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VIENTIANE: After suffering a bout of opening-day
jitters, Singapore’s Under-23 footballers are still in
some pain.

But there is no time to lick their wounds as they
face Myanmar today in their second SEA Games
Group B game knowing that an improvement is de-
manded of them. The match will take place at the
Chao Aun-vong Stadium, which they trained at for
the first time yesterday.

Said captain Isa Halim: “This is an opportunity
to qualify for the semi-finals and we must take it.”

Coach Terry Pathmanathan will have to reshuf-
fle his starting XI after Saturday’s 2-2 draw with In-
donesia at the National Stadium left him with inju-
ry concerns. First-choice goalkeeper Jasper Chan
and centre-back Eddie Affendy Chang will miss to-
day’s game after injuries to their left and right
knees respectively. Hyrulnizam Jumaat and Afiq Yu-
nos will fill their positions.

Of bigger concern for the former Lions skipper is
a bruised rib that star striker Khairul Nizam is carry-
ing in Laos. Underlying his importance, Path-
manathan said: “We need him to be fit.”

While the youngster went through yesterday’s
training without any complaints, he was rubbing
the side of his body gingerly at the end. Having
spent much of Saturday’s game operating as a lone
striker, he said: “I got elbowed a few times and it’s
a bit painful but hopefully I can play tomorrow.”

The strong challenges dished out so far in Vien-
tiane have forced Pathmanathan to alter his tactics.
Having played Isa as a right-back in the previous
match, he will deploy his skipper in his customary
position, alongside Hariss Harun. Defender Faritz
Hameed will slot in at full-back.

“We need to be a bit more robust in midfield and
they give us that extra bit of power,” Pathmanath-
an said, referring to Isa and Hariss’ no-nonsense
style of play. With 32 senior caps between them,
they also bring much-needed experience to a cru-
cial area for Singapore.

Said Hariss: “Against Indonesia, we lost control
of the midfield and put ourselves under pressure.
We must not make the same mistake again.”

His partner, Shahdan Sulaiman, will play in a
more advanced role, replacing forward Shahfiq

Ghani, who at 17 is the youngest in the 20-man
team and has struggled with the pace of internation-
al football.

“It’s probably better to use him as a substitute
later in the game, when he can make more of an im-
pact,” explained Pathmanathan.

Having conceded Saturday’s equaliser through a
corner, he again emphasised the importance of de-
fending set-pieces to his players. “It’s something
we have to keep working on,” he said.

With Myanmar offering pace down the flanks
through wingers Pai Soe and Yaza Win Thein, Path-
manathan will hope his five-man midfield will help
narrow the play and limit the space. He will also
look to exploit the space behind Myanmar’s mid-
field, which tends to over-commit in attack and
leave gaps at the back.

He said: “Sometimes they rush forward and we
have to take advantage of that.”
JONATHAN WONG

Myanmar v Singapore
Live, Ch5, 4pm

UNDER a blue sky, on a red runway,
Stefan Tseng is preparing for take-off.
He is an aeronautical engineer in shorts,
a muscular jumper who is trying to
master the mechanics of low-level flight.

In three movements – hop, step,
jump – he can soar over two-thirds of a
tennis court to 16.04 metres. To win a
medal in Laos, he will need to jump
further. Not to the 17m he dreamt of the
other day, but to at least 16.20m.

So, on this morning, he revs his
engine. He arches his back to release
tension. He slaps his thigh as if geeing
himself up. He thinks of what coach
Valery Obidko has carved into his brain.
Technique, technique, technique.

The runway, like a long, red carpet
beckoning him, is 40 metres. Exactly.
The tape measure in Obidko’s hand
confirms he is not a man of
half-measure. Tseng’s run-up was once
45m 40cm, but the triple jump area may
be shorter in Laos, so his run-up has
been amputated. It may still change.

If the wind sock near the pit flutters
in warning, Tseng will wait, Obidko will
signal. Headwind, take almost a foot
(30cm) closer; wind behind, go back half
a foot.

Every centimetre matters, every step
must be rehearsed in this event
described by 1996 Olympic champion
Kenny Harrison as a “power ballet”. The
take-off board, in the distance, is 20cm
wide. Tseng will not look at it when he
runs. He can’t. If you look down, you
lose posture. He has to trust himself,
that practice has made perfect.

