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Arsenal silence doubters with win

LONDON: Premier League leaders Arsenal have 
had their title credentials questioned all season but 
their last-gasp 3-2 win against Manchester United 
has silenced many of the remaining doubters. Eddie 
Nketiah scored the winner in the dying moments of 
a pulsating match at the Emirates on Sunday as the 
home fans were infused with fresh belief that this 
could be their year. 

The game against in-form United was seen as a 
critical test for the Gunners, especially after 
Manchester City closed the gap at the top of the 
table to just two points earlier in the day. It was a 
challenge they did not fluff, hitting back hard after 
conceding the f irst goal , scored by Marcus 
Rashford, and staying calm after Lisandro 
Martinez cancelled out Bukayo Saka’s strike in the 
second half. 

Arsenal, who have made their best-ever start to 
an English top-flight season, now have 50 points 
after 19 games - five clear of defending champions 
City with a game in hand at the halfway point of the 

campaign. “I don’t think it gets much better than 
that,” said a buoyant Arsenal coach Mikel Arteta. “It 
was a beautiful moment, a really special one 
because we were pushing and pushing and pushing 
and the goal wasn’t coming and it came at the end... 
it was just electric. It was really emotional, really 
passionate and I lost it.” 

Arteta said he hopes the result, which follows last 
week’s 2-0 win against Tottenham in the north 
London derby, gives his team the belief that Arsenal 
can be crowned league champions for the first time 
since 2004. But he wants to keep his team’s feet on 
the ground despite a remarkable season in which 
they have lost just once in the league. “We know 
our reality, we know how much we still have to 
improve,” said the Spaniard, who was previously 
Pep Guardiola’s assistant at City. 

 
Winnable matches 

Arsenal face the defending champions in the 
middle of next month but their upcoming fixtures all 

look winnable and it is getting increasingly difficult 
to see where they will slip up. Leaving the match 
against City aside, Arsenal’s next opponents in the 
league are relegation-threatened Everton, 
Brentford, Aston Villa, Leicester, Bournemouth, 
Fulham, Crystal Palace and Leeds. 

City, with title-winning pedigree, appear to have 
found their form again after a wobble and the sides 
at the bottom of the table will fight for their lives as 
the trap door looms. But former Arsenal captain 
Arteta has transformed his side from also-rans last 
season into title favorites, through luck and judge-
ment. Saka has gone from strength to strength while 
Nketiah has stepped up in the absence of new sign-
ing Gabriel Jesus, injured while playing for Brazil at 
the World Cup. 

The 23-year-old now has six goals in six games 
in all competitions since the tournament in Qatar. 
“What Eddie’s doing is incredible,” said Arteta. 
“We cannot say we saw that. We were hoping that 
he could do that because of the way he is , 

because of his mentality, because of his qualities.” 
When asked to sum up the first half of the season, 
Arteta said it was “extraordinary” but was again 
careful to avoid the impression that his team are 
the finished article. “It doesn’t get much better 
than that, that’s the reality,” he said. “I think we 
deserve the points that we have. We have played 
well enough to win most of the matches but the 
reality as well is that we still have a lot of things 
that we can get much better at.” 

So does he believe Arsenal are now favorites 
for the title, on course to win the Premier League 
for the first time since Arsene Wenger’s last tri-
umph nearly two decades ago? “I don’t have an 
opinion,” he said. “It can be a perception. I know 
my team so well, I know where we are, I know 
why we are here and I know where we want to be. 
“And we are still far from that and I know the level 
of the other teams, especially one that has won 
everything in the last five or six years and we are 
not there yet.” — AFP 

LONDON: Manchester United’s Portuguese midfielder Bruno Fernandes vies with Arsenal’s Brazilian midfielder Gabriel Martinelli at the Emirates Stadium on Jan 22, 2023. — AFP 

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic 
surged into the Australian Open 
quarterfinals with his “best match 
of this year” on Monday, while 
Aryna Sabalenka was an equally 
ruthless winner. After a series of 
shocks at Melbourne Park, normal 
order was more or less restored on 
day eight, except for fourth seed 
Caroline Garcia bowing out under 
the weight of expectation. 

Djokovic demolished Alex de 
Minaur for the loss of just five 
games to sweep into the last eight 
and step up his bid for a 10th 
Melbourne crown, and record-tying 
22nd major title in all. He will meet 
fifth seed Andrey Rublev for a semi-
final berth after the Russian toppled 
Danish teenager Holger Rune in a 
thrilling five-set clash also at Rod 
Laver Arena. 

