
Five things we 
learned in European 
football this weekend
PARIS: Bayern Munich clinched a seventh successive
Bundesliga title, Benfica completed a remarkable run to
reclaim the Portuguese crown, while Gareth Bale was
denied a farewell appearance for Real Madrid. Here, AFP
Sport takes a look at five main talking points from the
weekend in European football:

BALE OUT?
Six seasons after arriving to fanfare and a block-

buster transfer fee, Gareth Bale was left on the bench
for what is likely to prove his final game for Real Madrid
with coach Zinedine Zidane wanting rid of the Welsh
winger. Bale watched on as three substitutes came on
ahead of him in the 2-0 home loss to Betis, denied a
farewell appearance by Zidane ahead of an expected
departure this summer. They finish a full 19 points
behind bitter rivals Barcelona and delivered a suitably
miserable end to a poor season, with Zidane admitting
afterwards “the best thing for us is that it’s over”. Zidane
insists the 29-year-old forward does not fit in his team,
and while he would be welcome at a host of top clubs,
his superstar salary may prove an obstacle for all but
the richest.

KOVAC ON THE BRINK AFTER STRUGGLE
Bayern Munich staggered to a seventh straight

Bundesliga title after a season-long struggle with
Dortmund ended Sunday with a 5-1 win over Eintracht
Frankfurt, and coach Niko Kovac is far from secure in
his job. Kovac, 47, has been plagued by rumours of
dressing room disharmony and a lack of trust from the
boardroom since taking the reins at the beginning of the
season. Reports in German media earlier in the week
suggested that he would be sacked even if he were to
win the league and cup double this season. Tellingly,
Bayern president Uli Hoeness, one of Kovac’s strongest
advocates on the Bayern board, avoided confirming that
the Croatian would stay next season. “I have never been
involved in this discussion,” he told Sky.

ANCELOTTI WANTS NAPOLI EXTENSION
Carlo Ancelotti dismissed talk of a move back to

Juventus to replace Massimiliano Allegri, saying he
wanted another two years at Napoli after thrashing
Inter Milan 4-1 on Sunday. Juventus star Cristiano
Ronaldo is reported to be backing Ancelotti to return,
having won Real Madrid’s tenth Champions League title
together in 2014. Ancelotti, who managed Juve for two
years between 1999 and 2001, joined Napoli last sum-
mer on a contract until 2021. 

“I’m tied to the club and I’d like to stay for another
two years,” said the 59-year-old former Chelsea and
Paris Saint-Germain boss. “I have a clause on May 30,
and I hope Napoli will exercise it.”

BENFICA YOUNGSTERS MAKE MARK
Benfica sealed the Portuguese league title on Saturday

after appointing coach Bruno Lage in January and
embarking on a winning charge led by a string of players
from their academy. In a season where fans marvelled at
Ajax’s youthful crop, Benfica’s youth system produced a
fine vintage too with the 19-year-old attacking midfielder
Joao Felix the most eye-catching and touted as a replace-
ment for Antoine Griezmann at Atletico Madrid. The 22-
year-old centre-back Ruben Dias, 19-year-old midfielder
Florentino Luis and slightly-built 20-year-old winger
Jota also played their parts in a surge that brought 72
goals in 19 games. “Until January, the team was not
doing very well, but we have made up a lot of points. It’s
unbelievable!” said Joao Felix, after raising the trophy
with his teammates, before 60,000 euphoric fans at
their magnificent Stadium of Light.

MBAPPE SPARKS DOUBTS OVER FUTURE
France’s World Cup winning line-up was full of

stars, but the most glittering among them was
teenaged striker Kylian Mbappe, who dropped a
bombshell Sunday by suggesting he may look to leave
Paris Saint-Germain. After a season when he scored 38
times for PSG, Mbappe fuelled speculation surround-
ing his future on Sunday, saying that he wants “respon-
sibilities, maybe at PSG, maybe elsewhere”. Named
Ligue 1 player of the season on Sunday, he refused to
deny a potential move away from France could be in
the offing. “It (the award) is an important moment for
me, a turning point in my career... The moment of hav-
ing more responsibilities, maybe at PSG, maybe else-
where,” he told BeIN Sports. —AFP

BETHPAGE: Brooks Koepka took inspiration from the
crowd turning on him as he nearly “choked away” the
PGA Championship and battled through to recover for
the most satisfying victory of his career. Koepka shook
off four back-nine bogeys in a row to win his fourth
major title Sunday at Bethpage Black taking a two-
stroke victory over fast-closing Dustin Johnson.

