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Chiefs, 49ers in Super Bowl showdown

LOS ANGELES: Patrick Mahomes ended
the Kansas City Chiefs’ 50-year wait for a
return to the Super Bowl on Sunday as the
San Francisco 49ers routed the Green Bay
Packers to advance to next month’s NFL
showpiece.

Mahomes helped the Chiefs overturn a
10-point deficit to complete a convincing
35-24 win over the Tennessee Titans to
take the American Football Conference
Championship at Arrowhead Stadium. The
reigning NFL MVP threw for three touch-
downs and danced into the end zone for a
superb individual score as the Chiefs suc-
cessfully neutralised the threat posed by
Titans running back Derrick Henry.

It is the first time the Chiefs have
advanced to the Super Bowl since their
victory over the Minnesota Vikings in
1970. “I’m lucky to be a part of this team
with all these guys - it makes my job a lot
easier,” said Mahomes, who finished with
294 passing yards and 23 completions.

The win came one year after the Chiefs
suffered an agonising home overtime loss
to the New England Patriots at the same
stage of the playoffs. “It’s amazing, to be
here to do it at Arrowhead, these people
deserve it. We’re not done yet,” Mahomes
added. “We’re going to get it.”

Mahomes said the Chiefs — who had
fought back from 24-0 down to rout the
Houston Texans in the divisional round last
week — had kept their cool after falling
behind early on against the Titans.

“We just stayed with the process. It was
like last week, we just stuck with the game
plan and knew it was going to work out,”
he said. The Titans had reached the brink
of the Super Bowl after a giant-killing play-
off run which included wins over the New
England Patriots and the top-seeded
Baltimore Ravens.

‘Great game plan’ 
But despite starting strongly the Titans

ran out of ideas once the Chiefs defense
contained powerhouse rusher Henry, who
helped Tennessee forge early leads of 10-0
and 17-7 before the Chiefs rallied.

Henry had few complaints after being
restricted to a relatively paltry 69 yards
and one touchdown after 19 carries. “They
just had a great game plan, man,” Henry
said after the defeat. 

“They were coming off the ball, those
guys were being physical. They played a
great game today on defense and you
know their offense, we know the type of
offense that is: explosive, can score at any
moment.

“We just came up short. All the credit
to them and good luck to them.” In Santa
Clara, meanwhile, the 49ers clinched the
National Footbal l  Conference
Championship with a 37-20 rout of the
Green Bay Packers that was more one-
sided than the scoreline suggested.

Niners running back Raheem Mostert

rushed for four touchdowns and a whop-
ping 220 yards as the run-oriented San
Francisco offense punched hole after hole
through a porous Packers defense.

The game was effectively over by half-
time with Mostert crossing for three of his
four touchdowns — a record in an NFC
championship game — in the opening two
quarters as San Francisco opened up a 27-
0 lead by halftime. “I just woke up like it
was any other game,” Mostert said of his
stellar display. “It was just one of those
games where once we all got in the groove
we were like ‘Hey, let’s keep it riding, keep
it rolling’ and that’s what we did.”

But it was another disappointing outing
for Packers quarterback Aaron Rodgers,
who once again fell short in his pursuit of
a second career Super Bowl title. Rodgers,
regarded by many as one of the greatest
quarterbacks in NFL history, finished with
326 passing yards from 31-of-39 attempts
but also had two interceptions and was

sacked three times.
Niners counterpart Jimmy Garoppolo

meanwhile was barely called upon as the
San Francisco run game took over, mak-
ing just eight passes throughout the
entire game for 77 yards. Rodgers later
acknowledged that Sunday’s defeat had
stung as he faces up to the realisation
that at 36, he may have only a limited
number of opportunities to reach the
Super Bowl again.

