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LOS ANGELES: The Pittsburgh Penguins are trying
to win their third straight Stanley Cup and the expan-
sion Vegas Golden Knights get their first taste of the
postseason as the puck is ready to drop on the NHL
playoffs.

The battle for first place in the Eastern Conference
went down to the wire as the Boston Bruins failed to
lock down the top seed on the final night of the regular
season, when they lost 4-2 on Sunday to the Florida
Panthers.  Boston had
trailed the Tampa Bay
Lightning by one point
and needed a win over
the Panthers to vault into
first place. 

The loss to Florida
means the Bruins will
open the playoffs against
another Original Six
team, the Toronto Maple
Leafs, who are trying to
end a 51-year Stanley
Cup drought.  Tampa
Bay shutout Boston 4-0
last Tuesday to record their first win this season over
the Bruins. 

Tampa opens their playoff series at home against the
New Jersey Devils on Thursday, the same night Boston
and Toronto kick off.  The playoffs begin Wednesday
with the Penguins on tap to play the Philadelphia Flyers
and the Golden Knights taking on the Los Angeles
Kings.  The Sidney Crosby-led Penguins are trying to
become the first team in 35 years to win three straight
Stanley Cups since the New York Islanders won four
consecutive in the early 1980s.

Pittsburgh is more than just Crosby. They have some
of the best depth in the league at forward, an experi-
enced defence and a proven goaltender in Matt Murray.
Crosby said the success of their special teams is going

to be crucial in the playoffs.
“That’s an important part of us winning - special

teams,” he said.  “Definitely the power play. We take a
lot of pride in it. It was good that we were able to cre-
ate good things throughout the year and help us win.”
Edmonton Oilers captain Connor McDavid claimed his
second straight Art Ross Trophy for being the league’s
top scorer. McDavid, of Canada, finished with 41 goals
and a career best 108 points.

Russian forward Alex
Ovechkin failed to reach
50 goals but sti l l
bagged 49 and as a
consolation he picked
up his seventh career
Rocket Richard Trophy
as the leading goal
scorer. One of the clos-
est races this season is
for the Hart Trophy
which is given to the
league’s most valuable
player. Colorado
Avalanche star Nathan

MacKinnon, Flyers forward Claude Giroux, Boston’s
Brad Marchand, and New Jersey Devils winger Taylor
Hall are in the running.

BARZAL’S BREAKOUT 
The New York Islanders’ Mathew Barzal scored 85

points in 82 games to finish 20 points ahead of his next
closest player in rookie scoring. The breakout season
should earn Canadian Barzal the Calder Trophy as the
rookie of the year.

The biggest shock so far has been the Golden
Knights’ inaugural season which saw them set several
records for a first year team and win the Pacific
Division title.  Vegas is the NHL’s first expansion team
to make the playoffs in its first season at any level since

1967-68, when an entire division was comprised of six
expansion teams, guaranteeing four of them a berth in
the postseason.  McDavid’s Oilers didn’t make the play-
offs, with the league missing out on a chance to show-
case its best player on the bigger stage.  Several teams
head into the postseason missing key players including
the Anaheim Ducks who will be without defenceman

Cam Fowler and maybe goaltender John Gibson to
start. American Ryan Suter of the Minnesota Wild has
been lost to a broken leg and Colorado Avalanche
defenceman Erik Johnson is also injured. The league
said so long to Vancouver Canucks stars Daniel and
Henrik Sedin, as the Swedish twins retired after 17 all-
star seasons. —AFP
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BOSTON: Aaron Ekblad #5 of the Florida Panthers and James Reimer #34 save a shot on goal from Noel
Acciari #55 of the Boston Bruins during the first period at TD Garden on Sunday in Boston. — AFP

MILAN: Just as they seemed to have lost their
spark, Napoli have re-ignited their Serie A chal-
lenge with the help of two fringe players. Trailing
1-0 at home to Chievo with one minute to play on
Sunday, Napoli turned the game around thanks to
last-gasp goals from injury-plagued forward
Arkadiusz Milik and second-choice midfielder
Amadou Diawara.

It was exactly the sort of boost Napoli needed
as they try to keep up with league leaders
Juventus, a task which appeared to be taking its
toll on coach Maurizio Sarri and his players.
Defeat would have left them seven points behind
but instead they have kept the gap down to four,
leaving Serie A as the only one of Europe’s big five
leagues to offer a genuine title contest.