“This is definitely the most satisfying of all the ones
I’ve won,” Koepka said. “Today was definitely the most
satisfying for how stressful that round was, how stress-
ful DJ made that. This was, by far, the most stressful.”

Koepka began the final round with a PGA record
seven-stroke lead and saw it shrink to a single shot. No
man has led a major by so much so late and lost. But
Koepka nearly did after bogeys on holes 11 through 14.

“I don’t want to say it’s a panic, but it’s definitely a
shock when you make a couple,” Koepka said. “I wasn’t
nervous. I was just in shock of what was going on — 13
was a bit disappointing and 14 was just a bit of a shock
to go four in a row. “I can’t tell you the last time I’ve
made four bogeys in a row. I don’t know if I ever have.
But just had to reset. I think everybody chanting, ‘DJ’
kind of helped that.”

New York fans are notorious for turning on favorites
when they falter and Koepka proved no exception, fans
calling out ‘DJ’ to add tension to every blunder.

“It’s New York. What do you expect when you’re
half-choking it away?” Koepka said. “I kind of
deserved it.

“You’re going to rattle off four in a row and it looks

like you’re going to lose it. I’ve been to sporting events
in New York. I know how it goes.”

What he didn’t anticipate is how the chants would
give him something to focus upon, shake the shock and
the bogeys and reboot.

“I think it actually helped. It was at a perfect time
because I was just thinking, ‘OK, all right. I’ve got
everybody against me. Let’s go.’

It helped me refocus and hit a good one down 15.
That was probably the best thing that could have hap-
pened. It was very stressful, the last hour and a half of
that round.“You’ve got to right the ship eventually and
try to stay mentally strong.”

‘TRYING MY BUTT OFF’ 
Koepka parred 15 and 16 while Johnson was making

bogeys at 16 and the par-3 17th. Even when Koepka
notched his own bogey at 17, he was two ahead at the
18th tee and overcame finding sand and weeds to sink a
six-foot par putt for his second PGA title in a row after
winning the past two US Open crowns.

“It has been incredibly quick. It has been so much
fun these last two years,” Koepka said. “To be standing
here today with four majors, it’s mind-blowing.”

Koepka defends himself given the difficult course
and windy conditions. “I was playing good. I just made
mistakes at the wrong time,” he said. “I challenge any-
body to go play this golf course in 15-20-mph winds
and see what they shoot.”

Losing never entered his thoughts, Koepka claimed.

“I never thought about failing. I was trying my butt
off,” he said. “If I would have bogeyed all the way in, I
still would have looked at it as I tried my hardest.
Sometimes that’s all you’ve got.

“Even if I would have lost, I guess you could say
choked it away. I tried my tail off just to even make par
and kind of right the ship. But I never once thought
about it.” — AFP

Atalanta grab crucial 
point at Allegri’s 
Juventus farewell party
ROME: Departing Juventus coach Massimiliano Allegri
bid farewell to the Turin fans in the team’s final home
game this season on Sunday, a 1-1 stalemate against
Atalanta that kept the visitors’ hopes of a first-ever
Champions League qualification alive.

The Juventus fans paid tribute to Allegri, who the
club’s management have decided will not be their coach
next season, despite winning 11 trophies in five years,
but missing out on winning the Champions League.

Juventus have already wrapped up their record
eighth consecutive title, which was Allegri’s fifth. The
team were officially presented with this year’s Serie A
trophy-the first for Portuguese superstar Cristiano
Ronaldo.

Former World Cup winner Andrea Barzagli played
his final home game after eight years in Turin, and
received an resounding ovation when he came off after
an hour. On the pitch, forward Mario Mandzukic struck
ten minutes from time to cancel out Josip Ilicic’s 33rd-
minute goal for Atalanta.

The point keeps Atalanta’s hopes of a first
Champions League campaign alive, which they can seal
if they beat Sassuolo in their final game next weekend.
Atalanta moved third ahead of Inter Milan on head-to-
head after Luciano Spalletti’s side lost 4-1 at Napoli.

Juventus and second-placed Napoli are already
through to the Champions League next season. AC
Milan are just one point behind Inter and Atalanta in

fifth after Krzysztof Piatek and Suso struck in a 2-0
win over Frosinone.

Inter will play their final match against Empoli, who
are trying to avoid relegation. Polish striker Piatek got
back scoring on 57 minutes at the San Siro, with Spanish
winger Suso adding a second nine minutes later.

