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MADRID: If the summer had gone differently, Gareth
Bale might have been on a plane to Switzerland on
Monday to play for Manchester United against Young
Boys.  He could have been readying himself for a
Champions League debut at the Allianz Arena for
Bayern Munich against Ajax. Or even, as Tottenham
fans might have hoped, back at his old club and back to
the San Siro, the scene of that spellbinding break-
through performance in 2010.

Spurs never had the financial clout, nor Bale any
inclination, to engineer a return to London. He was nev-
er much fussed about Bayern or United either, despite
depositing the word “honoured” in Bild, when asked
about being linked with the German champions, and
despite United making it clear to Bale’s representatives
they should be notified if and when he decided to leave. 

That scenario never looked more likely than on May
26. Bale was left out of the Champions League final
team to face Liverpool, came off the bench to score
with an astonishing bicycle kick, and then declared dur-
ing the celebrations he would be considering his future.

“I need to be playing week-in, week-out,” Bale said.
There were times last season, most notably after he was
hauled off at half-time against Paris Saint-Germain,
when Bale and Zinedine Zidane were not on speaking
terms.  Strong form and a consistent run of games
towards the end of the campaign saw relations thaw
but the snub in Kiev was a final kick in the teeth. Even
after the final whistle, when the cameras swarmed
around the game’s star player, Zidane kept his distance. 

Bale wanted talks with the president, Florentino
Perez, before the World Cup but there was never any
prospect of Perez acting against Zidane. 

While Bale had proved his worth by scoring one of

the finest goals the Champions League had seen,
Zidane had just led the club to a third European suc-
cess in a row. He was seen as the future. 

MORE BALANCED, WITHOUT RONALDO 
Instead, within a week of beating Liverpool, Zidane

resigned. He sent texts to a select group of senior play-
ers but the first Bale heard of the Frenchman’s depar-
ture was via an official message from the club. 

The meeting with Perez was shelved until a new
coach was appointed and, six weeks later, Cristiano
Ronaldo had departed too. 

By then Bale’s mind was made up to stay. Ronaldo
and Bale were too different ever to be close but their
relationship was never anything but respectful.

When Zidane left, Bale stayed silent. When Ronaldo
left, Bale posted a gushing farewell message on Twitter. 

“It has been a pleasure to play alongside you,” he
wrote. But while the Portugese was there, it would
always be Ronaldo’s Real Madrid, not least because
Ronaldo delivered consistency while Bale was too often
curtailed by injury.

The front page of Madrid daily, AS, on Friday read:
“Five years of Bale”, with the numbers: “13 titles, 193
matches, 91 goals, 60 assists, 19 injuries, 393 days out.”

Madrid begin the defence of their Champions
League crown at home to Roma this week and the talk
now is of a team more balanced, more united even,
without Ronaldo.

The wisdom of selling though will not be judged on
wins over Getafe, Girona and Leganes but Madrid’s
performances in the big games, the ones Ronaldo used
to settle, and now Bale has the chance to rise to. 

“When someone like Cristiano leaves there is always

going to be a spotlight on who is going to replace him,”
Wales coach Ryan Giggs said earlier this month. 

“But Gareth has shown his qualities in big games and
that he can handle anything that is thrown at him.”

The first stage of Bale’s Real Madrid career, with
Ronaldo, was a huge success, dampened by injury. The
second stage, without Ronaldo, starts against Roma
today. — AFP

Bale poised for part two at Real 
Madrid without Zidane, Ronaldo

‘I need to be playing week-in, week-out’

Gareth Bale

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

UEFA CHAMPIONS LEAGUE
Ajax Amsterdam v AEK Athens 19:55
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Shakhtar Donetsk v Hoffenheim 19:55
beIN SPORTS HD 2
Benfica v Bayern Munich 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 3
Manchester City v Olympique Lyonnais 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 5
Real Madrid v Roma 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 1
Viktoria Plzen v CSKA Moscow 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 7
Valencia v Juventus 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 4
BSC Young Boys v Manchester United 22:00
beIN SPORTS HD 6

Italian League
Sampdoria v Fiorentina 18:00
beIN SPORTS

MANCHESTER: Manchester City’s tag as favourites
to win the Champions League is recognition for hav-
ing the best players in the world to choose from,
according to assistant manager Mikel Arteta. The
Spaniard will take charge of City’s European opener
today at home to Lyon as Pep Guardiola serves a ban
for being sent to the stands during a quarter-final
defeat to Liverpool last season.

