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BASKETBALL

ISLAMABAD: Cricket-starved fans in
Pakistan aren’t too worried about which
foreign players are coming to Lahore for
Sunday’s Pakistan Super League final.
They just want to know where they can
buy tickets.

“I came to the bank as early as 6:30
a.m. and after seven hours I got hold of
a ($5) ticket,” Ali Hussain, a 22-year-old
businessman told The Associated Press
yesterday.

PSL organizers claimed that 10,000
tickets at the 27,000-capacity Gaddafi
Stadium will be sold for $5 for the final.
The remaining tickets were priced at
$38, $76 and $114. However, hundreds

of fans around the city of Lahore yester-
day went from bank to bank looking for
tickets. “We went to at least five branch-
es but couldn’t find even one ticket,”
said Faiza Tasleem, a university student.
Tasleem was accompanied by her nine
university friends, but none of them
was successful in getting a ticket. The
organizers have also made it mandatory
for every buyer to produce his or her
original National Identity Card at the
time of buying a ticket.

As a security precaution, entry to the
stadium will only be made once the
spectator shows his or her ID at various
security checkpoints on Sunday. “We

are not going to get disheartened,
there are still three days to go and we
hope to get the ticket for the Sunday’s
final,” said Tasleem, whose favorite team
Quetta Gladiators qualified for the final.

But Quetta will be without all its key
foreign cricketers after Kevin Pietersen,
Luke Wright and Tymal Mills all flew
back to England soon after winning
their playoff against Peshawar Zalmi by
one run on Tuesday night.

“It’s with a heavy heart I will not be
coming to Lahore. I have a young family
and for me a game of cricket is just not
worth the risk,” Wright tweeted. “I’m sor-
ry as I know how much it means to you

all and hopefully in the future the safety
will not be in doubt to come play there.”

But for Pakistani fans it mattered lit-
tle who is coming for the final or not.
“Whosoever plays for Quetta we will
support them,” Tasleem said. “We want
to show the world that we are sports-
loving people and we want cricket back
home on our own grounds.”

Peshawar will have another chance
at the Sunday’s final when it meets the
winner of Thursday’s match between
Karachi Kings and defending champion
Islamabad United.

PSL organizers have shortlisted 60
foreign players who have agreed to

travel to Lahore. The two finalists could
pick up four players each for Sunday’s
final. The provincial government has
promised security for the Sunday’s final
despite a recent wave of terrorist
attacks that killed dozens of people
around the country. At least 13 people
were killed in Lahore when a bomber
targeted police escorting a rally by
pharmacists.

Several former cricketers like Imran
Khan, Javed Miandad and Aamir Sohail
have criticized PCB’s decision to organ-
ize the PSL final in Lahore with thou-
sands of security off icials  being
deployed around the stadium. — AP

PSL final tickets precious for cricket-starved fans

WASHINGTON: Stephen Curry #30 of the Golden State Warriors dribbles around John Wall #2 of the Washington Wizards in the second half at
Verizon Center on Tuesday, in Washington. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Kevin Durant injured his left knee
and departed after only 93 seconds before Golden
State’s Stephen Curry missed a potential go-ahead
3-pointer late in the game as the Washington
Wizards beat the Warriors 112-108 on Tuesday
night. Durant hyperextended his knee and will
have an MRI exam after teammate Zaza Pachulia
was pushed into him by Washington center
Marcin Gortat. The 2014 NBA MVP and Golden
State’s leading scorer and rebounder exited with
zero points, ending his streak of 562 regular-sea-
son games with at least 10 points. John Wall got a
career high-tying 19 assists for the Wizards while
Bradley Beal scored 25 points and Markieff Morris
added 22, including a pair of free throws after
Curry’s 3 was off-target in the final 10 seconds.

THUNDER 109, JAZZ 106
Russell Westbrook scored 12 of his 43 points in

the final 2:05 to help Oklahoma City beat Utah.
Westbrook also had 11 rebounds and 10 assists
for his 30th triple-double of the season and 67th
of his career. Doug McDermott scored 16 points
and Enes Kanter added 15 points and nine
rebounds for the Thunder, who trimmed Utah’s
Northwest Division lead to two games. Westbrook
scored and was fouled on a transition layup with
15.5 seconds to play. He completed the three-
point play to give the Thunder a 108-106 lead.
After Jerami Grant hit one of two free throws with
a second left, Gordon Hayward missed a 3-pointer
at the buzzer that could have forced overtime. He
led the Jazz with 19 points.

