
Friday, September 25, 2020S p o r t s

Friday38

PARIS: Former champion Simona Halep arrives at
the rescheduled French Open as the player to
beat in a women’s draw missing title holder Ash-
leigh Barty and recent US Open winner Naomi
Osaka, two of the world’s top three.

Serena Williams can never be discounted as
she launches another bid for a record-equalling
24th Grand Slam singles crown, but Roland Gar-
ros is the American’s least successful major de-
spite her wins in 2002, 2013 and 2015.

Garbine Muguruza, who defeated Williams in
the 2016 final, is another contender while fellow
former world number one Victoria Azarenka is
hoping to take the momentum from her run to the
US Open final into the clay swing.

Last year’s runner-up Marketa Vondrousova
will again target a deep run in Paris having redis-
covered some form at last week’s Italian Open,
where she made the semi-finals before losing to
compatriot Karolina Pliskova.

The fourth-ranked Czech retired from the final
with a thigh injury after dropping the first set to
Halep, who extended her winning run to 14
matches after capturing a second consecutive
title coming out of lockdown.

Pliskova, the second seed in Paris, said Halep
was undoubtedly the favourite for a tournament
pushed back from its traditional spring slot for
the first time in its history due to the coronavirus. 

“I think she’s going to be the (top) favourite
from the women’s tournament, because I think
also the way she played, she played already (won)
Prague on clay. She won this tournament.

“So I feel like she’s confident. For sure she’s
going to be dangerous.

“I know the weather is not looking that great
in Paris, so I think the conditions just to like play
aggressive game against her is going to be quite
tough.”

SEVERAL TOP 10 PLAYERS RETURN
Halep, who also won in Dubai before the five-

month tour suspension, spent the break working
hard on her fitness, but said the global health cri-
sis had given her a fresh outlook on tennis. 

“I’m more mature, I think. The pandemic got
me in a place that I really dreamed to be,” she
told WTA Insider. “I am more relaxed because I
could see that the most difficult things are in life
in general, not in sport.”

No woman has successfully defended the
French Open title since Justine Henin won three
times in a row between 2005 and 2007, a trend
set to continue with Barty pulling out over the
coronavirus fears that also prompted her to skip
the US Open.

A sore hamstring has sidelined three-time
Grand Slam champion Osaka, while Bianca An-

dreescu, the 2019 US Open winner, will miss the
tournament as well. The Canadian hasn’t played
since hurting her knee last October at the WTA
Finals.

Despite the notable absentees, the field here
is stronger than the US Open where six of the
world’s top 10 players skipped the event, with the

return of Halep, Elina Svitolina, Kiki Bertens and
Belinda Bencic. “As I said always, many girls from
the top 10, top 15 have a chance to win a Grand
Slam,” said Halep.

“Roland Garros is very open, because it’s clay
court but it’s a little bit faster, so also the big hit-
ters can win it easy.” —AFP

Relaxed Simona Halep heads into 
French Open as clear favourite

ROME: File photo shows Romania’s Simona Halep poses with her trophy after winning the final match of the
Women’s Italian Open against Czech Republic’s Karolina Pliskova, who pulled out following injury, at Foro
Italico on September 21, 2020 in Rome, Italy. —AFP

Stamkos scores in 
comeback as Lightning 
blast Stars
EDMONTON: Victor Hedman had a goal and two assists and Steven Stamkos
scored in his season debut as the Tampa Bay Lightning routed the Dallas Stars
5-2 in game three of the Stanley Cup finals on Wednesday.

Ondrej Palat, Nikita Kucherov and Brayden Point all had a goal and an assist
for the Lightning who took a 2-1 series lead despite Stamkos not being able to
play the whole game because of a nagging injury.

“I’ve watched these guys be so committed to what our end goal is and to be
part of it is a dream come true,” said Stamkos. 

“There is an issue I have been working through. I was extremely happy to
be out there with these guys and have a chance to just be on the bench and
contribute.”

