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MOTEGI: Six-time MotoGP world champion 
Marc Marquez grabbed pole position for the first 
time in three years as he defied wild weather in 
qualifying for the Japanese Grand Prix on 
Saturday. On a badly disrupted day of heavy rain 
and lightning at Motegi, the world title con-
tenders struggled to master the conditions. 
Spanish great Marquez had no such trouble 
however on his Honda with his leading time of 
one minute and 55.214 seconds, ahead of France’s 
Johann Zarco, 0.208 seconds behind, and South 
Africa’s Brad Binder (0.323 sec). 

The weather is forecast to be considerably 
better on Sunday for Japan’s first MotoGP since 
2019 because of the pandemic. The 29-year-old 
Marquez, who was also fastest in a wet second 
practice, last took pole more than 1,000 days 
ago, again in Japan. This was his 63rd MotoGP 
pole and comes with him only recently back from 
yet another bad injury. “Really happy to be on 
pole today,” he said, adding it was “really impor-
tant for me... to achieve this small target”. 

But he cautioned: “Tomorrow in the dry will 
be a different race and different story.” Of the 
trio of title challengers, Spain’s Aleix Espargaro 
was best-placed at sixth on the grid for Aprilia, 
with reigning world champion Fabio Quartararo 
ninth on his Yamaha. Francesco Bagnaia, who has 

slashed Quartararo’s championship lead to 10 
points with five races left in the season, was a 
disappointing 12th on his Ducati. 

 
‘No pressure’  

There are just 17 points separating the top three 
in the title race. Enea Bastianini is also mathemati-
cally still in it, but he will start the race in 15th after 
crashing his Ducati on Friday and again in qualify-
ing. The Italian, victorious last week at Aragon, 
called it “another negative day”. But he is not giv-
ing up on his slim title hopes. “I will do my best to 
recover the gap. In front of me I have a lot of fast 
riders and I can use this to close this gap,” he said. 

But the day was all about Marquez. He only 
returned to action last weekend, having been on 
the sidelines since June when he underwent an 
operation in the United States on his right arm, 
which was fractured in a crash in July 2020. It 
was the fourth time he had gone under the knife 
for the injury. Marquez said his physical con-
dition meant he “can’t go full attack” on Sunday 
and he played down any hope of victory, but he 
is enjoying riding without pressure. “No pressure 
means even if I finish on the second row, it’s OK,” 
he said. “But I knew the feeling of this morning 
(when he was fastest in practice), there was a 
good chance to make a good qualifying.” —AFP

Marquez takes first pole in three  
years at storm-hit Japan MotoGP

Espargaro best-placed at sixth on the grid for Aprilia

MOTEGI: Repsol Honda’s Spanish rider Marc Marquez leads Ducati Pramac Racing’s Spanish rider Jorge Martin dur-
ing a MotoGP practice session at the Japanese Grand Prix on September 23, 2022.  —AFP

US stun China, book 
women’s basketball  
World Cup quarters  

 
SYDNEY: Holders the United States surged into the 
women’s basketball World Cup quarter-finals on 
Saturday with a comfortable 77-63 victory over 
China in Sydney to extend their remarkable record. 
After crushing Belgium and Puerto Rico, the 
Americans faced a trickier Group A test against an 
emerging China who were tipped to be the United 
States’ biggest threat to an 11th world title.  

But the three-time defending champions led 
throughout in front of a capacity 21,000 crowd. The 
mighty US notched their 25th consecutive win at the 
World Cup, stretching back to 2010, and became the 
first team to qualify for the final eight. They set up 
their victory with a dominant 44-25 first-half before 
thwarting China’s late rally. 

A’ja Wilson (20 points, eight rebounds) and 
Chelsea Gray (12 points, six rebounds) starred on 
their debuts in the 10-day tournament. United States 
coach Cheryl Reeve praised her team’s defence, 
which stymied a China side who had hit the century 
mark in their previous wins against South Korea and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. “Our defense continues to 

be stellar. We were hard to play against and that’s our 
identity,” she said. Li Meng (21 points) and Wang Siyu 
(17 points) led a gritty China, who fell to a 2-1 record. 

