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Raptors top Warriors for first NBA title
Toronto to hold Raptors championship parade tomorrow
OAKLAND: The Toronto Raptors celebrated their first
NBA championship on the Golden State Warriors’
home floor. The two-time defending champs, mean-
while, scheduled their consolation party at a local hos-
pital. Fred VanVleet gave Toronto the lead for good on
a 3-pointer with 3:46 remaining, and the Raptors took
advantage of another serious Golden State injury to
beat the Warriors 114-110 and reward Canada with its
first NBA championship.

Pascal Siakam and Kyle Lowry scored 26 points
apiece while VanVleet and Kawhi Leonard added 22
each in a balanced attack that allowed the Raptors to
win at Oracle Arena for the third straight time en route
to a 4-2 win in the best-of-seven NBA Finals.

“It means a lot for our city and the country and for
these players, staff,” Raptors coach Nick Nurse said of
the magnitude of the achievement. “I don’t know if it
would have meant any more or any less (beating a team
other than the Warriors), to be honest with you. You get
the win and you’re just happy you got it and celebrate
that fact.” Going for a fourth title in five years, the
Warriors put up a valiant effort in their final game at
Oracle Arena-doing so without Kevin Durant, who rup-
tured his right Achilles tendon in Game 5, and for the
final 14:19 without Klay Thompson, who had 30 points
before sustaining a left knee injury late in the third
quarter. “When Klay goes down and is out for the
game, it’s just sort of a, ‘You got to be kidding me, like,
this has to stop,’” Warriors coach Steve Kerr said. “But
it’s just the way it’s gone. I don’t know if it’s related to
five straight seasons of playing 100-plus games and
just all the wear and tear, but it’s devastating.”

The game was tied three times in the fourth quarter
before VanVleet buried his fifth 3-pointer of the game
for a 104-101 Raptors advantage.

Toronto went on to lead by as many as six before a
3-pointer by Draymond Green cut the deficit in half,
and the Warriors rallied within 111-110 with 18.5 sec-
onds left. Golden State then forced a Toronto turnover
on a bad pass from Danny Green with 9.6 seconds to
go, but Stephen Curry misfired on a 3-point attempt
with eight seconds left that could have put the Warriors
in front. “I just thought it was in,” Kerr said of his reac-
tion to Curry’s shot. “I always think every shot Steph
takes is going in. But they don’t all go in.

“But what a warrior, no pun intended. Steph was
getting hounded this entire series. Toronto did a great
job on him sending two, three people at him, hounding
him and harassing him. And especially without Klay to
rely on in that fourth quarter, I thought he got a little
worn down.”

Curry finished with 21 points, but he shot just 3-for-
11 from 3-point range. He wound up 23-for-67 on
threes in the series, setting a Finals record for most
misses (44) in a six-game Finals.

After a wild scramble for the rebound of Curry’s

shot, the Warriors were assessed a technical foul for
calling a timeout with 0.9 seconds remaining when they
had none left. Leonard made it a two-point game by
sinking the free throw, then added two more after get-
ting fouled on the inbounds pass to secure Toronto’s
third road win in the series. No team had accomplished
that feat since the Los Angeles Lakers in 2001.

Leonard was chosen the Finals MVP, allowing him to
join Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and LeBron James as the
only players to claim the honor for two different teams.
Leonard, who won the honor with the San Antonio
Spurs in 2014, is the only one to win the honor in both
conferences.

The pending free agent went out of his way to praise
his teammates, even though Leonard put up the third-
most points in a single postseason, 732. His total trails
only Michael Jordan’s 759 in 1992 and James’ 748 last
year. “It was a whole group collectively,” Leonard said.
“Fred played amazing in that fourth. Kyle played amaz-
ing tonight throughout the whole game. Pascal played
big. I just kept striving and pushing, and I ended up
with the trophy, but everybody deserves it.”

The last five games of the series were won by the
road team. The five road wins equaled the Finals record
set by Boston-Milwaukee in 1974 and tied by Chicago-
Phoenix in 1993.

Meanwhile, Canada’s largest city will hold a champi-
onship parade tomorrow for the Toronto Raptors, the
first team outside the United States to capture the NBA

crown. The upstart Raptors dethroned the defending
champion Golden State Warriors late Thursday to win
the NBA Finals, 114-110.

