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MANCHESTER: “I start to read and then I start to
think ‘Liverpool and Jurgen Klopp’ and I cannot focus,”
said Manchester City manager Pep Guardiola last
month, admitting Liverpool’s charge to depose the
Premier League champions has been in his head for
some time.

But in their very first game of 2019, City already find
themselves in must-win territory to haul Liverpool back
into view by inflicting the leaders’ first defeat of the
season and cutting a seven-point lead to four at the
Etihad today.

“With the position of Liverpool, if we drop points
then it is over, it is finished; it would be almost impossi-
ble,” said Guardiola after Sunday’s 3-1 win at
Southampton. Guardiola’s obsession with Liverpool and
Klopp in particular is not surprising. For a serial winner,
no side and no manager has caused the Catalan as
many problems as the German.

City have won just one of seven meetings since
Guardiola joined Klopp in England after locking horns
in charge of Bundesliga giants Bayern Munich and
Borussia Dortmund. A shock run of three defeats in four
Premier League games in December has left City play-
ing catch up to a Liverpool side eyeing history by end-
ing a 29-year wait to win the league.

But even when seemingly no one else could stop
City as they stormed to the title with a record 100
points last season, Klopp’s men were a constant men-
ace. Last January, it was City who were on course to
equal Arsenal’s ‘Invincibles’ of 2003-04 until they went
to Anfield in January and were blown away by a three-
goal salvo in nine second-half minutes to lose 4-3
despite a late rally.

In the documentary “All Or Nothing” which chroni-
cled City’s title triumph, Guardiola is seen admitting to
his coaching staff ahead of returning to Anfield for the

Champions League quarter-final, first leg: “They scare
me. They’re dangerous, I mean it.”

It takes a lot to frighten a coach who has won 24
trophies in three different countries, but Guardiola’s
fears were realised as another Liverpool blitz secured a
3-0 win. Six days later, Liverpool won again at the
Etihad, withstanding a City onslaught for 45 minutes to
take control in the second period once Guardiola had
lost his cool and been sent to the stands.

Now Liverpool have extended that ability for short
destructive bursts into a title challenge for the long
haul. The addition of Brazilian goalkeeper Alisson
Becker and a first full season with the world’s most
expensive defender Virgil van Dijk has seen Klopp’s
men concede just eight times in 20 Premier League
games. And after a slow start, the prolific front three of
Mohamed Salah, Roberto Firmino and Sadio Mane that
terrorised City last season are beginning to hit top form
once more.

All three scored in the same Premier League game
for the first time this season on Saturday as Arsenal
were blown away 5-1 at Anfield. “Unfortunately we lost
two (games) and have a rival that is the best team in
Europe or in the world in top form like Liverpool,”
added Guardiola.

“That’s why it is a challenge for us next Thursday to
try and win there to try and sustain this position as long
as possible to arrive at the end of the season fighting
for the title.” However, the City boss has also been keen
to reiterate just how good his own side are, despite
their recent blip.

Until mid-December City were heavy favourites to
back up a record 100-point season that saw them com-
pared to the greatest sides English football has seen
with another significant landmark of becoming the first
side in a decade to retain the Premier League.

Consistent success is the mark of a truly great side and
if City should reel in a Liverpool side seemingly hell

bent on making history, that is a tag they will
deserve.—AFP

Charging Liverpool challenge Man 
City to prove their greatness

Klopp’s men conceded just eight times in 20 Premier League games

LONDON: File photo shows Manchester City’s Argentinian striker Sergio Aguero (R) shakes hands with
Manchester City’s Spanish manager Pep Guardiola as he leaves the pitch after being substituted during the
English Premier League football match. — AFP

Matches on TV 
(Local Timings)

ENGLISH PREMIER LEAGUE
Manchester City v Liverpool 20:00
beIN SPORTS HD 2

SPANISH LEAGUE
Villarreal CF v Real Madrid CF 20:30
beIN SPORTS HD 3

ABU DHABI: South Korea are hoping Son Heung-min’s daz-
zling pace and goals can help them end a 59-year wait to be
crowned continental kings as the newly expanded Asian Cup
starts at the weekend.

Holders Australia, four-time winners Japan, Carlos
Queiroz’s Iran and hosts the United Arab Emirates are all for-
midable opponents, but none will relish facing Paulo Bento’s
Koreans. The 2015 runners-up have put their stamp on the
international scene in recent times, stunning holders
Germany at last year’s World Cup before winning the Asian
Games football tournament in September.