NUGGETS 125, BULLS 107
Nikola Jokic had 19 points, 16 rebounds and

10 assists for his third triple-double of the sea-
son as Denver rode a second-half surge to beat
Chicago. Danilo Gallinari scored 22 points and
Wilson Chandler added 20 as Denver, which
entered the game fourth in the NBA in scoring
(110.6 points per game), posted a 70-48 advan-
tage in the second half to erase a halftime
deficit. Gary Harris and Will Barton had 15
points apiece for the Nuggets. Dwyane Wade
and Rajon Rondo had 19 points apiece for
Chicago, which had its four-game winning
streak snapped. Jimmy Butler finished with just
eight points on 3-for-13 shooting.

PISTONS 120, TRAIL BLAZERS 113, OT
Marcus Morris scored a career-high 37 points,

including Detroit’s first seven in overtime, as the
Pistons rallied from a 13-point, third-quarter
deficit to beat Portland. Ish Smith had 12 points,
seven assists and seven steals for the Pistons. The
backup point guard was scoreless heading into
the fourth quarter but gave Detroit a huge lift
down the stretch. Damian Lillard had 34 points
and 11 rebounds for Portland while falling an
assist shy of his first triple-double. He had only
one assist after the start of the fourth, however,
and the Trail Blazers were eventually done in by
their inability to take care of the ball. C.J.
McCollum scored 25 points for Portland.

GRIZZLIES 130, SUNS 112
Mike Conley scored 29 points and Marc Gasol

added 28 while making all five of his 3-point
shots to lead Memphis past Phoenix. Zach
Randolph finished with 23 points and eight

rebounds, while Tony Allen had 11 points as
Memphis shot 56 percent, including 12 of 25 from
outside the arc. The 130 points were a season
high for Memphis, which won its second straight.
Conley was 10 of 19 from the field. Gasol shot 10
of 16 and Randolph was 10 of 15 as Memphis
shot a season-best percentage from the field. Eric
Bledsoe had 20 points for the Suns, while TJ
Warren finished with 17 and Alex Len had 12.
Devin Booker, the Suns’ second-leading scorer at
21.1 points a game, was limited to nine points on
3 of 11 from the floor.

HORNETS 109, LAKERS 104
Kemba Walker scored 30 points and hit the go-

ahead 3-pointer with 1:55 to play as Charlotte
rallied late for a victory over struggling Los
Angeles. Frank Kaminsky had 24 points and 12
rebounds for the Hornets, who won for just the
third time in 16 games. Julius Randle had 23
points, 18 rebounds and six assists for the Lakers
(19-42), who have lost five straight and clinched
four consecutive losing seasons for the first time
since 1961, the franchise’s first year on the West
Coast. — AP

Warriors lose Durant to 

injury and game to Wizards

Eastern Conference
Atlantic Division

W L PCT GB      
Boston 38 22 .633 -       
Toronto 36 24 .600 2       
NY Knicks 24 36 .400 14      
Philadelphia 22 37 .373 15.5  
Brooklyn 9 49 .155 28      

Central Division
Cleveland 41 17 .707 -       
Indiana 31 29 .517 11      
Chicago 30 30 .500 12      
Detroit 29 31 .483 13      
Milwaukee 26 32 .448 15      

Southeast Division
Washington 35 23 .603 -       
Atlanta 33 26 .559 2.5   
Miami 27 33 .450 9       
Charlotte 26 34 .433 10      
Orlando 22 38 .367 14      

Western Conference
Northwest Division

Utah 37 23 .617 -       
Oklahoma City35 25 .583 2       
Denver 27 33 .450 10      
Portland 24 35 .407 12.5  
Minnesota 24 36 .400 13      

Pacific Division
Golden State 50 10 .833 -       
LA Clippers 36 23 .610 13.5  
Sacramento 25 35 .417 25      
LA Lakers 19 42 .311 31.5  
Phoenix 18 42 .300 32      

Southwest Division
San Antonio 45 13 .776 -       
Houston 42 19 .689 4.5   
Memphis 36 25 .590 10.5  
Dallas 24 35 .407 21.5  
New Orleans 23 37 .383 23      

NBA results/standings

Charlotte 109, LA Lakers 104; Denver 125, Chicago 107; Memphis 130, Phoenix 112; Oklahoma City 109, Utah 106;
Detroit 120, Portland 113 (OT); Washington 112, Golden State 108.      

