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TASHKENT: Aged 44 and readying for her eighth
Olympics in Tokyo, Uzbek gymnast Oksana Chusovitina
makes light of her record-breaking survival in a sport
dominated by teen prodigies.

“I love gymnastics. I tell myself: why not train and per-
form while you still can?” Chusovitina said during a recent
interview in Tashkent. “If I’d stopped, I think I would have
strongly regretted it.”

But while the desire to compete stil l  burns in
Chusovitina, she said she has given her word to her family,
whom she calls her “strongest motivation”, that the Tokyo
Games this year will be her “last Olympics”.

Chusovitina started her career competing for the USSR
but after it collapsed she got her first taste of the Olympics
at Barcelona in 1992 in a team representing the ex-Soviet
states. There, she scooped team gold but she had to wait
another 16 years — and four Games — for an individual
Olympic medal.

That came when she won silver on the vault in Beijing in
2008. At that point, Chusovitina was representing
Germany, after moving there in 2002 to get her son Alisher
treatment for leukaemia that proved successful.

But Tokyo will be her fifth Olympics representing her
Central Asian homeland of Uzbekistan — a nation of 33
million where she is so revered that she has featured on
postage stamps. Her appearance at the Rio Games in 2016
made her the only gymnast ever to compete in seven con-
secutive Olympics.

Chusovitina told AFP during a break from practising
vaults that it was Alisher, now 20, who persuaded her to
call time on her career in top-level sport. “He worries
about me a lot, that I might get a bad injury or fall ill.”

Her own favourite Olympic memory remains returning
home from Beijing where her vault performance saw her
share the podium with gymnasts from China and North

Korea who were both a decade younger than her. “When I
got back the doctor gave me the news that my son was
finally healthy,” she recalled. “I think for a mother that is
news that you cannot compare any medal to.”

A NEW CHAPTER 
Chusovitina’s longevity as a top-level athlete may be no

big deal to the star, but it is a continued source of inspira-
tion for the young gymnasts who train with her daily at the
Republican Gymnastic Centre in Tashkent.

“She is already an athlete of such a high level,” said
Lyudmila Li, Chusovitina’s trainer. “She knows her body
and what it can do. Our only job is to help her maintain
those levels.” Chusovitina’s husband Bakhodir Kurbanov is
himself a former Olympic competitor, representing
Uzbekistan in Greco-Roman wrestling at the 1996 and
2000 Games.

He sacrificed his own career for his wife’s and focused
on helping Alisher battle leukaemia, a decision that causes
him no regrets.

“We didn’t plan for a fourth Olympics, let alone an
eighth, but she has made us proud,” Kurbanov said during
an interview in their modest apartment on the outskirts of
Tashkent. “My son and I just try to keep up with her.”

For the moment, Chusovitina is focused on Tokyo but
she has plenty of plans for retirement. One is to set up a
gymnastics academy in Tashkent to bring through the next
generation of Uzbek gymnasts.

Another is to take the beam and the vault to the stage
in a “gymnastics theatre show” that she hopes will be both
a fitting farewell to her career in professional sport and a
way of popularising the sport locally.

“I want our people to love gymnastics, to see how
beautiful it is,” she told AFP. “When people see (the show)
they will run to put their children in gym classes.” — AFP
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Chusovitina continues to be a source of inspiration for the young gymnasts 

REGGIO EMILIA: Ferrari unveiled its new SF1000
car for the 2020 Formula One season, which they
hope will deliver a first world drivers title since 2007,
during a glitzy ceremony on Tuesday.

The single-seater’s name acknowledges the fact
that the Italian team will start its 1,000th world
championship race during the coming campaign,
which begins with the Australian Grand Prix in
Melbourne on March 15.

Narrower than last season’s SF90, with a deeper
red colouring the body, Ferrari is pinning its hopes
on the SF1000 car earning them drivers and con-
structors titles that have eluded them for 12 and 11
years respectively. “I like it very much,” said German
driver Sebastian Vettel. “It’s much narrower at the
back than last year and it is also redder, it’s even bet-
ter. I’m impatient to drive it, that will be even more
fascinating than looking at it.”

The Scuderia broke with tradition and present-
ed its new racing car outside of its stronghold of
Maranello, unveiling it instead amid of sea of red
on stage at the Teatro Romolo-Valli in the nearby
city of Reggio Emilia. “This is a very important
place for our country,” chairman of the Ferrari
group John Elkann explained. “It was in this city
that the tricolour flag, which became that of Italy,
was created. And Ferrari is proud of Italy and of
representing Italy.”

“This is a very special year,” continued Ferrari
Team Manager Mattia Binotto. “It’s 70 years of
Formula One, we have been there from the start and
we are going to reach the figure of 1,000 Grands
Prix, which is something incredible.” 

Barring a forced change in the calendar because
of the deadly coronavirus in Asia, the milestone
should be reached in June during the Canadian
Grand Prix in Montreal. “Maybe it looks a lot like the
SF90, but I can assure you it is very different,” con-
tinued Binotto.

