
Tuesday, May 1, 2018S p o r t s

Established 1961 14

MELBOURNE: A youth-led revival and the guidance of
a rugged former All Black have the Queensland Reds
dreaming of an unlikely playoffs berth after several
years in the Super Rugby doldrums.

The Brad Thorn-coached Reds notched their fourth
win of the season over the weekend, scraping home 27-
22 against the Johannesburg-based Lions, last year’s
runnersup and the dominant side in South Africa. A
week after being routed 36-12 by New Zealand’s visit-
ing Waikato Chiefs, Thorn’s youthful side needed to
respond in front of long-suffering home fans. One-test
Wallabies prop Taniela Tupou was one of nine players
aged 21 or under who were thrown to the second-
placed Lions and ultimately enjoyed a standing ovation
from sections of the Lang Park crowd. “We had a good
chat last week, had a team meeting where we discussed
what we needed to work on and we worked on it all
week,” Tupou told Reuters yesterday. “And then we put
it out there on the weekend and got the job done, so
that was good. “We’ve just got to keep it up and see
how we go.” Under former All Blacks enforcer Thorn,
who took the reins from the sacked Nick Stiles in the
off-season, the Reds have already equalled their highest
wins tally of the previous three campaigns.

With eight rounds left in the regular season, they
have lifted themselves to third in the Australian confer-
ence, seven points shy of the leading New South Wales
Waratahs. Top spot in Australia would be enough to
secure their first playoffs berth since 2013. “If we play
like we did on the weekend, we get a few more wins,
hopefully,” said 134-kg Tupou, who made his Wallabies
debut against Scotland in November.

‘THORNY’
Times have been tough for the Reds since their first

and only championship in 2011, when bumper crowds
watched halfbacks Quade Cooper and Will Genia bam-
boozle opponents from across the southern hemisphere.
But a buzz has returned to Lang Park with the elevation
of Thorn, who coached the Reds’ youth side to the
national title last year. The 43-year-old has shown scant
regard for sentiment or media opinions, refusing to pick
former Wallabies flyhalf Cooper while backing a number
of his under-20s proteges.

It’s difficult, maybe dangerous, not to listen to dual
international Thorn, who won a World Cup with New
Zealand, a Super Rugby title with the Canterbury
Crusaders and a National Rugby League championship
with the Brisbane Broncos. “He’s a no-bullshit kind of
guy, like, you just can’t bullshit him. He’s a tough man on
the field at training,” said Tupou. “He wants everything
to be absolutely spot on. Obviously with Thorny, you
know, he’s a winner. He’s won pretty much everything.
When he speaks to you, you kind of want to listen
because you know he’s done it all.”

With last year’s harrowing axeing of Perth-based
team Western Force still fresh in the memory and a 36-
game losing streak to New Zealand opponents,
Australian rugby could do with a good news story. With
a bye this week, the Reds will pause and reset before
continuing their playoffs bid away to the Sunwolves in
Tokyo. Attention will turn to the next attempts to break
the New Zealand hoodoo, with the Melbourne Rebels
hosting the champion Canterbury Crusaders on
Friday.—Reuters
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LOS ANGELES: Braden Holtby stopped 32 shots and
the Washington Capitals used a balanced offensive
attack to defeat the Pittsburgh Penguins 4-1 to even
their Eastern Conference playoff series at one game
apiece on Sunday.

Four different Capitals-Alex Ovechkin, Jakub Vrana,
Brett Connolly and Nicklas Backstrom-scored goals as
the second round NHL series now shifts to Pittsburgh.

Kris Letang scored the lone goal for the Penguins in
front of a sold-out crowd of 18,500 at Washington’s
Capital One arena. The two-
time defending Stanley Cup
champion Penguins host
game three today.

Pittsburgh appeared to
cut the Capitals lead to 3-2
halfway through the final
period when Swedish for-
ward Patric Hornqvist
jammed a puck under the leg
pad of Holtby. 

The play went to video
review and despite the
replays appearing to show white ice between the puck
and the red goal line, league determined there was no
goal. The Penguins were furious, saying they did their
own homework. “It’s 100 percent a goal,” Penguins
coach Mike Sullivan said. “When you  blow it up, you
can see the white. It’s behind the post.” With their kettle
already on boil from that ruling, the Penguins fury with
the officials escalated on another controversial play.  

Canadian enforcer Tom Wilson wasn’t penalized for
a blindside check to Brian Dumoulin’s head with his left
shoulder in the second period. Dumoulin, of the US, left
the game to be checked for a head injury and did not
return. “He made contact with his head,” said Penguins
star Sidney Crosby who suffered a similar hit that led to
a concussion from former Capitals player David Steckel
seven years ago.  “Given his history and things like that,
I’m sure the league will take a good look at it.”
Backstrom scored an empty-net goal with seven sec-

onds left in the third to round out the scoring. 
In the late game, Kevin Fiala scored in double over-

time to lift the Nashville Predators to a 5-4 win over
the Winnipeg Jets and a 1-1 tie in their second round
series.

