
MOSCOW: Mario Mandzukic scored the winning goal
deep in extra time as Croatia beat England 2-1 in an utterly
gripping World Cup semi-final in Moscow on Wednesday
to set up a final date with France. The Juventus forward
netted in the 109th minute to complete a remarkable
comeback from a shattered Croatian team and take the
small nation of little more than four million people into the
World Cup final for the first time in their short history.

Kieran Trippier’s magnificent early free-kick had seem-
ingly set England on course to reach their first final since
they lifted the trophy on home soil back in 1966. But it
wasn’t to be, as Croatia came roaring back in the second
half and equalised through Ivan Perisic before somehow
finding the energy to win despite being taken to extra time
for the third time in 10 days.

The biggest winners of the night could well be France,
who have had an extra day’s rest for Sunday’s final after
edging out Belgium 1-0 on Tuesday. That will not matter
too much right now for Croatia, who are the smallest nation
to make it to the final since Uruguay back in 1950.

England had been the ones hoping to make history, in
what was their first appearance in the semi-finals in 28
years. Then they were beaten on penalties by West
Germany. Having ended their famous penalty curse by
beating Colombia in a shootout in the last 16, they might
have fancied repeating here.

But Croatia, having won on penalties against Denmark
and Russia in the last two rounds, saw the game out, dous-
ing the World Cup dream of Gareth Southgate’s side that
had gone from the improbable to the possible over the last
month in Russia.

Southgate stuck with the same starting line-up as that
which eased past Sweden in the quarter-finals, while Inter
Milan’s Marcelo Brozovic replaced Andrej Kramaric in the
Croatian line-up.

They were looking to the inspirational Luke Modric
to control the game, but instead it was he who gave
away the early free-kick from which Trippier put
England ahead. It was a fantastic curling effort from 25
yards from the Tottenham Hotspur full-back, and
England’s first goal direct from a free-kick at the World
Cup since David Beckham against Ecuador in 2006.
England could not have imagined a better start. Croatia
were stunned, and Ivan Rakitic, usually so accom-
plished, was especially off his game.

Zlatko Dalic’s side did gradually grow into the contest,
but they could still be relieved to go in at half-time only
one goal down, especially as Harry Kane was denied by a

combination of goalkeeper Danijel Subasic and the wood-
work on the half-hour mark.

Croatia hung on and it was to their immense credit that
they turned the tide after the break in what developed into
an epic encounter. Shooting towards the end of the
Luzhniki Stadium where most of their fans were gathered,
they equalised in the 68th minute, as Sime Vrsaljko crossed
from the right and Perisic stole in front of the stooping Kyle
Walker to score with his left foot.

Having looked so comfortable earlier, England’s young
side were rattled, and they were lucky not to go behind
soon after as Perisic sent a low shot across Jordan Pickford
and off the far post. Unable to get the second goal while
they were on top, Croatia were forced into extra time
again. Vrsaljko cleared a John Stones header away from in
front of the line, but England had Pickford to thank for a
brilliant save as Mandzukic connected with a devilish
Perisic cross.

It was a wonder the Juventus forward did not break a
limb as Pickford crunched into him. He managed to carry
on after treatment, and he was on hand to sweep the ball
low past Pickford after Perisic’s header back into the area
caught the England defence on the hop to finally decide a
brilliant contest. — AFP
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Croatia in first-ever WCup final
Mandzukic breaks England hearts, will face France on July 15
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MOSCOW: Croatia’s defender Dejan Lovren (C) celebrates his team’s victory at the end of the Russia 2018 World Cup
semi-final football match between Croatia and England at the Luzhniki Stadium in Moscow yesterday. — AFP

LONDON: Eight-time champion Roger Federer was
sensationally knocked out of Wimbledon yesterday,
surrendering a two-sets lead and a match point at the
hands of South African giant Kevin Anderson.
Defending champion Federer, chasing a 21st Grand
Slam title, lost a Court One epic, 2-6, 6-7 (5/7), 7-5, 6-
4, 13-11 as 32-year-old Anderson became the first
South African in the Wimbledon semi-finals since Kevin
Curren in 1983.  “Down two sets to love I tried my best
to keep fighting. Beating Roger Federer here at
Wimbledon will be one I remember, especially in such a
close match,” Anderson said.

“I kept telling myself to keep believing. I said today
is going to be my day.” In a nail-biting four hour and 13
minute classic, it was 36-year-old Federer’s earliest exit
at the All England Club since his shock second round
defeat against Sergiy Stakhovsky in 2013.

“Sometimes you don’t feel good, and you try your
best. Today was one of those days. I didn’t see it com-
ing,” said Federer. “I think it went in spells a bit also,
how I was able to return his serve.  “I had moments
where I was great, I felt like I was reading his serve,
other moments where I don’t know where the hell I was
moving to.” Eighth seed Anderson will play 2016 run-
ner-up Milos Raonic or American ninth seed John Isner
on Friday for a place in Sunday’s final.  Three-time
champion Novak Djokovic, meanwhile, reached his first
semi-final at the majors in more than two years by see-
ing off Japan’s Kei Nishikori 6-3, 3-6, 6-2, 6-2.

The 12-time Slam champion will face either world
number one Rafael Nadal or Juan Martin del Potro for a
place in the final. For the only the second time at
Wimbledon, Federer was beaten after holding a two-set
lead, with his previous loss from that position coming
against Jo-Wilfried Tsonga in the 2011 quarter-finals.

Djokovic reached his eighth Wimbledon semi-final
and 32nd at the majors after a stormy Centre Court
clash against Nishikori.  It will be the 31-year-old Serb’s
first semi-final at a Slam since the 2016 French Open

when he completed the career Grand Slam.
The 12-time major winner prevailed despite picking

up two code violations and accusing umpire Carlos
Ramos of “double standards”.  “I think the first warning
was unnecessary,” said Djokovic, who was sanctioned
in the second set for spearing his racquet into the court.
“It didn’t harm the grass. Kei did the same in the fourth
set but wasn’t warned. 

“The umpire said he didn’t see it. I don’t think it’s fair
but it is what it is.” Despite his anger-and picking up a
time violation in the fourth set-12th seed Djokovic still
reeled off 10 of the last 12 games.  Nishikori was bid-
ding to become the first Japanese man to make the
semi-finals in 85 years. — AFP

Federer shocked by 
Anderson, Djokovic 
makes semis

LONDON: Switzerland’s Roger Federer returns
against South Africa’s Kevin Anderson during their
men’s singles quarter-finals match on the ninth day
of the 2018 Wimbledon Championships. — AFP

MOSCOW: Croatia's forward Ivan Perisic (back) heads the ball
past England's defender Kieran Trippier during the Russia
2018 World Cup semi-final football match yesterday. —AFP