“We still have to make progress, especially on
reliability,” he added, recalling that Ferrari, like the
other teams, had to face “the double challenge” of
preparing the next season in parallel with the follow-
ing one, when new rules will come into force.

EQUAL FOOTING 
Binotto stressed that this season veteran Vettel

and 22-year-old Charles Leclerc, who impressed on
his debut last season, would be starting on an equal
footing. “We have seen that they can both fight for
the best results. They are both on the same level. It is
up to them to race,” he added.

Vettel, a four-time world champion with Red Bull
and twice runner-up with Ferrari, insisted it was not
a hard decision for him to accept.

“I don’t see it that way,” said the 32-year-old. “I
don’t see Charles going up and me going down. We
have the same car and, for me, it doesn’t change any-
thing. That was also the case last season.” Last sea-
son, the association between the experienced Vettel
and Leclerc often turned into a duel, coming to a
head when the two drivers collided during the
Brazilian GP. 

But 22-year-old Leclerc, who won two races and
finished fourth place in the world championship, said
lessons had been learned. “We have learned the les-
son from Brazil. We are free to race, but we are
teammates,” he said. 

“A lot of people are working behind us, as a team,
and things like Brazil should not happen.” Both driv-
ers said they were impatient to try out the new car,
which will be on track next week for the pre-season
testing in Barcelona. 

“I felt emotional when I saw it,” said Monaco’s
Leclerc. “Now I can’t wait to be out on track and try
it and to show all the work that has been done on
this car. “It’s going to be a great challenge. I’m ready
to learn from my mistakes to become an even better
driver. “What all of us want at Ferrari is to be world
champions.” — AFP
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TASHKENT: Uzbek gymnast Oksana Chusovitina trains in Tashkent on January 15, 2020. Aged 44 and readying for
her eighth Olympics in Tokyo, Uzbek gymnast Oksana Chusovitina makes light of her record-breaking survival in
a sport dominated by teen prodigies. — AFP

Wilder mocks ‘pillow
fists’ of Fury ahead
of rematch in LA
LOS ANGELES: World heavyweight champion Deontay
Wilder ridiculed Tyson Fury’s punching power on
Tuesday as the two unbeaten fighters prepare for their
eagerly anticipated rematch in Las Vegas.

Wilder, the reigning WBC champion, climbs back
into the ring with British star Fury on February 22, 14
months after the two men battled to a thrilling draw in
Los Angeles in December 2018.

Fury, who was knocked down twice by Wilder in the
first fight, insists he plans to chase a knockout in the
rematch, believing he has little chance of winning a
decision in front of Las Vegas judges. However, Wilder
on Tuesday poured scorn on Fury’s threats of knockout
— dismissing his opponent as having “pillows” for fists.

Wilder, 42-0 with one drawn and 41 knockouts, cited
his experience from the first Fury fight, revealing he had
felt no soreness after the 12-round scrap. “I can’t tell you
any rounds where I felt like I was threatened by his
power,” Wilder said on a conference call.

“He has pillows as fists. That’s how soft they were.
Maybe my adrenaline was too high to feel anything.
Sometimes after a fight you feel sore. But even after the
fight I didn’t feel anything. 

“I took all his punches, the ones he landed, and I
walked right through them. So I don’t respect none of
his power.  “He’s just a tall big man that can move

around the ring. And that’s about it. As far as power,
there’s none there.”

POWER OUTAGE 
Fury has switched trainers for next week’s rematch,

bringing in Javan “Sugarhill” Steward in a move he
hopes will boost his knockout power.

Wilder, however, is unimpressed by the changes in
Fury’s corner. “I don’t believe he’ll be able to develop
(power), no matter what trainer he brings in,” Wilder
said. “You just don’t develop power in a couple of
weeks... it’s impossible.” Fury, who is arguably the most
skillful defensive boxer in the heavyweight division and
outfoxed Wilder for long periods in the first fight, says
he plans a more aggressive approach in the rematch.

But Wilder is skeptical that the self-styled “Gypsy
King” plans to go on the attack, and believes that he has
already planted doubt in Fury’s mind after sending him
to the canvas with a crushing combination in the 12th
round last time. 

Fury miraculously recovered his senses after that
knockdown and somehow managed to hang on for the
draw. Wilder, however, believes he has inflicted lasting
damage on the Briton. “If he brings the fight to me it’s
going to make the fight that much more interesting,”
Wilder said.  

“Deep down in his heart, I really feel that he’s nerv-
ous from the first time. When you knock a person out
and get a concussion, you never forget that. 

“You never forget who did it to you. And when you’re
going back in the ring with that person a second time it
has to be stressful. He knows what the truth was. “He
can say he beat me by a wide margin but he honestly
don’t believe that. If he believed he beat me, he wouldn’t
have changed up so much.” — AFP

Chinese F1 
postponed 
PARIS: The Chinese Grand Prix scheduled for April 19 has
been postponed because of the “continued spread” of the
deadly coronavirus, motorsport’s governing body FIA
announced yesterday.

