
So America hasn’t changed
that much in the last few
months after all: the New Eng-
land Patriots are the Super
Bowl champions once again.
They beat the Atlanta Falcons
34-28 in overtime amid a fren-
zied, brain-frying climax in
Houston. At one point New Eng-
land had trailed 28-3 with little
over a quarter to play.

For the quarterback Tom
Brady, it was a stunning conclu-
sion to a season that ended in re-
demption and possibly cement-
ed his position as the greatest
player of all time. Brady, argua-
bly the most famous athlete in
the US, had missed the first
four games of the season due to
a suspension for his part in the
Deflategate scandal. On his re-
turn, he led the Patriots on a
charge towards their fifth Su-
per Bowl title in remarkable cir-
cumstances.

“We all brought each other
back,” said Brady. “We never
felt out of it. Tough battle. They
have a great team, I give them a
lot of credit. We just made a few
more plays than them.”

The game had been billed as
the experience and wile of
Brady and his head coach Bill
Belichick against the explosive
offense of the Falcons, led by
Matt Ryan and the extravagant-
ly talented wide receiver Julio
Jones. But the high-scoring con-
test nearly every expert had pre-
dicted refused to emerge and
the first quarter ended score-
less – the two best quarterbacks
in the league this season had
managed just 59 yards of pass-
ing between them.

Shortrun
It was the Falcons who finally
scored. Given the unspectacu-
lar play so far, it was fitting that
it came from a short run by
Devonta Freeman. But Ryan
has developed a taste for the
limelight after what had been,
until this remarkable season, a
career of mild underachieve-
ment.

In his first Super Bowl, it was
Ryan’s seventh pass attempt be-
fore he failed to find a receiver:
he made up for that on his
eighth, a beautiful pass to the
rookie Austin Hooper to make
it 14-0. The Falcons were run-
ning, the Patriots gasping.

A quick glance of the record
books showed the task ahead of
the Patriots: no team had ever
won the Super Bowl after trail-
ing by more than 10 points. The
task went from challenging to
positively vertiginous when
Brady, under pressure from At-
lanta’s pass rushers, was inter-
cepted with 2:36 left in the
first-half by Robert Alford, who
had a long time to savour the
highlight of his career as he trot-
ted 82 yards into the end zone

largely unopposed. The Patri-
ots cheerleaders were surely
smiling through gritted teeth as
they danced in the end zone dur-
ing the break for the two-min-
ute warning. A Stephen Gost-
kowski field goal to end the half
was as good as it got for the
four-time champions as they
went into half-time 21-3 down.

Accuracy
While much of the attention
was on Ryan’s accuracy, it was
the swashbuckling Falcons
who had been models of effi-
ciency – they had scored on
both of their trips into the red
zone – while the Patriots, a
team known for their brutal pro-
fessionalism, had been sloppy,
turning the ball over twice.
What’s more Atlanta had aver-
aged 9.6 yards per carry in the
first-half; New England just 2.5.

If Belichick, the famous disci-
plinarian, attempted to tighten
his team up in the locker room,
it appeared to have done little
good. Few could remember the
last time a Patriots team was

this listless but nothing should
be taken away from the skill
with which Ryan, looking every
inch the league MVP, disman-
tled the New England defence.

He led his team 85 yards
down the field in eight plays at
the start of the third quarter to
make it 28-3 and apparently put
the game out of reach. The
touchdown came from a
six-yard pass to Tevin Coleman.
At that point Ryan had complet-
ed 12 of his 14 passes.

But the Patriots have been
the best team in the NFL for
more than a decade – a relent-
less winning machine – and no
one should underestimate
Brady’s sheer bloodyminded
brilliance. A touchdown – the
extra point was missed – and a
field goal brought the score
back to 28-12 with 9:44 remain-
ing. For the first time in the
game, Ryan was under some
pressure and the ball came
loose when he was sacked on
his own 25-yard line.

The Patriots recovered,
Brady found Danny Amendola

in the end zone and a two-point
conversion made it 28-20.

The impossible had gone to
improbable and then on to pos-
sible all too quickly for the Fal-
cons. A holding penalty stifled
the Falcons’ next drive and put
them out of field-goal range,
leaving the Patriots with plenty
of time to score the tying touch-
down. They would start a sea-
son-defining drive in their own
nine-yard line with 3:38 to play.

The Falcons batted Brady’s
passes a few times but the ball
simply refused to fall to them,
and the Patriots marched up
the field thanks in large part to
a brilliant catch from Julian
Edelman, who twisted his body
to haul in a deflected ball.

When White tunnelled
through for a short rushing
touchdown a few plays later the
Patriots needed a two-point con-
version to level the game. Less-
er teams may have lost their
nerve but the Patriots made it
look easy as Brady found Amen-
dola with a short pass.

Toughness
“Unbelievable,” said Edelman
of his team’s comeback to tie
the game. “It’s the microcosm
of our life, our season. Mental
toughness, believe, do your job,
work hard and we’d be champi-
ons in the championship
game.”

