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DOHA: Qatar’s sole female Olympic rower Tala
Abujbara had flirted with basketball as her sport of
choice. But she settled on a life on the water after a
college rowing coach spotted the “tall and athletic”
student’s potential.

Now 28, Abujbara is building up momentum from a
creditable performance in the women’s single sculls
final at the world championships in Linz, Austria in 2019
as she heads to Tokyo. “Qualifying was a huge step.
And now it’s just executing it,” Abujbara told AFP as
she prepared for practice runs under scorching summer
sun across a man-made creek in the north of the Qatari
capital Doha.

Abujbara, who studied in the United States where
she started rowing in 8X sculls, burst onto the scene in
2018 winning gold at the second Arab Championship in
indoor rowing “ergometer” hosted by Kuwait. Then in
the 2019 world championships she finished 26th overall
and got a chance to compare herself to the very best.

“I think when I first started rowing, I didn’t even
know what rowing was,” said Abujbara who sported
blue mirrored sunglasses, a grey short-sleeved T-shirt,
black leggings and a sun visor. “(But) this idea of quali-
fying for the Olympics and competing there crept in
and I’ve been working towards it for a few years now.”

Abujbara said one unforeseen hurdle was having to
compete solo after returning to Qatar from the United
States where she had become accustomed to rowing in
a team. “After I graduated, I returned home here and

there were no other people — so I had no choice but
to row in a single,” she said laughing.

‘Best foot forward’
“To be honest, I’m still adjusting to it. I think I’m

always a team sport athlete at heart. So that’s probably
been the biggest challenge,” she said, adding she still
visualizes having her teammates alongside her.

As for taking up the sport in her conservative

Muslim Gulf homeland, Abujbara, whose sister is on the
national fencing team, said she was largely below the
radar. “There wasn’t much of a response. I rowed very,
very quietly, most of the time, just kind of coming here
doing my thing, not making much noise. Not many peo-
ple knew about it,” she said of her sport which is
uncommon in Qatar.

“I worked at (Qatar’s) Aspire Academy for sports
excellence for a while. And that was great, because my

colleagues were sports scientists and coaches,” she
said. “One of my colleagues at Aspire, his wife was a
rowing coach... and they kind of took a look at the row-
ing qualification criteria and they realized there actually
might be an opportunity for someone from this region
to qualify. And so they planted that seed in my head a
long time ago.”

However the coronavirus pandemic threw
Abujbara’s planning, as in the case of innumerable other
athletes worldwide, into disarray. “The plan was to
graduate from my master’s degree and try to qualify for
the Olympics, hopefully go to the Olympics, and then
start my (consulting) job,” she said. “Of course with the
Olympics being delayed — plans change, and I’ve had
to balance both. So it’s been a challenge.”

The upshot was 80-hour weeks while trying to
secure a place for Tokyo. “But I’m very happy it worked
out,” she said. Qatar, which has sent observers to Tokyo
to study the Games’ delivery because of the demands
of COVID-19, will be hoping the Olympics pass off
without major incident as attention switches to safely
staging the 2022 World Cup.

Back at the man-made creek in Doha, Abujbara was
characteristically modest about her chances at Tokyo.
“I’m nowhere near being a medal contender,” she said.
“We need to recognize that there are incredible women
doing amazing, amazing things in this sport. “That
being said, I’d really like to put my best foot forward
(and) show that I belong there.” — AFP

Row to Tokyo: Qatar’s lone
woman rower defying expectations

George keeps
Clippers alive
as Suns downed
LOS ANGELES: Paul George scored 41 points as the
Los Angeles Clippers kept their NBA Western
Conference finals series alive with a battling 116-102 road
victory over the Phoenix Suns on Monday. With the Suns
poised to clinch a series victory in front of an expectant
home crowd, George once again put the Clippers on his
back to stave off elimination from the postseason.

The Clippers talisman exploded for 20 points alone in
the third quarter to take the game away from Phoenix,
who took a fleeting lead midway through the period with
a Chris Paul jump shot. It was the only time Phoenix held
the lead throughout game five, and the Clippers can now
level the series at 3-3 with a victory in game six in Los
Angeles on Wednesday.

“That’s just who we are — we fight, we’re scrappy, we
leave everything on the line and we do it together,”
George said of the Clippers’ never-say-die approach.
“That’s the most important thing — we do it together.”