With the victory-cheered across Canada-the team
also became the first Canadian club to win a major
North American sports title since the 1993 Toronto Blue
Jays captured Major League Baseball’s World Series.

The parade, officials said, is scheduled to start at 10
am (1400 GMT) on Monday at the Raptor’s practice
facility, OVO Athletic Centre, on Toronto’s west side
and proceed along Lake Shore Boulevard into down-
town, ending at city hall.

The last major championship parade in this city was
held for the Blue Jays 26 years ago.

Newspaper headlines on Friday heralded the win
with full front-page photos of star player Kawhi
Leonard raising his arms in victory at Oakland,
California’s Oracle Arena.

They shouted from sidewalk newspaper boxes
“Prehistoric: Dinosaurs rule the Earth again” and “We
the Champs” to passers-by, some just heading home
after late night celebrations in several Canadian cities.

A few revellers got out of hand. Toronto police said
rowdy fans damaged two parked cruisers, shattering
their windshields and denting their hoods, and an intox-
icated man was dragged off a transit bus. A shooting
just north of the outdoor downtown celebrations in
Toronto, meanwhile, landed one man in hospital and
another in detention. — Agencies

OAKLAND:  Kawhi Leonard #2 of the Toronto Raptors holds up the Larry O’Brien trophy after defeating the
Golden State Warriors during Game Six of the NBA Finals at Oracle Arena in Oakland, California.  — AFP

By Ahmad Jabr

If there is one fact that every basketball fan can
agree on, it is that there is no easy path to winning
an NBA title. For much of its existence, the Toronto

Raptors has not found much success in the postsea-
son, earning the franchise the moniker of being peren-
nial underachievers. Following years of mediocrity
since its inaugural season in 1994, the Raptors became
a stable in the playoffs since President of Basketball
Operations Masai Ujiri took office in 2013. But their
inability to get past the first round for many years and
repeated failures to defeat the LeBron James-led
Cleveland Cavaliers have led basketball analysts and
fans alike to believe that the team ‘always underper-
forms on the big stage.’

Building a contender
The road to build the Toronto Raptors into a title

contender was not an easy one, and it took an uncon-
ventional route the likes of which perhaps no team has
ever taken before. While there is no clear-cut method
executives can turn to transform their teams into title
chasers, the blueprint to build a contender has always
been through drafting top prospects, trading for estab-
lished stars and creating enough salary cap space to
lure superstar free agents. Ujiri took a different
approach that was based on a philosophy he strived to
establish since he was hired; create a winning culture in
Toronto after years of dismal performance.

The Raptors saw much success under this new cul-
ture. Teams led by Kyle Lowry, DeMar DeRozan and
former Head Coach Dwane Casey continued to exceed
expectations in the regular season, and achieve
progress in the postseason year after year. Despite it
being a slow and tedious process, the team continued to
build on its successes every season. But after years of
playoff disappointments, Ujiri realized that the current
formula he had was not working, and that changes were
needed so that the team can take the next step.

In the meantime, a golden opportunity arose in the
summer of 2018 when former San Antonio Spurs for-
ward Kawhi Leonard became available for trade. An
established star who has already won a title and Finals
MVP award with the Spurs, Leonard was coming off a
major injury that cast doubt on his ability to regain his
top form the following season. Furthermore, he had only
one year left in his contract, which deterred most teams
from heeding to the Spurs’ extreme trade demands at
the time. But Ujiri knew that the NBA is a superstar-dri-
ven league and that historically speaking, almost all title
winners had at least one superstar on their rosters.
Knowing what his team was lacking at the time, he
believed that the risk was worth taking, and made the
decision to trade for Leonard in an unpopular move at
the time that saw the team part ways with its leading
scorer and fan favorite DeRozan.

Another controversial move Ujiri did was fire the
reigning Coach of the Year Casey and replace him with
his top assistant Nick Nurse, who had never been a
head coach in the NBA before. That move proved to be
worthy in the end, as Nurse - an established coach with
a long resume of coaching overseas and in the G-
League - introduced a new offensive system that broke
away from the iso-heavy, guard oriented offense under
Casey to a system that favored ball movement and uti-
lizing all players on the floor to help create better scor-
ing opportunities. This new system allowed using play-
ers like Serge Ibaka more efficiently in pick-and-roll
and pick-and-pop sets, and helped turn a player like
Pascal Siakam into an offensive juggernaut by taking
advantage of his vast offensive skillset. Ujiri’s final move
to go ‘all-in’ for the title came ahead of February’s trade
deadline when he acquired Memphis Grizzlies’ long-
time center Marc Gasol. With his superior passing and
floor-spreading skills, Gasol added a whole new dimen-
sion to the Raptors’ offense, while his elite defense
proved very helpful in the playoffs especially in the sec-
ond round against the Philadelphia 76ers’ Joel Embiid.