Son, 26, was at the heart of both successes and his delight
was plain to see at the Asian Games in Indonesia, where vic-
tory earned the team an exemption from South Korea’s com-
pulsory, 21-month military service.

The Tottenham Hotspur forward, who has a deadly shot
with either foot, has been in scorching form for his club,
scoring seven goals in his last seven Premier League games.
But he will sit out South Korea’s first two games next week
under a deal with his club in return for his release for last
year’s Asian Games.

Son, the most prolific Asian in Premier League history,
will hope South Korea get the job done against the
Philippines and Kyrgyzstan before he jets in for their final
Group C clash against China on January 16.

The Koreans, edged 2-1 by Australia after the 2015 final
went to extra time, haven’t won the Asian Cup since 1960 —
a puzzling record considering their 10 World Cup appear-
ances, including the 2002 semi-finals.  Japan are among their
chief rivals in UAE, after they were the only Asian side to
reach the World Cup knock-outs before narrowly going
down to Belgium in the last 16. The Blue Samurai, winners of
four of the last seven editions, will demand improvements on
2015, when as defending champions they slipped up with a
penalties defeat to UAE in the last eight.

Recent results have been encouraging, including a 4-3
win over Uruguay, and Hajime Moriyasu has picked on form
after ditching World Cup stars Shinji Kagawa and Shinji
Okazaki in favour of younger players.

Australia, however, seem to have gone backwards since
they lifted the trophy in Sydney in 2015, and it’s a tall order
for new coach Graham Arnold who is plunged into the title
defence just four games into the job.

After record scorer Tim Cahill retired, Arnold’s predica-
ment worsened last month when midfield lynchpin Aaron
Mooy suffered a serious knee injury and was ruled out of
tournament. Three-time winners Iran look much more set-
tled, and after winning plaudits for their narrow 1-0 defeat to
Spain and 1-1 draw with Portugal at the World Cup, Carlos
Queiroz’s side have gone unbeaten in their six games since.

With attacking talent including Rubin Kazan’s Sardar
Azmoun, with 24 goals in 40 internationals, and Brighton
winger Alireza Jahanbakhsh, Iran will expect to do better
than 2015, when they were ousted in a combustible quarter-
final against arch-rivals Iraq.

UAE received a body blow with the loss of playmaker
Omar Abdulrahman to a knee injury, but they have plenty of
firepower and are redoubtable on home ground, where they
were runners-up as hosts in 1996.—AFP

S Korea counting 
on Son to shine on 
Asian Cup quest

LONDON: Tottenham Hotspur manager Mauricio
Pochettino has praised his squad’s resilience following
their third victory in four Premier League games during
a busy festive period for the north London side.

Spurs have moved up to second in the league table,
six points behind leaders Liverpool. They beat Everton,
Bournemouth and Cardiff City while going down 3-1 to
Wolverhampton Wanderers at home.

“Us and Everton, we were both teams that suffer a
little bit more without much rest between the games,
and I think the players’ effort was magnificent,”

Pochettino told Sky Sports after their 3-0 win at Cardiff
on Tuesday. “I congratulate them because in 10 days to
play four games is so tough and the performance was
fantastic.” Pochettino chose not to focus on the title
race, stressing on the need for consistency during the
second half of the campaign.

“The Premier League is so tough, if you want to be
in a good position you must be consistent for the whole
season and you can’t afford to lose the three points like
we did against Wolves,” he said. Spurs, however, might
not end the current round of fixtures in second place
with third-placed Manchester City, who are one point
behind, set to host Liverpool today.

“It will be an unbelievable game, and of course I am
going to enjoy football too,” the Argentine manager
added. “Both teams I think are the best in England. But
the day after we are going to play (in the) FA Cup, and
we need to be ready again, because we have a very
busy schedule.”

Spurs play League Two side Tranmere in the third
round of the FA Cup at Prenton Park on Friday followed
by the first leg of the League Cup semi-final against
Chelsea on Tuesday. — Reuters

Pochettino happy
with Spurs’ show
despite fixture
congestion

CARDIFF: Tottenham Hotspur’s Argentinian head coach
Mauricio Pochettino (R) reacts ahead of the English
Premier League football match between between Cardiff
City and Tottenham Hotspur at Cardiff City Stadium in
Cardiff, south Wales on Tuesday. — AFP

PARIS: Chelsea made an early splash in the January
transfer window yesterday by making Christian Pulisic
the most expensive USA footballer as clubs across
Europe geared up for business. The Premier League
club signed Pulisic-regarded as one of the hottest
properties in European football-on a five-and-a-half
year contract for a reported fee of £58 million ($74m)
from German Bundesliga leaders Borussia Dortmund a
day after the winter window opened.