Ovechkin scored just 86 seconds into the game as
he blasted a shot from the high slot area past Penguins
goaltender Matt Murray. The goal was the seventh of
the postseason for Russia’s Ovechkin.

Vrana, with his first career playoff goal, made it 2-0
on the powerplay about 14
minutes later after taking a
pass from Lars Eller.  Fiala
took a pass from Craig
Smith and deked to his
backhand, lifting a shot just
off the glove of goalie
Connor Hellebuyck for his
third goal of the playoffs
and his second of the series.

The teams next head to
Winnipeg for Game 3
tonight. The Jets forced

extra hockey with an extra attacker. Mark Scheifele
scored his second goal of the game at 18:55 of the
third period when he roofed his NHL-high eighth goal
of the playoffs and fourth marker of the series.

Ryan Johansen’s second goal of the contest gave
Nashville a 4-3 edge at 5:45 of the third period,
answering Brandon Tanev’s equalizer 34 seconds ear-
lier off a Predators turnover.

In most ways, Winnipeg played a far better game
than it did on Friday night, when it was outshot 48-
19. The Jets carried play for most of the third period
and finished the evening with a 50-41 advantage in
shots on goal. But Hellebuyck, who was easily the
best player on the ice in Game 1, was merely human
in this one. He made 36 saves, although he played
better as the night progressed. Pekka Rinne, who was
pulled from Game 1 following the second period after
permitting three goals on 16 shots, bounced back

with 46 saves for Nashville. Johansen put Nashville
ahead just 27 seconds into the game with his first
goal, skating into the slot and wiring a wrister just
inside the right post off a Filip Forsberg feed.

Winnipeg responded with two goals in a 29-sec-
ond span late in the opening period. Dustin Byfuglien
bagged his first playoff goal at 12:47 with a sharp-
angle wrister from the right circle through Rinne’s
pads, and Scheifele tallied on the power play.

The Predators answered with two second-period
markers. P.K. Subban bombed a point shot off the left
post on the power play at 5:04 for his first goal of
the postseason, and Arvidsson registered his third at
18:41 on a s lapper from the r ight faceoff  dot .
Forsberg wound up with three assists  whi le
Arvidsson had two. Scheifele had a three-point
game. Byfuglien and Subban each had a goal and an
assist. —Agencies
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WASHINGTON: Jake Guentzel #59 of the Pittsburgh Penguins falls to the ice in front of Matt Niskanen #2 of the
Washington Capitals during the third period in Game Two of the Eastern Conference Second Round during the
2018 NHL Stanley Cup Playoffs at Capital One Arena on Sunday in Washington. — AFP

PARIS: A late leveller from Ismael Traore put the brakes
on Marseille’s bid for Champions League football next
season as the southern giants were held to a 1-1 draw at
Angers on Sunday.  Marseille travelled west hoping to
move into the Ligue 1 top three after Monaco were held
to a scoreless draw at home to Amiens on Saturday as
Lyon took second by beating Nantes.

Paris Saint-Germain, who battled back from two
goals down to draw 2-2 with Guingamp on Sunday,
wrapped up the title with plenty of room to spare two
weeks ago. On paper, three points were well within
Marseille’s grasp.  Coach Rudi Garcia certainly
appeared to believe so as he left both Dimitri Payet and
Kostas Mitroglou on the bench ahead of Thursday’s
Europa League semi-final second leg at Salzburg.

But despite a third-minute penalty from Florian
Thauvin, misfiring Angers finally got back on level
terms thanks to Traore’s header from a free-kick on 79
minutes. Marseille remain fourth, one point behind
Monaco in the third and last Champions League quali-
fying position.

But Garcia remained confident that Marseille will
reach their objectives both at home and in Europe.
“We’ve dropped two points, which is a regret because
we’re approaching the end of the season,” he said.

“But we still have three matches to play, and Monaco
also dropped points. It’s not over yet.” He added: “Now,
we’ll turn our focus to the Europa League and do
everything we can to make the final. Then we host Nice
(in Ligue 1) and we’ll start our bid to move up one or
two places in the table. Everything is possible.”

