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LOS ANGELES: The Philadelphia 76ers, Atlanta
Hawks and Utah Jazz powered into the conference
semi-finals of the NBA playoffs on Wednesday as an
electrifying display from Luka Doncic took the Dallas
Mavericks to the brink of a series victory. Seth Curry’s
30-point display helped the Sixers shrug off the injury
absence of Joel Embiid as the top seeds completed a
4-1 playoff series win over the Washington Wizards
with a 129-112 win in Philadelphia.

The fifth-seeded Hawks brought the New York
Knicks’ season to an end with a 103-89 victory at
Madison Square Garden to clinch the best-of-seven
series 4-1 after a bruising contest. The Sixers and
Hawks will now meet for a place in the Eastern Con-
ference finals. In the Western Conference, top seeds
Utah outclassed the Memphis Grizzlies 126-110 to
wrap up a 4-1 win in the best-of-seven series, with
Donovan Mitchell’s 30-point haul steering the Jazz into
the next round.

But the individual performance of the night came
at the Staples Center, where Slovenian prodigy Doncic
erupted for 42 points to help the Mavericks to a 105-
100 win over the Los Angeles Clippers. It was the fifth
straight road victory of a roller coaster series, and
leaves the Mavericks 3-2 ahead with two games to
play. “I played terrible at the end but we got a win and
that’s all that matters,” said Doncic, who wants Dallas
to replicate their away form in game six in Texas.
“We’ve got to play like we play on the road,” he said.

‘Team win’ 
Tim Hardaway Jr was the only other player to crack

double figures for Dallas with 20 points. The Clippers
meanwhile were left ruing a costly late missed layup
by Nicolas Batum with less than 10 seconds remaining
which would have given them a 102-101 lead. Instead
the Mavs defence held firm to leave the Clippers
needing to win their final two games to stay alive.

Elsewhere on Wednesday, Philadelphia shrugged
off the news of Joel Embiid’s knee injury to dispatch
Washington. “It was a great team win,” Sixers coach
Doc Rivers said afterwards. “I just love how we played.
We got down early, but no panic set in. “They really
believed they were the better team today. They played
with that kind of confidence. It was what you would
call an all hands in, team win for sure.”

After a tight first half, Philadelphia pulled clear in
the third period, outscoring the Wizards 38-31. An-
other burst of scoring midway through the fourth pe-
riod sealed the contest, with Curry, Ben Simmons and
Tobias Harris scoring six unanswered points to put
Philadelphia 118-100 ahead with just under six minutes
to play.

Young sinks Knicks 
Harris finished with 28 points while Simmons com-

pleted a triple double with 19 points, 10 rebounds and
11 assists. Dwight Howard, Tyrese Maxey and Furkan
Korkmaz also made double figures. Rivers reserved

praise for Simmons’ performance. “I keep saying it -
stick with him, he’s a hell of a player,” Rivers said. “He
just does so much for the team, he really does.”

Bradley Beal led the Wizards scoring with 32
points while Russell Westbrook was unable to add
another triple double to his season tally, falling just

short with 24 points, 10 assists and eight rebounds.
In New York, Trae Young delivered a 36-point mas-
terclass for Atlanta in an ill-tempered victory at the
Garden. Players from both sides scuffled as they left
the court at half-time in a game peppered with tech-
nical fouls.—AFP

Sixers, Hawks and Jazz 
advance in NBA playoffs

SALT LAKE CITY: Jordan Clarkson #00 of the Utah Jazz shoots the ball against the Memphis Grizzlies during
Round 1, Game 5 of the 2021 NBA Playoffs on Wednesday. — AFP

Ancelotti a ‘different’ 
man following 
Real Madrid return
MADRID: Carlo Ancelotti said he was re-
turning to Real Madrid a “different” person
after being appointed for a second spell in
charge of the Spanish giants. The 61-year-
old was chosen as the replacement for Zine-
dine Zidane, with Ancelotti leaving Everton
after 18 months at Goodison Park. “I want
vto thank the president. I’m very happy to
come back here, I feel that I’m at home
here,” Ancelotti said as he was unveiled at
Wednesday’s news conference.

