
MELBOURNE: In drawing level with Ra-
fael Nadal’s record 22 Grand Slam titles, 
Novak Djokovic reignited the debate about 
who is the greatest men’s tennis player of 
all time. For some, the Serb settled it with 
his record-extending 10th Australian Open 
crown. Certainly his vanquished opponent 
on Rod Laver Arena thinks so. “He’s the 
greatest that has ever held a tennis racquet, 
for sure,” said Stefanos Tsitsipas after los-
ing 6-3, 7-6 (7/4), 7-6 (7/5).

It seems inevitable that Djokovic, who 
returned to world number one with his 
dominant victory in Sunday’s final, will win 
more Slams. At 35 he is a year younger than 
great rival Nadal and except for hamstring 
trouble early on in Melbourne, he appears 
to be in excellent physical shape. In con-
trast, Nadal’s battered body broke down 
again at the Australian Open and he limped 
out with defeat in the second round, his title 
defense over and the Spaniard in pain with 
a hip injury.

Roger Federer, the third of the “Big 
Three” who have dominated men’s tennis 
for the past 15 years, retired last year with 
20 Grand Slam titles. Federer will always 
be the “people’s champion” in the eyes 
of many because of the graceful way he 
played, but it is Djokovic who looks primed 
to pull away with the record number of 
men’s major crowns.

Djokovic seems to thrive on pain and 
feed off adversity. Two years ago he won in 
Australia despite tearing stomach muscles, 
this year it was a hamstring that did not al-
low him to practice between matches. If not 

for Djokovic’s vaccine status, which saw 
him deported from Australia a year ago and 
prevented him competing at the US Open, 
he may well have already been on 23 or 24 
Slam wins.

“Haha, I told you. We created a mon-
ster... Sat on my couch and enjoyed the 
entire show. Soak it all in,” Nick Kyrgios, 
beaten by Djokovic in the Wimbledon fi-
nal last year, tweeted on Sunday. Nadal, at 
36, may be able to recover from his lat-
est injury and even find the will to achieve 
another triumph on the clay of Roland 
Garros in May. But he is a new dad and as 
the calls grow from family and friends to 
stop punishing his body, he could bow out 
sooner rather than later. There is a theo-
ry that he could call it quits at this year’s 
French Open. It is his favorite tournament 

and a 15th title there would provide a sto-
ry-book ending.

Djokovic only appears to be getting 
better with age and the “Next Gen” of 
young talent are still unable to get near 
him over five sets. His coach, Goran Ivani-
sevic, believes there are a few more years 
at the top - and more Slams - to come. 
“Definitely two, three more years,” Ivan-
isevic told reporters after Sunday’s final. 
“The way he’s taking care of his body, the 
way he approaches everything, the food, 
it’s amazing. It’s unbelievable the level.” 
Some tennis fans will always take convinc-
ing to accept Djokovic as the greatest, de-
spite what the number of Grand Slam titles 
says. He polarizes opinion, whereas Feder-
er and Nadal are universally loved for how 
they are on and off the court. — AFP
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Chiefs and Eagles set up showdown

MIAMI: The Kansas City Chiefs will meet the Phil-
adelphia Eagles in the Super Bowl after the two 
top seeds won their Conference Championships in 
contrasting style on Sunday. While the Eagles had it 
easy against injury-hit San Francisco 49ers, winning 
31-7, the Chiefs needed a field goal three seconds 
from the end to beat the Cincinnati Bengals 23-20.

The wins set up what should be an enthralling 
contest between two of the most exciting and enter-
taining quarterbacks in the NFL with the Chiefs’ Pat-
rick Mahomes up against Philadelphia’s Jalen Hurts. 
The February 12 clash in Arizona will also pit Chiefs 
coach Andy Reid against the team where he spent 14 
seasons as head coach.

“I had a great time there, 14 years there, a pretty 
long time. I am happy for them, happy for the city, 
they are passionate and love football and I can’t wait 
until Kansas City and Philly clash, it is going to be 
awesome, what a great Super Bowl it is going to be,” 
he said.

The Eagles sealed the franchise’s fourth Super 
Bowl appearance - and second in five years - with 

an emphatic victory in the NFC Championship game 
at Lincoln Financial Field. The 49ers’ hopes of vic-
tory were upended after a disastrous first half that 
saw starting quarterback Brock Purdy - himself the 
team’s third choice signal-caller - injured on the 
team’s opening drive. Back-up Josh Johnson - the 
fourth choice Niners quarterback - also departed 
injured in the third quarter.

All of Philadelphia’s touchdowns came via their 
ground game, with running back Miles Sanders 
scoring twice, Boston Scott adding a third before 
quarterback Jalen Hurts burrowed over in the third 
quarter. The Eagles piled up 148 rushing yards 
throughout from 44 carries. “I’ve dreamed about 
this, and all the guys on this team have dreamt about 
this their entire lives,” Eagles head coach Nick 
Sirianni said afterwards. “To be able to do this to-
gether with a bunch of men that love each other, that 
are connected to each other and would do anything 
for each other - it’s pretty sweet.”

