23/ 09/ 1998
The day our rhythnic gymasts shone and nmade us proud

Shar eem Anty

WHEN Thye Chee Ki at stepped onto the floor to performher final routine in
Saturday's rhythm c gymastics teamconpetition, the tension in the air
was so thick it was hard to breathe.

A lot was riding on her perfornmance, alnost too nuch to ask anyone to
bear al one. But the Ml aysian team had al ready gone so far that night, and
to fail now would have neant a |ifetime of regret.

But |ike other Mal aysian athletes, she went on to win, inspired by the
Mal aysi a Bol eh spirit.

Chee Ki at and her teanmmmates Carol yn Au-Yong, El Regina Tajudin and S.
Sarina had tal ent in abundance, but nobody had expected themto break past
the form dable twin powers of Canada and Australia in the Conmonweal th
Ganes. Nobody that is, except their coach Irina Gabashvili.

"The girls have cone very far and their skills are good enough to go
agai nst Australia and Canada," she had said. "It is up to themnow, to be
strong enough nentally to neet the chall enge."

The four gymasts thensel ves said they were nore than ready. "W're
excited, feeling confident and really |ooking forward to the conpetition,"”
sai d El Regina.

The Australians, who had nade an al nost clean sweep of the rhythmc
gymastics nedals at the last Ganes in 1994, had gone in this tine
deternmined to do the sane, if not better.

And t he Canadi an team was bei ng hel ned by Eri ka-Leigh Stirton, one of
the world's top-ranked artistic rhythm cgymasts who was already tipped to
win the individual all-round title.

So, it was against all expectations that the four young Ml aysi ans had
taken the | ead on Saturday, giving flaw ess performances with the rope and
hoop apparatus in the first half of the event.

But in the second half, cracks started to appear in their run for good,
with the girls committing some costly errors in their club and ribbon
routines.

Fi nal judgnent woul d depend on the top 10 scores of each team s 12
routines, so Malaysia's remaining efforts woul d have to be beyond
reproach. The final bid for gold lay on Chee Kiat, who woul d performthe
team s | ast routine

The bl aring trunmpets of Benny Goodman's swi nging nmusic flared and Chee
Kiat was off |ike a shot.

For the next 90 seconds she twirled, flicked her clubs in the air and
caught themw th ease, looking Iike she could do it all with her eyes
cl osed.

And to top it all off, the girl actually |ooked |ike she was having fun.

When she finished, an ecstatic crowd showered her w th thunderous
appl ause, while Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohanad coul d not
contain his excitenent and gave her a standing ovation.

Nobody knew yet whet her her perfornmance was enough to sal vage the teanis
gol den hopes, but it didn't seemto natter at that nonent.

Chee Kiat could not control her tears of relief and happi ness as she
waved to her captive audi ence.

Her routine, as it turned out, was enough.

Australia' s final gymast was not able to score high enough to topple
the nmighty Ml aysians, and the entire stadiumerupted in cheering when the
scoreboard flashed the word "Mal aysia" in first place.



It was a fairy tale climax to five long years of intense training,
endl ess ball et | essons and pushing their bodies to the limts.
And the girls, locked in a tearful group hug, knewit.
( END)
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