MANILA: “Big Ben” cuts an imposing fig-
ure, dominating college basketball in the
hoops-crazy Philippines as the best of a
wave of African imports on unlikely Asian
journeys in search of their NBA dreams.

Cameroon’s Benoit Mbala scooped up
MVP honours as he led one of Manila’s top
colleges to last year’s University Athletic
Association of the Philippines champi-
onship.

To the 22-year-old, who played only
football until a tremendous growth spurt
forced him from pitch to hardcourt as a
teenager, the fervour of a nation that treats
basketball almost as a religion has been
overwhelming.  “I never expected myself
going to a basketball game, (with the
crowds) super full and packed with people
almost spilling onto the court. That’s really
something crazy. The Filipinos are really
fanatics,” Mbala told AFP in an interview.

In an Asian nation where few people
grow taller than 1.81 metres (6ft), the
2.07m (6ft 7in), 109kg (240lb) Cameroonian
is a scoring and rebounding machine for
Manila’s De La Salle University team, where
he averaged double digits for both statisti-
cal categories in his first year.

“He’s a big (forward) who can run, he’s
fast, he’s agile, physically strong and men-
tally he’s sharp, and he has a good attitude,”
his coach, Aldin Ayo, told AFP.

“He’s the best player right now in terms
of how he dominated the league last sea-
son... he intimidates other players.” Mbala’s
exploits earned him a call-up this month to
the Cameroon men’s basketball team pool,
alongside NBA stars Joel Embiid of the
Philadelphia 76ers and Luc Mbah a Moute
of the Los Angeles Clippers.  The youngest
in a middle-class family, the burly Mbala
took a strange route to basketball’s oldest
Asian outpost and home to one of the
world’s oldest professional leagues.

AFRICAN INFLUX 
In 2011 he won African MVP honours at

a South Africa camp organised by
Basketball Without Borders, a global devel-
opment programme for teenagers co-run
by the NBA.

A few months short of 17 at the time,
Mbala had hoped it would land him a US
college basketball scholarship, but visa
problems wrecked his dream.  “It’s bizarre,
going to the States you need something

like a godfather, someone backing you up...
unluckily I didn’t have anyone so I just did
everything on my own. Things didn’t go my
way,” he said.  So he headed to the
Philippines instead, starting initially at a lit-
tle-known school in the central city of
Cebu. But at an invitational tournament,
Mbala shot the lights out against La Salle, a
wealthy, Catholic Church-run Manila school
financially backed by several billionaire
alumni, and he was quickly recruited.  The
Philippines’ university basketball scene
resembles the American system in terms of
popularity and importance, with games
broadcast on national television and
attracting crowds of more than 10,000.
Mbala was among the early African recruits
to the Philippines. Now, nearly every uni-
versity has filled their quota of one foreign
student with an African.  “They (African
imports) raised the standards of the game
because of that talent. And the local play-
ers are learning to adapt to bigger oppo-
nents as well,” Ayo said.

LATE STARTER 
Despite his achievements, Mbala

remains a work in progress. He struggled to
execute a spin dribble, a must-have skill for
Filipino players, during the La Salle practice
witnessed by AFP.

With better ball-handling skills, his
coach believes Mbala could be at the level
of a top-calibre level collegiate player in
the United States, which is one step away
from the NBA. “There are some aspects of
his game that he has to improve. But physi-
cally, talent-wise, he can play,” Ayo said. 

“Had he started playing basketball at an
early age all of his skills would have devel-
oped by now. But since he started with
football that affected it somewhat.”

