
TOKYO: Every spring and summer, baseball fever
hits Japan. But it’s not a professional league keeping
people glued to their screens — it’s high-school
baseball, in a country where the sport borders on a
religion. It’s no surprise then that baseball is returning
to the Olympics at Tokyo 2020. Every weekend, at
diamonds across the country, children wince with
concentration as they practice, cheered on not just by
parents but also passers-by, watching just as intently.

More than a century after it was introduced to the
country by an American English teacher, Japan has
made baseball its own, with a playing style that prior-
itizes teamwork, and a positively fanatical fanbase. In
Japan, “every kid plays baseball, every boy plays
baseball”, Itaru Kobayashi, a former player for the
Chiba Lotte Marines, told AFP.

“Baseball was invented in the United States, but
somehow we fell in love with it,” said Kobayashi, now
a sports management expert and a professor at
Tokyo’s J F Oberlin University. The game was intro-
duced in 1872 by a teacher at Tokyo’s Kaisei
Academy. But it took off after a team from the Ichiko
high school beat a group of foreign residents in 1896,
sparking a frenzy of interest and further matches
against American teams.

“These games had symbolic significance in Japan
because the Japanese were behind in many aspects,
like commerce and industry,” said baseball expert
Robert Whiting, who has spent decades in Japan. “The
message was that if we can beat the Americans at their

own game, then surely we can surpass them in other
fields,” added Whiting, author of “Tokyo Junkie: 60
Years of Bright Lights and Back Alleys... and Baseball.”

Koshien mania
By the 1930s, a professional league had developed,

and half-a-million people lined Tokyo’s streets in 1934
to welcome Babe Ruth and 14 other American base-
ball players on an all-star tour. After World War II,
baseball became Japan’s national pastime, with a par-
ticular reverence reserved for amateur play seen as
untainted by money. The devotion persists to this day.

Fumihiko Kaneko, 31, arrived four hours early for a
recent Sunday match in the Tokyo Big Six university
league, despite already having tickets. He was thrilled
at the chance to watch historic arch-rivals Keio and
Waseda face off in the league, Japan’s oldest. “I’ve
been a baseball fan since I was very little,” he told
AFP. “Today’s match has a history of 100 years!”

Japan’s favorite baseball events though are the
high school tournaments known as Koshien, after the
stadium where they are held each spring and summer.
Koshien games have sometimes claimed 50 percent
of television viewers, and their sound on radios in
ramen shops and local stores is as much a part of
Japan’s summer as the buzz of cicadas. “It’s like the
World Series and the Superbowl combined,” said
Whiting of the tournaments that air on national televi-
sion for hours each day over a fortnight.

The fervor can have a darker side, and there are

persistent concerns about the intensity of training
and pressure on young players. “I don’t really have
fun memories of practicing baseball,” said Takuya
Honda, a worker at a recruitment company who

played for 12 years but never made it to Koshien. He
eventually quit the sport, only recently taking it back
up. “It doesn’t matter if I make mistakes now... I final-
ly enjoy playing baseball.” — AFP

Young track and
field guns ready to
shine in post-Bolt
Olympic era
TOKYO: Usain Bolt may have hung up his
spikes in 2017, but the Tokyo Olympics are
the first summer Games in 17 years not to fea-
ture the incomparable Jamaican sprinter. In
his absence, a raft of up-and-coming track
and field stars headlined by Swedish pole
vaulter Armand Duplantis, US sprinter Noah
Lyles, and recent 400m hurdles world record
setters Karsten Warholm and Sydney
McLaughlin head to Japan looking to build
their own legacy.

While a 20-year-old Bolt was a bit player
in the 2004 Athens Olympics, eliminated in
the first round of the 200m, he went on to win
eight golds spanning the 2008, 2012 and 2016
Games. There is no doubt that the sport has
struggled to fill his sizeable spikes.

So it is a tragedy that the 10 days of athlet-
ics starting in Tokyo on Friday will take place
without spectators due to anti-COVID-19
measures, because they feature a group of
young stars more than capable of taking up at
least some of Bolt’s mantle. Adding to the
excitement, advances in running shoe technol-
ogy have ushered in a bevy of middle- and
long-distance specialists set on hunting world
records whenever they take to the track.

Gold over new record
Duplantis has taken the men’s pole vault

into another stratosphere by setting not only a
new world record of 6.18m indoors last year,
but also vaulting 6.15m outdoors to finally
improve by a centimentre Sergey Bubka’s
previous best set in 1994.

“Winning is the only goal really,” the 21-
year-old said when asked whether more
records were the target in Tokyo. “In a dream
world I would like to go and break the world
record and do something very legendary at
the Games. But it’s my first Games, I just want
to win, that’s the only thing on my mind.”