Arteta admitted he is surprised that Real Madrid
haven’t retained their status as favourites after
winning three consecutive Champions League titles
and with the final to be played in the Spanish capi-
tal this season.

However, the former Arsenal midfielder insists
there is far more to what City are building in trying to
win the European Cup for the first time than simply
spending hundreds of millions in assembling one of
the strongest squads in the competition.

“For me, we have the best players in the world,”
Arteta said. “They are fantastic, the mix we have
between senior players and younger players, the
hunger they still have in this group it is incredible.

“People talk about other things because of the
money that has been spent, but people have to see
what is inside this club and what has been created
which is phenomenal.” City recently celebrated a
decade under the ownership of Emirati owner
Sheikh Mansour, which has transformed the clubs
fortunes thanks to huge investment on and off the
field in facilities.

That has reaped rewards domestically with three
Premier League wins, but City’s best run in Europe
remains a semi-final appearance in 2015/16 before
Guardiola took charge. “That’s the aim (to win the
Champions League),” added Arteta. “We have a
young squad, they have gained experience and we
feel better prepared than in the previous two years.

“We are preparing every single detail and learning
from the past because we believe we can do better.”
Arteta was linked with a return to Arsenal as Arsene
Wenger’s successor as manager earlier this year.

The 36-year-old didn’t hide his ambition to one
day go out on his own, but believes he is “privileged”
to be learning as a coach under Guardiola. “I am priv-
ileged to be here and I am very fulfilled to be doing
the job I am at the moment.—AFP

Man City have best 
players to conquer 
Champions League BARCELONA: FIFA president Gianni Infantino has

expressed concern about La Liga’s proposal to stage a
fixture between Girona and Barcelona in the United
States.  The two clubs have each approved a request
submitted to the Spanish Football Federation for the
match to be played at the Hard Rock Stadium in Miami
on January 26. It was originally scheduled as a home
game for Girona, at their Estadi Montilivi.

The idea has proven controversial. Girona would be
surrendering the advantages of playing at their own
home ground, which in theory could benefit Barcelona.

Infantino said on Tuesday: “I think I would prefer to
see a great MLS game in the US rather than La Liga
being in the US. In football, the general principle is that
you play a ‘home’ match at ‘home’, and not in a foreign
country.”  La Liga president Javier Tebas responded on
Twitter. He wrote: “I will remind the president of FIFA
that in the MLS, three teams of Canada participate, and
Toronto is the current champion, and also in Canada
there is another professional league.”

Toronto, Montreal and Vancouver all compete in the

MLS but play home fixtures in their own cities, in
Canada. Infantino also confirmed the plan will need
approval from the Spanish and US Football Federations,
as well as UEFA and CONCACAF, the governing bodies
in charge of European and North American football
respectively. He added: “FIFA should also express a
view on the matter, not least since it would have impli-
cations for football at a global level as well.”   

La Liga is discussing playing one game per season
in the US as part of a 15-year agreement with the
media company Relevent. 

Girona supporters have been offered a “compensa-
tion package”, which is believed to include free flights
to the US, as well as 5,000 tickets for the reverse fix-
ture at the Camp Nou later this month.

The offer to play the game abroad has been accept-
ed by Girona, who have described it as “a great oppor-
tunity to expand and grow, not only for the club but
also for our city and our territory”. Barcelona coach
Ernesto Valverde said on Friday: “Everything is still far
away. It has been discussed with the players and there
is an intention (for the match to be moved).” Real
Madrid coach Julen Lopetegui believes moving the
game would undermine the equality of the league.

