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SAMARA: Harry Maguire travelled to watch England
as a fan at Euro 2016, but two years later he is a pillar
of the defence as the country prepares for its first
World Cup semi-final in 28 years. After celebrating
Hull’s 2015-16 promotion to the Premier League,
Maguire and a group of friends made the trip to
France to see England’s 0-0 group-stage draw with
Slovakia.

Those same friends are now out in Russia, but this
time the 25-year-old Maguire is playing a crucial role
in England’s improbable World Cup quest. It has been
an amazing ascent for the Sheffield-born defender,
who only made his England debut in a 1-0 qualifying
victory over Lithuania in October. 

The 2016-17 campaign was Maguire’s first season
as an established player at the top level, and although
Hull were condemned to relegation from the Premier
League, his performances persuaded Leicester to
sign him on a five-year deal.

It proved a shrewd move as the powerfully built
Maguire, who stands 1.94 metres (six feet four inches)
tall, played every single minute of the Premier League
during his debut season with the Foxes. He was
rewarded with two Leicester player of the year
awards-from the players and the fans-but his rise to
unlikely World Cup hero would not have been possi-
ble without Gareth Southgate.

The England manager showed a great deal of faith
in Maguire as he set about forging a new team identi-
ty after taking over from Sam Allardyce in 2016.
“When I was watching him during the season I was
so keen that he stayed fit because I thought this was a
stage I was certain he could show he could play at,”
Southgate said after Maguire scored his first interna-
tional goal in the 2-0 quarter-final win over Sweden. 

“I’m not sure he’s always believed that. His first
game in (Lithuania) he talked about just being des-
perate not to make a mistake.” 

‘CHILLED OUT’ 
Southgate’s decision to use a back three, as they

did in reaching the semi-finals at Euro 96 and the
1990 World Cup, has played into Maguire’s favour. As
a youngster he spent much of his time patrolling mid-
field before transitioning to centre-back in his mid-
teens, and those past experiences are serving
Maguire well. “I think he’s a super-talented player,”
said Southgate. “His use of the ball is as good as any
centre-back in the tournament, so hopefully he’s
gaining belief from the performances at this level.”

Maguire has started four of England’s five match-
es-coming on as a half-time substitute in the loss to
Belgium-projecting an air of confidence as the stakes
increase. “I’m quite laid back, quite chilled out so I’ve
come across like that and I try to take it onto the
pitch as well,” Maguire told the England FA’s
YouTube channel.—AFP
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ST PETERSBURG: Roberto Martinez’s swashbuckling
Belgium side head into tomorrow’s semi-final with
familiar foes France as the World Cup’s leading scor-
ers, but their old rivals have evolved as the tournament
has progressed and will also be full of confidence.

Belgium have scored 14 goals in five matches and
were hugely impressive in their 2-1 quarter-final vic-
tory over Brazil, with Romelu Lukaku, Eden Hazard
and Kevin de Bruyne combining to devastating effect
to oust the five-times world champions.

In contrast, France sleep-walked through the group
stages, eking out wins over Australia and Peru before
a stultifying 0-0 draw with Denmark. Their early
struggles had ‘Les Bleus’ being written off in some
quarters, but all  that changed when they faced
Argentina in the last 16 in what must be a leading con-
tender for the most exciting match of the tournament.

Didier Deschamps tweaked his formation, effective-
ly freeing up Kylian Mbappe on the right to run at the
Argentine defence, and what followed was a wonder-
ful display of attacking football that France won 4-3.

The victory boosted France’s morale, and they fol-
lowed it up with a workman-like 2-0 win over
Uruguay that was impressive because of how well
they managed to control the game against tricky
opponents. Belgium faced a heart-stopping moment of
uncertainty in the first knockout round against Japan,
when Martinez’s decision to rest players in their final
group match against England almost backfired spec-
tacularly.

Belgium’s returning first team players made a slug-
gish start against the Samurai Blue and suddenly
found themselves trailing by two goals with time

ebbing away. Stung into action, Martinez sent on
Marouane Fellaini and Nacer Chadli in the 65th
minute, and both were heavily involved as Belgium
pulled off a late comeback, with Chadli securing vic-
tory with practically the last kick of the game.

