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LONDON: Three of the four managers
leading their teams out at Wembley for
this weekend’s FA Cup semi-finals will do
so knowing defeat could have serious
ramifications for their short-term future.
Manchester United manager Louis van
Gaal has been dealing with so-called
“must-win” games throughout a troubled
season and tomorrow’s clash with Everton
falls into that category.

Everton boss Roberto Martinez, mean-
while, has fallen out of favor with a large
section of the club’s fans who have seen
no tangible progress this season. Crystal
Palace’s woeful form since Christmas has
turned up the heat on Alan Pardew too,
although a semi-final against Watford rep-
resents an opportunity for redemption.
Watford manager Quique Florez is per-

haps the odd man out. The Spaniard has
made an impressive impact in his first sea-
son at the club who were promoted last
season, guaranteeing survival with plenty
to spare.

Dutchman Van Gaal has faced a cease-
less debate about his Old Trafford future
after crashing out of the Champions
League group stages and serving up some
turgid football earlier in the season when
United fell out of the title race. 

He has soldiered on, however, and a sil-
ver lining is on the horizon with United
favorites to lift the trophy for the first time
since 2004 after beating West Ham United
2-1 in a quarter-final replay last week with
their best display of the season. Even if he
does achieve that, there is no guarantee
that he will see out the final season of his

contract as a top-four finish in the Premier
League was his first priority.

But having won trophies everywhere in
his long coaching career, he would at least
be able to hold his head high. “I have said
for the club it is much more important
that we are finishing in the first four posi-
tions because the Champions League is
the highest level,” he said. 

“But a trophy is of course fantastic,
especially the FA Cup, as it is a lot of years
that we didn’t win it. “There is a big arous-
al among the fans. It is nice to see they are
hungry to get the FA Cup, but still we
have to beat Everton first.” Martinez won
the FA Cup with modest Wigan Athletic in
2013 when they beat Manchester City in
the final a few weeks before being relegat-
ed, securing his move to Everton.

But after finishing fifth in his first season,
the club finished 11th last term and,
despite a squad full of flair players, were
12th going into Wednesday’s derby with
Liverpool. “If we win the games, everything
will be fine; if we lose, everything will be
my fault,” Martinez said this week. 

Pardew was part of the Palace side that
reached the 1990 final and his return to the
club as manager in January 2015 turned
the club from relegation candidates to con-
tenders for Europe midway through the
current campaign. 

Palace have stalled since, however, and
Pardew hopes the FA Cup can re-ignite his
squad. “For us and Watford, one of us is
going to hurt and one’s really going to
come alive. So we really want to be that
team that comes alive,” he said.  —  Reuters

Van Gaal, Martinez seek silver lining in FA Cup

Leicester face

nervy test; Spurs’

shadow looms

LONDON: The Premier League title is tantalizingly close
for Leicester City but like all the best fairytales there are
usually some frights before everyone lives happily ever
after.  When Claudio Ranieri’s merry bunch beat
Sunderland 2-0 on April 10 they were 10 points clear at
the top for a couple of hours until chasing Tottenham
Hotspur beat Manchester United. 

Last weekend things took a sinister turn when top scor-
er Jamie Vardy was sent off at home to West Ham United
and Leicester needed a dubious last-gasp penalty to draw
2-2. Tottenham’s 4-0 thrashing of Stoke City on Monday
narrowed the gap to five points with four games to play.
Vardy will discover yesterday whether he will receive fur-
ther punishment after being charged with improper con-
duct following his reaction to his red card.

That is why when Leicester kick off against Swansea
City on Sunday, 24 hours before Tottenham host West
Bromwich Albion, there will be sweaty palms aplenty at
the King Power Stadium. Leicester have ground out points
in recent weeks but with 22-goal striker Vardy suspended
against Swansea after playing in their last 47 Premier
League games, what looks like the perfect home fixture
against a side virtually assured of avoiding relegation sud-
denly looks fraught with danger. Tottenham’s surge is
turning the screw ever so slightly and Leicester fans have
been reminded of 1963 when the side known as The Ice
Kings had the old first division title in their grasp before
losing their last four games.

Ranieri, who will probably play Leonardo Ulloa in the
Vardy role this weekend, has told them not to worry. “We
were worried at the start of the season when we needed
to get to 40 points. 

Now we enjoy,” he said. “Never do I speak to my play-
ers about the gap, blah, blah, blah. Everything is in our
hands. If we fight and we win then ok. If the other team, it
could be Arsenal, Tottenham, I don’t know who, are better
than us and win the title, well done.” Tottenham, who
have scored the most goals and conceded the fewest this
season, are relishing the chase and will be ready to
pounce should Leicester slip. Harry Kane, who leads the
scoring charts with 24 goals, said playing after their title
rivals was no problem.

“Watching all the football over the weekend and hav-
ing to wait until Monday night to play gets you ready, gets
you firing,” said the England striker. “We’ve got to win all
our games. We want to win all four of them and then we
will go from there.” 

The battle to avoid joining Aston Villa in the
Championship also continues, with Sunderland able to
climb out of the bottom three if they beat Arsenal at home
on Sunday. Resurgent Newcastle United will also try and
take advantage of fourth from bottom Norwich City not
playing, although they face a difficult assignment at
Liverpool tomorrow. — Reuters

MONTERREY: Defending champion
Club America scored a pair of second
half goals to defeat Tigres 2-0 in the first
leg of the CONCACAF Champions
League final on Wednesday night. Dario
Benedetto scored in the 49th minute
and Osvaldo Martinez added an insur-
ance marker three minutes into stop-
page time as the Mexican side took a
huge step towards defending their title
with a victory on the road at Estadio
Universitario. 

The second leg will be hosted by
Club America in Mexico City next
Wednesday. The victory puts Club
America in the driver’s seat heading into
game number two as they also

increased their SCCL unbeaten streak to
12 games. Tigres had more shots on
goal (6-1) and corner kicks (7-1) but they
failed to capitalize on their chances as
Club America were able to clamp down
defensively when needed. One of Tigres
best chances in the first half came in the
33rd minute when Javier Aquino got in
alone on goalkeeper Hugo Gonzalez,
but sailed a blast high over the crossbar.
Club America’s hard work paid off early
in the second half when Benedetto
opened the scoring by finishing off a
pretty passing play. Oribe Peralta back-
heeled a nifty pass to Martinez who
floated a cross to the back post where
Benedetto was waiting for the easy tap-

in header. It marked the first SCCL goal
for Benedetto since he posted a hat-trick
in last year’s final-a 4-2 second-leg win
over the host Impact de Montreal.
Martinez sealed the victory in the third
minute of extra time by rifling a right-
footed blast to the near post and past a
diving Nahuel Guzman who had no
chance on the play. 

It was Martinez’s first goal of the com-
petition. Club America thought it had
also scored in the 57th minute as
Guzman raced 50 yards out of his net
and fouled Peralta. Club America recov-
ered the ball and scored into the empty
net, but the officials disallowed it
because of an offside. — AFP 

Club America blank

Tigres 2-0 in opener

MONTERREY: Mexican Tigres’ player Jurgen Damm (left) vies the ball with Miguel Samudio (right) of America Mexican
team, during the CONCACAF Champions League first leg football final, in Monterrey, Mexico on April 20, 2016. — AFP 