“I’m not in favour of it,” Lopetegui said on Friday. “I
think we should all play in the same conditions, on the
same pitches - that’s what makes the league equal.”

La Liga has said the match is part of a long-term
project, “targeted at promoting football in the United
States and Canada”. — AFP

FIFA’s Infantino has
doubts about La 
Liga match in Miami

MADRID: A handout picture released by La
Moncloa press office shows Spanish Prime
Minister Pedro Sanchez receiving a symbolic foot-
ball jersey from FIFA president Gianni Infantino (L)
during a meeting at the Moncloa Palace in Madrid
on September 12, 2018.  — AFP

CULIACAN: Controversial and combative as ever,
Diego Maradona made his Mexican coaching debut
Monday with a 4-1 win for his new club, the second-
division side Dorados. It could hardly have been other-
wise in the country that saw the Argentine legend score
his infamous “hand of God” goal as he led his country
to the 1986 World Cup title.

Alternately grinning and defensive, Maradona
thumbed his nose at his critics after Ecuadoran forward
Vinicio Angulo scored a hat trick to give Dorados the
win over Cafeteleros of Tapachula. “Some people said
Maradona’s useless. There were a lot of stupid people
going on television to fill up the time,” Maradona told a
packed post-match press conference in Culiacan,
Sinaloa, his new club’s home base.

“I hope they’ll come to the pitch now and look at my
record and see what we’re actually doing, see that I
know how to do this.” Maradona, 57, vowed it was just
the beginning for the struggling club, who leapt from
13th place in their 15-team league to 10th with the win
over last-place Cafeteleros.

But not all Dorados fans are convinced. Maradona
arrived to a hero’s welcome last week, but has also
been the butt of more than a few jokes about why
someone who has battled publicly with drug addiction
might take a job in the heart of Mexican drug cartel
country.

“I’m not expecting much. Maradona has never
shown himself to be a good coach. I think there are
better coaches than him in Mexico,” said Kevin Juarez,
a 26-year-old fan, ahead of the match.

“The one good thing is that Maradona’s arrival has
drawn the world’s attention to Dorados,” he told AFP.
Maradona once coached the Argentine national team,
including at the 2010 World Cup, but the rest of his
managerial career has lacked the sparkle of his play-
ing days. Other fans in Sinaloa are more optimistic.
“With Maradona’s help, this club can gain a little char-
acter and get promoted,” said fellow fan Hector Cuen,
40. “I can’t see anything bad in Maradona coming to
Culiacan.”

DIEGO MEETS MARADONA 
Even El Diego only managed to fill Dorados’s

20,000-seat stadium to about half capacity-though
that was still more than double the average attendance
at the club’s most recent home matches.

Maradona, however, was unfazed by the empty
seats. “Dorados fans are amazing,” he said. “I looked
up and thought I was on the field at Boca”-his old
Buenos Aires club, which is legendary for packing its
stadium with rowdy crowds.

Sinaloa is more baseball than football country. And
residents perhaps have more than sports on their
minds these days. 

Home to the Sinaloa drug cartel, the western state
is in the grips of a bloody power struggle for control

of the organization since its founder, Joaquin “El
Chapo” Guzman, was extradited to the United States
last year.

So far this year, 879 people have been murdered
state-wide, and 144 in Culiacan. Dorados’s owners, the
politically powerful Hank family, have been accused of
ties to drug traffickers. But Maradona insists he just
wants to concentrate on football.

His outsize legacy in the sport was on full display as
he took the pitch on Monday. Grinning in his track-
suit pants and T-shirt, he gave an affectionate pinch
on the cheek to rival coach Diego de la Torre, 23 years
his junior. It was a special encounter for the beaming
De la Torre: he was named after Maradona by his
father, an ex-footballer. —AFP

Maradona makes 
winning debut 
in Mexico

CULIACAN: Argentine legend Diego Maradona (R) celebrates a goal with his player Jose Alberto Garcia during
his first match as coach of Mexican second-division club Dorados, against Cafetaleros, at the Banorte stadium
in Culiacan, Sinaloa State, Mexico, on Monday.— AFP