Against Brazil in the quarters, Martinez showed
tactical adventure, as he pushed target man Lukaku to
the wing to allow De Bruyne to operate as a ‘false
nine’. The strategy worked, and De Bruyne scored his
first goal in Russia.

Tomorrow’s clash in St Petersburg has all the mak-
ings of a classic, with fans and viewers likely to be
treated to the sight of two wonderfully attacking
teams going toe-to-toe. “It’s a super exciting game
with great players on both sides,” France defender
Benjamin Pavard said. “It’s going to be a man’s match
and we will have to step up.” France, world champions
in 1998, are slight favourites to go through according
to most bookmakers, but Belgium tend to step up their
game against these particular European rivals, if his-
tory is anything to go by.

Of the 73 meetings between the teams, Belgium
have won 30 and France 24, with 19 draws between
them, although if Belgium are to reach their first World
Cup final they will have to do so by beating France at
the tournament for the first time.

France came through their quarter-final unscathed,
and Deschamps has his entire squad to choose from,
while Belgium are only slightly worse off. Full back
Thomas Meunier is suspended after picking up a sec-
ond yellow card of the tournament against Brazil, with
Martinez likely to bring in Yannick Carrasco in his
place. — Reuters
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ISTRA: (From L to R) France’s defender Presnel Kimpembe, forward Ousmane Dembele, forward Florian
Thauvin and defender Djibril Sidibe attend a training session at the Glebovets stadium in Istra, some 70
km west of Moscow, on Saturday, ahead of their Russia 2018 World Cup semi-final football match
against Belgium. —AFP

MOSCOW: Croatia defender Domagoj Vida faced pos-
sible disciplinary sanctions from FIFA after posting a
clip dedicating his country’s victory over Russia in the
World Cup quarter-final to Ukraine.  Vida scored an
extra-time goal and one of Croatia’s penalties in a 4-3

shootout win over the World Cup hosts in Sochi on
Saturday.  Croatia will play England in the semi-final on
Wednesday and some Russian officials are calling on
FIFA to take the toughest measures possible against
the Balkan country.

The ponytailed 29-year-old shouted “Glory to
Ukraine!” in a video posted by former Croatia interna-
tional Ognjen Vukojevic shortly after the match.  The
two both spent parts of their careers playing for
Ukraine’s Dynamo Kyiv. FIFA, world football’s govern-
ing body, said it was investigating.  “FIFA is processing
the different reports of the said match as well as poten-
tial evidence concerning the matter referred to in your
message,” a FIFA spokesperson told AFP.

“Until we have evaluated all information available,
we cannot comment further.” Vida later told Russian
media that he meant no offence. “It love Russian peo-

ple,” Vida was quoted as saying. “It was just a joke.”
“Glory to Ukraine!” was a slogan of the former Soviet
republic’s pro-EU revolution that toppled a Russian-
backed president in 2014.  The revolt was condemned
as illegal by Moscow and sparked a crisis in relations
between the two neighbouring states.

It was followed by Russia’s annexation of Ukraine’s
Crimea peninsula and a pro-Kremlin separatist war in
eastern Ukraine that has claimed more than 10,000
lives. Vukojevic added in the video: “This victory is for
Dynamo (Kyiv) and for Ukraine! Croatia onwards!”

The clip was picked up by Russian state media and
drew condemnation from some officials. “Such actions
should be punished,” parliament’s sports committee
member Dmitry Svishchyov told the RIA Novosti state
news agency. “Political, nationalist and racist slogans
are not welcome at the World Cup.” — AFP
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BERLIN: Mesut Ozil’s father said yesterday his son
should quit Germany’s national squad after he was
made a “scapegoat” for their shock first-round defeat
at the World Cup. Ozil, 29, has come in for sharp criti-
cism in Germany after the holders crashed out in
Russia, finishing bottom of their group.  Pressure had
already been mounting on the Arsenal midfielder in the
run-up to the tournament over a controversial photo-
graph with Turkey President Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
which sparked questions about his loyalty to Germany.
On Thursday, team boss Oliver Bierhoff suggested that
perhaps Germany should have considered dropping
Ozil, who has Turkish roots, after his failure to explain
himself over the issue.

