
Usman, happy to pave 
way for emerging 
martial artists
UNITED ARAB EMIRATES: Kamaru Usman last
year became the first African-born mixed martial
artist to win a world title with the Ultimate Fighting
Championship (UFC) and he has since witnessed
a generation of fighters from the continent rise in
his wake. The 33-year-old Nigerian, a welter-
weight champion, believes this is only just the be-
ginning for African fighters already signed by the
Las Vegas-based UFC - the sport’s leading global
promotion - and for the next wave of African
fighters who will follow them.

“There’s just so much talent coming out of
Africa,” Usman told AFP in a virtual interview. “I
know there are kids now who see me and I look
like them. They know I’ve seen their paths, I’ve
walked that journey. It’s powerful.”

The Florida-based Usman (17-1) claimed the
UFC’s welterweight belt with a unanimous deci-
sion over American Tyron Woodley (19-6-1) in
March 2019 - and he has since defended it twice,
with a TKO victory over American Colby Coving-
ton (16-2) last December and an unanimous points
decision over compatriot Jorge Masvidal (35-14)
in July this year.

In October 2019, fellow Nigerian-born New
Zealander Israel Adesanya (19-0) claimed the or-
ganisation’s middleweight belt with a knockout of
Australia’s Robert Whittaker (21-5), and he steps
out again on September 26 to defend it against
Brazilian powerhouse Paulo Costa (13-0) in what
many around the sport are predicting will be a
fight of the year contender.

“There’s just something about us, and where
we’re from, that connects us,” Usman told AFP,
speaking from Las Vegas.

In the UFC heavyweights, the number one-
ranked contender is the Cameroonian-born,
France-based Francis Ngannou (15-3), destined
to soon face off against American title-holder

Stipe Miocic (20-3), while the likes of Nigerian-
American lightweight Sodiq Yusuff (11-1) and
Texas-based Ghanaian welterweight Abdul Razak
Alhassan (10-2) are considered serious threats in
their respective divisions.

UNEXPLAINABLE CAMARADERIE 
“When I see these guys there a sense of ca-

maraderie that you can’t explain,” said Usman.
“You know deep down inside they have felt what
you have felt and been through what you have
been through.” It’s been a remarkable 16 months
for Usman. He won the welterweight title - and de-
fended it twice - and in February was reunited
with his father Muhammed Nasiru Usman, who
had in 2010 been convicted on a series of health
care fraud charges and had served close to 10
years of a 15-year sentence.

“I dealt with it but it was tough,” said Usman.
“As an African boy there’s a need to excel for your
parents. I was like that. It happen when I was be-
coming nationally recognised. I was looking for
that approval (from him) and I didn’t have my dad
to rely on anymore. It bothered me for years but
we were always close and it stayed that way. Hav-

ing him here now, the dynamic of our relationship
is tremendous.”

Usman’s father - a former solider — had left
his young family behind in Nigeria in 1989 to forge
a new life for them in the United States. Usman
was two years old at the time and it would take six
years for his father to find the financial security to
be able to reunite his family.

“To leave your kids and come to American to
earn you visa, to give them a better life, it takes
guts,” says Usman. “It takes a hustler, someone
who is motivated. To go through what he has been
through and still be positive and have his spirits
up is inspiration to me every day.”

A standout wrestler in high school in Texas
and then a three-time All-American at the Univer-
sity of Nebraska, Usman said he found accept-
ance among his peers as a young athlete.

“All over the world we forget sometimes
that sports bridge the gap between cultures
and between nations,” he said. “That’s what
happened to me. Starting to excel in sport it
started to be that I wasn’t just that little Niger-
ian boy, I was the wrestler who happens to
come from Nigeria.” —AFP
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SOCHI: Lewis Hamilton seeks to equal
Michael Schumacher’s record 91 Formula One
wins at the Russian Grand Prix in Sochi on
Sunday despite fears over a potential coron-
avirus fall-out from allowing 30,000 fans to
attend. 

The six-time world champion is one win
away from what once was believed to be an
untouchable total, but he will be a clear
favourite to succeed on a track where he has
triumphed four times in six years.

He has also reeled off six wins in nine races
this season to open up a 55-point lead ahead
of Mercedes team-mate Valtteri Bottas in the
title race, the Finn and former team-mate 2016
champion Nico Rosberg being the only other
victors since Sochi arrived on the calendar.

