
Tuesday, June 29, 2021 • A5

SPORTS
BY ERIC OLSON

ASSOCIATED PRESS

OMAHA, Neb. — Awkward 
is the only way to describe Van-
derbilt’s appearance in the all-
SEC College World Series finals 
beginning Monday night against 
Mississippi State.

The Commodores were sup-
posed to play North Carolina 
State in a winner-take-
all bracket final Satur-
day and found out 12 
hours before the the 
star t the Wolfpack 
had been removed 
from the tournament 
because of COVID-
19 protocols. The game was 
declared a no-contest.

“We certainly sympathize with 
their team, their fan base, too, 
understanding that we don’t 
know the level of hurt that they 
are exposed to right now, but 
we certainly recognize it,” Vandy 
coach Tim Corbin said Sunday.

“None of us wish to be in this 
particular position. We certain-
ly would want to play them on 
the field or have played them 
on the field, but we didn’t. So 
we are in the situation where we  

move forward.”
Vanderbilt is the reigning 

national champion, having won 
the CWS in 2019. There was no 
tournament last year because of 
the pandemic.

The No. 4 national seed Com-
modores (48-16) are at this point 
after winning two elimination 
games, most recently 3-1 Friday 

against an N.C. State 
team that had only 13 
players available.

“We’re here for a 
reason,” first baseman 
Dominic Keegan said. 
“We earned our spot 
here and we got here 

because of our abilities and what 
we can do.”

The No. 7 Bulldogs (48-17) 
played two bracket finals against 
Texas, winning 4-3 on Saturday 
on Tanner Leggett’s walk-of f 
base hit.

“Our guys have fought since 
the day we got here,” MSU 
coach Chris Lemonis said. “We 
haven’t had an easy game yet. 
It’s been very tight, tough ball-
games. But, man, they keep find-
ing a way to persevere. It’s been 
earned by our guys and I look 

forward to seeing them play on 
this stage.”

Vanderbilt won two of the 
three regular-season meetings 
with MSU in Nashville in April. 
Vandy’s Kumar Rocker, a pos-
sible top-10 pick in the Major 
League Baseball draft and the 
2019 CWS Most Outstanding 
Player, pitched a three-hitter in 
the first game of that series and 
could be available if the finals go 
three games.

Lemonis dismissed any sug-
gestion that this year’s champi-
onship would be tainted because 
Vanderbilt  made the finals 
without completing bracket 
play, albeit through no fault of 
its own.

“The way that  we came 
through it and the games that 
we’ve had to play — and now 
you’re having to play Vanderbilt 
— there will be no asterisk for 
us,” Lemonis said. “And I hate 
it for N.C. State. I have three 
coaches who worked for Elliot 
(Avent) on my staf f. I have a 
long relationship with Elliot. My 
nieces and nephews all went to 
N.C. State. I have a lot of respect 
there. ...

“But for our guys, that stuff’s 
out of our control. All we can do 
is show up and play, and who-
ever is in the other dugout we 
compete against.”

PITCHING PLANS

Mississippi State will star t 
Christian McLeod in Game 1. 
He’s made one appearance 
in the CWS, lasting just 11/3 
innings and giving up four runs 
in a 6-5 win over Virginia last  
Tuesday.

Corb in  wasn ’ t  r eady  to 
announce his Monday starter. 
National strikeout leader Jack 
Leiter, a rojected top-five draft 
pick, would be up next in the 
rotation. 

Leiter, who threw 123 pitch-
es in a win over N.C. State last 
Monday, took his first loss of 
the season in the second game 
against MSU in April.

USING THE BACKDOOR

Mississippi State has begun 
using a back entrance to enter 
and leave its hotel as a precau-
tion against COVID-19. Lem-
onis said the move was made 
in response to the Wolfpack’s  

virus issues.
The Bulldogs have brought a 

large group of fans to Omaha, 
and players mixed with them 
until Friday.

