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LONDON: Manchester United captain
Wayne Rooney is facing the biggest fight
of his 13 year international career to
hold onto his England place going into
the European Championships. England’s
talisman ever since he burst onto the
scene as a preternaturally gifted 18-year-
old at Euro 2004, Rooney has gone to
five major tournaments as one of the
first names on the team-sheet. But com-
petition from emerging stars such as
Harry Kane and Jamie Vardy, coupled
with doubts about his own form and fit-
ness, mean that England’s all-time
record goal-scorer is no longer an auto-
matic pick.

“As I’ve said throughout my career
with Manchester United and England, I
never take my place for granted,”
Rooney, 30, conceded recently. “First of
all I want England to be successful and
win trophies, and obviously it is great if I
can be a part of that.” The current cam-
paign has already been a historic one for
Rooney, who broke Bobby Charlton’s 35-
year-old England scoring record in
October and now has 51 international
goals to his name.

He has also moved onto 109 caps,

behind only Peter Shilton (125), David
Beckham (115) and Steven Gerrard (114)
in England’s all-time ranking. But he has
performed fitfully for United and saw a
brief return to form abruptly curtailed in
February when he was sidelined by a
knee injury. In his absence, England
recorded a rousing 3-2 win over world
champions Germany in Berlin. Dele Alli
and Ross Barkley have encroached onto
Rooney’s territory as chief creator and
there are also doubts about his ability to
press with the same intensity as his
younger rivals. England manager Roy
Hodgson has toed a diplomatic line with
regard to his captain’s status, defending
Rooney’s right to a place in the squad
but stating that he cannot consider him-
self a guaranteed starter.

‘White Pele’ 
While Rooney remains one of the

world’s most famous players, he is no
longer the game-changing force of
nature who burst onto the scene with
Everton at the age of 16, earning himself
the nickname ‘The White Pele’. Arsenal
manager Arsene Wenger described him
as “the biggest English talent since I’ve

arrived in England”, but the true weight
of his achievements remains hard to
measure. With United, who he joined
from Everton in 2004, he has won almost
everything, including five Premier
League titles, two League Cups and the
2008 Champions League.

He is also the club’s second-highest
goal scorer and has Charlton’s United
record of 249 goals in his sights. His
goals include some unforgettable
strikes, including a stunning overhead
bicycle kick against Manchester City in
2011, and he has amassed countless
individual awards. But for all that, there
lingers a sense of potential unfulfilled,
and nowhere is that feeling more pro-
nounced than when his achievements
with England are brought into consider-
ation. It is now 12 years since he explod-
ed onto the global football conscious-
ness with four goals at Euro 2004 in
Portugal and the years since have
brought nothing but false dawns and
disappointments.

Rooney admitted as much after
England’s meek group-stage exit at the
2014 World Cup in Brazil. “Obviously I’m
not going to be as big a legend as Sir

Bobby Charlton,” Rooney said. “He’s won
the World Cup.” In purely statistical
terms, Rooney’s international record
stands up against anyone’s and former
England striker Gary Lineker believes
that he is “right up there in the pantheon

of English football’s finest”. But with
Kane and Vardy the new darlings of the
English game and time catching up on
him, the former Boy Wonder must prove
in France that his best days in an
England shirt are not behind him.— AFP 

Rooney fights to prove England worth

Manchester United captain Wayne Rooney

LONDON: Five things about England ahead of
the European Championships: 

Fifty years of hurt
This year marks the 50th anniversary of

England’s only major tournament triumph: vic-
tory on home soil at the 1966 World Cup. A team
managed by Alf Ramsey, captained by Bobby
Moore and inspired by Manchester United mid-
fielder Bobby Charlton came through a group
containing Uruguay, Mexico and France. They
saw off Argentina in a bad-tempered quarter-
final before Charlton’s brace secured a 2-1 suc-
cess against Portugal in the last four. In the final
at Wembley, West Ham United’s Geoff Hurst
scored a hat-trick in a 4-2 extra-time win over
West Germany, becoming the first and to date
only player to score three times in a World Cup
final. Despite producing some of the game’s
best-known footballers, England have reached
just three major tournament semi-finals-at the
1990 World Cup and the 1968 and 1996
European Championships-in the years since. At
the 2014 World Cup in Brazil, they were eliminat-
ed after just two matches.

Record-chasing Rooney
Captain Wayne Rooney broke Charlton’s 35-

year-old England scoring record last October
when his penalty in a 2-0 Euro 2016 qualifying
win over Switzerland took him to 50 interna-

tional goals.  The 30-year-old Manchester
United striker will surpass David Beckham’s
record of 115 appearances for an outfield play-
er if  he plays in England’s three warm-up
games and then helps them reach the knock-
out phase in France.

