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Sabalenka wins first Slam crown

MELBOURNE: An emotional Aryna Sabalenka 
said it will take a “few more days” to sink in after 
battling from a set down to win a maiden Grand 
Slam title at the Australian Open on Saturday. The 
hard-hitting Belarusian collapsed to the court in 
tears after winning 4-6, 6-3, 6-4 against Wimbledon 
champion Elena Rybakina in a high-quality 2hr 
28min arm-wrestle on Rod Laver Arena. 

The 24-year-old Sabalenka wiped away tears 
before getting a warm hug from Moscow-born 
Rybakina, who played a full part in a thrilling match 
between two of the most powerful hitters in the 
women’s game. Sabalenka, the fifth seed and form 
player in 2023, then ran to her player’s box to cele-
brate with her team. “Thank you, my team, the cra-
ziest team on the tour. We’ve been through a lot of, 
I would say, downs last year,” Sabalenka said, 
addressing her team after receiving the trophy. 

Turning to beaten 22nd seed Rybakina, she added: 
“You’re such a great player and of course we are 
going to have many more battles, hopefully in finals 
of the Grand Slams.” Asked by reporters if it was the 
greatest match she had ever played, Sabalenka said: 
“I would say it was. She played unbelievable tennis. I 
fought so hard to win this one. I think the tennis was 
great... I really enjoyed this battle.” 

Sabalenka will now rise to second in the world 

rankings behind Poland’s Iga Swiatek, equaling her 
career high, having triumphed in her first Grand 
Slam final. The finale was a captivating match of 
brutal groundstrokes, precision serving and won-
derful rallies from two players at the top of their 
game. It was a fitting end to two weeks of drama 
and shocks at Melbourne Park. “I need a few more 
days to realize what just happened,” Sabalenka told 
Australia’s Channel Nine. “Oh my god, I’m speech-
less, to be honest.” 

 
‘Take a deep breath’ 

Rybakina cruised through the first set in 34 min-
utes but Sabalenka scrapped her way back in a 57-
minute second set to take it to a nervy decider. It 
was then a case of which of the big servers would 
blink first in a toe-to-toe battle. At 3-3 Rybakina - 
who represents Kazakhstan - could not find enough 
first serves and though she saved two break points, 
a third was too much, and Sabalenka had the finish 
line in sight. 

Another ace took her to 5-3 but the 23-year-old 
Rybakina held to force Sabalenka to test her nerves 
and serve for the championship. She was up to the 
challenge, but needed four nerve-shredding match 
points after a display where she hit an astonishing 51 
winners and 17 aces. She remains unbeaten in 2023. 

“I just kept telling myself that nobody said this is 
going to be easy. She’s going to fight, this is the final, 
just work for it,” Sabalenka said afterwards, describ-
ing how she got through those four match points. 

“Take a deep breath and just work. I was just 
super happy that I was able to handle all the emo-
tions in the last game, it was super tough for me,” 
added Sabalenka, who had reached three Grand 
Slam semi-finals before this year but never gone 
farther. She suffered nerves in the past and strug-
gled badly with her serve last year. “They were 
really tough matches and I just couldn’t understand 
until right now that I really needed that to under-
stand what I have to change,” Sabalenka added, 
casting her mind back. “I now know what else I have 
to work on and I’m just super happy right now to 
break through this wall.” 

Rybakina will have the consolation of breaking 
into the top 10 for the first time, after reaching her 
second Grand Slam final in seven months. She was 
awarded no ranking points for her Wimbledon win 
because of the ban on Russian and Belarusian play-
ers there. “I don’t think tomorrow I’m going to feel 
different just because of the ranking now,” said a 
disappointed Rybakina, who is projected to rise to 
10th from her current 25th when the new rankings 
are published on Monday. — AFP 

Hard-hitting Belarusian ‘speechless’ after clinching Australian Open title

MELBOURNE: Belarus’ Aryna Sabalenka poses with the Daphne Akhurst Memorial Cup after defeating Kazakhstan’s Elena Rybakina in the women’s singles final match of the Australian Open on Jan 28, 2023. — AFP

NEW YORK: A game-worn jersey of basket-
ball superstar LeBron James sold for $3.7 mil-
lion at auction Friday, five times more than the 
previous record for one of his shirts. The sale 
comes with interest even higher than usual in 
the 38-year-old LA Lakers icon as he nears 
the NBA’s all-time scoring record. Sotheby’s in 
New York sold the jersey, which James wore 
while playing for the Miami Heat in their 2013 
NBA finals game seven victory against the San 
Antonio Spurs. It smashed the previous record 
of $630,000 for a James All-Star jersey worn 
in 2020. 