Now we would see what Ryan
was made of. Time and again,
his temperament in the biggest
occasions has been questioned,
separating him from the very
best quarterbacks in the
league. A field goal would win
the Falcons the game but they
could not get out of their own

half. Somewhere Donald
Trump, a friend of Brady and
Belichick, must have allowed
himself yet another smile.

And so we went to overtime,
the first extra frame in the
game’s 51-year history. The Pa-
triots had the first possession,
knowing a touchdown would
win them the game. It looked
like they had won it when Brady
floated a pass towards Martel-
lus Bennett in the end zone, but
pass interference was called on
the Falcons and the Patriots
only needed to drive it home
from two yards out.

For once, Brady didn’t have
the final say: White won it with
a plunge near the pylon. There
was a huge, palpable whoosh in
the stadium as 71,000 people in-
haled and exhaled in astonish-
ment. And then a surge of
noise. The greatest Super Bowl
of all time had ended.

“No doubt that was a tough
one for us,” said the Falcons
head coach, Dan Quinn.
“That’s a hard one in the locker
room . . . I love [my players],
they battled. Tonight we came
up short.”

Super Bowls aren’t supposed
to be decided with such stupefy-
ing excitement. Teams aren’t
supposed to come from 25
points down to win the title.
Maybe America really is a differ-
ent place these days after all.
GuardianService
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As he prepares to make his
long-awaited returnto competi-
tive action against Benetton
Treviso on Sunday, Leinster
winger Dave Kearney admits
that the past four months have
been very frustrating for him.

The Louth man’s most re-
cent provincial appearance was
in the away win against Cardiff
Blues on October 1st of last
year, and after initially hearing
that he would have a short
lay-off, Kearney explained how
he discovered his injury was
more severe than he initially re-
alised.

“It has been very frustrating.
It’s 16 weeks now. It was from
the astro in Cardiff. I just felt
something nip off my ankle. I
strapped it up at half-time and
tried to run, but just couldn’t re-
ally,” Kearney said yesterday.

“I got a scan, and we thought
it was two to four weeks. Even-
tually we found out that there
was just a little chip off my bone

that was catching my ligament.
Unfortunately we couldn’t see
that in the scan. Then eventual-
ly I went under the knife to get
that out.”

Opportunities
In Kearney’s absence, Leo Cul-
len offered opportunities to

AdamByrne andRoryO’Lough-
lin to stake their claim.

Kearney said Byrne and
O’Loughlin had been extreme-
ly impressive and was able to
draw parallels with his own ele-
vation from the Leinster Acade-
my up to the senior ranks.

“The two wingers have done
a great job and really put their
hands up. I suppose it’s no dif-

ferent when I came in here as a
young lad. You’re competing
with the older lads,” he said.

“ As you move up the ladder
and get a bit older, you start to
compete with the younger lads.
It just goes in those circles and
that’s just the way it is.”

Kearneyis availablefor selec-
tion on Sunday alongside
fit-again international trio Joey
Carbery, Mike Ross and Fergus
McFadden, but Leinster backs
coach Girvan Dempsey con-
firmed that Rhys Ruddock was
currently out of action with a
torn quad injury.

“It’s not significant
[Ruddock’s injury]. It’s a slight
tear on his quad. He’s doing re-
hab at the moment, he’s doing a
good bit of work,” Dempsey
said yesterday.

“It’s something that he has
just picked up a couple of weeks
ago. He’s been fortunate
enough that we’ve had that
time off, and he’s had that op-
portunity to work through it.
He’s out this weekend.”

■NewEngland Patriots’
Julian Edelmanmakes a
catch in the fourth quarter,
while TomBrady (right)
enjoys victory. PHOTOGRAPH: EZRA
SHAW/GETTY/ADREES LATIF/REUTERS

■Philippe Bernat-Salles celebrates scoring against the All
Blacks in 1999. PHOTOGRAPH: BILLY STICKLAND/INPHO
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Istanbul 2005
Liverpool came into the Cham-
pions League final as enor-
mous underdogs, facing a
star-studded AC Milan team
boasting the likes of Alessan-
dro Nesta, Andrea Pirlo, Kaka
and Andriy Shevchenko.

The Italians surged into a
three goal half-time lead, and
despite the travelling Liver-
pool fans remaining in full
voice their team looked like
suffering a humiliating defeat.

Up stepped Steven Gerrard
to head in an early second-half
goal. As he ran back to the
half-way line, he urged on his
team-mates around him. Two
more goals followed soon af-
ter and thanks to some incredi-
ble saves by Jerzy Dudek the
Reds forced extra-time and
then penalties.

Dudek went on to cement
his name in the English club’s
decorated history, saving
Shevchenko’s spot kick to com-
plete the miracle of Istanbul
and win Liverpool a fifth Euro-
pean Cup.

Other great soccer come-
backs include Manchester
United’s 2-1 Champions
League final smash-and-grab
win over Bayern Munich in
1999, or Charlton’s win over
Huddersfield in 1957. That
might not be as fresh in the
memory as United’s treble he-
roics.