The win marked the third time during these playoffs
that the Clippers have won an elimination game, and
Monday’s win came without several starters including the
injured Kawhi Leonard. “All season long we’ve been
down guys, guys have been out, different guys have been
stepping up and playing well,” Clippers coach Tyronn
Lue said.

‘Greedy win’
“I keep saying this group is resilient — but this group

really is...We’re a good team no matter who’s on the floor.
The group. Work’s not done. But we came into a hostile
environment and got a greedy win without three of our
starters. Now we’ve got to do it again two more times.”

George, who has stepped up as de facto team leader
in the absence of the injured Kawhi Leonard, was in com-
manding form once more on Monday after a quiet first
half performance. The Clippers star went 15-of-20 from
the floor with three three-pointers, 13 rebounds and six
assists. “I haven’t shot the ball well this whole series,”
George said of his second-half display. “At some point I
had to have a breakthrough. My teammates have been
carrying me, and tonight I had to come through.”

George was backed with 23 points from Reggie
Jackson while Marcus Morris added 22 points. DeMarcus
Cousins added 15 points. Phoenix meanwhile were led by
Devin Booker with 31 points while veteran Paul had 22
points. Cameron Johnson added 14 points.

The Clippers got off to a first start, opening up a 10-
point lead at 36-26 after the first quarter and leading 59-
52 at half-time. But Paul’s jump shot to give Phoenix their
first lead of the night at 62-61 in the third quarter was the
catalyst for George to take over.

The 31-year-old seven-time All-Star erupted for 18
points over the remainder of the period, quickly restoring
a double-digit lead for Los Angeles which ultimately
proved decisive. Although Phoenix rallied in the fourth to
get within five points, back-to-back three-pointers from
Jackson helped the Clippers pull clear and close out the
win. “They came out and punched us in the face at the
start of the game,” Suns ace Booker said. “We need to be
locked in from the beginning to end.” —AFP

Lightning strike as
Canadiens downed
in Stanley Cup opener
MIAMI: The Tampa Bay Lightning overpowered the
Montreal Canadiens to launch their bid for back-to-
back Stanley Cup titles with an emphatic 5-1 victory
on Monday. The 2020 champions dominated the
underdog Canadiens with a clinical display at Tampa’s
Amalie Arena to go 1-0 up in the best-of-seven series.

Erik Cernak put Tampa ahead in the first period
before Yanni Gourde doubled the home side’s lead in
the second. Ben Chiarot pulled a goal back for
Montreal near the end of the second period to give the
visitors hope.

But strikes from Nikita Kucherov, Brayden Point
and Steven Stamkos in the third period sealed a
deserved victory for Tampa Bay. Lightning coach Jon
Cooper said the team’s aggressive offense in the third
period had been crucial. “Any time you can get the
lead you want to extend it, then when you can do that
you want to protect it,” he said. “In a 2-1 game —
when you’re going into the period, whoever’s getting

the next one it is probably going to be a pivotal part in
the game. It was fortunate that we got it.”

Canadiens defenseman Jeff Petry meanwhile called
on Montreal to remember their battling victories on
the road in the series win over the Vegas Knights. “It’s
one game of a seven-game series, so we have to use
what we did in Vegas, that experience, that mindset, to
rebound,” he said. “We’re going to watch some clips
on what we can do better. I think everybody knows
that our effort is there, but we can all bring a little bit
more. That’s what we did in Vegas, and that’s what
we’re looking to do for game two.”

Montreal are bidding to become the first team from
Canada to lift the Stanley Cup for 28 years after a pro-
tracted National Hockey League championship
drought for the hockey powerhouse. The Canadiens’
preparations for the final had been disrupted by
Covid-19, which deprived the upstart title hopefuls of
right wing Joel Armia and coach Dominique Ducharme
on Monday.

