
Mickelson turns 51 
with Slam quest in 
focus at US Open
LA JOLLA: Phil Mickelson celebrated his 51st birthday on
Wednesday by making final preparations for the US Open as the
six-time major winner chases more golf history starting yesterday
at Torrey Pines. Mickelson became the oldest major champion last
month with a shocking victory at the PGA Championship. The
left-hander will be the oldest in the field of 156 teeing off at the
7,652-yard, par-71 oceanside layout.

“It’s a unique opportunity because I’ve never won a US Open,”
Mickelson said. “I have a chance to prepare properly and I wanted
to put in the right work. “I’ve shut off a lot of the other stuff to
where I can kind of focus in on this week and really give it my best
chance to try to play my best.” Mickelson would complete a ca-
reer Grand Slam by winning the US Open, joining a select group
that includes Tiger Woods, Jack Nicklaus, Ben Hogan, Gary Player
and Gene Sarazen. But he has a history of heartbreak in the event
with a record six runner-up finishes, most recently at Merion in
2013. Mickelson, who grew up only a few miles from Torrey Pines,
remains a popular bet at 50-1 odds after his historic triumph at
Kiawah Island. “To come into this event as the most recent major
winner is special,” Mickelson said.

World number 30 Mickelson has won three US PGA events at
Torrey Pines but none since a 2001 renovation. That’s why he
spent the past two weeks re-learning the details of a course he
once knew like the back of his hand. “I’ve played out here a bunch
since the redo, but I really haven’t spent a lot of time to learn the
nuances,” Mickelson said. “I put a lot of time in on the greens. I

needed to kind of relearn and see the breaks and know what the
ball does on these greens.” Mickelson teed off on the 10th hole
yesterday in a Southern California trio with Max Homa and
fourth-ranked Xander Schauffele. Fans won’t see a first-round
group that features feuding rivals Brooks Koepka, a four-time
major winner, and defending champion Bryson DeChambeau.
They were placed on opposite ends of the start list, Koepka in the
fifth group off the 10th tee in the morning and DeChambeau in
the fifth group off the first tee in the afternoon.

A video of Koepka showing his disdain for a loud-talking
DeChambeau from last month’s PGA sparked the spat, which has
extended into social media. “I hope on the weekend we can play
against each other and compete,” DeChambeau said. “It would be
fun and would be great for the game.” World number one Dustin
Johnson, last year’s Masters champion, could be overtaken in the
rankings if number two Justin Thomas or Spain’s third-ranked Jon
Rahm win the US Open. —AFP
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RIO DE JANEIRO: Driving by his neighbor-
hood stadium, Paulo Torres takes his eyes off
the road long enough to look the familiar
venue over in disbelief. “What? Messi is going
to play here?” Like many Brazilians, the Rio de
Janeiro ride-hailing app driver has not been
paying much attention to the Copa America,
even though their normally football-mad
country is standing in as emergency host of
the pandemic-battered South American cham-
pionships.

Neymar and the “Selecao” are vying to
win Brazil’s second straight continental title,
and global superstars including Lionel Messi,
Luis Suarez and Arturo Vidal are all slated to
play. But the Copa America has largely failed
to captivate Brazil, overshadowed by the des-
perate rush to replace original co-hosts Ar-
gentina and Colombia, sponsor withdrawals,
political polarization and COVID-19. Torres,
39, is a case in point.

A football fan, he has lived his whole life in
the neighborhood where the Nilton Santos
Olympic Stadium sits, but did not know
Messi’s Argentina were making their tourna-
ment debut there against Vidal’s Chile Mon-
day. “I didn’t even know there was a match, let
alone that Messi was playing here. Caramba!
That’s crazy, right?” he said. Not that it would
have made much difference. With matches
being held in empty stadiums because of

COVID-19 - still raging in Latin America -
Brazilians are watching them on TV just like
everyone else, if at all.

