
PARIS: When gesticulating Ireland players raced
towards Martin Hansson deep in extra time of a
World Cup qualification playoff against France on
November 18, 2009, the Swedish referee was not the
only one to wonder what he might have missed. The
incident that had just occurred on the Stade de
France pitch was almost impossible to see for the
79,145 fans in the ground and the 11 million people
watching the game live on TV had to wait for a replay
to realize what had happened.

The reporters covering the game soon understood
they needed to rewrite their stories. The action in the
103rd minute of the second leg of that playoff was to
keep them busy for days, making headlines all over the
world. It will loom large in Lyon on Sunday when
France and Ireland meet for a place in the quarter-
finals of Euro 2016. The next morning, French sports

daily L’Equipe went for “La main de Dieu” (The hand of
God), in reference to the goal Diego Maradona scored
with his hand against England at the 1986 World Cup.

British tabloid the Sun chose “The hand of frog” and
displayed a front-page picture of the man at the centre
of the scandal, France captain Thierry Henry. France,
who had won the first leg 1-0 at Croke Park, were trail-
ing 1-0 in front of their own fans after a first-half goal
by striker Robbie Keane when Florent Malouda took a
free kick from the halfway line. Henry raced into the
box from the left, controlled the ball with his hand to
keep it in play and crossed for William Gallas, whose
header gave Ireland goalkeeper Shay Given no chance.
The final score read 1-1, meaning France won the tie
on aggregate to seal their ticket to the 2010 World Cup
in South Africa.

Ireland fans in mourning
“Let me enjoy this moment”, France coach

Raymond Domenech told journalists after the game.
For Ireland fans in mourning, the atmosphere was very
different. Those who were there that night tell you
how they still hate hearing I Gotta Feeling, by the Black
Eyed Peas, just because that song was playing in the
stadium after the final whistle. Henry, whose reputa-
tion as a fair player was shattered, soon admitted he
had handled the ball and apologized. “I am not the ref-
eree (...) but if I have hurt somebody, I’m sorry,”, he
wrote on his Twitter account. Henry, who was never
sanctioned, later said he contemplated retiring from
international football after the incident. The Football
Association of Ireland (FAI)’s demands for a replay and
a “”33rd place” at the World Cup were turned down by
then FIFA president Sepp Blatter.

With outrage over the goal in Ireland and beyond
growing, world’s football governing body eventually
came to a financial agreement, paying the FAI $5 mil-
lion to avoid a legal case. France went on to play the
World Cup in South Africa, which they left in disgrace
after the team refused to train in protest against a deci-
sion by the French Football Federation (FFF) to kick
striker Nicolas Anelka out of the squad after he insulted
Domenech at halftime of a game against Mexico. The
controversial Domenech quit after that fiasco and
Henry announced his international retirement, saying
in a statement he was leaving with “some amazing
memories, mostly good”. — Reuters

PARIS: With the continent’s perennial
powers shoehorned into the same half of
the draw for the Euro 2016 knockout
stages, Europe’s lesser lights will never
have a better opportunity to topple the
traditional giants.  Title-holders Spain
face Italy in the last 16 and then a poten-
tial quarter-final against world champi-
ons Germany before the prospect of
bumping into France or England should
they reach the last four. The teams in the
bottom half of the draw have combined
to win 11 World Cups and nine European
championships, whilst no side in the top
half has won a major tournament. But for
the likes of Belgium, Croatia, Switzerland,
Poland and Wales their respective paths
to the July 10 final have given them
plenty of reason to dream about a first
international title.

“There is a crazy imbalance in the
draw for the second round, but those are

the rules and we have to respect them,”
said Italy coach Antonio Conte.  While
Belgium may be wary of last-16 oppo-
nents Hungary, who won Group F after a
30-year major tournament absence, now
is the time for the country’s gifted gener-
ation of players to fulfill their potential.
The Red Devils finished runners-up at
the 1980 European Championship, but
with a formidable core based around
Eden Hazard, Romelu Lukaku, Kevin De
Bruyne and Thibaut Courtois,  Marc
Wilmots’ side boast more than enough
talent to go one step further in France.

