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LOS ANGELES: The top-seeded Philadelphia 76ers and Utah
Jazz were left on the brink of elimination from the NBA playoffs
on Wednesday as the Atlanta Hawks and Los Angeles Clippers
notched against-the-odds victories on the road. In Philadel-
phia, Trae Young scored 39 points as Atlanta overturned a 26-
point second-half deficit to lead the Hawks to a 109-106 defeat
of the Sixers in their Eastern Conference semifinal clash.

The Clippers-rocked by an injury to star Kawhi Leonard
earlier Wednesday - then toppled the Utah Jazz in Salt Lake
City by 119-111 to seize a 3-2 lead in their best-of-seven West-
ern Conference series. The results left the Sixers and Jazz one
defeat away from elimination as they prepare to travel to At-
lanta and Los Angeles for their respective game sixes.

Encouraged by a raucous home crowd, the Sixers appeared
to be poised to claim a 3-2 advantage against the Hawks as
they raced into a big lead in the second half. But a magnificent
Atlanta offensive performance led by Young saw the Hawks
steadily chip away at the deficit. Young nailed a floater to cut
the Sixers’ lead to 104-102 before drawing a foul to earn three
free throws which he promptly drained to give the Hawks their
first lead of the game at 105-104 with 1:26 remaining.

Danilo Gallinari’s fadeaway put Atlanta 107-104 ahead and
the Sixers’ fate was sealed when Joel Embiid missed two late
free throws that could have put Philadelphia back within
striking distance. The Hawks can clinch a series victory in
front of their home fans on Friday when game six heads back
to Georgia. “We just kept fighting,” Young said afterwards.
“We have confidence in each other. We’re a great group, good
to be around. “We all love you to each other’s company and

it shows on the court and we never stopped believing until
the final buzzer.”

‘It’s on all of us’ 
That belief has left the fifth-seeded Hawks now on the brink

of a place in the Eastern Conference finals, a remarkable turn-
around for a team that axed head coach Lloyd Pierce on March
1. Philadelphia, who piled on 38 points in the first quarter alone,
were led by Embiid with 37 points while Seth Curry had 36
points. No other Philadelphia player made double figures. “We
struggled down the stretch,” Sixers coach Doc Rivers said. 

In Salt Lake City, Paul George was the hero as the Clippers
stunned the Jazz to move within one win of the Western Con-
ference finals. The Clippers’ day began with news that Kawhi
Leonard faces missing the remainder of the series - and pos-
sibly the postseason - after suffering a knee injury in game four. 

But George responded with a masterful 37-point display
which included 16 rebounds and five assists. Marcus Morris
added 25 points while Reggie Jackson chipped in with 21. “This
was the biggest game of the postseason, especially being down
our best player,” George said afterwards. “We knew coming
into this, we had to play together, we had to step up. We did a
great job playing collectively.” George praised his teammates
for soaking up an early barrage from Utah, who opened up a
10-point lead in the second quarter. “We didn’t overreact,”
George said. “They came out hot. Good thing about it was we
were able to weather the storm.” The series now returns to Los
Angeles on Friday, where a win for the Clippers will see Utah
eliminated. “We just got to go into it with the mindset that we

don’t want to come back to Utah,” George said. Bojan Bog-
danovic led Utah’s scorers with 32 points, while Donovan
Mitchell was held to 21, making just four from 14 attempts from
three-point range. —AFP

Top-seeded Sixers, Jazz on the
brink after Hawks, Clippers win

SALT LAKE CITY: Royce O’Neale #23 of the Utah Jazz drives into Reggie Jackson
#1 of the LA Clippers in Game Five of the Western Conference second-round
playoff series at Vivint Smart Home Arena on Wednesday. —AFP

Cricket’s David and 
Goliath face off in 
Championship final
SOUTHAMPTON: India face New Zealand in the inaugural World Test
Championship final today in a match that could have a profound influ-
ence on cricket globally. New Zealand are battle-hardened thanks to a
1-0 series win against England completed on Sunday with a dominant
eight-wicket win at Edgbaston after a draw at Lord’s.

“Ideal preparation, having two Test matches against England in these
conditions,” said experienced New Zealand batsman Ross Taylor ahead
of the five-day match in Southampton, on England’s south coast.
“Couldn’t think of anything better.” The Blackcaps, who won in Birm-
ingham despite making six changes, are set to welcome back captain
and star batsman Kane Williamson and pace spearhead Tim Southee.

Many cricket fans around the world would be happy to see New
Zealand, a country with a population of around five million, compared
with India’s 1.3 billion, win a major global title after their agonizing Super
Over loss to England in the 2019 50-over World Cup final at Lord’s.
There is also widespread admiration for the way a well-balanced side
has made the most of slender resources. India have not played a com-
petitive game since the end of March and have had to make do with an
intra-squad practice match while undergoing quarantine. But they
proved their strength in depth when an injury-hit side recovered from
the humiliation of being dismissed for 36 in the first Test in Australia to
win a four-match series 2-1 with a sensational chase in Brisbane in Jan-
uary - and that without inspirational captain Virat Kohli. —AFP

Big screen beckons 
for Tonga’s toned 
Olympic flagbearer
WELLINGTON: As he counts down the days to his third
straight Olympics, Tonga’s famously chiseled flagbearer Pita
Taufatofua is also contemplating offers for a career in movies
and documentaries. Taufatofua captured world attention
when he appeared at the opening ceremony of the 2016 Rio
Olympics topless and glistening with coconut oil, while en-
thusiastically waving the banner of his tiny Pacific nation.

He racked up 45 million Twitter mentions within hours,
then went on to repeat his chest-bearing feats at the open-
ing of the 2018 Pyeongchang Winter Games, despite freez-
ing conditions. The 37-year-old is unsure whether
COVID-19 restrictions will prevent him from performing
his trademark routine in Tokyo but says he has no qualms
about participating in the event during a global pandemic.

“I’m just happy to be going,” Taufatofua told AFP on a
video call. “I know there hasn’t been much hope in the last
18 months and there’s going to be a lot of challenges in
Tokyo that will make it a different type of Games. But I be-
lieve it’s going to bring people together and be one of the
greatest Games of all time.”

The taekwondo athlete says it’s been a “crazy” ride since
becoming an online sensation in 2016 with his opening-cer-
emony stunt. Two years later, he qualified as a cross-coun-
try skier in Pyeongchang, even though he had only seen

snow once before commenc-
ing training. The Brisbane-
based athlete strapped
planks of wood to his feet to
simulate skiing in the swel-
tering Australian heat, and
only qualified after a mad
dash along avalanche-hit
roads in Iceland to make his
final event.

His original plan for Tokyo
was to kayak in the K1 200m
sprint, making him the first
Olympian to compete in
three different Games in
three different sports. But
there were teething problems
for the novice paddler, in-
cluding troublesome winds
pushing his kayak around so that he was facing the wrong
way at the starting line on his competitive debut. Pandemic
border closures blocked the avenues to last-minute kayak-
ing qualification, but his taekwondo skills were enough to
earn him a place in Tokyo.

Despite his kayaking effort falling flat, Taufatofua said
he had no regrets. “I have to push through even if it means
embarrassment,” he said. “If it means facing the wrong way
in a race, coming last in multiple races that’s OK, just to
show people they can have a go.” Such underdog exploits
have, perhaps inevitably, caught the attention of Hollywood
and Taufatofua said there had been no shortage of big-
screen offers. —AFP
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