COVID blues 
The majority of Brazilians - 54 percent -

are against holding the tournament in their
country, according to an online poll by market
research firm Offerwise. Three sponsors -
Mastercard, beer giant Ambev and alcoholic
beverage company Diageo - pulled their
branding from the tournament. It has been a
rough ride for this edition of the Copa Amer-
ica, the world’s oldest international football
tournament.

Originally scheduled for 2020, it was de-
layed 12 months by the pandemic. It nearly had
to be called off again when Argentina and
Colombia fell through as hosts because of a
surge OF COVID-19 in the former and violent
anti-government protests in the latter. Presi-
dent Jair Bolsonaro gave his blessing two
weeks before last Sunday’s opening match for
Brazil to stand in.

But the move is hugely controversial, given
that Brazil is also reeling from COVID-19,
which has claimed nearly half a million lives in
the country, second only to the United States.
The decision has been swept up in politics in
a Brazil deeply divided over Bolsonaro, who
has fought lockdowns, pushed ineffective

medications and refused offers of vaccines
against COVID-19.

COVID-19 has meanwhile arrived for the
Copa as feared. Three days into the month-
long tournament, Brazil’s health ministry re-
ported 27 cases among players and staff from
the 10 participating teams, and 26 among
service providers contracted for the four-city
event. Brazil played their opening match
against a COVID-decimated Venezuela forced
to call up 15 emergency replacements. Unsur-
prisingly, the defending champions won 3-0.

‘Not the same’ 
The contrast with the 2014 World Cup and

even the 2019 Copa America in Brazil is stark.
In Brasilia, where the opening match was
played, it was difficult to find any fans at all.
Henrique Chavari, 38, was one of the few who
had left home to cheer on Brazil. He watched
the match in a bar. “They’re playing the Euro
2020 right now with fans in the stadiums, be-
cause Europe is way ahead of us on vaccina-
tion,” he said. “Here, we have to watch the
Copa America on TV. You can’t even compare
it. It’s just not the same without that human
warmth.” Neighborhoods in Rio and Sao Paulo
that normally erupt in cheers when the home
team score were conspicuously quiet Sunday.
The kickoff match lost out to a musical reality
show in TV ratings. Part of the issue may be

disenchantment with the Brazilian national
team. The five-time world champions’ current
lineup does not command the reverence of
yesteryear.

“Romario, Ronaldo, Ronaldinho, that gen-
eration of players got us so excited, they made
us want to watch them play. Today it’s a bunch
of players who have some talent but whose
main interest is making money,” said Torres. “I
always used to take a break from work to
watch the ‘Selecao’,” he said from behind the
wheel. “Now I’m not interested.” —AFP

Controversial Copa America 
fails to captivate host Brazil

Lawyer says docs
‘killed’ Maradona 
via negligence 
SAN ISIDRO, Argentina: A lawyer for
a nurse under investigation in the death
of Argentine football great Diego
Maradona said Wednesday that doc-
tors killed him through negligence.
“They killed Diego,” attorney Rodolfo
Baque told reporters after his client,
nurse Dahiana Gisela Madrid, was
questioned by prosecutors. Maradona
died of a heart attack last November at the age of 60, weeks after
undergoing brain surgery for a blood clot.

Madrid, 36, is one of seven people under investigation for
manslaughter after a board of experts looking into Maradona’s death
found he had received inadequate care and was abandoned to his
fate for a “prolonged, agonizing period”. Baque insisted it was the
doctors treating Maradona while he recovered from the brain oper-
ation, not his client, who were to blame for the soccer legend’s death.

He said Maradona was being treated for heart trouble but at the
same time was on psychiatric medication that sped up his heart rate.
Also, Maradona fell while in the hospital, and when Madrid asked to
have a CAT scan done on him, an aide to Maradona refused, arguing
that if the press found out it would look bad, Baque said. —AFP

BRASILIA: In this file photo taken on June 13, 2021, view of
the ball before the start of the Conmebol Copa America 2021
football tournament group phase match between Brazil
and Venezuela at the Mane Garrincha Stadium. —AFP
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