Juventus have won 14 and drawn one of their
last 15 matches and several of those must have
proved demoralising viewing for Napoli as the
Turin side snatched wins in games where they had
been struggling. Sarri also believes that Juve have
gained a psychological advantage by playing first
on most weekends, leaving Napoli to play catch-
up. Worn down by relentless Juve, Napoli’s usually
free-flowing football had begun to look jaded as
they scored only two goals in their previous three
games. It was the same on Sunday as lowly Chievo
packed their penalty area and defied Napoli to
find a way past. Napoli huffed and puffed, missed
a penalty early in the second half and then gifted
the visitors the lead when they lost possession
trying to play the ball out of defence. 

But Sunday’s finish, while nerve-wracking,
could prove far more of a boost than if they had
ground out a 1-0 win. “To win this game in this
manner is a message to ourselves, rather than a
message for Juventus,” said Sarri. “We always
want to win and, if we hadn’t done so today, it
would have been an injustice. “We are going
through a stage where we are making too many
wrong choices in the final 20 metres but that’s
always going to happen at some point in a long
championship.” The lack of strength in depth has
often been a worry for Napoli, with Sarri fielding
almost the same lineup-seven players have played
in at least 30 of their 31 Serie A games- and a 4-3-
3 formation in every match.

But Sunday’s win was down to two players who
have barely got a look-in this season. Diawara, still
only 20, has found it difficult to break into a mid-
field where Allan, Jorginho and captain Marek
Hamsik are the obvious first choices.

Poland forward Milik, meanwhile, has suffered
two knee ligament injuries since joining from
Ajax at the start of last season. The 24-year-old,
signed to replace Gonzalo Higuain, scored seven
goals in his first nine appearances before injury
struck and Sarri said he had been badly missed.
“I’m very happy with Milik’s goal, it shows just
how disastrous for us his double injury has
been,” he said. — Reuters
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ANAHEIM: Shohei Ohtani flirted with a
perfect game in his home pitching debut on
Sunday, retiring the first 19 batters to pow-
er the Los Angeles Angels to a 6-1 rout of
the Oakland Athletics.  The two-way
Japanese sensation is exceeding expecta-
tions with his fairytale season as he struck
out 12 batters and allowed just one hit over
seven shutout innings at Angels Stadium. 

Marcus Semien singled to left field to
break up the bid for a perfect game, but
the 23-year-old rookie kept his cool and
hung in there to eventually get the side out
and end the inning in front of a crowd of
44,700.  “Especially with how my spring
training went, I wasn’t really imagining (the
start of the season) to be this good, to be
honest,” Ohtani said through a translator. 

“I feel better every day. I feel like I’m
getting used to everything more and more
each day. But it’s just the first week.” The
highly sought after offseason free agent is
living up to the Ruthian hype. Ohtani joined
Babe Ruth in the record books, becoming
just the third player in league history to hit
a home run in three straight games and

post a double-digit strikeout game in the
same season. The first to do it was Ruth in
1916 and the other Ken Brett in 1973.

He is also the first major leaguer to
record two wins and three home runs in his
first 10 games since Jim Shaw in 1919.
Ohtani had performed poorly in spring
training, but if there was any doubt he
could hit and pitch at the major league lev-
el it was erased this week.  Ohtani blasted
three homers between his pitching debut
last weekend and his first win at Angel
Stadium on Sunday.

He started quickly on Sunday, striking
out the side in the first inning on just 15
pitches. He struck out the side again in the
fifth inning as only one A’s batter managed
to avoid being a strike out victim on the
night.  “That’s as good a game as you are
going to ever see pitched,” said Angels
manager Mike Scioscia.

After yielding the lone hit he eventually
struck out Matt Olson to end the seventh
inning and celebrated with a scream and a
fist pump.  “I wanted to keep a clean zero
on the board,” Ohtani said. “One hit would
(mean) two runs, and it’s a huge difference.
I wanted that strikeout, and I got it.”

Ohtani, who played with the Hokkaido
Nippon-Ham Fighters last season, said this
would have been his first no-hitter. Asked
how he compares this outing to previous
ones he said, “probably my best outing was
when I was in elementary school.” In his
pitching debut last Sunday, he allowed
three runs on a second-inning homer by
third baseman Matt Chapman, but that was
his only blemish in the 7-4 victory.