“The last couple days, we hav-
en’t signed autographs or shak-
en hands,” Lemonis said. “We’re 
trying to be as protective as we 
can. The first couple nights we 
came to our lobby, thousands of 
people, it’s the best part of win-
ning a game out here.”

Corbin said Vanderbilt has not 
altered its coming-and-going rou-
tines at its hotel.

VANDY VAXED?

Corbin didn’t answer directly 
when asked if he could require 
his players to be vaccinated 
because Vanderbilt is a private 
university. 

That wouldn’t be the case at 
public schools such as N.C. State 
and Mississippi State.

“I’ve spent a lot of time educat-
ing the group what this process 
could look like at the beginning 
of the year,” Corbin said. “We 
are certainly comfortable with 
where we are and what we’ve 
done.”

Vandy unhappy how it made CWS finals but ready
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The Lebanon Youth Baseball (LYB) 8-under coach-pitch all-star team played in the district 
tournament last week seeking to qualify for the state Little League tournament which 
begins July 9 in Gallatin. Players are Felipe Carnahan, Odin Harrell, Houston Haskins, Grif-
fin Johnson, Marshall Johnson, Grayson Lowery, Colton McCarty, Jax Ray, Jack Saunders, 
Ben Trice, Luke Walden and Ayden White. Head coach Dylan Ray is assisted by Ben John-
son, Will Gailbreath and Charlie Lowery.

The Lebanon Youth Baseball 9-10-year-old all-stars competed in the Little League District 
2 last week seeking a state tournament berth. Players are Mason Craighead, Jacobi Easter-
ly, Jackson Holcomb, Ryder Hunter, Abel Lacy, Micah Logue, Trey Patino, Mason Ratliff, 
Easton Rowe, Mark Scott, Easton Thompson and Jack Wright. Head coach Brandon 
Thompson is assisted by Nathan Holcomb, Chris Scott and Brad Clinton.

The Lebanon Youth Baseball 11-12-year-old all-star team finished second in the Dixie 
Youth District 4 tournament and qualified for the state tournament which will begin July 
15 in Savannah. Players are Kaden Buchanan, Dyce Davis, Parker Ezell, Madden Gravens, 
Hunter Grissim, Jackson Harris, Caden Jones, Scout Loftis, Carter Mull, Blake Waldorf, Judd 
Wright and Kaysn Smith. Head coach Dusty Jones is assisted by John Buchanan and Jason 
Ezell.
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WIMBLEDON, England — Wimble-
don returned Monday after being called 
of f in 2020 because of the pandemic, 
and so much felt rather familiar at the 
All England Club, from the rain that dis-
rupted the schedule to the victory for 
Novak Djokovic.

Much like the delays to competition 
around the grounds — it took about 4 
1/2 hours to begin play on the outside 
courts; more than a dozen matches were 
postponed entirely — Djokovic got off to 
a slow start in his bid for a record-tying 
20th Grand Slam title and sixth at Wim-
bledon.

The defending champion dropped 
the opening set against Jack Drap-
er, a 19-year-old wild-card entry from 
England who is ranked 253rd, before 
eventually showing his best tennis 
under the Centre Court roof and win-
ning 4-6, 6-1, 6-2, 6-2 with the help of 25 
aces.

Djokovic is halfway to a calendar-year 
Grand Slam, after trophies at the Austra-
lian Open in February and the French 
Open two weeks ago. The man he came 
back to defeat in the final at Roland Gar-
ros after dropping the first two sets, No. 
3 seed Stefanos Tsitsipas, quickly was 
bounced out of the All England Club, 
losing to 57th-ranked Frances Tiafoe of 
the United States 6-4, 6-4, 6-3 in just over 
two hours at No. 1 Court.

Tiafoe had been 0-11 against oppo-
nents ranked in the Top 5.

“That guy is special. He’s going to do 
a lot of great things. Win a ton of Grand 
Slams,” Tiafoe said about Tsitsipas, then 
broke into a wide smile and added: “But 
not today.”

