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MADRID:  Barcelona’s Gabonese midfielder Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang (center) scores a goal during the Spanish League football match between Real Madrid CF and FC Barcelona on March 20, 2022. — AFP

MADRID: Xavi Hernandez said Barcelona’s 4-0
thrashing of Real Madrid could be transformative
for the club after their Clasico demolition at the
Santiago Bernabeu on Sunday. Barcelona blew
Madrid away as Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang
scored twice either side of goals from Ronald
Araujo and Ferran Torres.

The match was billed as a test of Barca’s
progress under Xavi and they passed with flying
colours, a humiliation of their fiercest rivals sug-
gesting they are primed to challenge again for La
Liga next season. “It can change the dynamics of
the present and the future,” said Xavi. “We had lots
of chances and we were much better than Madrid,
far superior. We deserved to score so many goals.”

Asked if Barcelona are back, Xavi said: “It can
be. This is the right path.” And while the result
might have little bearing on the title race this term,
a defeat of this magnitude, at home, and against
Barcelona, will cause serious reverberations at Real
Madrid. It will go down with other historic Clasico
thrashings, like when Barca won 6-2 at Real Madrid

in 2009 under Pep Guardiola or 5-0 at home two
years later.

Questions will be asked about Carlo Ancelotti’s
future, with Madrid outplayed tactically and techni-
cally by Xavi’s Barca, who were faster, slicker and,
perhaps most worryingly, could easily have won by
more. “We played badly and I planned the game
badly,” said Ancelotti. “I am sorry for the defeat
and I am sad. But we have to keep it in perspec-
tive.” Madrid were admittedly without the injured
Karim Benzema and Ferland Mendy while there
could have been a degree of complacency, given
they kicked off nine points clear at the top of the
table after Sevilla were held to a goalless draw by
Real Sociedad.

But none of that will excuse a loss as dramatic as
this one, the only relief now that a resurgent
Barcelona are still 12 points behind, albeit with a
game in hand. Aubameyang’s double means he now
has nine goals in 11 games for Barcelona and the
Gabon striker is looking like a superb January sign-
ing. Pedri was outstanding again too-but this was a

night for the bigger picture, as Barcelona’s revival
made its biggest statement so far.

When Barca were beaten by Real Madrid in the
Spanish Super Cup in January, the Catalans were
criticized for celebrating the manner of their nar-
row defeat. “We are getting closer,” said Gerard
Pique. After five consecutive losses to Madrid, a
win of any kind was the next step for Barca but a
hammering like this could be transformative, deliv-
ering a huge boost to confidence, vindication of
Xavi’s project and optimism for next season all in
one fell swoop.

‘We are back’ 
Shortly after the final whistle here, Pique tweet-

ed: “We are back.” Eder Militao clattered Pedri in
the opening minute and that was about as close as
Real Madrid got to him all game. Soon, the chances
started coming for Barca as Ferran Torres pulled
back for Aubameyang but he scuffed straight at
Thibaut Courtois, who then had to palm wide a
curling effort from Ousmane Dembele. Barca’s dom-

inance was growing and in the 29th minute they
scored, Dembele racing round the outside of Nacho
Fernandez and crossing for Aubameyang to head in.

Vinicius Junior might have changed the game if
he had converted after being sent through but a
heavy touch allowed Marc-Andre ter Stegen to
save. Instead, Barcelona doubled their lead when
Ronald Araujo headed in from a corner before half-
time and after it, the humiliation began. David Alaba
and Militao both committed themselves to sliding
tackles and both missed, Aubameyang executing a
superb flicked pass to Torres, who made no mistake.

Worse was to come, as Pique’s ball over the top
allowed Aubameyang to scoop in a brilliant finish
for a fourth in the 51st minute. Madrid thought they
were spared by the offside flag but VAR intervened
and the goal stood. Aubameyang, Torres and
Dembele could all have furthered the embarrass-
ment for Madrid, the latter poking wide after skip-
ping in behind and holding off Militao. By then,
Aubameyang had gone off, the victory already
complete and the stadium quickly emptying. — AFP

Barcelona humiliate Real Madrid 4-0
Clasico thrashing could change everything for Barca

Tatum, Brown lead 
Celtics over Nuggets
LOS ANGELES: Jayson Tatum and Jaylen Brown
finished with 30 points each as the Boston Celtics
romped to a 124-104 road victory over Nikola Jokic
and the Denver Nuggets on Sunday. Tatum and
Brown spearheaded a superb all-round offensive
performance for Boston, whose defense successfully
bottled up the threat of Denver’s reigning NBA MVP
Jokic, who was held to 23 points.

Apart from a brief spell in the first quarter, Boston
led throughout, pulling clear of Denver with a 35-16
second quarter which included four three-pointers
from four attempts by Payton Pritchard. That left
Boston up 68-43 at half-time and, although Denver
tightened up after the interval, the result was never in
doubt as Boston cruised to a third straight victory.
The Celtics improved to 44-28 with the win to
remain fourth in the Eastern Conference, level on 44
wins with third-placed Milwaukee.

