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YANGON: Sidestepping cowpats and garbage,
Myanmar’s only home-grown junior rugby side train on the
outskirts of Yangon, preparing to take on children from the
city’s well-heeled international schools. When the Little
Dragons aren’t running barefoot on the litter-strewn dirt,
the makeshift field on the outskirts of Yangon is sometimes
used as a cockfighting ring or a fairground.

But every Sunday, boys and girls aged five to 18 from
Yangon’s North Dagon township can be seen playing
touch rugby, an incongruous sight in a country where the
sport is barely known.  As novice monks file past collecting
alms, the players shoo away cantankerous cattle to begin
warm-up drills under the tutelage of their coaches, a mix
of locals and expatriates.

In the monsoon the training ground is shin-deep in
mud, but during the hot season the surface is baked into an
unyielding, crusty mosaic. Yet many of the Little Dragons
play in bare feet. Youth worker-turned-coach Aung Kyaw
Lin, 24, helped set up the team four years ago to run
alongside English and math lessons, and workshops on fire
safety and health. “Children here used to spend their free
time in gaming shops,” he says. “When they started play-
ing rugby, they stopped arguing and worked together.”

Although the organizers ran out of funding to keep their
education centre going, the rugby continued. Few women
play sport in conservative Myanmar, yet half of the 40 or
so Little Dragons are girls. Nann Shar Larr He’s older sis-
ter used to scold her for wanting to play with the boys, but
now most of her family come to watch the training ses-
sions. “There’s no difference between girls and boys when
we play rugby,” the 15-year-old smiles.

Second-hand trainers 
As the only homegrown junior team in the country, the

Little Dragons look to Yangon’s international schools for
matches. In May, they took part in Myanmar’s first junior
tournament — partly played on a full-sized, artificial
grass pitch at one of the schools. Out of 10 teams in each
age group, Little Dragons sides finished second and third
in the Under-14s, and second in the Under-11s. “These
kids ran rings round them,” says coach Bradley Edwards.

One baffled team even tried removing their trainers to
see if that was the key to the Little Dragons’ agility — an
experiment that lasted only a couple of minutes on the
hot, rough surface. “We felt like crying when they scored,
but we just tried even harder,” says 12-year-old Dragon
Kyaw Kyaw Lin. The schools are helping out the team,
donating second-hand trainers and sharing transport.

But the Dragons are looking for sustained funding to
support them and resurrect the now-closed education
centre. An interested international sponsor backed
away last year, concerned about Myanmar’s “political
climate” — a reference to the global outcry triggered
by the mass expulsion of Rohingya Muslims in 2017.
Edwards sees this as counter-productive, arguing that
sport can be a unifying force. “There are so many
things separating communities now in Myanmar and in
rugby one of the key values is respect,” he says. The
next step is to introduce the players to rugby sevens —
but fellow coach Josh Peck says they are eager for
more. “These kids are fired-up and ready. They want to
play (full) contact.” — AFP 
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British Open’s return 
offers sporting relief 
to Northern Ireland
PORTRUSH: The British Open’s return to
Northern Irish soil for the first time in 68 years
this week brings some blessed sporting relief for a
region in uncertain political times. Not since 1951
has golf’s oldest tournament been held outside
Scotland or England. But the eyes of the world will
be on the small seaside town of Portrush, with a
population of just over 7,000, from Thursday as
the likes of Tiger Woods and local hero Rory
McIlroy battle for the Claret Jug.

A return to Northern Ireland was ruled out for
many years by “The Troubles” - a 30-year period
of politically and religiously motivated violence.
However, The Good Friday agreement, a peace
deal reached in 1998, paved the way for a brighter
future for the region. “As a kid, I started playing
golf in Dungannon and Dungannon was probably
the most bombed clubhouse in Northern Ireland,”
2011 British Open champion Darren Clarke, who
will hit the first shot of this year’s championship,
told the Daily Mail.

“That was growing up in Northern Ireland. I
had friends and relatives who were murdered,
all sorts of bits and pieces. It just happened.”
As the peace process flourished, the possibility
for  Portrush to return to the Open
Championship rotation was also aided by a
golden generation for Irish golf that followed.
Padraig Harrington led the way with British
Open wins in 2007 and 2008.

Portrush native Graeme McDowell won the
US Open in 2010. A year later, McIlroy suc-
ceeded his countryman as US Open champion
with the first of his four major triumphs. The
next month, Clarke capped a fine career with
his only major. Portrush’s chance to prove itself
as a venue came on the wave of that success,
by hosting the Irish Open for the first time
since 1947 in 2012.