Charlton trailed 5-1 with 30
minutes left, and were a man
down. Yet somehow they went
on to win 7-6.

Ryder Cup 2012
The US had enjoyed a great
comeback of their own at
Brookline in 1999, but the Eu-
ropean’s snatching of the Ry-
der Cup from the American’s
grasp in their own back yard at
Medinah is the one that sticks
in the memory on this conti-
nent.

José María Olázabal’s Eu-
rope side were 10-6 down be-
fore the 12 singles. Europe
won eight of those and tied
one, with Martin Kaymer hol-
ing the crucial putt to defeat
Steve Stricker.

Another great golfing come-
back was Nick Faldo’s win at

the Masters in 1996. He trailed
Greg Norman by six strokes
going into the final round and
went on to win by five after a
flawless round of 67.

Red Rum
1973 Grand National
The first win of Red Rum’s
Grand National treble came in
1973, in the most remarkable
of circumstances. Australian
horse Crisp was leading by 30
lengths at one stage, and by 15
lengths at the last fence.

However, Red Rum who
was carrying 23 pounds fewer
than Crisp, and his jockey Bri-
an Fletcher never gave up and
they went on to win by
three-quarters of a length and
set a new record time of
9:01.9. The birth of a legend.

Dennis Taylor
The Crucible, 1985
Dennis Taylor wasn’t given
much chance against World
number one Steve Davis
ahead of their World Snooker
Championship final in 1985.

The Tyrone native didn’t do
much to rebut those predic-
tions when he found himself
trailing 8-0 after the first ses-
sion.

Taylor showed true charac-
ter though to win seven of the
next eight frames, and then tie
matters at 17 frames each. At
its peak, a TV audience of 18.5
million UK viewers watched
as Taylor edged the final
frame after a memorable bat-
tle on the final black. It was the
first time the title was decided
on the black.

Rugby World Cup
semi-final 1999
You never know which France
is going to show up. A bit of an
overused cliché to say the least
but the Rugby World Cup
semi-final of 1999 was a per-
fect example of how quickly
things can go from bad to bril-
liant for the French.

Trailing against the mighty
All Blacks, by 14 points with lit-
tle over 30 minutes left on the
clock, things were looking omi-
nous. The French though re-
sponded with 26 points in just
13 minutes to go on and win an
absolute classic, 43-31.

Then there’s Leinster’s
Heineken Cup triumph over
Northampton in 2011.

The Saints led 22-6 at
half-time at the Millennium
Stadium, but with Johnny
Sexton dictating matters in
the second period the Irish
province went on to score 27
unanswered points and win
the game 33-22.
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Rassie Erasmus has dismissed
any suggestion he might be leav-
ing Munster and heading back
to South Africa to take over
from beleaguered Springboks’
coach Allister Coetzee.

The director of rugby put to
bed any notion that he is being
lined up for a return to his na-
tive country and confirmed that
his future is with Munster,
where he is in the first of a
three-year deal.

Just over a fortnight ago his
lawyer back in South Africa,
Frikkie Erasmus, told media
there that reports linking the
36-times Springbok with a re-
turn home.

Yestterday, Erasmus, speak-
ing at a media briefing in Limer-
ick, confirmed that his future is
with Munster, who he has guid-
ed to top of the Pro12 and into
the quarter-finals of the Cham-
pions Cup since taking over in
the summer.

“There is so much specula-
tion with things normally at this

time of the year with players,
but I just think the South Afri-
can set-up is obviously going
through a little bit of a rough
patch which they will definitely
get out of, I am pretty sure they
will.

“When that happens there is
always a lot of speculation
around different coaches. I am
definitely not in the mix there.”

Juggling
He has enough on his plate to
deal with at the moment with 14
of his players away with the Ire-
land squad, while a couple of
the young players, Bill John-
ston and Calvin Nash, are jug-
gling duty with the Irish Un-
der-20s and Munster.

Erasmus, who is preparing
for a Pro12 clash with the Drag-
ons in Cork on Friday evening,
said that while some players
may return from the national
set-up he was working on the ba-
sis that he might have none of
them.

And he said he was pleased
that Ian Keatley’s form had

been rewarded with a call-up as
the uncertainty around Jona-
than Sexton continues.

“We are planning with the
idea that we are getting nobody
back. That’s the best way to do

it because you’re never quite
sure with guys doing fitness
tests. Their major training ses-
sion is on Tuesday so we will
train with the mind that we
have none of them available.

“Ian has done well for us this
year. He himself told me that he
went through a rough season
last year and so it was nice that
he won games for us this year
with drop goals and important
penalties.

“He has helped out at full-
back, at 12, even 9. He’s a guy
who is always positive and I’m
always happy when a player
gets an opportunity like this,”
added Erasmus.

ErasmusdismissesreturntoSouthAfrica

■Rassie Erasmus: working on the basis that hemight be
without his international players for gamewith Dragons

When that
happens

there is always a lot
of speculation
around different
coaches. I am
definitely not in the
mix there.
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