Harrison Butker converted the 45-yard game 
winner for the Chiefs, after a costly penalty against 

the Bengals, to grab the victory after Cincinnati - 
who had won their last ten games-had threatened 
another comeback win. Chiefs quarterback Ma-
homes came into the game still nursing an ankle in-
jury picked up in last week’s divisional round win 
over the Jacksonville Jaguars, while his favored tar-
get, tight-end Travis Kelce, had been dealing with a 
back injury picked up at practice on Friday.

While the quarterback was less mobile than usual 
and ended the game limping at times, he was able to 
deliver the key plays down the stretch. Indeed, any 
serious concerns the Chiefs had about their two key 
players eased in the second quarter when Mahomes 
rolled right and found Kelce with a 14-yard touch-
down pass to make it 13-3 for Kansas City.

The Cincinnati offense sprung into life after the 
interval and tied up the score at 13-13 when Bur-
row went deep with a 27-yard touchdown pass to 
Tee Higgins. Marquez Valdes-Scantling then kept a 
Chiefs drive alive with a smart reach-out for a first 
down and the receiver finished off the 11-play, 77-
yard drive, collecting a 19 yard pass down the mid-

dle from Mahomes.
But the Bengals again showed their resilience 

and after a Mahomes fumble led to a turnover, 
Burrow led the Bengals down the field on a drive 
that featured a brilliant 35-yard pass to Ja’marr 
Chase and Samaje Perine rushed up the middle 
for a two-yard touchdown to make it 20-20. The 
Chiefs got the ball for the final time with 30 sec-
onds left and with the pressure on, at third and 
four, Mahomes used his legs to make first down 
but after he ran out of bounds he was barged to 
the ground by Joseph Ossai.

The resulting 15-yard penalty for unnecessary 
roughness took the Chiefs within field goal distance 
and Butker kept his cool to set off the party at an 
ice-cold Arrowhead Stadium. The Chiefs will hope 
Mahomes can use the two weeks before the Super 
Bowl to get himself fully healthy, but the quarterback 
said he had no choice but to push himself through 
pain at the end. “At some points in games, you’ve got 
to just put it all on the line,” he said. “I knew I was 
going to get there somehow.” — AFP 

KANSAS CITY: Patrick Mahomes of the Kansas City Chiefs throws an incomplete pass against the Cincinnati Bengals during the fourth quarter in the AFC Championship Game at GEHA Field at Arrowhead Stadium on KANSAS CITY: Patrick Mahomes of the Kansas City Chiefs throws an incomplete pass against the Cincinnati Bengals during the fourth quarter in the AFC Championship Game at GEHA Field at Arrowhead Stadium on 
Jan 29, 2023. — AFP Jan 29, 2023. — AFP 

McIlroy comes out
on top of bitter
rival Reed in Dubai
DUBAI: Rory McIlroy prevailed in a 
nail-biting finish over Patrick Reed, the 
man he “prefers not to acknowledge” 
after a spat between the two, in the 
rain-delayed $9 million Dubai Desert 
Classic on Monday. It was the first 
time McIlroy has won the first start 
of his new season and is his 15th DP 
World Tour victory in 231 starts. It was 
also his third Dubai Desert Classic vic-
tory in 13 appearances.

He will remain world number one, 
after Spaniard Jon Rahm failed to win 
the Farmers Insurance Open on the 

PGA Tour on Saturday. McIlroy and 
Reed went into the tournament after a 
row when Reed reportedly threw a tee 
towards McIlroy on the practice range 
in Dubai. The two have been at odds 
since McIlroy criticized players, in-
cluding Reed, who joined the rival Sau-
di-backed LIV Golf circuit.

McIlroy, who lost this tournament last 
year on the final hole when his second 
shot found the water and he ended up 
making a bogey, had fallen behind Reed 
after a bogey on the 15th hole. Howev-
er, the Northern Irishman made amends 
with birdies on the 17th and 18th in a 
round of four-under par 68. McIlroy fin-
ished on 19-under par, while Reed, start-
ing the day four shots behind the North-
ern Irishman, made a crucial bogey on 
the 16th and a par on the drivable par-4 
17th hole in his round of 65. — AFP

GOAT? ‘Monster’
Djokovic may have
settled the debate

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic takes a selfie on Jan 30, 2023 with the Norman Brooks 
Challenge Cup next to the boat sheds on the Yarra River, the same spot of his first Aus-
tralian Open trophy celebrations. — AFP 

DUBAI: Rory McIlroy of Northern Ireland lifts the trophy after winning the final DUBAI: Rory McIlroy of Northern Ireland lifts the trophy after winning the final 
round of the Dubai Desert Classic 2023 Golf Championship at the Emirates Golf round of the Dubai Desert Classic 2023 Golf Championship at the Emirates Golf 
Club on Jan 30, 2023. — AFP Club on Jan 30, 2023. — AFP 