The Serb’s 6-2, 6-1, 6-2 triumph over 
22nd-seeded home hope De Minaur was 
an ominous statement of intent. 
Significantly, his troublesome left hamstring 
appeared much improved. Asked after-
wards how he had been so emphatic, 
Djokovic told the crowd: “Because I 
wanted to. I cannot say I’m sorry you did 
not watch a longer match. I really wanted 
to win in straight sets.” The 35-year-old 
called it his “best match of this year so far” 
and of his hamstring said: “I did not feel 
anything today, so today was great.” 

Rublev admitted he was “lucky” after 
saving two match points against Rune, in 
energy-sapping heat. He described beat-
ing the 19-year-old as “not like a roller-
coaster, it’s like they put a gun to your 
head. A rollercoaster is easier.” In a men’s 

draw decimated by shocks, including the sec-
ond-round exit of reigning champion 

Rafael Nadal, there will be a last-
eight clash between two unseeded 
Americans. The 20-year-old Ben 
Shelton, on his first trip outside the 

United States, emerged from 
another five-setter against 

friend and fellow 

American JJ Wolf. Shelton is only the fourth man 
in the past 20 years to reach the Melbourne 
quarter-finals on debut. “I really focused in the 
fifth set, just being energetic, trusting my fitness 
and just hustling, being courageous and I 
thought I did a really good job of competing at 
the highest level in the fifth set,” said the 89th-
ranked Shelton. He plays Tommy Paul, who 
defeated 24th seed Roberto Bautista Agut. 

‘Not comfortable’ Garcia 
In the women’s draw, Garcia became the lat-

est top-10 seed to fall, with 
a shock defeat to Magda 

Linette, ranked 45 in the 
world. This is the first 
Grand Slam since the 
Open era began in 

1968 to lose the top two 
seeds in both the men’s 

and women’s draws before 
the last eight. Unseeded Pole 

Linette stunned Garcia 7-6 (7/3), 6-4 and the 
French player admitted that expectations and 
nerves got the better of her. 

Asked if being one of the favorites for the 
title had been too much to handle, she replied: 
“Yes, I think so. “It’s one of the things I’m not 
comfortable with.” Linette said she “couldn’t 
believe it” as she reached her first Grand Slam 
quarter-final at the age of 30. She faces Karolina 
Pliskova after the former world number one 
romped past China’s Zhang Shuai 6-0, 6-4. 

Sabalenka never really looked like she would 
follow top seed Iga Swiatek, Garcia and the rest 
out of the first major of the year. The Belarusian 
Sabalenka and third-seeded American Jessica 

Pegula-both chasing a maiden major crown - 
are now the women to beat. Sabalenka 

defeated dangerous 12th seed Belinda 
Bencic 7-5, 6-2 to set up a last-eight clash 
against unseeded Donna Vekic, who beat 

17-year-old Linda Fruhvirtova in three sets. 
Hard-hitting Sabalenka sprinted into her 

first quarterfinal at the Australian Open and said: 
“My whole life, it took me a little while to under-
stand that negative emotion is not gonna help 
you on court. “You have to just stay strong and 
believe no matter what, and then do everything 
you can.”  — AFP  

Ruthless Djokovic, 
Sabalenka sweep  
into quarterfinals

MELBOURNE: Serbia’s Novak Djokovic hits a 
return against Australia’s Alex De Minaur on 
day eight of the Australian Open on Jan 23, 
2023.  — AFP  

RIYADH: Al Nassr’s Portuguese forward Cristiano Ronaldo attempts a shot dur-
ing a Saudi Pro League match against Al Ettifaq at King Fahd Stadium on Jan 
22, 2023. — AFP 

RIYADH: Cristiano Ronaldo made a 
winning start to life in the Saudi Pro 
League as he led Al Nassr to a 1-0 
victory over Ettifaq on Sunday in his 
first match since becoming the best 
paid footballer in history. The 
Portuguese superstar didn’t score but 
there were promising signs for Al 
Nassr, who are eyeing domestic and 
continental silverware after the 37-
year-old moved for deals totaling 
more than 400 million euros. 

However, Ronaldo’s league debut 
had an anticlimactic feel in front of 

22,862 fans after he scored twice in 
this week’s lively 5-4 exhibition defeat 
to Lionel Messi’s Paris Saint-Germain. 
“He’s one of the best players in the 
history of football, so it’s very impor-
tant for us to do everything possible 
to put him in the best condition,” said 
Al Nassr coach Rudi Garcia. “I want 
him to enjoy playing and tonight he 
was happy to play for the first time 
with his new team.” 

Ronaldo, leading out Al Nassr as 
captain, made a low-key start in the 
first half, twice losing the ball with 
attempted trickery as his team-mates 
struggled to get him on the ball. 
Ronaldo’s early shot from the edge of 
the box was deflected over, and he 
nearly met Abdulmajeed Al 
Sulaiheem’s cross that was headed in 
by Anderson Talisca for the game’s 
only goal on 31 minutes. —AFP 

Ronaldo starts 
with win after 
Saudi move