After Monaco’s slip-up, motivation should not have
been an issue for Marseille at the Raymond Kopa stadi-
um. But Garcia’s men struggled to build on the early
lead provided by Thauvin after Abdoulaye Bamba had
fouled Valere Germain during the first corner of the
game. In wet and slippery conditions both keepers

were kept on their toes.  Marseille shot-stopper Yohann
Pele produced a great one-handed save to thwart
Flavien Tait from a tight angle minutes before the inter-
val.  But Ludovic Butelle was the busiest of the pair, the
35-year-old forced into action quickly after the restart
to charge down Jordan Amavi’s angled strike before
palming a wicked curling effort from Thauvin over the
bar moments later. The greasy pitch made for a scrappy
affair with passes, and shots, going astray. But not even
those challenges were an excuse for Angers missing a
golden chance to level on 70 minutes. Karl Toko
Ekambi’s run through the middle into the area saw the
ball stop dead, with Pele stranded.

Yet, faced with an empty goal, Thomas Mangani sent
his effort high over the bar from 16 yards out.

But the home fans were finally given reason to cele-

brate when Traore rose highest at the back post to
meet Tait’s free-kick from deep on the left and fire a
header past a rooted Pele and into the bottom corner.
Champions PSG needed two goals from Uruguayan
striker Edinson Cavani to rescue a point at home to
mid-table Guingamp.

Ludovic Blas and Jimmy Briand had put Guingamp
on course for a shock win at the Parc des Princes
before Cavani became his club’s all-time Ligue 1 top
scorer with a 75th-minute penalty and leveller seven
minutes from time.  The brace took Cavani’s career total
to 115 goals in the French top flight.  Rennes boosted
their hopes of fighting for a Europa League place with
a precious 2-1 win over Toulouse that pushed the
Brittany side up one place to sixth. They are now just
one point behind fifth-placed Saint-Etienne. — AFP

Draw dents Marseille 
Euro bid, Cavani 
sets PSG record 
with rescue act

PARIS: Paris Saint-Germain’s Uruguayan forward Edinson Cavani (L) vies for the ball with Guingamp’s
French defender Jeremy Sorbon during the French L1 football match Paris Saint-Germain (PSG) ver-
sus Guingamp on Sunday at the Parc des Princes Stadium. — AFP 

LONDON: Champions of Scotland again, Celtic’s seventh
straight title was made all the more special by the fact it was
bitter rivals Rangers who were embarrased once more 5-0
on Sunday to mathematically get Brendan Rodgers’s men
over the line. Despite an understandable slip in standards
following a historic treble of domestic trophies without suf-
fering a single defeat last season, there was rarely any doubt
who would win the league from the moment the season
kicked off in August.

Trailing the champions by 13 points, Rangers-only in
their second season back in the top-flight since dropping

down to the fourth tier after going into liquidation in 2012
— have a battle with Aberdeen and Hibernian in the remain-
ing three games of the season just to be the second best. In
11 games against Celtic since being promoted, Rangers are
yet win a Glasgow derby and have now conceded 30 goals
in nine defeats. More history beckons for Rodgers with
Celtic just one game away in the Scottish Cup final against
Motherwell next month from becoming the first side in
Scottish football history to win back-to-back trebles.

The hope from the Celtic supporters and board is that
the Northern Irishman will honour the contract he signed
last year till 2020 to complete 10-in-a-row and break the
previous best nine consecutive titles set by both sides of
the Old Firm rivalry. The former Liverpool manager was
quickly linked with taking over at Arsenal when Arsene
Wenger announced his decision to leave at the end of the
season last week.

Yet, despite constant speculation over whether there is
enough of a challenge at Celtic to prevent Rodgers being
tempted by a return to the right job in the Premier League,
Rodgers himself has insisted there is still plenty for him to
achieve at Celtic Park. “There is still a lot of work for me to
do here to achieve on the pitch and off the pitch. But you
can only do that if you are happy and, for me, I couldn’t be

happier at this club,” said Rodgers.
“Already we are thinking how can we improve for next

year, how can we be better in our form and our game? How
can we be better in all aspects? So that’s something that is
important.” Having already seen off three Rangers man-
agers, the next appointment at Ibrox could see Rodgers
come up against one of his most illustrious former players.
According to reports, Liverpool legend Steven Gerrard has
been offered his first senior role in management at Ibrox
come the end of the season.

Gerrard’s presence would restore some of Scottish foot-
ball’s lost lustre, but trying to end Celtic’s domestic domi-
nance would be a monumental challenge for a rookie man-
ager. For Celtic, the challenge is to look beyond the goldfish
bowl of Glasgow rivalry to register an improvement on the
European stage.

Rodgers has successfully navigated a series of tricky
early season qualifiers to reach the Champions League
group stage in each of his two seasons in charge. However,
Celtic have won just one game of 12 in the Champions
League proper in the past two seasons with harrowing
thrashings at the hands of Barcelona and Paris Saint-
Germain a reminder that the financial chasm between the
European elite and the rest is growing every season.— AFP
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