But the midfielder’s father, Mustafa Ozil, in an inter-
view with Bild am Sonntag, said: “This statement is
insolent. In my opinion, it is aimed at saving one’s own
skin.” Bierhoff had backtracked on Friday, saying that
he “was wrong” to put Ozil under undue pressure.

But German Football Federation chief Reinhard
Grindel has now waded in, arguing that Ozil must go
public. His failure to speak out “has disappointed many
fans, because they have questions and expect answers”,
Grindel told Kicker magazine in an interview to be pub-
lished today.

“They are rightly expecting this answer. That’s why it
is absolutely clear to me that for his own interest,
Mesut should speak out when he returns from his holi-
days.” Ozil senior defended his son for not clarifying his
position publicly.  “He no longer wants to explain him-
self, he no longer wants to have to defend himself all the
time. He has been playing for nine years in the German
team... including becoming world champions with the
A-team.  “He has contributed a lot for this country. It
has always been: if we win, we win together. 

“But when we lose, we lose because of Ozil? He is
now getting whistled at and made a scapegoat. I can
understand if he feels insulted,” said the midfielder’s
father. Mesut had agreed to have a photograph taken
with Erdogan only out of “politeness” and it was never
meant to be a political statement, he added.  Calling his
son’s treatment “unfair”, Ozil senior said “he needs to
decide for himself. But if I were in his place, I’d say-
thanks a lot but that’s it.”

“The hurt has grown too strong. And who knows
what’ll happen at the next match? In Mesut’s place, I
would step down. But that’s just my very personal opin-
ion,” he said. — AFP
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ST PETERSBURG: Everyone loves a winner, but the
English public’s embrace of its national team goes
beyond the routine pride in sporting success. For a
country bitterly divided by the Brexit referendum as well
as by age-old regional and class divides, the national
team’s journey to the World Cup semi-finals has been a
welcome relief from political arguments and rancour.

But it is not merely a case of a temporary burst of
patriotic fervour papering over the cracks in society. There
is something about this young England team and their
articulate manager Gareth Southgate that has created a
genuine connection not felt for a generation.

Much focus has been on Southgate himself who, in a
country where few politicians enjoy much popularity, has
received universal approval ratings. “Southgate is a gentle-
man to use old-fashioned language.  He’s polite and self-
deprecating, but - and this is crucial - he is ambitious and
successful with it,” Observer columnist Nick Cohen told
Reuters.

“He’s a million miles away from the Boris Johnsons and
Piers Morgans who fill our TV screens. He comes from a
better version of England than we are used to seeing,” he
said. Southgate’s approach, refreshingly free of the usual
football management cliches, has had an impact beyond
that of his tone, however.

England’s final warm-up game before heading to
Russia was held not at London’s Wembley Stadium but at
Leeds United’s Elland Road in Yorkshire, with Southgate
explicit that he wanted to engage with fans from outside
the capital.

In a heavily centralised country where so much media
focus is on London, the current team is drawn from across
the land, with the starting line-up for the 2-0 win over

Sweden featuring seven players from the North of England
and just skipper Harry Kane born in the capital.

The team also features several players of Afro-
Caribbean heritage including Raheem Sterling who was
born in Jamaica. “The players come from the multi-ethnic
working class. They look like the country we’ve become,
and they too are behaving like admirable men. Also we’re
actually winning matches, and that is a welcome change,”
said Cohen.

The success has seen many social media feeds that
were until recently full of partisan content around Brexit,
taken over by memes about the England team and the now
ubiquitous “Three Lions” song.On the surface at least,
football appears to have healed some of the division
caused by the referendum. David Goodhart, whose book
“The Road to Somewhere” examined the differences
between Remain-voting urban cosmopolitans and Leave
voters who emphasise local community ties and traditional
values - groups which he called “Anywheres” and
“Somewheres”, senses that the World Cup has had an
impact.—Reuters
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