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BENGALURU: Roy-
al Challengers Bengaluru 
(RCB), the defending cham-
pions, will face Sunrisers 
Hyderabad (SRH) on the 
opening night of IPL 2026.

The season-opening 
game will be played on 
March 28 at Bengaluru's 
M Chinnaswamy Stadium, 
which was cleared by the 
Karnataka government re-
cently to host IPL matches 
after uncertainty following 
the tragic loss of 11 lives in 
a stampede last June during 
RCB's IPL victory celebra-
tions.

The matches at the Chin-
naswamy, however, remain 
subject to clearance from an 
expert committee constitut-
ed by the Karnataka state 
government. "The commit-
tee will conduct a meeting 
and inspection of the M. 
Chinnaswamy Stadium on 
March 13, 2026, during 
which a full-scale mock 
demonstration of match-day 
arrangements will be carried 
out to assess the stadium's 

preparedness for hosting 
IPL matches," an IPL release 
has said.

The second game of the 
opening weekend will fea-
ture Mumbai Indians (MI) 
and Kolkata Knight Riders 
(KKR) at the Wankhede Sta-
dium in Mumbai. The open-
ing weekend will not feature 
double-headers.

With elections scheduled 
in several states including 
West Bengal, Tamil Nadu 
and Assam, where Kolk-
ata Knight Riders, Chen-
nai Super Kings and Ra-

jasthan Royals have home 
grounds, the IPL has decid-
ed to release the tournament 
schedule in two phases. 
On Wednesday the IPL 
announced the first phase 
comprising 20 matches, in-
cluding four double-headers 
over the weekends of April 
4-5 and April 11-12.

All ten teams will play 
four games each in this 
phase of the tournament, 
but it could not be con-
firmed how the teams have 
been grouped. In every IPL 
season that has involved ten 

teams, the teams have been 
split into two virtual groups, 
with each team meeting the 
teams in their own group 
twice each, and the teams 
in the opposite group once 
each. This will be the second 
instance of RCB and SRH 
facing off in the opening 
match of an IPL season. They 
previously did so in 2017, 
when SRH were the defend-
ing champions and RCB the 
runners-up. For SRH, this 
will be their second appear-
ance in an IPL opener, while 
for RCB, this is the seventh 
such occasion. RR will wrap 
up the Guwahati leg of their 
season in this first phase, 
which includes three match-
es at the venue. Their other 
four home games are set 
be played at their prima-
ry home ground, the Sawai 
Mansingh Stadium in Jai-
pur. Two other teams have 
secondary home grounds 
this season. RCB will play 
two matches in Raipur and 
Punjab Kings (PBKS) three 
matches in Dharamsala.

RCB vs SRH to kick off IPL 2026 
in Bengaluru on March 28 WASHINGTON: Novak 

Djokovic admitted that he 
is managing an “odd” right 
forearm problem after 
grinding his way into the 
fourth round at the BNP 
Paribas Open in Indian 
Wells for the first time since 
2017.

The five-time champion 
has needed three sets in 
both of his opening match-
es at the ATP Masters 1000 
event and has been wearing 
a compression sleeve on his 
right arm while navigating 
the early rounds. Despite 
the physical concern, the 
38-year-old Serbian has 
continued to find solutions 
on court, most recently 
battling past Aleksandar 
Kovacevic 6-4, 1-6, 6-4 on 
Monday.

“I’ve been struggling the 
last couple of weeks with 
that forearm and trying to 
go through it,” Djokovic 
told Tennis Channel after 
his third-round win. “It’s a 
bit odd: The more I serve, 
the better I feel, but then 
it comes on and off if I get 
cold.

“If I don’t serve for five 
or six minutes then I feel 
like the first couple of serves 
of that game are a bit pain-
ful. I’m working through it. 
It’s not something I haven’t 
faced before. It’s the ins and 
outs of being a tennis player 
at this level, but overall the 
body is feeling okay. Hope-
fully it’s going to get better 
every day.”

Next up for Djokovic is 
defending champion Jack 

Draper in the fourth round, 
a meeting that promises to 
test the veteran’s resilience 
further. Djokovic won their 
only previous Lexus ATP 
Head2Head match at Wim-
bledon in 2021, though 
Draper has developed rap-
idly in the years since.

“I’m trying to manage 
my body and my mental 
state on a daily basis so 
that I can be peaking as 
much as I possibly can on 
a given day,” said Djokovic, 
the No. 3 player in the PIF 
ATP Rankings. “Then, of 
course, there is a challenge 
and obstacle across the net. 
It’s not going to get easier 
from here… Jack Draper is 
next, who is the defending 
champ and playing at a re-
ally high level again, but I 
love the challenge.