HOME RUN HERO 
Since then, Ohtani moved to designated

hitter for games Tuesday, Wednesday and
Friday and homered in all three in dramatic
fashion.  His three-run blast in his first at-
bat in front of the Angels Stadium home
crowd lifted Los Angeles to a 6-2 lead
against the Cleveland Indians on Tuesday,
and they eventually won 13-2.

The next day, he hit a game-tying two-
run homer off two-time AL Cy Young win-
ner Corey Kluber in the fifth inning, and
the Angels went on to win 3-2 in 13 innings.

After an off day on Thursday, Ohtani
belted a 449-foot solo home run to centre
field with two outs in the second inning and
Los Angeles rallied from a huge deficit to
win 12-9. Angels third baseman Zack
Cozart said Ohtani also has a variety of
pitching weapons. 

“His splitter just kind of drops off the
table,” Cozart said. “It looks like a strike I
feel like almost every time, but it never is. It
just drops below the zone. That’s how it
comes out, the same as his fastball. It
makes it tough as a hitter.” — AFP
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ANAHEIM: Shohei Ohtani #17 of the Los Angeles Angels pitches in the first inning
of the game against the Oakland Athletics at Angel Stadium on Sunday.— AFP

TOKYO: Japan yesterday named respected veteran Akira
Nishino as its new national football manager, taking an
“emergency measure” after sensationally dumping Vahid
Halilhodzic only two months before the World Cup. The
63-year-old Nishino boasts an impressive array of domes-
tic silverware and masterminded one of Japanese football’s
proudest moments: beating a Brazil side containing
Ronaldo and Roberto Carlos 1-0 at the 1996 Atlanta
Olympics.  Nishino will have only 70 days with the Blue
Samurai before they play their first match against
Colombia in a tough World Cup pool that also includes
Poland and Senegal. “We thought the new director should
be appointed from inside, given we have just two months
left before the World Cup,” Japan Football Association
President Kozo Tashima told reporters.

“We have asked Nishino to take this position as an
emergency measure.” A former international midfielder
who won 12 caps for his country, Nishino is best known for
his stint at the helm of Gamba Osaka, which he steered to
the team’s first Asian Club Championship in 2008.

This earned them the biggest match in their history, a
World Club Cup semi-final clash with a powerful
Manchester United side featuring Cristiano Ronaldo, Ryan
Giggs and Wayne Rooney, which they lost in a 5-3 thriller.
Despite the famous win over Brazil in the 1996 Atlanta
Olympics, Nishino came under fire for being overly defen-
sive. But in 2012 he wrote a newspaper column on “the
thrills of attacking football”, setting out an offensive style
of play. Tashima said the “basics will remain the same”

under the new manager, adding that a fast, attacking style
was “much needed.”

The writing was on the wall for Halilhodzic after a
series of disappointing results, including a loss to Ukraine
and a snatched draw with Mali from the last kick of the
game. The straight-talking Halilhodzic was also reported to
have ruffled feathers in the dressing room with his no-non-
sense approach.  Tashima said the reason for the sacking
was that “communication and trust with players have
become weakened”.

He said he had given the news over the weekend to
Halilhodzic, who had reacted with a mixture of confusion
and anger. “I told him that we have reached this decision
so that Japan would have more chance of winning,” said
Tashima. Franco-Bosnian Halilhodzic, who recovered from

being wounded in 1992 during the Bosnian war, insisted he
was no “dictator”-but acknowledged his frank approach
was capable of “wounding” some people in Japan.  In
2016, as Japan struggled to qualify for the World Cup, he
told AFP he felt his players were too respectful.

“Sometimes I’d really like them to be more aggressive,
more street-smart, more vicious,” said the former Nantes
and Paris Saint-Germain striker.  He once reportedly
banned his players from smiling, and he found himself in
trouble with authorities on two separate occasions after
traffic accidents in 2015 and 2017.

“No progress, no hope, lots of worries over the World
Cup,” blared a headline in the Sports Nippon last month,
raising the prospect that Japan might lose all its group
games in June.— AFP
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LIEGE: This March 24, 2018 picture shows Japan’s national football team head coach Vahid Halilhodzic (2nd
R) speaking to his players during a training session ahead of their friendly match against Ukraine at Liege,
Belgium. — AFP