The Italian won the Champions League
in his first stint in Madrid between 2013 and
2015, before taking over at Bayern Munich
and then Napoli. “Carlo Ancelotti is not the same as he was six
years ago. I’m different, I have six more years of experience. Posi-
tive and negative,” he said. “I was happy at Everton, at a family club.
But negative experiences can also make you grow. My first spell
here, I remember all that very clearly. 

“The matches won, the triumphs, the difficult moments as well,
the day of my departure, the day I first arrived. Five years have
passed, but coming back here is always something very special,”
he added. “I have the same feelings as I had when I first arrived.
But now, I’m more certain and more confident.” —AFP

Red Bull braced for 
Mercedes backlash
BAKU: Baku’s street circuit is the medieval backdrop for Formula One’s latest
round of jousting between resurgent Red Bull and a Mercedes team anxious
to move on from their Monaco misery. The Azerbaijan Grand Prix returns to
the calendar for the first time since 2019 with Red Bull drinking in the view
from atop the world championship standings.

Max Verstappen’s first Monaco triumph coupled with an insipid weekend
for seventh-placed Lewis Hamilton saw the Dutchman deftly turn a 14=-point
deficit into a four-point advantage in the race for the 2021 drivers’ crown. In
the constructors’ standings Red Bull transformed a 29-point deficit into a one
point lead as they regained the summit for the first time since 2013.

Unsurprisingly team principal Christian Horner was pleased as punch.
“For us to come out leading both championships is beyond expectations,”
said the chief architect of Red Bull’s revival. “When (Mercedes) have an off
day it’s important for us to bank a lot of points.”

While Monaco’s narrow twisting street circuit makes overtaking notori-
ously difficult, Baku is an altogether different proposition. Boasting the
longest straight - 2.23 km with speeds up to 370 kmh - of any circuit, Sun-
day’s race will be fast and furious. And one where Mercedes can expect to
rub some shine back on their Silver Arrows. “It’s been a strong track for Mer-
cedes in the past. We’re not under any illusions, we are sure they are going
to bounce back fast,” forecast Horner.

‘Nothing comes easy’ 
Mercedes have taken pole and won three of the four grand prix staged

in the former Soviet state’s ancient capital on the Caspian Sea. But a different
driver has taken the chequered flag each time, with Nico Rosberg in 2016,
Daniel Ricciardo in 2017, Hamilton in 2018 and Valtteri Bottas, consigned to
a DNF by a stubbornly immovable wheel nut in Monaco, the winner in 2019.

Verstappen is hoping to continue that sequence but has yet to do better
than fourth. He concedes the venue for the sixth leg of the season is “probably

not a favorite of mine if I’m honest”. “I’ve never been on the podium there so
it’s time to change that,” said Verstappen, who has two wins this term to
Hamilton’s three. He added: “Taking the lead in the championship feels good
but we need to be there at the end of the final race, that’s all that matters.”

After their total dominance stretching back to 2014 and all 14 titles
Toto Wolff, Mercedes’ team principal, is relishing the fight with Red Bull.
“We love the battle. It’s just what the doctor ordered after the past seven
years,” he said. “Weekends like Monaco are the ones that keep you com-
ing back for more,” he added. “Nothing comes easy in this sport, and
that’s why we love it.”

One man nodding in agreement at that last comment is Charles
Leclerc, who planted his Ferrari at the front of the Monaco grid, only for
his race to end with a cracked left-rear driveshaft hub, the unfortunate
legacy of his crash in qualifying, on the warm-up lap. But with his quali-
fying form and teammate Carlos Sainz finishing second Leclerc left his
home race far from downcast. “We are coming back from quite far if we
see last year, so we’ve done a good job to be improving race by race. we
are on the good road.” —AFP

BAKU: Red Bull’s Dutch driver Max Verstappen attends a press conference ahead
of the Formula One Azerbaijan Grand Prix at the Baku City Circuit yesterday. —AFP 
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