Armia, who has eight points in 17 games including
five goals during the playoffs, did not travel to Florida
for Monday’s clash. Montreal have been the surprise
package of the postseason after starting the playoffs
as 500-1 rank outsiders. However the Canadiens pol-
ished off a series of title contenders en route to the
final, dispatching Toronto in the first round, Winnipeg
in the second and Vegas in the semi-finals. — AFP PHOENIX: Mikal Bridges #25 of the Phoenix Suns plays defense on Paul George #13 of the LA Clippers during Game 5 of

the Western Conference Finals of the 2021 NBA Playoffs on Monday at Phoenix Suns Arena in Phoenix, Arizona. — AFP

TAMPA: Yanni Gourde #37 of the Tampa Bay Lightning scores a goal past Carey Price #31 of the Montreal Canadiens during
the second period in Game One of the 2021 NHL Stanley Cup Final at Amalie Arena on Monday in Tampa, Florida. — AFP

DOHA: Qatari rower and Olympic hopeful Tala Abujbara, 28, sculls in the capital Doha on June 4, 2021. — AFP

‘You’re on pal’: Biden,
Trudeau bet on NHL
Stanley Cup final
WASHINGTON: With the upstart Montreal
Canadiens seeking to make hockey history and end
Canada’s 28-year Stanley Cup drought by dethroning
the Tampa Bay Lightning in NHL finals starting
Monday, two of the world’s most powerful men are
getting in on the action.

Just hours before game one of the best-of-seven

final, Canadian prime minister Justin Trudeau tweeted to
US president Joe Biden proposing a bet on who will
claim hockey’s most prestigious trophy. “Two of the best
teams in the NHL are facing off right now... how about a
friendly wager, @POTUS?” Trudeau said. Biden
responded, saying simply: “You’re on pal. #GoBolts”

Neither leader said just how much they were willing
to put down, but the odds may currently be in Biden’s
favor: game one Monday night saw Tampa’s “Bolts”
overpower the Canadiens with an emphatic 5-1 victo-
ry. Trudeau is known as a lifelong fan of his hometown
team, the Montreal Canadiens. The US President is
also known to be a hockey lover, telling journalists
back in 2010 that he  “fervently” roots for the
Philadelphia Flyers from his home state of
Pennsylvania. — AFP

TAMPA: A Tampa Bay Lightning flag is waved in Game One of the 2021 NHL Stanley Cup Final between the Tampa Bay
Lightning and the Montreal Canadiens at Amalie Arena on Monday in Tampa, Florida. — AFP

NBA’s Simmons quits
Australia’s Olympic
basketball squad
SYDNEY: Ben Simmons withdrew from Australia’s
Olympic basketball squad yesterday, with officials say-
ing he was having a “rough time” in the NBA and want-
ed to focus on improving his skills. The 24-year-old
guard was heavily criticized for his wayward shooting
when the top-seeded Philadelphia 76ers were bundled
out of the NBA playoffs by the unfancied Atlanta
Hawks earlier this month.

National coach Brian Goorjian said he and the rest
of the squad supported Simmons’ decision and hoped
he would represent Australia’s Boomers in the future.
“It is a pretty rough time for him right now and I know
it (the Tokyo Olympics) is something that he wanted to
do, but the timing just hasn’t worked,” Goorjian said in
a statement. “The best thing for everybody right now is
for him to go on and develop that skill package and
improve in a couple of areas for his next season in the
NBA, but the Boomers are always here for him.”

Australia are ranked third in the world heading into
the delayed Tokyo 2020 Olympics next month and
Simmons was expected to be a linchpin in their quest
for a first Games medal. However, he has never played
for the national team, prompting former Boomer and
NBA star Andrew Bogut to question his commitment.

“To be too blunt, if you need to be recruited to play
for your national team and have a presentation about
why you should play, you shouldn’t play,” Bogut told

Fox Sports Australia after the latest withdrawal. “It’s
bittersweet. We don’t really know what he can bring
because he’s never brought it for the national team.”

Veteran Patty Mills, who is expected to lead
Australia in Japan, said Simmons would face no criti-
cism from within the squad. “We support each other
through the good, bad and ugly, whatever it may be,
and Ben isn’t an exception to that,” he said. “No matter
what he does, myself and the team will continue to sup-
port him because this is a safe place.”

Simmons’ future with the Sixers is under a cloud, with
US media reporting the Eastern Conference franchise
want to offload him. The Boomers will go to Tokyo also
without former Dallas Mavericks swingman Ryan
Broekhoff, who quit last week citing mental health issues,
and centre Isaac Humphries, who has a foot injury. The
16-man Australia squad are currently assembling for
training in Las Vegas, where they will be cut to 12 early
next month before playing exhibition matches against
the United States, Nigeria and Argentina. — AFP
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