Mbala, who idolises NBA legend Michael
Jordan and LeBron James of the Cleveland
Cavaliers, makes no secret of his own
dream of playing in the world’s top pro
league. But Mbala is putting as much effort
into his business management course as
his basketball career.  He said he was aware
basketball was a “gamble” and an NBA
career was no certainty, citing woeful sto-
ries of promising young men whose careers
were prematurely ruined by injury.
“Unluckily, they didn’t get to finish college
for backup... I want to have  a degree just in
case,” he said. —AFP

Big Ben towers in 

basketball-mad 

Philippines

MANILA: This picture taken on January 24, 2017 shows Cameroon’s Benoit Mbala (C,
in black) listening to coach Aldin Ayo (3rd R) during a basketball practice session at
De La Salle University’s gym in Manila. “Big Ben” cuts an imposing figure, dominat-
ing college basketball in the hoops-crazy Philippines as the best of a wave of African
imports on unlikely Asian journeys in search of their NBA dreams. — AFP

MEXICO CITY:  Novak Djokovic beat Slovakia’s
Martin Klizan 6-3, 7-6 (4) in the opening round
of the Mexican Open on Tuesday. The win was
Djokovic’s first since his shocking loss in the
second round of the Australian Open.

“It’s always tough to win the first match but
I’m happy with my game, especially in the first
set,  hopefully I can keep playing like that,”
Djokovic said. “I  have not played since
Australia and I felt out of rhythm out there.
Klizan is an aggressive player and he’s not
afraid and I needed to give my best to win it.”

The 29-year-old Serbian, ranked No. 2,
played his first tournament since Jan. 19,
when he suffered an unexpected loss to
Uzbekistan’s Denis Istomin. Djokovic, making
his debut in Acapulco, saved four break points
to take the first set Tuesday, struggled in the
second set and needed a tiebreaker to take
down Klizan in about 1 1/2 hours.

Djokovic, the top seed in Mexico, will play
against Argentinian Juan Martin Del Potro,

who needed 2:31:19 to defeat American
Frances Tiafoe 6-4, 3-6, 7-6 (1).

It will be the first match between them
since the first round of the Olympic tourna-
ment in Rio 2016, when Del Potro, the 2009 US
Open winner, ousted Djokovic 7-6 (4), 7-6 (2)
in the first round. Djokovic, who skipped
Dubai for the first time in seven years, is the
first favorite in Mexico. The second is Spaniard
Rafael Nadal, who had a comfortable 6-4, 6-3
win over Mischa Zverev.

Nadal, a two-time winner in Acapulco, will
play Italian Paolo Lorenzi in the next
round.The Spaniard has an 11-0 record in
Mexico. Earlier, third-seeded Marin Cilic
reached the second round with a 6-3, 4-6, 6-0
win over Alexandr Dolgopolov, a wild-card
entry. The 28-year-old Cilic is struggling this
year with a 4-4 record. He was beaten in the
second round in the Australian Open and
Montpellier and reached the quarterfinals in
Rotterdam.—AP

Two uncapped players 

in S Lanka Test squad

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka yesterday named two
uncapped players in a 15-member squad
led by spinner Rangana Herath for the two-
Test home series against Bangladesh start-
ing next week.

All-rounder Malinda Pushpakumara, 29,
was brought into the squad after he led Sri
Lanka A to a three-wicket victory over
England Lions in an unofficial Test on
Monday, the Sri Lankan board said.

Fast bowler Vikum Sanjaya Bandara, 25,
was called up for a second time. He was
first named into the Test squad in
December for the South African tour, but
did not play.

Sri Lanka’s regular skipper Angelo
Mathews has been left out of the two Tests
against Bangladesh, but the Sri Lankan

board has not ruled him out of the three
one-day internationals and the two
Twenty20 games. The first Test starts in
Galle on March 7.

Mathews returned home in January,
halfway through the South African tour,
after twisting his ankle. Herath filled in for
Mathews during Sri Lanka’s tour of
Zimbabwe in November, when he led his
side to victory in both Tests.

Sri Lanka squad: Rangana Herath (capt),
Dimuth Karunaratne, Niroshan Dickwella,
Upul Tharanga, Dhananjaya de Silva, Kusal
Mendis, Asela Gunaratne, Dinesh
Chandimal, Suranga Lakmal, Lahiru
Kumara, Nuwan Pradeep, Vikum Sanjaya
Bandara, Dilruwan Perera, Lakshan
Sandakan, Malinda Pushpakumara. —AFP

Djokovic returns 

with a victory


