and 3 victory over Australian Marc Leish-
man and Chilean newcomer Joaquin Nie-
mann, with the 43-year-old sinking the
winning putt.

But that was as good as it got on a blus-
tery day that began in overcast conditions
and light drizzle before the sun burst
through. “This is a long four days. I mean,
we have to go earn this Cup,” said a defiant
Woods. 

“Just because we lost the session doesn’t
mean the Cup’s over. There’s a long way to
go. A lot of points available. The guys will

regroup and we’ll come out tomorrow ready
to go.” Bad boy Patrick Reed was heckled
on the first tee by a boisterous Australian
crowd who loudly jeered the controversial
American after he became embroiled in a
cheating row earlier in the week. 

Undeterred, Reed and partner Webb
Simpson dug in and levelled a tense tie on
the 16th against Japan’s Hideki Matsuyama
and Taiwan newcomer CT Pan. But it was
not enough with the Japanese star landing
a big birdie putt on the 17th to steer them
to victory.

South Korea’s PGA Tour rookie of the
year Im Sung-jae enjoyed a stellar start to
his first Presidents Cup, chipping in for an
eagle at the first to put him and Canadian
partner Adam Hadwin one up.

Patrick Cantlay and Xander Schauffele
levelled on the sixth and a tight affair tipped
the Internationals way when Hadwin drilled
a tough par putt on the 16th for the lead
they never relinquished.

Australia’s Adam Scott, who like Woods
is in his ninth Presidents Cup, and South
Korean teammate An Byeong-hun beat
Bryson DeChambeau and Tony Finau 2 and
1 and were never threatened after snatching
the lead at the third.

The biggest upset saw Mexico’s Abra-
ham Ancer and South African Louis Oost-
huizen convincingly outgun US Open
champion Gary Woodland and former world
number one Dustin Johnson 4 and 3.

Woods was in the first group out and
was greeted by a small but noisy group of
supporters, including one wearing a tiger
suit.  A beaming Woods, the first player-
captain since Hale Irwin at the inaugural
event in 1994, sunk back-to-back birdies to

go two up early against Leishman and Nie-
mann. A vintage chip-in for birdie on the
fifth to huge roars put them three-up. They
were pegged back to one up by the seventh
as the young Chilean rookie Niemann ran
hot with the putter.—AFP

But a classy Woods birdie on the 15th
sealed the victory to stretch the 15-time

major winner’s record to 25 wins, 15 losses
and one half at the Presidents Cup, second
only to Phil Mickelson’s 26 wins.

“It’s no coincidence why we won,” said
Thomas. “He (Woods) really carried me
out there.” With 30 points at stake over
the week, the first to 15 1/2 will secure the
cup.  —AFP

Els elated after ‘unbelievable’ 
4-1 start against Woods-led US

MELBOURNE: International Team captain Ernie Els of South Africa (L) celebrates with player An Byeong-hun
during day one of the Presidents Cup golf tournament in Melbourne yesterday. —AFP

Reed heckled 
on first tee 
MELBOURNE: Bad boy Patrick Reed was heckled on the first
tee at the Presidents Cup yesterday by the Australian crowd who
loudly jeered the controversial American, then cheered as his
opening drive found a bunker.

Reed, part of Tiger Woods’ US team at Royal Melbourne, was
docked two strokes for improving his lie in sand in the Bahamas
last week, causing International team opponent Cameron Smith
of Australia to brand him a cheat.

Reed was greeted by a chorus of boos when his name was
called alongside partner Webb Simpson at the first tee of his
fourball against Japan’s Hideki Matsuyama and Taiwan new-
comer CT Pan. Reed’s tee shot sped across the fast-running fair-
way and toppled into the sand to a roar from the partisan fans
at Royal Melbourne, but the US pair went on to halve the hole.

The barracking continued, with the local Herald Sun news-
paper reporting one person shouting: “Have you got 14 clubs
and rake in your bag?” Last week in the Bahamas Reed’s prac-
tice swings had twice moved sand from behind his ball in a
waste bunker, but he insisted he had not deliberately im-
proved his lie, despite being penalised. —AFP

Springbok Elstadt 
eyes Champions 
Cup quarter-finals
PARIS: Toulouse’s South Africa back-rower Rynhardt El-
stadt says clinching a place in the European Champions
Cup quarter-finals is on the squad’s mind ahead of facing
Montpellier this weekend as he also looks to ease any lin-
gering disappointment over missing his country’s World
Cup triumph.

The Top 14 title holders can close in on a last eight
spot with two rounds to go if they win Saturday’s all-
French affair and Gloucester beat Connacht in Ireland in
Pool 5. “There have been talks about it but the mindset
of the team is really good, they never overthink things,”
Elstadt told AFP.

“If we don’t win this weekend we have another chance
the following weekend of European games. In the back of
your mind, if we do take the victory we can be certain of a
quarter-final spot,” he added.

Elstadt, 29, made his Springboks debut in July but missed
out on a spot in the squad which went on to win the World
Cup less than four months later. “From day one I knew

where I was standing in team selection so the disappoint-
ment wasn’t too bad. It would have been between myself
and (captain) Siya Kolisi because he had a knee injury,” El-
stadt said.

“At the end of the day I was still disappointed as I
wasn’t going to a World Cup, especially when they bloody
won the thing,” he added. The combative flanker is joined
in the record four-time European champions set-up by
World Cup winner and fellow former Stormer Cheslin
Kolbe, who could start his first Toulouse game of the sea-
son this weekend.

The pair lifted the Top 14 title together in June and Kolbe
then starred at the World Cup, scoring four tries in as many
games. “Nothing has ever changed with him since the day
I met him. He’s just an incredible human being on and off
the field,” Elstadt said.

“He’s not a really big player but he has a heart of a lion
and he’s just proved it over and over. He’s such an X-factor
player,” he added. Elsewhere this weekend, last year’s run-
ners up Leinster can also take a step towards the knock-
out stages with victory over Northampton in Pool 1.

The two other sides with three wins from as many games
this season in Exeter Chiefs and Ulster play Harlequins and
Sale Sharks respectively. Defending champions Saracens,
who have been fined and deducted points in the English
Premiership for salary cap irregularities, host Munster in
Pool 4. —AFP