The Golden State Warriors were heavy favorites to
win the title for the third straight year before the season
even started. Despite injuries to two of its top players in
Kevin Durant and Klay Thompson, the Warriors still
arguably had the advantage given the team’s experience
playing in the finals and having a lot of weapons in the
likes of Stephen Curry, Draymond Green, Andre
Iguodala and DeMarcus Cousins. Especially for Curry;
there was strong belief around the league that this
would be the year he finally won the Finals MVP award
that remains missing from his cabinet by leading his
team to victory. But Leonard and company had other
plans, and their excellent game-plan execution brought
the first ever title for a franchise and a fanbase that have
been hungry for success for nearly 25 years.

International fanbase
Being the only team located outside the United

States has always given the Raptors an ‘international’
feel, which perhaps made the Raptors have one of the
largest international fanbases in the league with sup-
porters from all continents cheering for their team each
year. The Raptors’ rise to prominence was also accom-
panied by a marketing campaign - with the
#WeTheNorth social media hashtag coined for it - that
focused on the team being a representative not only of
the city of Toronto, but the entire country of Canada.
This was evident as fans from various Canadian cities
showed support for their team throughout the years,
and took to the streets to celebrate when the Raptors
finally became NBA Champions.

There are few feelings in the world that match that
of triumphant jubilation sports fans experience when
their favorite team wins the ultimate prize, and a win
after years of failure makes that sweet feeling extra spe-
cial. This is especially true for Toronto Raptors fans all
over the world who celebrate today after having to
endure years of frustration, heartbreak and being
mocked for supporting a team that has been called all
kinds of names; from ‘perennial losers’ to ‘a dysfunc-
tional mess,’ and being laughed at for supporting a ‘joke
franchise.’ But there is an old saying that goes like this:
‘He who laughs last, laughs best.’ So to everyone in the
Raptors organization and their fans around the world,
enjoy your good laugh. You have earned it.

Raptors fans
worldwide get
the last laugh

MANCHESTER: Virat Kohli will have history on his side
when India take on arch-rivals Pakistan in a World Cup
blockbuster today-a clash that is always more than just a
game of cricket.

India cut off bilateral cricket ties with its neighbour
after the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks, with authorities
blaming Pakistani militants.

Pakistan toured India in 2012/13 for a series of one-day
internationals and Twenty20 matches but they have not
faced each other outside of a multi-nation tournament
since. Tensions between the two countries soared earlier
this year and some Indian fans and ex-players called for
India to boycott the match at Old Trafford.

In February a suicide bombing in Indian-administered
Kashmir-divided between India and Pakistan since parti-
tion in 1947 — claimed by a militant group based in
Pakistan killed 40 Indian troops.

India and Pakistan then carried out tit-for-tat air strikes.
On the pitch, India have won all six of their meetings
against their neighbours in World Cups as they look to
maintain their perfect record in Manchester.

India beat Pakistan in their most recent encounter at
the Asia Cup in the United Arab Emirates last year. But at
least Pakistan can look back for inspiration to the final of
the 2017 Champions Trophy in England, when they
thumped their fierce rivals by 180 runs.

“May there be peace and tranquility while the two
Asian giants fight it out on the cricket field,” former India
captain Bishan Singh Bedi told AFP. “And may the better
team win without losing out on the etiquette of cricket.”

Kohli’s side have lived up to their billing as one of the
favourites along with holders Australia and hosts England,
with two wins and a washout in three matches so far.  The
number-two ranked side won their opener against South
Africa and then beat defending champions Australia before
a no result against New Zealand.

Pakistan, by contrast, are struggling in the 10-team
table with just one win-an upset against England, two
defeats and a washout. Kohli downplayed the frenzy and
excitement surrounding the high-octane clash, with more
than a billion people set to tune in, but said the “intimidat-
ing” atmosphere would bring out the best from his players.