Fearless youth?
Having seen stalwarts including John Terry,

Rio Ferdinand, Ashley Cole, Steven Gerrard and
Frank Lampard retire from international football
over the course of his tenure, Hodgson has
presided over the blooding of a new generation.
Leading the way are the Tottenham Hotspur
pairing of striker Harry Kane (22) and midfield
dynamo Dele Alli (20), who have formed a formi-
dable Premier League partnership. Other young
players likely to feature in France include
Everton pair John Stones (21) and Ross Barkley
(22), Spurs holding midfielder Eric Dier (22),
Manchester City tyro Raheem Sterling (21) and, if
he recovers from a broken leg in time, 20-year-
old Manchester United left-back Luke Shaw.

Euro 96 heartache
England’s last brush with major tournament

success came 20 years ago in the 1996 European
Championship, which was played on home soil.
Terry Venables’s side thrilled in the group phase,
beating Scotland 2-0 in a game that featured a
wonderful Paul Gascoigne goal and outclassing

the Netherlands 4-1, before edging Spain on
penalties in the quarter-finals. But they fell to old
foes and eventual champions Germany in ago-
nizing fashion in the last four. After early goals
from Alan Shearer and Stefan Kuntz cancelled
each other out, Gascoigne came within millime-
ters of touching in a cross from Shearer in extra
time that would have given England a golden-
goal victory. Gareth Southgate was the fall guy
in the penalty shootout, with Andreas Kopke
parrying his tame spot-kick.  England previously
finished third at the four-team European
Championship of 1968.

Cradle of the game
Football’s modern rules were first codified in

a London pub in 1863 and England played the
first ever international match against Scotland in
1870. But a strained relationship with world gov-
erning body FIFA meant that England did not
compete at a World Cup until the 1950 edition in
Brazil, where they were humiliated 1-0 by the
part-timers of the United States. They were dealt
their most painful defeat three years later when
a Hungary team inspired by the great Ferenc
Puskas romped to a stylish 6-3 victory at a shell-
shocked Wembley. The 1966 World Cup triumph
restored the English game to its former lustre,
but recurrent subsequent failings have exposed
how far behind the rest of the world England has
fallen.— AFP 

England ahead of the
Euro Championships

Sami Khedira

BERLIN: Less than a week before he names
his provisional Euro 2016 squad, Germany’s
head coach Joachim Loew has been given
a boost by three of his stars. Loew will
name his squad at the French Embassy in
Berlin next Monday, but has been given
good news about injured pair Bastian
Schweinsteiger, Germany’s captain, and
Sami Khedira, while striker Mario Gomez is
in top form.  

German magazine Kicker reports
Manchester United’s Schweinsteiger is on
the road to recovery after tearing the medi-
al ligament in his right knee in March and
should return to running training in the
next ten days. Schweinsteiger ’s fellow
defensive midfielder Khedira is recovering
from a calf strain and recently visited the
German team doctor in Munich to get the
all clear. “I’m doing well, there’s no reason
to worry. There is no danger of missing the
cup final against Milan or the European
championships,” Khedira told German daily
Bild with his club Juventus set to play AC
Milan on May 21 in the Italian Cup final.

And Gomez has proven he is in goal-
scoring form having scored 25 times this
season to become the Turkish league’s top
scorer while on loan from Fiorentina at
Besiktas to help them win their first Super
Lig title since 2009. Loew is expected to
name up to 31 players on Monday, but the
squad will then be reduced to 23 on May
30. He is already without Borussia
Dortmund’s defensive midfielder Ilkay
Gundogan, who dislocated his knee. Loew
has hinted there may be a few surprises.

“As far as the selection of players for a tour-
nament is concerned, sometimes a sur-
prise may well be useful tactically and can
generate some energy in the entire squad,”
Loew said in an interview with Playboy
magazine.  But Loew says Germany’s 2014
World Cup triumph in Brazil will mean
nothing in France.

“Like us, every team will start from zero,”
he said. “Whoever wants to be European
champions must be able to beat anyone.
And we are.” Germany start their training
camp in Ascona, Switzerland, on May 23
before playing friendlies against Slovakia
on May 29 in Augsburg and Hungary in
Gelsenkirchen on June 4 before heading to
their Euro 2016 base in Evian on June 7. The
world champions open their Euro 2016
campaign against Ukraine in Lille on June
12 before also playing Poland and Northern
Ireland in Group C.— AFP 

German trio give Loew 
a pre-Euro 2016 boost

Igor Akinfeev

MOSCOW: Igor Akinfeev’s international name has
been marked by a calamitous error at the 2014
World Cup, but he remains Russia’s best goal-
keeper and he is looking to make amends at Euro
2016. As the clock ticked towards 70 minutes in
Russia’s opening group match in Brazil, South
Korean Lee Keun-ho hit a speculative shot that
looked an easy take. But Akinfeev fumbled the
ball which looped agonizingly into the back of
the net. Akinfeev was left to clutch his head in dis-
belief.  “Not one goalkeeper, including myself I
have to say, will ever be able to explain what hap-
pened until the end of my days,” Akinfeev, 30, told
the Sport Express daily last year. 