Tseng gestures with his hands to
himself, mimicking the rhythm he needs
to find. He is trying to find that place

that world record holder Jonathan
Edwards got to, where concentration
becomes second nature. When crowd
and clamour can’t penetrate the
consciousness.

Then Tseng is gone.
In the quiet, you can only hear his

spikes, digging, releasing. Khutch.
Khutch. He is 19, his calves like wooden
posts. He is also in his element, like a
model this runway is his life. He takes
short steps, then longer ones. He can
cover 45 metres in roughly five seconds.
Finally, with 6.8 metres left, a marker
reminds him what to do in his last three
steps. Accelerate.

Then he is flying.
Well, not today, for he is only

polishing his run-up. But normally his
right leg propels him forward, low, into
the air, and after six metres or so it is on
his right leg that he will land again. Tiny
things matter. If his foot lands more
than 12 inches (30cm) from his hip on
the hop, it will affect his jump. It will
also hurt.

Strength is his friend, muscle his ally.
For when he goes from hop to the step,
he lands with a force of 1,000kg. It’s
why the triple jumper’s spikes have
padded heels. It’s why their backs hurt.

There is no stopping now, no
adjusting, every transfer of speed from
hop to step to jump, every body
position, every angle of heel on landing
and toe on take-off, has to be perfect.
You can’t be too high, can’t lean over,
can’t err.

Says Obidko: “It’s most important
not to lose speed. You have to carry the
momentum right through, carry the
energy to the landing.” Says Tseng:
“The challenge is to find the right
timing, to get everything in sync, your
arm swing, your leg swing.”

Jumpers are always on voyages of
discovery. Edwards altered the swing of
his arms and soared further. Chuhei
Nambu, the 1932 Olympic champion,
learnt how to leap by watching frogs and
monkeys. It’s how you find that extra
one centimetre, 10, 20.

Tseng is a perfectionist. He speaks
with quiet passion of how “the feeling
(of a jump) has to be effortless”. He is
searching for that moment when

everything fits, like pieces of a
complicated jigsaw coming together at
high speed.

“When you get it right,” he says “it’s
a great feeling.” Earlier this year, he got
that feeling and flew from a previous
best of 15.78m to 16.04m. But that few
seconds it took to improve 26cm can
take a year.

Distance is what he’s focused on for
the SEA Games. He doesn’t want to
think of a medal, for medals can distract
from processes, but he’s an athlete, he
can’t convince himself to ignore it. “At
the back of my mind,” he confesses, “a
medal is possible.”

Four jumpers in Laos will have leapt
further than he has: Thailand’s

Theerayut Philakong (16.44m) and
Varunyoo Kongnil (16.14m), Vietnam’s
Nguyen Van Hung (16.37m) and Filipino
Jobert Delicano (16.07). Tseng lags
behind, but he has one advantage. He
likes going out and competing, it stirs
something in him. “I jump better
overseas,” he says. Now, he has to.

So Tseng polishes his run-up, again
and again. Obidko watches. Silently. The
professor and the student know that the
art of the triple jump is getting the
science right. So the jumper returns to
the top of the runway and peers down it
towards his future. Then he takes off
again on a flight of hopeful perfection.
rohitb@sph.com.sg

BY JONATHAN WONG

HIS iPhone rang non-stop. Daughter Jes-
sica, eight, was asking for directions on
how to get to Bishan to meet her mother
Jana.

As James Wong put down his Apple-in-
spired “prison”, another call came
through. A student from Nanyang Poly-
technic, where Wong is a sports and well-
ness studies lecturer, had a query. Then,
a staff member called.

“And this is my day off!” he said with
a chuckle.

With the South-east Asia (SEA) Games
in Laos approaching, it seemed that a day
for Wong extended beyond the conven-
tional 24 hours. “Sleep less man,” was his
matter-of-fact explanation. “There’s al-
ways time, you just have to make it.”

So he does. Waking up before dawn six
days a week, the discus specialist drags

his aching 40-year-old body to the Ka-
llang Practice Track near his home to
train for an hour. He manages to steal
away after class in the evenings for anoth-
er workout. At each session, he performs
about 26 throws. In his prime, he could
complete up to 40 throws.