“That is one of the big-
gest reasons why I am still 
here and competing with 
these young guys. I want to 
see how they beat me — if 

they can — and that drives 
me every day to get better 
and prove to myself and 
others that I can still play at 
a high level.”

In Indian Wells, Djokov-
ic is competing in just his 
second tour-level event of 
2026 after he opened the 
year by reaching the final 
of the Australian Open, 
where he fell to world No. 
1 Carlos Alcaraz. Draper, 
meanwhile, has also been 
building momentum after 
an injury, which kept him 
out for five months.

“Novak is the ultimate 
challenge,” said Draper, 
who is competing in his 
third tour-level event of the 
season. “For me, he’s the 
greatest player of all time. 
I have ultimate respect for 
him, what he’s done for the 
game and what he’s still 
doing. I’m really looking 
forward to that match. It’s 
what I put all the work in 
for.”

Djokovic on forearm injury: ‘Hopefully 
it’s going to get better every day’

ROME: In the first leg 
of the Champions League 
Round of 16 clash, Bayern 
Munich crushed Atalanta. 
It was never particularly 
close as Bayern scored three 
goals in each half and Ata-
lanta’s goal did not occur 
until the final whistle. Bay-
ern scored goals from five 
different players and assists 
from six unique teammates. 
Only Michael Olise claimed 
a brace after an eight-game 
scoring drought.

Surprisingly, Joshua 
Kimmich did not play a part 
in any of the goals. None-
theless, he played the role 
of captain and applauded 
everyone’s involvement, in-
cluding the Atalanta fans.

”Unfortunately, we 
conceded a goal at the 
end,” said Kimmich (via @
iMiaSanMia). “Otherwise, 
it was a very strong per-

formance, especially in the 
first half. It took us about 
five minutes to get into the 
game. After that, we created 
one big chance after anoth-
er. The way we played was 
impressive. We knew we 
could really hurt them. We 
also knew the atmosphere 
here would be fantastic. You 
can feel it now. I’ve never 
experienced a 6-1 win where 

the opposing fans were still 
cheering on their team like 
that after the game; it’s 
remarkable, it speaks vol-
umes about the fans and the 
atmosphere here.”

The Atalanta fans gave 
a standing ovation to Olise 
after his second goal that 
was world class, then stuck 
around and clapped for 
both squads after the game.

Joshua Kimmich experienced a 
career first in 6-1 win over Atalanta

BENGALURU: Ishan 
Kishan's 317-run 2026 
T20 World Cup campaign 
has helped the India bat-
ter move to second place 
in the T20I rankings for 
batters. Abhishek Sharma 
remains atop the batting 
charts after his 18-ball 
half-century in the final 
against New Zealand.

Kishan now trails 
Abhishek by just four rat-
ing points following his 
three fifties in the tour-
nament. New Zealand's 
Tim Seifert (sixth) and 
England's Jacob Bethell 
(16th) also made ca-
reer-high gains.

Other movers up 
the rankings after the 
T20 World Cup were 
Finn Allen (20th), Play-
er-of-the-Tournament, 
Sanju Samson (22nd) and 
Shivam Dube (27th).

Among T20I bowl-

ers, India spinner Varun 
Chakravarthy lost his po-
sition at the summit de-
spite being the joint-high-
est wicket-taker at the T20 
World Cup. Afghanistan's 
Rashid Khan is back at No. 
1 despite not featuring be-
yond the group stages.

England's Adil Rashid 
moved up to fourth after 
his 13-wicket outing at 
the World Cup, while Jas-
prit Bumrah's tally of 14  
wickets moved him up to 
sixth. Axar Patel climbed 
to 17th.

Zimbabwe captain 
Sikandar Raza and India 
allrounder Hardik Pan-
dya continue to hold onto 
the top two spots among 
T20I allrounders. Mitchell 
Santner, the New Zealand 
captain, jumped three 
spots to ninth while En-
gland's Will Jacks moved 
up to 13th.

Kishan jumps to second 
in T20I batting rankings

The start of domination 
is always the toughest. 
Especially in crick-

et, which loves its hybrid of 
league and knockouts. More 
so in T20s, a format that of-
fers the least time to absorb 
and recover from blows from 
toss, dew or other vagaries. 
Especially in India where one 
result is enough for the team 
to go from the best of all time 
to inept nincompoops or the 
other way round.