“It was a big difference from the first two games. 
Our players will learn a lot from this game,” said 
China coach Zheng Wei. Boasting youthful talent and 
a high-octane style, China were widely tipped to test 
the US. But the Americans had all the answers and 
were boosted by the returns of Wilson, Gray and 
Kelsey Plum, who made their first appearances after 
arriving in Sydney jet-lagged early Friday following 
Las Vegas Aces’ victory in the WNBA Finals. 

Gray showed no signs of weariness with a three-
pointer for the hot-shooting United States, who 
raced out to an 11-0 lead within two minutes. Willed 
on by rowdy fans in the stands, China desperately 
tried to stay afloat but forward Alyssa Thomas dom-
inated around the basket to stretch United States’ 
advantage at half-time. The Americans were unchar-
acteristically cold from the field in the third quarter 
and China capitalised to get within single digits. 

But the United States put the foot down with the 
first nine points of the final quarter and snuffed out 
China’s late challenge to maintain their unbeaten 
record. The top four teams from each of the two 
groups progress to the quarter-finals. Group A 
action continues on Saturday with Belgium and 
Puerto Rico both hunting a second victory, while 
winless Bosnia and Herzegovina and South Korea are 
hoping to open their accounts. —AFP

Chinese teen Zheng  
Qinwen powers into  
first WTA final  

 
TOKYO: Fast-rising Chinese teenager Zheng 
Qinwen powered into her first WTA final on 
Saturday at the Pan Pacific Open after a battling 
5-7, 6-3, 7-6 (7/3) win over Veronika 
Kudermetova. The 19-year-old Zheng, who 
knocked out top seed Paula Badosa earlier this 
week in Tokyo to underline her rich potential, 
faces Russia’s Liudmila Samsonova in the final. 

The unseeded Zheng was ranked outside the 
top 150 this time last year but she has since risen 
to 36 and made the world sit up and take notice 
with a string of impressive performances. She 
said she felt “so incredible” after finishing off 
Russia’s fourth-seeded Kudermetova in 3hr, 2min 
and set her sights on making a fast start against 
Samsonova in the final. “To be aggressive is 
always my first target,” said Zheng, who took a 
set off world number one Iga Swiatek in the last 
16 at this year’s French Open. 

“When I have a chance, I have to step forward 

and try to be more aggressive because from the 
few losses I had the last time, that’s my weakest 
part.” Zheng threw away a leading position to 
lose the first set but fought back to take the 
match all the way to the wire. She was forced to 
wait while Kudermetova took a medical timeout 
with a tiebreaker looming in the third set but 
Zheng held her nerve to claim the win. 

“In that moment it doesn’t really matter 
because I know what I have to do, always,” she 
said. “I cannot control what my opponent is 
doing. What I can do is to focus on me and use 
my next service game.” In-form Samsonova, who 
is also unseeded, surged into the final with a 7-6 
(7/4), 6-2 victory over China’s Zhang Shuai. The 
23-year-old Samsonova has won the title at two 
of her last three tournaments and she was again 
clinical as she dismantled Zhang in 90 minutes. 

Samsonova knocked out Wimbledon champion 
Elena Rybakina earlier this week in Tokyo and 
defeated two-time Grand Slam winner Garbine 
Muguruza in the quarter-finals. Samsonova won 
titles in Washington and Cleveland in August 
before losing to Australia’s Ajla Tomljanovic in the 
last 16 of the US Open. “I’m trying to always have 
big motivation - I speak with my team to try 
every time to do a little bit better and a little bit 
more on something,” she said. —AFP

TOKYO: Zheng Qinwen of China hits a return against Russia’s Veronika Kudermetova during their women’s 
singles semi-final match of the Pan Pacific Open tennis tournament on September 24, 2022.  —AFP

SYDNEY: Breanna Stewart of the US shoots during the Women’s Basketball World Cup group A game between 
China and the USA in Sydney on September 24, 2022. —AFP