“For Sunday, we know we’re there when it comes to the
mindset. Just about going out there and having a game
plan, executing it,” said Kohli. “As soon as you enter the
field, it’s calm and relaxed. The atmosphere from the out-
side, for the first time, it’s a bit intimidating, but we’ll look
to execute well.

“It’s been competitive for years. It’s a marquee event all
over the world, an honour to be a part of the big game.
Brings out the best in all of us.” Pakistan skipper Sarfaraz
Ahmed said his team needed to learn from their mistakes
to get past a powerful Indian side.

“We have to overcome our mistakes because India are
also a very strong team. We will assess our performance
and then we will plan,” he said. Passionate fans of both
sides want local bragging rights even if their team ulti-
mately goes on to lose the tournament.

“We want to win this match even if Kohli loses the
Cup, we don’t care,” Harron Memon, an Indian fan in
Nottingham, told AFP. “We have always dominated
India in cricket. Call it war or sport, we are certainly
going to win it come Sunday,” a Pakistan supporter
wrote on Twitter.—AFP

PEBBLE BEACH:  Gary Woodland of the United States plays a shot from the 17th tee during the second round
of the 2019 US Open at Pebble Beach Golf Links in Pebble Beach, California. — AFP

PEBBLE BEACH: Gary Woodland, who couldn’t muster
a top-10 finish in his first 27 major championship
appearances, takes a two-stroke lead into the weekend
at Pebble Beach eyeing a US Open title that once
seemed all but impossible.

The 35-year-old American, ranked 25th in the world,
is a three-time winner on the US PGA Tour, but no
one’s ever been tempted to tag him with the “best-play-
er-never-to-win-a-major” label.

He admitted it once rankled to be known only for his
booming drives, and says it’s improvements in his short
game and his putting that have seen him contend at the
PGA Championship the past two years and, now, on an
iconic US Open course.

“It’s nice to be putting the results up so people can
change the narrative a little bit,” he said. It was 0-27
top-10s in majors. The narrative is going to be a long
hitter. It’s nice to come out well and change that.”

Woodland had six birdies without a bogey in a 65 to
match the best US Open round ever shot at Pebble
Beach, achieved first by Tiger Woods in 2000 and
matched by England’s Justin Rose on Thursday.

Woodland’s nine-under par total was one stroke
better than Woods posted on the way to his crushing
15-shot triumph in 2000. It’s rare company to be in, but
Woodland hasn’t arrived at this point entirely without
warning. He held the 36-hole lead in the 2018 PGA
Championship at Bellerive before settling for a tie for
sixth. He was tied for eighth at the PGA Championship

last month at Bethpage Black.
“Short game has come around,” he said. I’ve always

been a pretty good ball-striker, I’ve relied on my ball-
striking my whole career, athletic ability. “But the short
game and putting has kind of held me back. PGA last
year I made a lot of putts, especially early in the week.
Obviously it was nice to finish the top-10 and get that
monkey off the back.”

He said he learned a lot at Bellerive, especially how
to contend when his ball-striking wasn’t at its best. “I
have other things that can pick me up,” he said. “That’s
been a big confidence boost for me, knowing I don’t
have to be perfect I can still contend and have a chance
to win.” Woodland made a steady climb up the leader-
board, teeing off on 10 and making birdies at 12 and 16.
A birdie at the first put him within a shot of the lead,
and he matched it at the par-three fifth where he jarred
a 15-footer.

At the par-five sixth he reached the green in two,
and two-putted from 21 feet. He kept his nerve on the
toughest holes on the course-eight and nine, saving par
from the greenside rough at the eighth before an
unlikely closing birdie at the ninth where his tee shot
was in a fairway divot.

“I didn’t want to give a shot back,” he said.
Woodland said his experience at last year’s PGA
Championship, when he played with eventual winner
Brooks Koepka and with Woods on the weekend,
would stand him in good stead as he tackled the week-
end at Pebble Beach.

“You can’t get caught up in what’s going on around
you,” he said, adding that he’d “never seen anything
like” the hubbub that surrounds Woods during a round.
“I played in a basketball arena with 16,300 people right
on top of you,” he said of his college playing days.
“There was nothing like that.

“You learn to slow your breathing. Adrenaline is a
huge deal. You learn to stay within yourself and what
you have to do to calm yourself down and stay within
your game plan.” — AFP
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