Despite inclement weather, record crowds
turned out in numbers normally reserved for the
Open Championship itself. That enthusiasm has
been surpassed this week as for the first time tick-
ets have been completely sold out before a ball is
struck. “It says a lot about the country and a lot
about the times that we are able to hold such a big
event here,” McIlroy told the BBC. Work still
needed to be done to fully convince tournament
organizers the R&A. 

Two new holes, the sixth and seventh, have
been constructed using an adjoining course and
opening up the space required for the capacity
needed to host spectators, sponsors and the
world’s media. Government support was also
needed to ensure the necessary infrastructure
improvement would be funded. Royal Portrush’s
club secretary Wilma Erskine made her case to
Democratic Unionist Leader Arlene Foster.

“We managed to get a meeting with her and
explain how positive this would be for Northern
Ireland in economic terms,” said Erskine. “This is
not for the week of the Open it is the legacy it is
going to leave. The legacy is house prices go up,
more hotels will want to come to this area.” The
economic benefit of golf tourism is welcome as the
region braces itself from another political cloud.
Northern Ireland has been without a devolved
government for over two years since talks
between the two major parties collapsed in
January 2017.

There are also fears for the peace process
should the United Kingdom leave the European
Union without an agreement on how to avoid the
return of a hard border between the north and
Republic of Ireland. The next few days offer some
respite as Northern Ireland showcases one of its
premier courses and its passion for golf to the
world. — AFP 

YANGON: This picture taken on May 19, 2019 shows players from the Little Dragons rugby team taking part in a
training session in the North Dagon township, located on the outskirts of Yangon. — AFP 

World Cup hero Roy 
given first Test call 
LONDON: England have give Jason Roy his first Test
call-up to face Ireland after the Surrey opener played a
key role in his country’s historic World Cup triumph, but
pace bowler Mark Wood will be sidelined for between
four and six weeks.

Roy was a crucial part of England’s first World Cup-
winning campaign, with his return after missing three
matches with a torn hamstring coinciding with the win-
ning streak that carried them to the title. South Africa-
born Roy scored 443 runs in the World Cup, but
England’s selectors were keen to get him red-ball prac-
tice ahead of the Ashes series against old r ivals
Australia, which starts on August 1 at Edgbaston.

However, Durham’s Wood, who has a side strain, and
Sussex paceman Jofra Archer, suffering from the same
injury, were not selected for the Ireland clash. Wood is
expected to be out of action for four to six weeks fol-
lowing the injury he sustained in Sunday’s final, leaving
him certain to miss the start of the five-Test Ashes.

Roy’s aggressive approach set the tone for England’s
World Cup run, which culminated in Sunday’s thrilling
final victory over New Zealand. With England meeting
Ireland at Lord’s in a Test match next week — scheduled
for four days instead of the standard five — Roy will be
handed the chance to underline his ability to thrive in the
longer form of the sport as well as in limited overs.

Fine form 
It will be the 28-year-old’s first first-class match

since last November when he batted at number three for
the England Lions against Pakistan A in Abu Dhabi, mak-
ing 59 off 73 balls. England chairman of selectors Ed
Smith confirmed Roy would make his debut against
Ireland, telling Sky Sports: “We have total confidence he
will be able to adapt to red ball cricket.”

On James Anderson’s chances of being involved
against Ireland as he returns from a calf tear, Smith
added: “It’s not clear. He’s making good progress and,
if he’s fit to play without risk against Ireland, that’s a
possibility.” After Eoin Morgan captained England’s
World Cup team, it is Joe Root who resumed his role
as Test skipper against Ireland. Root’s squad includes
Somerset bowling all-rounder Lewis Gregory, who

earned his first call-up after impressing for Somerset
and the England Lions. The 27-year-old has been in
fine form this campaign taking 44 wickets at an aver-
age of 13.88.

He is currently captaining the England Lions against
Austra l ia  XI  in  a  tour  match at  Canterbury.
Warwickshire  seamer Ol ly  Stone, who made h is
England’s one-day international debut last winter in
Sri Lanka, earns his second call up to the Test squad.
Stone, 25, has fully recovered from a back injury, which
had kept him out for most of this season. Lancashire
wicketkeeper-batsman Jos Buttler and Durham all-
rounder Ben Stokes — man of the match in the World
Cup final — were both rested after their exploits in the
50-over tournament.

Archer, who has yet to make his England debut in

Test cricket, will have a period of rest before being con-
sidered for selection for the Ashes. He will have a short
break in Barbados before returning to the UK later this
month. After playing a pivotal role in the World Cup tri-
umph, Archer has been awarded an increment contract
by the ECB for the next 12 months. Meanwhile, a squad
of 16 players will attend a pre-Ashes training camp this
weekend at St George’s Park, the Football Association’s
national football centre in Burton.