Tiafoe is one of 34 Americans in the 
singles brackets (21 women, 13 men), 
the most at Wimbledon since there were 
35 in 1998. Another U.S. player picked 
up a big victory when Sloane Stephens 
eliminated two-time champion and 
10th-seeded Petra Kvitova 6-3, 6-4.

Other winners included 2017 champi-
on Garbiñe Muguruza, Aryna Sabalenka 
— who is seeded No. 2 after defending 
champion Simona Halep and four-time 
major champ Naomi Osaka pulled out — 
No. 23 Madison Keys and No. 32 Ekater-
ina Alexandrova.

The tour nament referee began 
announcing postponements at about 
3 p.m., including matches involving 
five-time Wimbledon champion Venus 
Williams and French Open semifinalist 
Maria Sakkari.

Still, at least there was tennis being 
played at the venue that hosts the oldest 
Grand Slam tournament.

“It feels great seeing everyone and 
being back at probably the most special, 
most sacred, tennis court in the world,” 
the top-seeded Djokovic said.

“Alongside many other players, I was 
very sad last year that Wimbledon was 
canceled,” he said, referring to the first 
time it wasn’t contested since World War 
II. “They were very difficult times for 
everyone, but I’m really glad that the 
sport is back. Hopefully you guys have 
enjoyed it and you will enjoy it in the 
next couple weeks.”

The coronavirus still looms over the 
event.

Capacity around the grounds is 
restricted to 50% now; that will rise 
to 100% for the singles finals on the 

BY TIM REYNOLDS
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Toronto coach Nick 
Nurse is an American. 
Born in Iowa. Owns a 
home in Florida. A life-
time fan of the Chicago 
Cubs.

He also carries Cana-
da’s Olympic basketball 
hopes.

Nurse — the coach 
of the Canadian men’s 
national team — hasn’t 
coached a game in that 
countr y since Februar y 
2020 because of the coro-
navirus pandemic. The 
pandemic forced Nurse 
and his NBA Raptors to 
play all 96 of their games 
out of the country since 
the virus struck in the 
U.S.

But he’s now back in 
Canada, and that nation 
will host one of the four 
Olympic qualifying bas-
ketball tournaments that 
begin on Tuesday to start 

determining the final four 
spots in the 12-team field 
for the Tokyo Games.

Canada is tr ying to 
make the Olympic field 
for the first time since 
2000.

“There’s nothing else 
I ’d rather be doing,” 
Nurse said. “I’m super 
appreciative of the guys 
that are here and we are 
as a Canada Basketball 
organization. We’ve been 
in the bubble in Orlan-
do; a lot of these guys 
were there as well. We’ve 
played in front of no fans. 
We’ve gone through all 
these protocols. There’s 
been like 400 straight 
days of testing or whatev-
er it was.

“The point is, it means 
ever ything that they’ve 
committed. It really does.”

There are 23 teams still 
in the running for the four 
remaining spots. It was 
supposed to be 24 teams; 

Senegal has been with-
drawn from the tourna-
ment. FIBA said Monday 
the decision was a result 
of issues related to tests 
that were positive COVID-
19. Senegal — which had 
been training in Germa-
ny — will forfeit its games 
against Puerto Rico and 
Italy, two teams that will 
move into the semifinals 
of the qualifier in Serbia.

“FIBA was informed by 
the National Federation 
of Senegal about COVID-
19 related disruptions to 
their preparations in Ger-
many,” FIBA said Mon-
day. “Despite continuous 
effort from FIBA and the 
German Basketball Fed-
eration to suppor t the 
Senegalese delegation, 
the team will not be able 
to travel to Belgrade and 
take part in the (Olympic 
Qualifying Tournament).”

Welcome back, Wimbledon: Slam 
returns; Tiafoe, Stephens win

Last chance for Tokyo: Final 4 
Olympic hoop qualifiers begin
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LYB teams compete in district tournaments
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