Denver dropped to 42-30 in the Western
Conference, and are one place outside the automatic
playoff places. Elsewhere on Sunday, Philadelphia

were out-hustled in a low-scoring 93-88 loss to the
Toronto Raptors. The Raptors held 76ers big man
Joel Embiid to 21 points as defenses dominated at
Philadelphia’s Wells Fargo Center. James Harden, who
finished with 17 points, gave up a late flagrant foul to
end the Sixers hopes of forcing overtime. Pascal
Siakam led the Raptors scorers with 26 points.

In Sacramento, Devin Booker scored 31 points as
the Western Conference-leading Phoenix Suns sur-
vived a scare before seeing off the Kings 127-124 in
overtime. Sacramento led by 14 points early in the
second half against a sluggish Suns, before Booker
sparked a fightback with a 19-point third quarter.
Booker’s rally trimmed Sacramento’s lead to just four
points heading into the fourth quarter, and from there
Phoenix gradually clawed back the advantage before
squeaking through in overtime.  Booker was backed
with 27 points from Mikal Bridges and 21 points from
Landry Shamet. Rookie Davion Mitchell led the
Sacramento scorers with a career-high 28 points.
Phoenix, who have already qualified for the playoffs,
improved their record to 58-14 at the top of the
West, extending their unbeaten streak to five games.
“It’s gratifying just because of so many guys step-
ping up and making a contribution,” Phoenix coach
Monty Williams said afterwards. —AFP

COLORADO: Jayson Tatum #0 of the Boston Celtics drives to the basket during the game against the Denver Nuggets on
March 20, 2022.— AFP

Fritz hands Nadal 
first 2022 defeat 
INDIAN WELLS: Taylor Fritz stunned Rafael Nadal
6-3, 7-6 (7/5) on Sunday to win the ATP Indian Wells
Masters and end the 21-time Grand Slam champion’s
perfect 20-0 run to start 2022. Fritz, ranked 20th in
the world, claimed his second career title and his first
at the elite Masters 1000 level while denying Nadal a
record-equalling 37th Masters crown. The 24-year-
old American achieved his biggest triumph despite an
injured right ankle that was so painful when he tested
it Sunday morning he didn’t think he’d be able to play.

“This is just one of those childhood dreams, win-
ning this tournament especially, Indian Wells, this is
one of those childhood dreams you never even think
can come true,” the Southern California native said,
fighting back tears. “It was just an emotional roller
coaster all day,” said Fritz, who spent hours leading
up to the match receiving treatment to numb his ankle
after “basically almost crying because I thought I was
going to have to pull out.

“It was a game-time decision,” Fritz said. “A lot of
members of my team wanted me to not play the
match. I’m never going to let them forget that because
I went on the court and it was a complete non-issue,
didn’t feel it at all, didn’t hinder me at all.” The 35-
year-old Nadal, meanwhile, was pushing himself
through pain, twice receiving treatment on his upper
body for a yet-to-be diagnosed problem that not only
hurt but also affected his breathing. “I don’t know if
it’s something on the rib, I don’t know yet,” Nadal
said. “It’s a kind of pain that limit me a lot.”

Nadal had already said he would skip next week’s
Miami Masters to give his body a rest and prepare for
the claycourt season. After fearing a foot injury that halt-
ed his 2021 campaign might end his career, the Spaniard
claimed a record-setting 21st Grand Slam singles title
with an epic comeback victory over Daniil Medvedev in
the Australian Open final, then won the title at Acapulco.
Fritz said he was aware that there was “stuff going on”
with Nadal even before the match began.

“I can’t imagine how banged up someone’s body
must be after 20-something straight matches, playing
as much as he has,” Fritz said. “I didn’t let it change

how I was going to play at all. I treated it like I was
playing the Rafa that I know, that everybody knows.”
Battling to the end, Nadal saved one match point in
the 10th game of the second set, but in a tense
tiebreaker that decided it all Fritz proved too much.
After Nadal spun a forehand wide to give up another
match point, Fritz put it away with yet another of his
big forehand winners.

Fast start for Fritz 
Fritz’s fitness concerns were at the forefront when

the American fell on the very first point of the match.
But he seized a 4-0 lead in the opening set in just 19
minutes. Nadal, coming off a draining three-set semi-
final victory over 18-year-old compatriot Carlos
Alcaraz, appeared to have found his range when he
held at love to make it 4-1. But he was unable to make
any inroads on Fritz’s serve until the American served
for the set at 5-2 and Nadal converted his only break
chance of the set when Fritz sent a forehand long.
However, Nadal was unable to build any momentum,
immediately surrendering the break and the set after
39 minutes. Nadal took a medical timeout between
sets and gained the first break of the second set for a
2-1 lead. Fritz opened the door for him with a double
fault, came up with a big serve then fell to a forehand
winner on the Spaniard’s second break chance. —AFP

INDIAN WELLS: Taylor Fritz poses for photographers after
defeating Rafael Nadal of Spain during the men’s final of
the BNP Paribas Open on March 20, 2022. — AFP