Game-worn sports memorabilia is big busi-
ness. Michael Jordan’s 1998 NBA Finals jersey, 
which sold for $10.1 million in September 2022, 
is currently the most valuable such item. Diego 
Maradona’s “Hand of God” jersey sold for $9.3 
million at Sotheby’s in London last year. James 
needs just 178 points to eclipse Lakers legend 
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s tally of 38,387 points, 
one of the most coveted and longstanding 
records in basketball. Sotheby’s also sold a 
dress worn by the late Princess Diana for 
$604,800 Friday. — AFP 

LeBron James 
jersey sells for 
whopping $3.7m

NEW YORK: LeBron Jamesí game-worn jersey is on 
display during a press preview at Sothebyís auc-
tion house. — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: Milwaukee’s Giannis 
Antetokounmpo celebrated his confirmation as an 
NBA All-Star team captain by pouring in 41 points 
to propel the Bucks to a 141-131 NBA victory over 
the Indiana Pacers on Friday as the Memphis 
Grizzlies’ slide continued. The Bucks scored a sea-
son-high 85 first-half points and led by as many as 
33 before fending off a late Pacers rally in 
Indianapolis, notching a third straight victory. 

Indiana had sliced the deficit to eight points with 
just over four minutes remaining, trying to make the 
most of Antetokounmpo’s troubles at the free-throw 
line by fouling him repeatedly. The Milwaukee star, 
who pulled down 12 rebounds and handed out six 
assists, helped fend them off by making five free 
throws in the space of a minute and while the Pacers 
got the gap to seven points with 2:06 to play they 
would get no closer. 

Jrue Holiday scored 23 points and handed out 
nine assists for the Bucks. Myles Turner led the 
Pacers with 24 points. Antetokounmpo’s dominant 
performance, including a breathtaking fourth-quar-
ter dunk over Oshae Brissett, came a day after he 
was confirmed as a starter and team captain for 
next month’s All-Star game, as the top vote-getter 
from the Eastern Conference. 

It will be the third time the two-time NBA Most 
Valuable Player has had the honor, after leading 
teams in the mid-season exhibition in 2019 and 
2020. The Grizzlies fell 111-100 to the Minnesota 
Timberwolves in Minneapolis, where the game was 
preceded by a moment of silence to honor the 
memory of Tyre Nichols - the Memphis man whose 
fatal beating has led to murder charges against five 
police officers. 

Anthony Edwards scored 25 points to lead the 
Timberwolves. Ja Morant had a triple-double of 27 
points, 11 assists and 10 rebounds for Memphis, but 
the Grizzlies finished their road trip 0-5 on the 
heels of an 11-game winning streak. Grizzlies coach 
Taylor Jenkins said before the game his team had 
been saddened by the “devastating” news emerging 
from Memphis about Nichols during their weeklong 
road trip. “It’s been hard to process,” Jenkins said. 
“There’s a lot of emotion. We can’t wait to get back 
home to put our arms around everyone in Memphis 
as they struggle with the senseless loss of life.” 

The death of Nichols, a 29-year-old Black man, 
after he was beaten by five black officers after he 
was stopped on suspicion of reckless driving, 
sparked concern around the NBA. The league and 
multiple teams as well as individual players posted 
statements offering condolences to Nichols’s family 
and urging calm protest as police in Memphis 
released video footage on Friday of the beating. 
Memphis forward Jaren Jackson Jr addressed a 
tweet before the game to Nichols’s family saying 
“my teammates and I are and have been paying 
attention. We are with you.” 

The NBA said in a statement it remained “com-

mitted to partnering with advocates, policymakers 
and law enforcement to work toward solutions to 
the issues we continue to face,” the league said.  

Warriors pull away 
In San Francisco, Stephen Curry scored 35 

points and Klay Thompson added 29 as the NBA 
champion Golden State Warriors pulled away late to 
polish off the Toronto Raptors 129-117. Curry also 
handed out 11 of the Warriors’ 40 assists in an 
entertaining shoot-out that saw the hosts finally pull 
away with a 31-point fourth quarter. Jonathan 
Kuminga scored 15 points to lead Golden State’s 
reserves - who outscored their Raptors counter-
parts 39-26. — AFP 

Antetokounmpo’s 
41 pts power Bucks, 
Warriors top Raptors

INDIANAPOLIS: Giannis Antetokounmpo of the 
Milwaukee Bucks shoots the ball during the game 
against the Indiana Pacers on Jan 27, 2023 at Gainbridge 
Fieldhouse.  — AFP 