“There’s no doubt that we have big
ambitions; our aim must always be to
reach the final,” Wilmots told FIFA.com
ahead of the tournament.  After sliding to
an opening 2-0 defeat to Italy, Belgium
bounced back to outclass the Republic of
Ireland before a late Radja Nainggolan
strike against Sweden ensured they pro-

gressed as Group E runners-up.  Should
they beat Hungary, a quarter-final
against Wales or Northern Ireland would
await them in Lille with Croatia, Portugal,
Poland and Switzerland all potential last-
four opponents. 

But Wilmots argued the nature of
the draw simply cranked up the pres-
sure on the world’s second-ranked side.
“Forget what it says on paper, only
what happens on the pitch counts. I’d
rather play Spain or England, as we
would have less to lose. Anyway, only
the journalists think our half is easier.”
Captain Eden Hazard stressed the
importance of  not looking too far
ahead.  “We will see at the end of the
tournament if we are indeed in the easy
part  of  the schedule,  without any
favorites. If we get to the final then
maybe we can say it was a good thing
not to have been with the favorites, but

there are no easy games,” he said.

Confident Croatia 
Ivan Perisic’s late winner against

Spain sent Croatia through as winners of
Group D, although Iceland’s last-gasp
victory over Austria on Wednesday
means the Croats will take on Portugal
rather than Iceland in the next round.  “In
this phase of the competition there are
no easy opponents and we probably got
the most difficult,” said Croatia coach
Ante Ancic.”But we were in the toughest
group of Euro 2016 and we successfully
went through, so there is no reason not
to be confident in this match too.” Real
Madrid star Luka Modric missed the 2-1
victory over Spain along with Mario
Mandzukic, but Croatia will be counting
on the pair to lead them deep into the
tournament-having come third at the
1998 World Cup in France.  — AFP 

Door ajar for lesser lights at Euro 2016
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Infamous handball looms 
large; France face Ireland
‘Hand of frog’ still haunts Ireland fans

UEFA EUROPEAN CHAMPIONSHIP

Switzerland v Poland 16:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Wales v Northern Ireland 19:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR
Croatia v Portugal 22:00
beIN MAX 2 HD
beIN MAX 3 HD EN
beIN MAX 1 HD
beIN MAX 4 HD FR

COPA AMERICA CENTENARIO
Tomorrow
United States v Colombia 3:00
beIN SPORTS

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

Hendrick driving on Ireland 
alongside boyhood friend

LILLE: While Robbie Brady stole the headlines with his dramatic winning goal
against Italy at Euro 2016, his childhood friend Jeff Hendrick again displayed his
importance to the Republic of Ireland in that game. The 24-year-old Derby County
midfielder put in another superb shift from his position wide on the right, earning
rave reviews in French sports daily L’Equipe as he helped Ireland through to a last-
16 tie against the hosts. “Jeff has been excellent for us-really, really excellent-and he
continues to improve which is delightful,” said manager Martin O’Neill after the his-
toric 1-0 win in Lille that saw the Irish reach the knockout phase of a European
Championship for the first time. 

Hendrick was already outstanding in the opening 1-1 draw with Sweden, com-
ing close to scoring on more than one occasion. After Wednesday’s game he cried
tears of joy and later clutched a slice of pizza and a bottle of beer as he stood in the
mixed zone at the Stade Pierre-Mauroy and bathed in the glory of one of his coun-
try’s finest victories. Hendrick, who hails from the northside of Dublin, was born 17
days apart from Brady in January 1992 and the duo have known each other from the
age of six, when they began playing for the St Kevin’s Boys Club. 

“We played in every team possible at international level and all the way up to the
seniors. It’s not every day that something like this happens, it’s great to play on a big
stage,” said Brady before the European Championship started. Like many talented
young players in Ireland, Hendrick-described as a “quiet lad” by one of his former
mentors-was just a trainee when he moved across the sea to England and joined
Derby. He made his debut there as a 19-year-old under Nigel Clough and was voted
the club’s young player of the year in 2012. His international bow came in 2013
against Poland and he has hardly looked back since, with Wednesday’s game his
24th appearance in the green shirt. — AFP 

NORD: Ireland’s midfielder Jeffrey Hendrick plays the ball during the
Euro 2016 group E football match between Italy and Ireland at the
Pierre-Mauroy stadium in Villeneuve-d’Ascq. — AFP 