“There is only one explanation and that is that
it was a terrible mistake.” The blunder set the tone
for a dismal World Cup for Russia. The team under
Italian coach Fabio Capello managed just two
points and crashed out.  Born just outside Moscow
in 1986, Akinfeev was just four when he caught
the eye of junior team coaches at Moscow’s CSKA
Red Army team.  In 2002 he helped CSKA’s youth
team win the Russian junior title.  Akinfeev was
promoted and the next season made 13 appear-
ance for CSKA’s main side as they win their first

league title since the collapse of the Soviet Union.
His confident per formances attracted

national coach Georgy Yartsev and he became
Russia’s youngest ever international goalkeep-
er in a 2004 friendly with Norway aged just 18.
Akinfeev did not make the squad for the
European Championship finals, but another
season at CSKA when they won the league
title, Russian Cup and UEFA cup cemented his
place in the national team. He has never really
given it up. In 2007 Akinfeev was linked with a
move to England’s Arsenal but a cruciate knee
ligament rupture sidelined him for almost six
months.  Hopes of  a  move to the English
Premiership were dashed.

Russian icon
He fought back to fitness and reclaimed his

place at his boyhood club, Akinfeev has played
nearly 500 times for CSKA and won more than 85
caps for the national team. This month Britain’s
Daily Telegraph ranked him 14th on the list of the
20 best keepers, describing him as a “one of the
world’s most reliable goalkeepers”.  “He is also that
rarest of commodities in the modern game - a

one club man,” the newspaper said.  As for that
jaw-dropping error in Brazil-Akinfeev says he has
recovered even if it took time to shrug off the
ignominy, and the often fierce reaction of some
Russian fans. 

“I still love football just as I did before this but
at times things became uncomfortable, difficult,”
Akinfeev told Russian website Championat.com
in December 2015. “Fans in Russia don’t forgive
players’ mistakes. On the contrary they take
pleasure from the failures of others.” “But let them
wallow in their own filth. Their opinions don’t
interest me.” Now with his club coach Leonid
Slutsky in charge of the national team, Akinfeev
is gearing up for the new challenge in France.
And ex-players insist that Russia’s bid could not
be in safer hand.  “Akinfeev is an unbelievably
gifted athlete,” former Russia keeper Sergei
Ochinnikov, who now coaches at CSKA, told
Sport Express when Akinfeev turned 30 last
week.  “He is the only world class goalkeeper in
Russia in recent decades.” “Igor has always been a
kind and open-hearted guy. His career should
serve as a guide for millions of youngsters. He’s
an icon!”— AFP 

Akinfeev a Russian icon 
despite WCup blunder

MOSCOW: Five things about Russia ahead
of the European Championship finals
where they are in Group B with England,
Wales and Slovakia:

Dzagoev’s goals needed
Al Dzagoev is a key player for CSKA

Moscow and the Russian team and his
coach in each case is Leonid Slutsky. The
attacking midfielder made his debut in a
World Cup qualifying game against
Germany in 2008 at the age of 18. Coach
Guus Hiddink said he had a “killer pass.” He
scored three goals at the Euro 2012 but
Fabio Capello kept Dzagoev on the substi-
tute’s bench for Russia’s poor 2014 World
Cup finals where they left Brazil without
winning a match. He now has 49 caps and
is influential again now Slutsky is in charge
so that number will increase.

Fifth time lucky?
The Soviet Union won the European

Nations Cup in 1960 in France. But the tour-
nament in France will be modern Russia’s
fifth European Championship finals since
1996. They have only got past the group
stage once however in 2008, and what
tournament they had. Beaten 4-1 by Spain
in their opening group match, Guus
Hiddink’s side bounced back to beat hold-
ers Greece and Sweden to set up a quarter
final against the Netherlands. They won 3-1
in extra-time and then had to play Spain
again. They lost 3-0 against a Spanish side
establishing a crushing dominance of
world football.

Shesternyov’s bad luck
Albert Shesternyov, nicknamed ‘Ivan the

Terrible’ by opponents and widely regard-
ed as the best defender in the Soviet
Union era, went to two European
Championships finals and suffered a rare
piece of bad luck at the second in 1968.
The Soviet Union reached a semi-final
against hosts Italy and the match ended 0-
0 after extra time. The rules then dictated
that the result had to be decided by the
toss of a coin. Shesternyov called and lost.
The Soviet side then lost to England in the
third-place playoff.

Third time against England
Russia start their Euro 2016 campaign

against England in Marseille. The two
countries have played twice before in
Euro,  qualifying for the 2008 f inals.
England won 3-0 at Wembley before
86,000 people on September 17, 2007
with Michael Owen scoring twice. One
month later Roman Pavlyuchenko scored
twice as Russia scored a revenge 2-1 win
before 84,700 people at the Luzhniki sta-
dium in Moscow and eventually took sec-
ond place in the group ahead of England.
England failed to qualify and manager
Steve McClaren was sacked.

Slutsky renews national link
Russia has returned to a Russian coach

after a decade of experiments with foreign
managers. It started with Guus Hiddink
from 2006 to 2010. Hiddink was inspira-
tional in getting Russia qualified for the
2008 European Championship finals. —AFP 
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