That group includes World Cup winners Roy, Root,
Buttler, Stokes, Wood, Chris Woakes, Jonny Bairstow and
Moeen Ali. England squad to face Ireland in Test match
at Lord’s, starting on July 24: Joe Root (capt), Moeen Ali,
Jimmy Anderson, Jonny Bairstow, Stuart Broad, Rory
Burns, Sam Curran, Joe Denly, Lewis Gregory, Jack
Leach, Jason Roy, Olly Stone, Chris Woakes. — AFP 

Australian rookie 
Ewan wins bunch 
sprint in Toulouse
TOULOUSE: Australian Caleb Ewan picked up his first
Tour de France stage win in a mass sprint at Toulouse yes-
terday as Frenchman Julian Alaphilippe kept the overall
lead. With defending champion Geraint Thomas and his
Ineos teammate Egan Bernal also finishing in the pack,
there was no change in the overall top three after a 167km
run from Albi to Toulouse, marked by a fall that forced
Nairo Quintana into a successful race to catch up.

Ewan timed his explosive burst to perfection, catching
and overtaking Dutch sprinter Dylan Groenewegen right
on the line after a long home straight. Elia Viviani was third
on a finish designed for the pure sprinters. “It took me half
the Tour de France to get my win, but I got it in the end,”

said Ewan.  “I let him go, caught his wheel and just had him
on the line,” explained, the stocky 25-year-old. In his first
season with the Lotto-Soudal team, Ewan has now won
stages on all three Grand Tours after three wins on the
Giro and one on the Vuelta.

It was a narrow win with the photo-finish, which takes
thousands of shots a second from both sides at the finish
line, showing a marginal victory. Sprint points leader Peter
sagan of Slovakia kept his green jersey after finishing
fourth behind Ewan. “I congratulate him, he’s too fast for
me on that kind of course, said the 30-year-old Sagan.
Colombian Bernal kept hold of the under-25’s white jersey
and said Ineos would remain calm in their quest for the
yellow jersey.

“We won’t be attacking just yet, but I feel good going
into the mountains” said Bernal, on his second Tour.
There are two major mountains on the menu on stage 12
with yellow jersey Alaphilippe vowing to defend his lead.
“It won’t be easy tomorrow, there will be attacks, and it
will be a big day on the Tour, but I’m up for it,” said the
27-year-old former soldier ahead of the first day in the
Pyrenees. — AFP

LONDON: England’s Jason Roy plays a shot during the 2019 Cricket World Cup final between England and New
Zealand at Lord’s Cricket Ground. — AFP 

TOULOUSE: Stage winner Australia’s Caleb Ewan (C) celebrates his victory on the podium of the eleventh stage of
the 106th edition of the Tour de France cycling race between Albi and Toulouse. — AFP 

Sister acts spice up 
inaugural LPGA 
team event
LOS ANGELES: The LPGA’s first official team event tees
off with a pair of sister acts and a veteran Solheim Cup
duo spicing up the field for the Dow Great Lakes Bay
Invitational. The 72 two-woman teams will compete for a
$2 million purse at Midland Country Club in Midland,
Michigan, where Wednesday’s first round and Friday’s
third round will feature an alternate-shot format and the
second and fourth rounds will be best-ball.

The teams won’t go head-to-head in match-play style,
instead they will play out each hole for a stroke-play
score. “I think just the anticipation of this event has been
all year,” said Canadian Brooke Henderson, who will team
with compatriot Alena Sharp. “I think stepping on the first
tee tomorrow there’s going to be a lot of adrenaline.” Thai
sisters Ariya and Moriya Jutanugarn will play together and
are grouped in the first and second round with US sisters
Nelly and Jessica Korda.

“I’ve always wanted to play some sort of team event
with my sister and what a great opportunity to be able to
do that,” Jessica Korda said, adding that it’s great prepara-
tion for the Solheim Cup match play showdown with
Europe for which both Kordas are already qualified. Team
Europe’s Solheim Captain Catriona Matthew and vice-
captain Suzann Pettersen will play together, Pettersen
returning from maternity leave for her first LPGA appear-
ance since the Tour Championship in 2017. They’ll be play-
ing alongside the Swedish duo of Caroline Hedwall and
Anna Nordqvist.

Some of the world’s top players, including world num-
ber one Park Sung-hyun, are skipping the event as they
prepare for next week’s Evian Championship in France,
which will be quickly followed by the Women’s British
Open. South Korea’s Ko Jin-young and Australian Minjee
Lee — at number two and three in the world — are the
highest-ranked team. — AFP


