
MARSEILLE: England and Russia are the big beasts
of Group B and, though each would love a winning
start when they meet today, the fear of losing could
well become all-pervading and lead to a cagey
encounter. With games against Wales and Slovakia
to come, and the potential for three teams to qualify
with two guaranteed, a point at the Velodrome
might look a very useful result in a couple of weeks.

England, on the back of winning all 10 qualifiers,
not to mention a rare victory in Germany in a friend-
ly, start favorites and will expect to make the run-
ning in front of a 60,000 crowd that will be predomi-
nantly behind them. However, despite that great
run of form, England are anything but a settled side
as Roy Hodgson struggles with the question of how
to shoe-horn his form players into an established
system. Strikers Jamie Vardy, fresh from leading
Leicester City to the most unlikely Premier League

title, and Harry Kane, the Premier League’s top scor-
er, seemingly demand selection. But Hodgson is
adamant Wayne Rooney, the captain and most
experienced squad member, should get a starting
berth, leaving the coach experimenting with his
attacking options right up to the last minute. At
least he is picking from strength in that regard as
his, and England’s more pressing concern is in cen-
tral defense where any combination of Gary Cahill,
Chris Smalling and John Stones has looked vulnera-
ble and remains England’s Achilles heel.

Impressive statistics
England have not lost in 90 or 120 minutes in 22

Euro matches in finals and qualifiers, going back to
a 3-2 defeat by Croatia in November 2007. The
impressive statistics are skewed, however, as they
lost on penalties to Italy in the 2012 quarter-finals

and failed to qualify in 2008. Russia reached the
semi-finals that year with a side full of passion and
pace but they were disappointing in 2012 and in
the 2014 World Cup and the current crop are not a
group to have fans on the edge of their seats.

They are, however, a well-organised and techni-
cally adept squad and coach Leonid Slutsky has
quickly developed a strong team spirit since taking
over from Fabio Capello last August. He has, howev-
er, been forced to change his plans somewhat after
injuries ruled midfielders Alan Dzagoev and, after
last week’s 1-1 draw with Serbia, Igor Denisov out of
the tournament. With that to deal with and
winnable games on the horizon, Russia are unlikely
to take too many risks today, leaving it up to
England to decide whether to open up in all-out
pursuit of victory or indulge in 90 minutes of cau-
tious chess. — Reuters

Temptation of draw might stymie England, Russia

Group B favorites could play it cagey in opener

UEFA EUROPEAN CHAMPIONSHIP

Albania v Switzerland 16:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Wales v Slovakia 19:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
England v Russia 22:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR

COPA AMERICA CENTENARIO
Chile v Bolivia 2:00
beIN SPORTS 1 HD
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Argentina v Panama 4:30
beIN SPORTS 1 HD
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 4 HD FR

Tomorrow 
USA v Paraguay 2:00
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
Colombia v Costa Rica 4:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN

Match on TV 
(Local Timing)
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CHANTILLY: England’s players gather during a training session in Chantilly, France. England will face Russia in a Euro 2016 Group B soccer match
in Marseille today. — AP 

BORDEAUX: Distinctive haircut? Check. Multiple
national player of the year awards? Check. Feared
attacker with a vicious shot and the freedom to
roam all over the pitch? Check, check, check.
Gareth Bale and Marek Hamsik would be able to
reflect upon the many things they have in common
were they not lining up against each other for
Wales and Slovakia in Saturday’s Euro 2016 opener
in Bordeaux.

The two players-topknot-sporting Bale, 26, and
mohican-crested Hamsik, 28 — inspired their
respective countries to qualify for a European
Championship finals for the first time and the out-
come of the match may boil down to which of the
two players comes out on top. Rafael Benitez, the
only man to have coached both players, remarked
during his time at Napoli that if Bale was worth 100
million euros ($113.6 million) — the fee it cost Real
Madrid to sign him-Hamsik was “priceless”.

Two years later he was the Madrid coach and had
revised his evaluation of Bale sufficiently to put the

Welshman at the forefront of his plans, granting him
a central role that briefly threatened to put even
Cristiano Ronaldo in the shade. Today’s game brings
Bale’s international career full circle. It was against
Slovakia that he scored his first Wales goal-an arcing
free-kick in an otherwise bleak 5-1 mauling in Cardiff
in October 2006 that made him, at 17 years and 35
days, his country’s youngest goal-scorer.

Back then he was a floppy-haired left-back
learning his trade with Southampton, but after
blossoming into a free-scoring attacker at
Tottenham Hotspur, his move to Madrid turned
him into a two-time Champions League winner and
global star. “To have a chance to play at such a
young age was a little bit of a surprise, I suppose,
but something I really wanted to do,” Bale told the
UEFA website this week. “It was an unforgettable
experience. Now I’m trying to do my best for Wales.
“I obviously understand that I am a role model for
young people, but I try to take it in my stride, act
normally, as I am.”

Warrior spirit
Elected Welsh Player of the Year a record five

times, Bale scored seven and created two of the 11
goals that Chris Coleman’s Wales registered in their
historic qualifying campaign, netting vital winners
against Andorra, Belgium and Cyprus. His entrance
as a substitute could not prevent Wales from losing
3-0 to Sweden in their final warm-up game, but with
Bale and his 19 international goals in the team,
Welsh fans believe that anything is possible.
Similarly precocious, Hamsik moved to Italy to join
Brescia from Slovan Bratislava aged 17 in 2004 and
began his love affair with Napoli three years later. He
has helped the southern Italian side to two Coppa
Italia triumphs and, unlike Bale, has already graced a
major tournament, starring as Slovakia reached the
last 16 at the 2010 World Cup. The Napoli captain, a
snarling playmaker with a warrior spirit, does not
possess Bale’s awesome physical attributes, but his
eye for goal is every bit as keen and with 18 goals, he
is Slovakia’s third-highest all-time scorer. —  AFP 

Bale, Hamsik draw their swords for Euro clash