The heavily-favoured Lightning dominated Wednesday’s contest and can
now take a commanding 3-1 lead with a victory in game four on Friday in the
NHL’s quarantine bubble in Edmonton, Alberta.

Lightning captain Stamkos had surgery to repair a core muscle on March 2
and was supposed to miss six to eight weeks but incurred multiple setbacks in
his recovery. 

He didn’t make his return until Wednesday night and scored in just his third
shift of the game but seemed to re-aggravate the injury and did not play much
after his first period goal.

“He only had five shifts but it is probably as efficient of five shifts as you are
ever going to see,” said Tampa coach Jon Cooper.

Jason Dickinson and Miro Heiskanen scored goals and Anton Khudobin and
Jake Oettinger combined to make 27 saves for the Stars. —AFP

Legendary Bears 
running back Gale 
Sayers dies
LOS ANGELES: Gale Sayers, the legendary Chicago Bears
running back who became the youngest player ever in-
ducted into the Pro Football Hall of Fame after injury cut
short his career, has died at the age of 77 after years of de-
clining health, the Hall of Fame said Wednesday.

“All those who love the game of football mourn the loss
of one of the greatest to ever play this game with the pass-
ing of Chicago Bears legend Gale Sayers,” Hall of Fame
president David Baker said in a statement. 

“He was the very essence of a team player — quiet,
unassuming and always ready to compliment a teammate
for a key block. Gale was an extraordinary man who over-
came a great deal of adversity during his NFL career and
life.” The dynamic ball carrier dubbed the “Kansas Comet”
earned All-Pro recognition in each of his first five full sea-
sons in the NFL. Knee injuries ended his dazzling career in
1971 after just seven seasons.

“If you wish to see perfection as a running back, you had
best get a hold of a film of Gale Sayers,” Bears founder
George Halas said in 1977 when he presented Sayers for
Hall of Fame enshrinement. “He was poetry in motion. His
like will never be seen again.”

Sayers rushed for 4,956 yards and scored 56 touch-
downs in his 68-game career. He set the Bears’ single-sea-
son touchdown record with 22 as a rookie in 1965,
recording 14 rushing TDs, six receiving, one kickoff return
and one punt return.

That stunning rookie campaign was highlighted by a his-

toric performance against the San Francisco 49ers at Wrigley
Field on December 12, 1965 — when Sayers scored six
touchdowns — equalling the league’s single-game record.

‘LIKE HE WAS GLIDING’ 
He carried the ball nine times from scrimmage, scoring

on four of those carries. “He looked like he was gliding,”
teammate Mike Ditka recalled at the Bears100 Celebration
last year. “Everybody was slipping and sliding except him.
It was the most unbelievable exhibition I’ve ever seen in the
history of the game.”

Gale Eugene Sayers was born May 30, 1943, in Wichita,
Kansas. He was raised in Omaha, Nebraska, and excelled in
football and track and field in high school. The Bears made
him the fourth overall selection in the 1965 NFL draft.

Sayers won the NFL rushing title in 1966 with 1,231 yards
in the 14-game season. Nine games into his fourth season,
in 1968, Sayers suffered his first serious knee injury when
49ers cornerback Kermit Alexander hit Sayers’ right leg
with his helmet.

Sayers underwent surgery immediately to repair damage
to multiple knee ligaments. He returned to win the NFL
rushing title in 1969, although his ability to cut and spin was
noticeably curtailed.

His attempt to come back from a left knee injury suffered
in 1970 proved fruitless. “Gale was one of the finest men in
NFL history and one of the game’s most exciting players,”
NFL commissioner Roger Goodell said in a statement. 

“Gale was an electrifying and elusive runner who thrilled
fans every time he touched the ball. He earned his place as
a first-ballot Hall of Famer.” Sayers was diagnosed with de-
mentia in 2013. He sued the NFL claiming the league had
negligently dealt with his repeated head injuries.

“It’s a shame his condition now,” former teammate Dick
Butkus said at the time. “It’s a terrible thing he’s going
through. He’s a great guy and a hell of a runner.”  —AFP


