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ICHINOMIYA: Under blue skies and a blazing sun,
surfing made its Olympic debut yesterday, more than a
century after Hawaiian Duke Kahanamoku first pushed
for its inclusion at the Games. The action began early
at Tsurigasaki Surfing Beach, about 100 kilometers (60
miles) east of Tokyo, with the first surfers paddling out
in favorable wave conditions.

Brazil’s Italo Ferreira, the 2019 world champion,
who learned to surf standing on the foam box his
father sold fish from, caught the first wave as the men’s
heats got under way. “I’m so glad to be here, for sure,”
said Ferreira, dripping with water and beaming as he
stood on the dark brown sand. “It’s special for the fans,
for the surfers. All the surfers are watching at home.
It’s special for everyone.”

Yesterday’s competition saw the start of the men’s
and women’s heats — featuring 20 riders in each
event. But it also marked a huge milestone for the sport
in general, with efforts to get it added to the Olympic
program dating back more than 100 years.

“I cannot take my mask off, but behind this mask is
a very happy face,” said flamboyant International
Surfing Association president Fernando Aguerre,
resplendent in a Hawaiian shirt, straw hat and shell
necklace. “I believed that it was possible, but many
times there were such odds against us. So difficult.
There was not really a clear process for a couple of
decades.”

The biggest names in the competition safely nego-
tiated the opening rounds, with Ferreira and Brazilian
compatriot Gabriel Medina winning their men’s heats.

In the women’s event, American Carissa Moore and
Australian seven-time world champion Stephanie
Gilmore both progressed. The waves yesterday were
bigger than they had been leading up to the competi-
tion, with Ferreira saying they offered “more opportu-
nity” for spectacular moves.

Storm threat
Conditions have been helped by a tropical storm

approaching off the Japanese coast, which could dra-
matically affect the four days of competition.
“Everyone can say they know the ocean and they have
advantages or whatever, but every wave is different,”
said Japan’s Kanoa Igarashi. “It’s about adapting,
about who can surf the best in every condition, and I
think the winner will be well-deserved.”

Igarashi, whose father grew up surfing on the same
beach, is one of the home favorites, with his bleach-
blond hair and mega-watt smile. But fans have been
locked out of all but a handful of events at the Tokyo
Games, with organizers wary of turning them into a
virus super-spreader event.

Large barriers prevented locals from sneaking a
look at the surfers, although a huge sign in support of
female Japanese rider Mahina Maeda could be seen
draped on a nearby hill. “I had a ticket for the final, but
we’re in a pandemic so it can’t be helped,” local guest-
house owner Muneharu Yamaura told AFP. “Only the
people who surf here are excited about it. People who
don’t — I don’t think they welcome it.”

There was plenty of excitement inside the venue

however, with every surfer stepping onto the Olympic
stage for the first time. “It’s a fun experience, it’s amaz-
ing being here,” said American John John Florence,
who failed to make it through the first heat but quali-

fied through the repechage later in the day. “I was
thinking that all the way to 2024, 2028, hopefully it will
be in those Olympics as well. I think it’s amazing for
our sport and I’m happy to be here.” — AFP

Surfing finally makes Olympic
bow under blazing Japan sun

CHIBA: Brazil’s Italo Ferreira rides a wave during the men’s Surfing first round at the Tsurigasaki Surfing Beach, in
Chiba, yesterday during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games. — AFP

TOKYO: China’s Shi Tingmao (left) and Wang Han pose with their gold medals on the podium after winning the
women’s synchronized 3m springboard diving final event during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo
Aquatics Center in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

TOKYO: An underwater view shows USA’s Kathleen Ledecky during a heat for the women’s 400m freestyle swim-
ming event during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo Aquatics Center in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP
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China win first
diving gold
of Tokyo Games
TOKYO: China’s “Dream Team” diving squad
launched their bid for a golden sweep at the Tokyo
Olympics with an ominous victory yesterday — with
a little help from a superstitious grandfather. Shi
Tingmao and Wang Han claimed a dominant win in
the women’s synchronised 3m springboard, with
Canada taking silver and Germany bronze.