Another Mercedes win at the former home

of the 2014 Winter Olympic Games would also
be a record for most successive victories by a
team at a single Grand Prix.

But all involved with the champions are
aware that not only is the event set to be the
first sporting occasion to host a major crowd
in the Covid-19 era, but it will also see the
team shadowed by a Netflix film crew.

The organisers say 30,000 spectators are
expected and that the race is sold out. 

The cameras will be recording content for
the third ‘Drive to Survive’ series - and tip-
toeing around their subjects, hoping to avoid
a repeat of events in Germany last year.

Then, at the German Grand Prix at Hocken-
heim, run in teeming rain, Mercedes celebrated
125 years of motorsport with their worst per-
formance of the season - a flu-struck Hamilton

ending up classified ninth and Bottas crashing
out from fourth. “It made a very entertaining
episode for Netflix,” said Mercedes team chief
Toto Wolff.“ “But this time, we hope we can
have great content - and have a great race.”

Hamilton, lauded this week as one of Time
magazine’s 100 most influential people in the
world this year, has approached the race with
humility.

“I never thought that I would be here, that’s
for sure,” he said after his 90th career triumph
at the Tuscan Grand Prix two weeks ago.  “It
just does not seem real to me.”

His greatest rival this weekend is likely to
be team-mate Bottas, winner on the tight
Sochi track in 2017, his maiden triumph. The
Finn has proved himself to be a force on the
circuit that suits his style and knows he has to

wreck Hamilton’s party to stay in the champi-
onship race.

After two pointless exits with car failures,
Max Verstappen of Red Bull will be seeking a
return to his earlier form. “It’s not easy in
Sochi and the track is not a favourite for us
with a lot of long straights - it’s not easy to
overtake,” he said. While the 30,000 fans at-
tending the Olympic Park circuit enjoy a rare
glimpse of live sport, F1’s top officials are re-
ported to be anxious about the potential
threat from coronavirus.

Russia has exceeded one million cases of
Covid-19 - one of only four nations to do so -
and after nine events run behind closed doors
in strictly-controlled bubbles, this relaxation
of the tight controls has not been welcomed
warmly by all in the paddock.  —AFP

Hamilton eyes Schumacher’s record 
despite Sochi virus worries

ABU DHABI: In this file handout image taken on July 12, 2020 and released by the Ultimate
Fighting Championship (UFC), shows Nigeria’s Kamaru Usman (L) with his hand raised
after winning the welterweight championship fight during the UFC 251 event at UFC Fight
Island in Abu Dhabi’s Yas Island. —AFP

New Zealand 
Rugby fume over 
festive quarantine
WELLINGTON: New Zealand Rugby yesterday refused to rule
out boycotting the end of this year’s Rugby Championship in
Australia after organisers unveiled a schedule that would leave
the All Blacks stranded in quarantine at Christmas.

The row overshadowed plans for a tournament that host
Australia described as a “mini-World Cup” over six weeks, with
double-header matches each weekend featuring the Wallabies,
South Africa, New Zealand and Argentina.

“Six unmissable back-to-back double-headers featuring four
of the very best Test nations in world rugby — all in our back-
yard — this really is a once-in-a-lifetime event,” Rugby Aus-
tralia interim chief executive Rob Clarke said.

Southern hemisphere governing body SANZAAR is staging
the tournament in one country for the first time due to the
Covid-19 pandemic, with the opening round in the Queensland
state capital Brisbane on November 7.

But it was the final round — which has the Wallabies playing
the All Blacks in Sydney on December 12 — that needled NZR.

With the New Zealand government enforcing a strict
two-week coronavirus quarantine on all international ar-
rivals, the schedule means the All Blacks face being isolated
from their families at Christmas even if they fly home straight
after the match.

“We haven’t agreed to this schedule and are disappointed at
the announcement,” NZR chief executive Mark Robinson said.

He said discussions prior to this week focused on the All
Blacks’ matches finishing on December 5, giving ample time for
pre-Christmas quarantine in New Zealand.

Robinson said he understood commercial considerations
were behind the late schedule change, but argued “the wellbeing
of our people is an incredibly important factor in this also”.

Asked if the All Blacks could boycott the final round, Robin-
son replied: “It’s far too early to land on exactly what the solu-
tions or outcomes are at the moment. We’re going to take a few
days to keep working with all the key players.” —AFP