FIA said promotors of the Shanghai race had
requested a postponement “in view of the continued
spread of novel coronavirus”, now named COVID-19.
“As a result of continued health concerns and with the
@WHO (World Health Organisation) declaring the coro-
navirus as a global health emergency, the FIA and @F1
Formula 1 have taken these measures in order to ensure
the health and safety of the travelling staff, championship
participants and fans.”

The Shanghai race, the fourth of the new season,
becomes the latest — but easily the most high-profile —
sports event to fall victim to the virus outbreak which has

killed more than 1,100 people in China, where it emerged
at the end of last year.

The postponement also throws into doubt the inaugural
race in Vietnam, which takes place two weeks before but
where there have also been cases of COVID-19. “The FIA
and @F1 continue to work closely with the teams, promot-
er, CAMF and local authorities to monitor the situation,”
FIA said in relation to the Shanghai postponement.

“All parties will take the appropriate amount of time to
study the viability of potential alternative dates later in the
year should the situation improve.” That could prove tricky
with FIA organising a record-breaking 22 Grand Prix this
season, including the Shanghai race.

IMPORTANT PART OF CALENDAR 
FIA added: “The Chinese Grand Prix has long been an

important part of the F1 calendar with many passionate
fans. The FIA F1 community looks forward to racing in
China as soon as possible and wishes everyone in the
country the best during this difficult time.

“The global situation regarding this virus will continue
to be monitored by the FIA with regard to other motor

sport events.” Mercedes team principal Toto Wolff, speak-
ing in London on Monday, said not going to Shanghai
would be a “shame”.

“We had full grand stands last year,” he said, adding
that China was beginning to become a “really important
market in terms of fan followership”. “Not going there
would not be great for the fans and ourselves, but health
comes first.”

China has been forced to cancel or put off a host of
sporting events due to the coronavirus epidemic, from
suspending all football in the country to postponing the
first badminton tournament of the 2020 world tour season.

The world’s most populous country has increasingly
become a powerhouse in hosting international sport in
recent years, but has had its sporting calendar thrown
into chaos.

Athletics’ World Indoor Championships, scheduled for
Nanjing in March 13-15, have been postponed for a year.
The Chinese Formula E Grand Prix, due to take place in
Sanya on the southern island of Hainan on March 21, was
called off “after close consultation” with government
authorities. — AFP

Woods weighs 
in on golf’s 
distance dilemma
LOS ANGELES: Tiger Woods says “bifurcation” in the
rules of golf to allow recreational players to use differ-
ent equipment from professionals should be considered
in the quest to curb ever-increasing hitting distance in
the game.

“It’s on the table whether we bifurcate or not,”
Woods said, noting that differing equipment rules could
keep the game more enjoyable for the less-skilled while
still limiting the distance professionals could hit the ball
in competition. “We want to keep the game enjoyable,
we want to keep having more kids want to come play
it,” he said of the argument for allowing more forgiving
clubs and balls designed to maximize distance for
recreational use.

Critics of the bifurcation solution argue that amateur
golfers like knowing they use the same equipment as
the pros. Different equipment standards could make
transitioning from the amateur to professional ranks
more difficult.

But with advances in fitness and equipment, profes-
sionals are hitting the ball further and further. Woods,
who has watched — and helped inspire —the evolution
over the course of his career believes it can’t continue.

“We’ve come a long way and what’s been crazy is
that I’ve been a part of all that,” he said.

“When I first started on tour I beat Davis Love in a
playoff (in 1996) and he was using a persimmon driver.
If you could carry it 270 (yards) you took a lot of trou-
ble out of play.

“Now guys are hitting hybrids and five-woods 270
in the air. “The game has evolved and changed and
we’re running out of property trying to design courses
that are 7,800 to 8,000 yards,” Woods said.

Equipment isn’t the only reason, he noted.”When I
came out it was just Vijay (Singh) and myself in the
gyms and now it seems like everyone has their own
trainer and physios and guys got bigger, stronger,
faster, more athletic like all sports.”

Woods was weighing in on the issue after the US
Golf Association and the Royal & Ancient, which over-
see the world rules of golf, issued key findings of their
Distance Insights Project this month.

The governing bodies said they want to break the
“ever-increasing cycle of hitting distance” — which
threatens to make some established courses obsolete
and alters the balance of skills needed to be successful
in the game.

Longer courses are also less environmentally friend-
ly, and contribute to longer round times that turn off
many, the investigation found. “I’ve always said that the
game of golf is fluid, it’s moving,” Woods said. “Part of
the discussion going forward is do we bifurcate or not.
It’s going to be probably even well after my career and
my playing days that we figure that out.” — AFP

LOS ANGELES: File photo shows boxers Deontay Wilder (L) and Tyson Fury (R) face-off during a press conference in
Los Angeles, California on January 25, 2020, ahead of their re-match fight in Las Vegas on February 22. — AFP