The sum smashed the previous highest transfer
for an American, the reported 20m euros German
club Wolfsburg stumped up for John Brooks in 2017.
“It’s a privilege to have signed for such a legendary
club and I look forward to working hard towards
being a contributor to their team of world class
players,” said Pulisic in a statement published on the
Chelsea website.

Dortmund will keep the 20-year-old right winger on
loan until the end of the season as part of what they
described an “extraordinarily lucrative offer from
Chelsea” as they look to win their first league title
since 2012.

Pulisic made his Bundesliga debut for Dortmund
aged just 17 after rapidly progressing through the
team’s academy and quickly established himself as one
of the most exciting prospects in Europe. In November
he became the youngest player to captain the United
States’ senior side, aged 20 years and 63 days.

In France, Ligue 1 club Montpellier signed promis-
ing Uruguay international defender Mathias Suarez,
choosing to reveal neither details of the transfer fee
nor the player’s contract. The 22-year-old arrives in
France from Defensor Sporting, a club based in the
Uruguayan capital Montevideo where he played more
than 100 matches since making his debut as a teenager
in 2013.

“It was a dream of mine to come and play in Europe
and today I have made this dream a reality by signing
for Montpellier,” the player said on the club’s website.
Suarez made his debut for the national team in a 1-0
loss against Brazil in November, before playing the full
90 minutes days later in another single-goal defeat
against France.

In Spain, Villarreal released former Chile interna-
tional Manuel Iturra after the 34-year-old defensive
midfielder, who played 33 times for his country, started
just one match for the La Liga strugglers this season
after signing from Malaga in the summer. — AFP

CHICAGO: Sean Kuraly’s tiebreaking goal midway
through the third period carried the Boston Bruins to
a 4-2 win over the Chicago Blackhawks in the 2019
Bridgestone Winter Classic at Notre Dame Stadium
in South Bend, Ind., on Tuesday. Kuraly broke a 2-2
tie when he backhanded in his fourth goal of the sea-
son at 10:20 after it bounced off fourth-line team-
mate Chris Wagner. Boston won the 11th Winter
Classic in front of a sellout crowd of 76,126, the sec-
ond-largest in event history. Jonathan Toews hit the
post with 1:37 left and with the Blackhawks’ net
empty, Brad Marchand scored into the empty net for
the final margin. David Pastrnak and Patrice
Bergeron each had a goal and an assist, and Tuukka
Rask made 36 saves in his 469th outing, setting the
mark for most games played by a Boston goaltender.
Brendan Perlini and Dominik Kahun tallied for the
Blackhawks, and Cam Ward stopped 32 shots.

PREDATORS 4, FLYERS 0
Viktor Arvidsson scored two goals, and Craig

Smith and Rocco Grimaldi added one each to lift
Nashville past visiting Philadelphia. Juuse Saros
stopped 32 shots as the Predators won their second
game in a row following a six-game losing streak. It
was his sixth career shutout and second of the sea-
son. Nashville improved to 15-7-0 at home, which
ranks second in the NHL for the most home wins,
trailing only Tampa Bay (17-4-0). The reeling Flyers
dropped their fourth consecutive game.

GOLDEN KNIGHTS 2, KINGS 0
Brandon Pirri broke a scoreless tie with a third-

period goal, and Marc-Andre Fleury made 17 saves to
register his league-leading sixth shutout as Vegas
defeated Los Angeles in Las Vegas. The Golden
Knights earned their fourth consecutive win. It was
the 54th career shutout for Fleury, who moved into a
tie with Eddie Giacomin and Bernie Parent for 21st
place on the NHL’s all-time shutout list. Fleury
recorded his league-leading 23rd victory of the sea-
son. Pirri also assisted on Alex Tuch’s game-clinching,
empty-net goal with 33 seconds to go. Jack Campbell,
making his first appearance since sustaining a knee
injury on Nov. 10, was brilliant in the loss, finishing
with a career-high 46 saves for the Kings. — Reuters

Bruins best 
Blackhawks in 
Winter Classic

SOUTH BEND:  Sean Kuraly #52 of the Boston Bruins scores a goal past Gustav Forsling #42 and Cam Ward
#30 of the Chicago Blackhawks in the third period during the 2019 Bridgestone NHL Winter Classic at Notre
Dame Stadium on Tuesday in South Bend, Indiana. — AFP
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