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BARCELONA: FC Barcelona’s Neymar, right, duels for the ball against Atletico Madrid’s Diego Godin, second left, during a Spanish La Liga soccer match at the Camp Nou stadium in Barcelona, Spain, yesterday. —  AP

BARCELONA: Barcelona took control of the La Liga title
race as goals from Lionel Messi and Luis Suarez inspired
a come from behind 2-1 win against nine-man Atletico
Madrid yesterday.

Koke handed the visitors a deserved early lead, but
Barca turned the game thanks to two goals in eight
minutes before the break through Messi and Suarez.

Atletico’s hopes of salvaging a point were then
ruined as Filipe Luis and Diego Godin were sent-off for
rash challenges either side of half-time. Victory takes
Barca three points clear of Atletico at the top of the
table having also played a game less - and seven points
clear of third-placed Real Madrid, who host Espanyol
today.

“It is clear it is an important day for us to pick up
three points against our closest rivals, but there is a
long way to go,” said Barca boss Luis Enrique.

“Every game presents its difficulties and you don’t
always overcome them in the most effective or spectac-
ular way.”

Meanwhile, Atletico coach Diego Simeone refused to
chastise Luis and Godin for leaving his side short-hand-
ed against the European champions.

“I have nothing to reproach them for,” said the
Argentine. “Even with nine men we maintained our way
of playing. In a game you can win or lose, but I always
prefer to lose in this way.”

The clash between La Liga’s top two pitted Europe’s
most feared attack against its strongest defence, but it
was Atletico who started on the front foot.

CLICK INTO GEAR
Saul Niguez’s dipping effort was brilliantly turned

over by Claudio Bravo after just two minutes. However,
another Niguez burst provided the opening goal eight
minutes later when his cross from the right just evaded
Antoine Griezmann and was slotted home at the far
post by Koke.

Atletico could even have had a more commanding
lead as Augusto Fernandez flashed a shot inches wide

with Barca struggling to get a foothold in the game.
The European champions had been outplayed by

Malaga and Athletic Bilbao in the first-half of their previ-
ous two games before reacting after the break, but they
clicked into gear in the final 15 minutes of the first-half
to turn the game on its head.

Suarez fired a warning shot that Jan Oblak got down
well to save at his near post. However, the Slovenian’s
483-minute run without conceding was ended when
Jordi Alba showed great composure to pull a low cross
into Messi’s path to smash home.

Atletico were then caught uncharacteristically flat-
footed as Dani Alves’s long ball over the top picked out
Suarez, who showed great strength to hold off compa-
triot Jose Maria Gimenez, before slotting between
Oblak’s legs.

The game looked over as a contest a minute before
the break when Luis was sent-off for high, studs-up,
challenge on Messi inside the Barcelona half.

Yet, despite their numerical disadvantage, Atletico

still started the second period the better. Yannick
Carrasco’s lung-bursting run was snuffed out at the
last hurdle by Gerard Pique. The Belgian then pro-
duced a fine cross for Griezmann, but his acrobatic
effort from point-blank range was brilliantly saved by
Bravo.

Atletico’s resistance was undone by their own stu-
pidity again 25 minutes from time, though, as Godin
lunged in on Suarez and was rightly shown a second
yellow card.

Barca then rubbed salt into the visitors’ wounds by
introducing former Atletico midfielder Arda Turan for
Ivan Rakitic and the Turkish international was inches
away from his first goal since swapping the Spanish
capital for the Camp Nou when his shot flew just wide
of the far post.

And a horrible day for Diego Simeone’s men was
rounded off when Fernandez had to be stretchered
from the field with what looked like a serious knee
injury 15 minutes from time. — AFP

Messi, Suarez edge Barca past nine-man Atletico

MELBOURNE: A tearful Angelique Kerber stunned an errant
Serena Williams to win the Australian Open yesterday and
thwart the American top seed’s bid to equal Steffi Graf’s Open-
era record of 22 Grand Slam titles.

In a huge upset, the seventh seed toppled the 34-year-old 6-
4, 3-6, 6-4 to win her maiden major title and become the first
German Grand Slam champion since Graf at the 1999 French
Open.

Williams, the world number one and defending champion,
had won all six previous Melbourne Park finals she had played
and had also triumphed in her last eight Grand Slam deciders.  

But Kerber, inspired by a good luck message from Graf, knew
all the pressure was on her opponent and she mercilessly
exploited her weaknesses in a thriller at Rod Laver Arena.

“My whole life I was working really hard and now I’m here
and I can say I’m a Grand Slam champion, so it sounds really
crazy,” she said, choking back tears.

“The best two weeks of my life and career. I had goose
bumps here on the centre court when I was playing.” Her win
sparked celebrations in Germany, with a host of stars offering
congratulations including Manchester United’s Bastian
Schweinsteiger and Formula One driver Nico Rosberg.

“Many congratulations! It was time. Steffi Graf’s era was a
good few years ago,” said International Olympic Committe pres-
ident Thomas Bach, who is also German.

The left-hander, whose win will see her move up from world
number six to two, has had an emphasis on consistency in
Melbourne, patiently building control of the point as rallies
develop.

It worked well with the 28-year-old, who had never beaten a
world number one before, dropping just one set en route to
the final, in the opening round to Miskai Doi when she saved a
match point.

Williams had been in imperious form all tournament, but too

many errors cost her dearly against an opponent she had beat-
en five times before and lost only once.

“I was actually really happy for her. She’s been around a real-
ly long time,” said Williams. “I think I did the best I could today.
You know, would I give myself an A?  No. But today this is what I
could produce today.

“Maybe tomorrow I could produce something different. But
that’s all I can go off.” The imposing American was the over-
whelming favourite, having won three of the four Grand Slam
titles last year, but said she was only human.

“I mean, every time I walk in this (press conference) room,
everyone expects me to win every single match, every single
day of my life,” she told her post-match press conference.

“As much as I would like to be a robot, I’m not.” 

ERROR-STREWN 
The German faced the powerful Williams serve first up, and

failed to win a point against it, reinforcing expectations that
the top seed would take control.

But Kerber began finding her range and against the odds
broke to go 2-1 in front.

An out-of-sorts Williams was hitting too many errors, but
holding for 2-3 seemed to temporarily flip a switch in the
American who broke back.

But the mistakes piled up and Kerber broke again as she dic-
tated the baseline points.

Twenty-three unforced errors from Williams to the German’s
three told the story of the first set, which Kerber wrapped up in
39 minutes.

Rattled, Williams cleaned up her act in the second set and it
went with serve until the fourth game when two Kerber double
faults helped Williams to a 3-1 lead. She took it into a deciding
third set having made only five errors, in stark contrast to her
wayward first set. — AFP

MELBOURNE: Germany’s Angelique Kerber (R) holds The Daphne Akhurst Memorial Cup as she cel-
ebrates after her victory in the women’s singles final match against Serena Williams of the US (L) on
day thirteen of the 2016 Australian Open tennis tournament in Melbourne yesterday. — AFP 

Kerber stuns Williams 
to win first major title