“That was a long time ago,” he said, re-
minding me that he turns 41 next month.
“My body is not what it used to be.”

Yet, here he is in another SEA Games
(his ninth overall) after making his come-
back in February from a 21/2-year retire-
ment to qualify for the discus event in Vi-
entiane.

Seven consecutive golds in the event
from 1993 to 2005 have secured his place
in local sporting folklore. It begs the obvi-
ous question: Why come back?

He replied: “I felt that I needed to re-
turn to save the sport from further humili-
ation. It hurts me to see Singapore strug-
gling on even the regional stage.”

Standing 1.91m tall with his 125kg hulk-
ing frame, a vulnerable Wong appears an
outlandish idea. But anyone who watched
him fight back tears after overcoming den-
gue fever to win in Manila four years ago
will understand his passion.

The source of his consternation is obvi-
ous. At the 2007 Games in Korat, the Re-
public brought home just one (Zhang Gui-
rong in women’s shot put) of the 45 track
and field golds on offer.

Since Wong clinched his maiden gold
in 1993, athletics has won 14 SEA Games
titles, all from throwing events. He ac-
counts for more than half the haul.

“It speaks volumes of the current state
of athletics,” he said. “I don’t think I can
go on winning till I’m 50.”

Though unlikely to challenge his na-
tional record of 59.87m set 10 years ago,
Wong is untroubled.

During practice two weeks ago, his
throws hovered around the 53m mark,
just over a metre short of Thai Sawasdee
Wansawang’s winning throw (54.13m) in
Korat. Sawasdee and compatriot Num-

somboon Kvanchai (runner-up in Thai-
land) remain Wong’s chief rivals.

Said Wong: “I wouldn’t have come
back if I didn’t think I could win.”

While he admits he is no longer at his
peak – his release speed has fallen some
way short of the 30-plus metres per sec-
ond he averaged in his heyday – his tech-
nique in manipulating the 2kg metallic
plate remains intact.

He continues to use the hyper-spin
models, where the bulk of the weight
(85-88 per cent) is found at the rim. Be-
cause of the weight distribution, such
discs spin faster, producing greater angu-
lar momentum and in turn stability, and
travel further. But only if thrown correct-
ly.

He watches each throw with fastidious
care, observing the angle of its trajectory,
the shape of the discus. “You can always
improve your technique,” he said. “You
just have to keep pushing yourself.”

At the National Sports Complex in Vi-
entiane, James Wong does not need to
throw a discus to prove anything. But he
will. He cannot help himself.
jonwong@sph.com.sg

Injuries force coach to reshuffle starting line-up

� Matthew Goh (long jump),
� Muhammad Amirudin Jamal (100m,
4x100m)
� Poh Seng Song (100m, 4x100m)
� James Wong (discus)
� Scott Wong (discus)
� Sean Lim (pole vault)
� Stefan Tseng (triple jump)
� Rachel Isabel Yang (pole vault)
� Teo Hui Juen (javelin)
� Wan Lay Chi (discus)
� Zhang Guirong (shot put)
� Izwan Firdaus, Lee Cheng Wei,
Muhammad Elfi Mustapa, Gary Yeo
(4x100m)

Medal tally at 2007 Games:
One gold, one bronze

Stefan Tseng believes he can win a medal at the SEA Games in Laos, even though on paper, he is
the fifth-best jumper in the field. ST PHOTO: LAU FOOK KONG

Athletics:
Veterans
and youngsters

Tseng’s long flight to glory

Juggling work and sport is not easy for lecturer Wong, who uses a book in place of a discus to demonstrate his technique. ST PHOTO: STEPHANIE YEOW
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“My body is not what it
used to be.”
JAMES WONG, who turns 41 next month

Singapore athletics hit
a new low at the 2007
SEA Games with just
one gold and a bronze.
The Straits Times
meets two men –
a veteran and a
teenager – who
are determined
to bring
cheer
to their
sport

Discus thrower returns
from 21/2-year layoff
and is going for 8th gold

He has to trust
himself, that practice has
made perfect.

WONG TO
THE RESCUE
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