Afterwards, Shi — who now has three Olympic
gold medals in her career — talked about how her
grandfather changed her name when she was a child
because he believed that it would bring her greater
sporting success. She used to be called Shi Tingting
— the latter is a common name in China — but it can
also sound like “stop”.

“This happened when I was very young,” the 29-
year-old said, appearing to laugh behind her red
mask. “Because I used to be a gymnast from the age
of four, then at eight I started diving. But Shi Tingting
was actually not a great name for an athlete. So my
grandfather spent days looking through dictionaries
for names trying to find a name that would be good

for an athlete and what name would help me as an
athlete. And actually I think it did help me a great
deal, so I’m grateful for it.”

Shi, who also won synchronized 3m springboard
gold at Rio 2016, and Wang had been hot favourites
on day one of diving at the coronavirus-delayed
Tokyo Games. And the pair did not fluff their lines,
leading from the first round on the way to taking the
title with 326.40 points.

Canada’s Jennifer Abel and Melissa Citrini-
Beaulieu won silver (300.78 points), with Germany’s
Lena Hentschel and Tina Punzel earning bronze
(284.97 points). It continues a strong start to the
Games for China, who enjoyed golden success on
Saturday in shooting, fencing and weightlifting.

China underlined their supremacy in diving by
winning seven of eight golds in Rio — Britain sur-
prisingly nabbed the other. But there are high
hopes back home that the Chinese can go one bet-
ter in the Japanese capital. Tears in their eyes, Shi
and Wang embraced warmly at the end, then held
hands on the podium at the Tokyo Aquatics Centre,
where spectators are barred as part of virus-pre-
vention measures.

Wang, 30, for whom this was a first Olympic
medal, warned that China were only just getting start-
ed and said hard training was behind the team’s suc-
cess. “We make all of the effort we can in our training
every day,” she said. “We have already worked for
five years, and we are fully ready for this.” — AFP

Ledecky edges Titmus
in 400 free heats as
Olympic records tumble
TOKYO: Katie Ledecky edged Australian arch-rival
Ariarne Titmus yesterday to be quickest in the 400m
freestyle heats, setting the scene for an epic battle for
gold, on a Tokyo night that saw two Olympic records
fall. The American great kickstarted a grueling sched-
ule, which will also see her tackle the 200m, 800m and
1500m freestyle, by touching in 4mins 00.45secs at
the Tokyo Aquatic Center, where heats are in the
evening and finals each morning. Titmus, who stunned
the Olympic champion at the 2019 world champi-
onships and has been posting red-hot times this year,
cruised through the next heat in 4:01.66, with both
keeping plenty in the tank for Monday’s final.

“It’s gonna be a great race with Ariarne and a lot of
great swimmers in that field,” said Ledecky, who won
gold in the 200m, 400m, 800m and 4x200m free relay
in Rio in 2016. She added that she didn’t pay attention
to times, after being told how Titmus went. “I mean we
were (always) going to be there in the middle lanes in
all likelihood, it’ll be a great race tomorrow.”

Titmus threw down the gauntlet at the Australian
trials last month, with a sizzling 3:56.90, the second
fastest of all-time and just outside Ledecky’s world
record 3:56.46. “I felt really good, probably the most
relaxed I’ve felt in a while,” said the Australian, who
will also challenge Ledecky in the 200 and 800.
“Tonight was really about trying to conserve your
emotions for tomorrow morning.”

Cleared the nerves
Fellow Australian sensation Kaylee McKeown got

her maiden Olympic campaign off to a flying start with
a storming 100m backstroke heat. The 20-year-old
smashed Regan Smith’s world record last month, the
only Olympic distance mark to fall this year, and, given
her form, is considered the gold medal favorite.

She touched in a new Olympic record time of 57.88,
just minutes after Smith had also lowered the mark to
57.96, with her swim following Canadian Kylie Masse
doing the same with her 58.17. The previous Olympic
best of 58.23 had not been bettered since 2012 with
the woman who held the time until Sunday, Australia’s
Emily Seebohm, still racing and in contention.

“To get out there and put up a really good swim
cleared out the nerves so hopefully moving onwards
and upwards,” said McKeown ahead of the semi-finals
today. “I put the pressure on myself to be honest. I like
the nerves, it means you’re going to do something spe-
cial and you care about what you’re doing.”—AFP