The 400m hurdles is set to be one of the
stand-out track events for both men and
women, after Norway’s Warholm and
American McLaughlin both posted new world
records in the run-in to Tokyo. Both have
close rivals breathing down their necks in the
shape of American duo Rai Benjamin and
reigning world and Olympic champion Dalilah
Muhammad.

Trayvon Bromell is bidding to become the
first US sprinter to win the Olympic men’s
100m since Justin Gatlin in 2004 — and for
once, there is no serious Jamaican threat. In
contrast, in the women’s event Shelly-Ann
Fraser-Pryce is bidding to win gold for
Jamaica for the third time.

Lyles is focusing on the 200m, although he
will face stiff competition from compatriot
Erriyon Knighton, whose 19.88sec in May at
the age of just 17 broke two world 200m age-
group bests previously held by Bolt.

Hassan tries for triple
Warholm’s Norway teammate Jakob

Ingebrigtsen, just 20, is now a genuine rival
to the strong east African contingent with his
fast finish after setting European records at
1500m and 5,000m and collecting continen-
tal titles.

“My goal is long term, I want to be able to
win gold in major championships,” he said.
“Last season was not about winning but
about running fast. This year is the other way
around for Tokyo. I need to make sure I will
be at my best in Tokyo.” — AFP

‘Every kid plays’ - how Japan
fell in love with baseball

TOKYO: This picture taken on May 30, 2021 shows members of the high school baseball team Ota Dreams
huddled together after their baseball game against the Michiduka team at the Tamagawa Green Zone
Baseball Field in Tokyo. — AFP

TOKYO: Kristian Blummenfelt of
Norway won the men’s triathlon
Olympic title yesterday in a race
marred by a bizarre false start. The 27-
year-old — the first Norwegian to
medal in the triathlon — crossed the
line in a time of 1hr 45min 4sec before
raising the tape above his head and
throwing himself to the ground in cele-
bration.

Victory came as no surprise to
Blummenfelt. “When I was standing on
the pontoon ready to go,” he respond-
ed as to when he thought he would win.
Jack Yee of Britain took silver 11 sec-
onds behind the winner whilst Hayden
Wilde of New Zealand took bronze.

But the main talking point after the
race was the chaotic start, which saw
around two thirds of the 56 competi-
tors dive into the water and set off on
the swimming leg only to be hauled
back. The farcical scenes were caused

by a media boat filming the competitors
lined up  before diving into the water
for the 1.5 kilometer swimming leg.

The pilot of the boat carried on his
trajectory oblivious to the fact the siren
had gone for the start of the race.
Whilst Yee and others who had been
filmed were able to dive in to clear
water the triathletes further along were
blocked by the boat, which also
reversed dangerously close to athletes
already in the water.

Those able to had begun their race
but were recalled once organizers
realized the full extent of the disrup-
tion. “I saw the boat like going past
the pontoon and I was like surprised
that I had this start so quickly and I
saw on my left side that there was the
camera boat in front of mid-group,”
said Blummenfelt. “So when I swam
the first 50 meters I was aware that
this couldn’t be right and I was keep-

ing a little bit steady and I looked at
(it) as a positive thing, as I hadn’t been
swimming for 30 minutes. It was good
practice.”

Wilde for his part said it was “kind
of good but kind of annoying.” “It is
what it is and you’ve just got to keep

composed, and sometimes that hap-
pens and you’ve just got to roll with the
punches,” he said. It was the first time
since triathlon made its Olympic debut
in Sydney in 2000 there had been a
false start. “It’s simply remarkable to
see that,” the announcers said. — AFP

TOKYO: Norway’s Kristian Blummenfelt celebrates finishing first to win gold in the
men’s individual triathlon competition during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the
Odaiba Marine Park in Tokyo yesterday. —AFP

Norwegian Blummenfelt
wins chaotic Olympic triathlon

Tuesday, July 27, 2021
13

TOKYO: Defending champions Fiji
set up a pool B decider with reigning
silver medalists Britain after scraping
past hosts Japan and outgunning
Canada on the opening day of the
Olympic men’s rugby sevens at Tokyo
Stadium yesterday.

Fellow sevens powerhouses New
Zealand and South Africa, as well as
the United States, also came through
action unbeaten, but Japan went on to
suffer a second loss to drastically slash
their Cup hopes. After winning the
inaugural sevens competition in Rio in
2016, beating Britain 43-7 in the final,
Fiji came to Tokyo as hot favorites to
nail down back-to-back gold.

But they made a shaky start at an
empty stadium in hot, humid condi-
tions, almost undone by two Fijian
exports in the Japan side in their
opening match. Tries by Fiji-born Lote
Tuqiri and Kameli Soejima had given
the host nation a 19-12 lead, with alarm

bells ringing that an upset mirroring
Japan’s stunning victory over New
Zealand in the opening round of the
Rio Games was on the cards.