With this domination 
building up in bilateral 
T20Is since the last World 
Cup, India really had no 
option but to win the T20 
World Cup and become 
unequivocally the greatest 
T20 team ever assembled. 
You could see from the start 
that they were playing like 
a team hyper-aware of that 
expectation. Expectation not 
necessarily from the outside 
but just from knowing how 
good they really were. They 
needed to do justice to each 
other's pedigree.

If the expectation needed 
reinforcing, the meltdown 
after the defeat to South Af-
rica would have told India 
what was awaiting them if 
they didn't win the World 
Cup. Two years of unprec-
edented excellence was at 
stake.

It was not as smooth 
a ride as is expected of a 
dominant side. In the lead-
up to the tournament, their 
captain and their vice-cap-
tain were out of runs, they 
lost Harshit Rana to injury 
during the warm-up matches 
of the tournament, and then 
the left-hand-dominated top 
order struggled against off-
spin in the early goings.

The team management 

and the selectors deserve 
credit for giving more 
weightage to form in this 
format than one would in 
Tests or ODIs. They showed 
genuine flexibility without 
being fickle. Shubman Gill 
gave way to Sanju Samson 
just before the tournament, 
but they were quick to ac-
knowledge the form Ishan 
Kishan was in. In the mid-
dle of the tournament, they 
were smart enough to real-
ise three left-hand batters at 
the top wasn't working, and 
Samson was brought back 
in. It is worth remembering 
how much the team manage-
ment valued Samson: even 
when Gill was brought in as 
an opener, they tried to ac-
commodate Samson in the 
middle. Clearly, they rated 
Samson's ability.

Gautam Gambhir and 
Suryakumar Yadav did in-
herit a high-quality team 
without the need to make 
calls that require man-man-
agement skills. Imagine 
getting the 2024 winning 
side with decks cleared to 
introduce Abhishek Sharma 
and Tilak Varma into the 
mix. There is another com-
pletely plausible timeline in 
which India could have rep-
licated all this with Yashas-
vi Jaiswal, Gill and Shreyas 
Iyer in the first XI. Apart 
from all these hitting rich-
es, India also had players in 
Jasprit Bumrah and Hardik 
Pandya and, to an extent, 
Axar Patel, whose attributes 
no team can replicate.

To be fair to this team, 
they have delivered results 
that honour the talent In-
dia produces. For two years, 
they have won six out of ev-
ery seven matches in a for-

mat built for upsets. They 
have played most of these 
matches at night at dew-lad-
en grounds. They lost the 
toss in both the semi-final 
and the final, thus becom-
ing the first team since 2014 
to bat first and win a night 
knockout match at a T20 
World Cup.

Not just any win; India 
scored more than 250 in 
both the knockouts. Whis-
per it, but they did this after 
having to recalibrate their 
hyper-aggressive approach. 
At some point during the 
tournament, probably af-
ter the loss to South Africa, 
they got together and decid-
ed they needed to dial down 
their aggression a little. That 
they needed to prioritise ef-
ficiency a little more than 
dominance.

The real stars are, of 
course, the players who 
withstood all the pressure 
to conquer a fickle format. 
Shivam Dube grew as a bat-
ter of all kinds of bowling, 
Axar grew as a bowler, Sam-
son used all his experience 
and T20 ethos to maximise 
one week of good form into 
a life's work, Abhishek went 
through his first slump but 
still his slowest fifty came 
in 26 balls, Bumrah was al-

ways there should things go 
wrong, Tilak went through 
a complete change in role 
seamlessly, and Pandya 
didn't let India miss a third 
fast bowler.

Still, you have to ac-
knowledge the role of luck 
in T20 World Cups, but also 
be mindful that people on 
the outside won't. This is 
when you can start trying 
to control outcomes and not 
processes through visits to 
temples and change in ho-
tels. There is so much dead 
time in T20 tournaments - 
you play only for four hours 
twice every week - that the 
mind can wander.

Still being close to their 
best every time they trained 
or took the field is their big-
gest win. Now that they can 
unequivocally be called the 
best T20 team of all time, 
you might see them play an 
even scarier and freer brand 
of cricket. Scarier and fre-
er hitters are waiting in the 
wings.

Also a new challenge 
awaits. Since the last ODI 
World Cup, all three ICC 
events have been played in 
conditions that suit India. 
They have made the most of 
it, losing only two matches in 
four tournaments.