“It’s a little raw right now for sure,” the
Packers quarterback said.  “It definitely
hurts than earlier in your career just
because you realise how difficult it is to
get to this spot.  “With all the changes this
off season, to get to this point, with a new
coach and a new offensive system,  you
felt like it was something special. It felt like
it was meant to be almost. So it’s kind of
disappointing. I don’t have the same num-
ber of years ahead of me as I do behind
me. So yeah, it’s disappointing.” — AFP

MELBOURNE: Novak Djokovic survived a scare to
join Roger Federer and Serena Williams in the
Australian Open second round as heavy downpours
caused chaos yestrday, forcing organisers to postpone
a swathe of matches.

Defending champion Djokovic was made to sweat
before beating Germany’s Jan-Lennard Struff in four
sets on the first day, when fears over air pollution were
replaced by disruption caused by rain. While play con-
tinued at the three stadiums with retractable roofs, half
of the 64 scheduled matches were postponed, ensuring
a big backlog for today. 

Wet conditions are unusual for the Australian Open,

which is more used to extreme heat and was plagued
by smog from bushfires during qualifying, when players
suffered coughing fits and breathing problems.

Air quality was rated ‘good’ as the first round started
yesterday but about four hours later play was suspend-
ed on outside courts when the heavens opened in
Melbourne. World number three Federer was briefly
hauled off court while the roof was closed on Rod
Laver Arena before returning to complete a routine 6-
3, 6-2, 6-2 victory over American Steve Johnson. 

Williams, on the hunt for a record-equalling 24th
Grand Slam title, won the first set against Anastasia
Potapova in just 19 minutes as she cruised to a 6-0, 6-3
win in less than an hour. “I feel like I can still improve
and get better throughout this tournament, for sure.
This is a good stepping stone for right now,” Williams
said. However, Williams’ elder sister Venus was ousted
in stunning fashion by 15-year-old Coco Gauff, who
won 7-6 (7/5), 6-3 in a repeat of her first-round upset
at Wimbledon last year.

In the late match, defending champion Djokovic
dropped his first set since 2006 in the opening round

before recovering to beat Jan-Lennard Struff 7-6 (7/5),
6-2, 2-6, 6-1. “There is a lot of pressure and a lot of dif-
ferent emotions involved. I definitely try to remind
myself to stay present and really enjoy,” said the seven-
time Melbourne winner, who brought up his 900th
Tour-level victory.

Former US Open champion Sloane Stephens was the
biggest women’s casualty on day one when she crashed
out in three sets to Zhang Shuai of China — her fourth
first-round exit in Melbourne.

SHAPOVALOV RACQUET ROW 
Defending champion Naomi Osaka was done well

before the downpour as she dismissed Marie Bouzkova
of the Czech Republic 6-2, 6-4 in 80 minutes, smashing
one powerful serve that broke a net fastening.

“It was really tough for me trying to control my
nerves,” said Osaka. “It’s tough to play someone you’ve
never played before in the first round of a Grand Slam.”
Later on the covered centre court, Australian world
number one Ashleigh Barty recovered strongly from a
set down to beat Lesia Tsurenko 5-7, 6-1, 6-1.

In the men’s draw, Greek sixth seed Stefanos
Tsitsipas, who beat Federer en route to last year’s
semis, crushed Salvatore Caruso 6-0, 6-2, 6-3. Player
anger over smog dominated the final days before the
tournament, which is taking place after bushfires rav-
aged large parts of Australia, destroying thousands of
homes and killing 29 people.

Tournament officials are closely monitoring pollution
and will halt play and close the three main stadiums’
roofs if particulate matter suspended in the air hits
PM2.5 200.

In other results, Canadian 13th seed Denis
Shapovalov argued furiously with the umpire over a
code violation for throwing his racquet as he lost in
four sets to Marton Fucsovics.

Croatian 25th seed Borna Coric was another first-
round loser as he went down to experienced American
Sam Querrey, while Australia’s Sam Stosur bombed out
against Caty McNally.

But former champion Caroline Wozniacki, playing
her last tournament before retiring, safely reached the
second round as she beat Kristie Ahn 6-1, 6-3. — AFP
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SANTA CLARA:  Raheem Mostert #31 of the San Francisco 49ers scores a touchdown in the third quarter against the Green Bay Packers during the NFC Championship game at Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara, California. —AFP