But a late brace of tries by Waisea
Nacuqu pushed Fiji back into the lead
and an eventual 24-19 victory. The
Fijians then laboured past Canada,
who lost 24-0 to Britain, 28-14 to set
up a pool decider with the British team
today.

“It was a tough day at the office for
us, a lot of mistakes,” said Fiji’s Meli
Derenalagi. “But I know the boys will
try to pull up their socks. “It’s the dif-
ference between the world stage and
Olympic stage, teams bring out their
best players to come and participate
here. The boys are adapting to it and
I’m sure we’ll come out harder tomor-
row. The boys are trying to give hope
back to the people at home and put a
smile on their faces.”

Britain followed up on their win

over Canada by blanking Japan 34-0
and will head into the final pool game
against the Fijians full of confidence.
“Hopefully we can get a bit of
revenge,” said Britain’s Stade Francais-
bound Harry Glover in reference to the
2016 final against Fiji. South Africa,

bronze medalists in 2016, overcame
the absence of coach Neil Powell — in
isolation after a COVID-19 outbreak
and dishing out advice by live laptop
feed — to comfortably beat Ireland
33-14 before dispatching Kenya 14-5
in a hard-fought game. — AFP

TOKYO: Canada’s Matt Mullins (left) and Connor Braid tackle Fiji’s Josua
Vakurunabili in the men’s pool B rugby sevens match between Fiji and Canada dur-
ing the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games at the Tokyo Stadium in Tokyo yesterday. — AFP

Fraser-Pryce bids for
sprinting immortality
at Tokyo Olympics
TOKYO: Jamaican “Pocket Rocket” Shelly-Ann
Fraser-Pryce is juggling being the fastest woman
alive with motherhood as she bids for a third 100m
Olympics gold — 13 years after her first triumph.
The 34-year-old, who stands just 1.52 meters (5
feet) tall, is set for a mouthwatering clash in Tokyo
with compatriot Elaine Thompson-Herah and
Britain’s 200m world champion Dina Asher-Smith.

US sprint star Sha’Carri Richardson was ruled
out of the 100m in Japan after testing positive for
marijuana at the US Olympic trials. Fraser-Pryce
won the first of her two Olympic 100m titles in
Beijing way back in 2008, becoming the first
Jamaican to win the event after previous genera-
tions of sprinters including Merlene Ottey and Juliet
Cuthbert came up short.

She won her first world championships title in
2009 before her career was disrupted by a six-
month ban the following year after she tested posi-
tive for banned substance oxycodene, which she
said was as a result of medication for toothache.

Fraser-Pryce retained her 100m Olympic crown
in London in 2012 but failed in her hat-trick bid at

Rio in 2016, taking bronze behind Thompson-Herah.
She subsequently took time out to have a baby but
returned in style to win a fourth 100m world title in
2019, also taking gold in the 4x100m relay, which
was her ninth world championships gold.

The Jamaican veteran comes to Tokyo in fine fet-
tle after running a personal best of 10.63 seconds in
“super spikes” in June to become the second-
fastest woman of all time behind late US sprinter
Florence Griffith Joyner, who timed 10.49sec. “(A
time of) 10.6 has been a dream, a goal,” she said.
“I’ve been working so hard, been so patient and to
see it finally unfold, I’m just ecstatic.” American
Carmelita Jeter, whose time of 10.64sec she beat,
congratulated Fraser-Pryce on her performance.

Fastest woman alive
“You have come back from having a child and

showed the world how talented and driven you are,”
Jeter tweeted. “You are officially the fastest women
alive. Keep motivating these young queens.” Tokyo
will be Fraser-Pryce’s first Olympics as a mother —
she gave birth to her son Zyon in 2017 — and says
it has helped her put her life in perspective.

“It doesn’t matter what happens on the field, my
biggest accomplishment will always be my son and
being able to come back to competition after hav-
ing my son is also a big accomplishment,” she told
the BBC. “And giving other female athletes hope of
whatever it is you want to do in life, you do not

allow anybody to dictate what you do and when
you stop. You can keep going.”

Fraser-Pryce grew up in a deprived area of
Jamaica’s capital Kingston plagued by gang vio-
lence and has spoken about how she did not always
have enough to eat. The sprinter has a degree in
child and adolescent development and is passionate
about improving children’s lives. — AFP

TOKYO: Jamaica’s flag bearers Ricardo Brown (left)
and Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce leads the delegation
during the Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games opening cere-
mony’s parade of athletes, at the Olympic Stadium in
Tokyo on July 23, 2021. — AFP

Champions Fiji in ‘tough day’ as
favorites unbeaten at rugby sevens