India now unequivocally the 
greatest T20 team of all time

MUMBAI: Star Indian 
batter Virat Kohli has be-
gun preparations for the 
upcoming Indian Premier 
League 2026 season, with 
videos of the former Roy-
al Challengers Bengaluru 
(RCB) captain training in 
the nets going viral on so-
cial media. In a reel shared 
on Instagram by Kohli, the 
37-year-old was seen work-
ing intensively during a 
practice session, focusing 
on batting as he gears up 
for the new season of the 
IPL. The clip quickly drew 
attention from fans, who 
flooded the comments with 

excitement ahead of the 
tournament.

The right-handed batter 
has amassed 8661 runs in 
267 matches and 259 in-
nings in IPL history. Kohli 
has an average of 39.54 and 
a strike rate of 132.85. The 
former RCB captain has 
smashed eight centuries 
and 63 half-centuries in the 
tournament's history.

In the 2025 edition, the 
veteran batter hammered 
657 runs in 15 matches at 
an average of 54.75, where 
he played a key role in help-
ing Bengaluru to lift their 
maiden title in IPL history. 

Kohli struck eight half-cen-
turies and had a good strike 
rate of 144.71.

On March 8, broadcast-
er Star Sports confirmed 
that the upcoming season 
of the IPL will officially kick 
off on March 28. It is to be 
noted that the fixtures of 
the IPL 2026 edition are yet 
to be announced by the IPL.

RCB are the defending 
champions. The Bengalu-
ru-based franchise defeated 
Punjab Kings in the 2025 
edition summit clash by six 
runs in Ahmedabad.

Earlier this month, the 
Karnataka State Cricket As-

sociation (KSCA) Secretary, 
Santosh Menon, confirmed 
that the M. Chinnaswamy 
Stadium will host five of the 
Royal Challengers Bengalu-
ru's (RCB) Indian Premier 
League (IPL) 2026 home 
games. He also confirmed 
that the venue will host the 
IPL 2026 final, along with 
one of the play-off matches 
in the tournament.

Notably, RCB's remain-
ing two home matches of 
their IPL 2026 campaign 
will be held at the Shaheed 
Veer Narayan Singh Inter-
national Cricket Stadium in 
Raipur, Chhattisgarh.

Virat Kohli begins training for IPL 2026 season

NEW DELHI: With a dom-
inating performance at the 
FIDE Circuit 2025, the 20, 
year, old R Praggnanandhaa 
has sent a clear signal that 
he has arrived to play at the 
level of the best players in the 
world and can win a FIDE 
Top Chess event, the FIDE 
Candidates Tournament 
2026. The young Indian is 
one of the driving forces be-
hind India’s fast emergence 
as a chess powerhouse, along 
with players like D Gukesh 
and Arjun Erigaisi. In accor-
dance to an article in Chess-

base Praggnanandhaa as a 
20, year, old, has done the 
feat of winning FIDE Circuit 
2025 with a staggering 115. 
17 points. After this, he has 
become the only Indian play-
er in the Open section of this 
year’s Candidates Tourna-
ment. The winner of the event 
secures the right to go against 
the world champion for the ti-
tle. During the interview with 
Chess. com, Praggnanandhaa 
talked about the difficulty of 
playing against world-class 
players. For him, most of the 
top players already know each 

other’s games and their strat-
egies to such an extent that it 
is very hard to surprise them. 
So, according to him, the se-
cret to always being ahead of 
your rivals at the top level is 
to continuously come up with 
new ideas and unconvention-
al moves. The journey to the 
2026 World Chess Champi-
onship starts this spring with 
the FIDE Candidates Tourna-
ment, which will feature eight 
of the world’s best grandmas-
ters vying for the opportunity 
to defeat the current champi-
on, Gukesh Dommaraju. 

Praggnanandhaa reveals winning formula 
ahead of FIDE Candidates 2026

West Indies and SA 
players to fly 

home on 
commercial flights
DUBAI: Cricket West Indies 
(CWI) has made arrange-
ments for the West Indies 
players and coaching staff 
to fly back home from India 
on commercial flights. The 
squad had been stuck in Kolk-
ata since the team's exit from 
the T20 World Cup on March 
1, with the crisis in West Asia 
leading to repeated delays in 
the ICC's attempts to fly them 
home on chartered flights.

CWI has confirmed that 
some members of the West 
Indies squad have already 
made arrangements to fly 
back. Arrangements have 
been made for the others 
to depart on Tuesday or 
Wednesday. South Africa, 
who were knocked out on 
March 4, will depart India 
starting Wednesday night, 
the ICC said in a statement, 
with all players exiting India 
within 36 hours. "As is cus-
tomary for both men's and 
women's ICC World Cups, all 
travel and accommodation 
arrangements for participat-
ing teams are coordinated 
and managed by the ICC," a 
CWI statement said.