Milan goalkeeper Gianluigi Donnarumma saved a
Camillo Ciano penalty before Piatek broke his five-
match scoring drought with his 22nd goal of the season.

Milan are at least assured of a place in next season’s
Europa League, along with Roma, who were held to a

goalless draw at Sassuolo on Saturday.
The two teams benefited from seventh-placed

Torino’s shock 4-1 defeat at Empoli, which ended the
northerners’ European hopes. Lazio, in eighth, are sure
of playing in the Europa League group stage thanks to
their Coppa Italia victory.

Empoli moved out of the relegation zone at the
expense of Genoa, who were held 1-1 by Cagliari,
and are now 18th ahead of next week’s clash with
Fiorentina, themselves just three points off the
drop zone. — AFP
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Koepka returns to world No 1 
after fourth major title

Brooks took inspiration from the crowd 

FARMINGDALE:  Brooks Koepka of the United States poses with girlfriend Jena Sims, his mother Denise Jakows,
father Bob Koepka and stepmother Sherri Koepka with the Wanamaker Trophy during the Trophy Presentation
Ceremony after winning the final round of the 2019 PGA Championship at the Bethpage Black course on May 19,
2019 in Farmingdale, New York. —AFP

Mahrez eyes CAN
after City treble
PARIS: Manchester City winger Riyad Mahrez
hopes he can continue a successful streak by
helping Algeria win the Africa Cup of Nations
(CAN) in Egypt during July. The 28-year-old
started in the FA Cup final at the weekend as
City completed an English treble by trouncing
Watford 6-0 after winning the Premier League
and League Cup. “It is 29 years since Algeria
won the Cup of Nations and I want to be part of
the team that repeats that feat,” he said after col-
lecting his third winners’ medal of the season.

ENGLAND
RIYAD MAHREZ (Manchester City)

He played 55 minutes of the FA Cup final at
Wembley and gave a solid performance before
being replaced by Belgium star Kevin De Bruyne.
Mahrez scored 12 goals this season for City in 44
appearances across all competitions.

SPAIN
MUBARAK WAKASO (Alaves)

Wakaso’s thundering volley helped Alaves
beat Girona 2-1, a victory that confirmed
their  opponents’  relegation from La Liga.
Wakaso scored his first goal of the season on
its final weekend, the Ghanaian’s drive shortly
before half-time teeing up a win that saw
Alaves finish 11th. 

ITALY
AFRIYIE ACQUAH (Empoli)/OLA AINA

(Torino)
Ghanaian midfielder Acquah scored the open-

ing goal that sparked a stunning 4-1 Serie A win
for struggling Empoli over Torino. He pounced on
an error by on-loan Chelsea and Nigeria defend-
er Aina to finish off on 27 minutes. The triumph
pulled Empoli out of the relegation zone going
into the final round of league matches while
defeat ended Torino’s slim hopes of European
football next season.

GERMANY
ISHAK BELFODIL (Hoffenheim)

The Algerian forward crowned a successful
season with his 16th goal to give Hoffenheim an
early lead over Mainz. However, the afternoon
ended in disappointment as Mainz fought back to
win 4-2 and shatter Hoffenheim’s hopes of
Europa League qualification.  — AFP

TURIN: Juventus team players celebrate with the Italian Champion’s trophy at the end of the Italian Serie A foot-
ball match Juventus vs Atalanta at the Allianz stadium in Turin.  —AFP

Late goal gives 
Moroccan club victory 
JOHANNESBURG: Leading scorer Kodjo Fo-Doh Laba
netted on 94 minutes to give Renaissance Berkane of
Morocco a 1-0 first-leg victory over Zamalek of Egypt
Sunday in the CAF Confederation Cup final. Togolese
Laba, the leading goalscorer in the African second-tier club
competition with eight, was the architect and executioner
as the hosts made a stoppage-time breakthrough. 

The tall striker, who had been generally well policed by
the Zamalek defence, ran on to a long pass out of defence
and darted toward the goalmouth. With two defenders in
hot pursuit, Laba passed to Hamdi Laachir, who pushed the
ball back into the path of the west African and he ham-
mered the ball into the roof of the net.

The goal was a massive relief for the dominant home
side, who were foiled twice by the woodwork in the first
half before a near-capacity crowd in the 15,000-seat
Stade Municipal. Zamalek were frequently guilty of time
wasting and seemed more intent on not losing than winning
as they seek a first African trophy since 2003.   — AFP


