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LONDON: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer took Manchester
United south to play Tottenham with his job on the line
but lives to fight another day after his decisions paid
off handsomely in a 3-0 win. The pressure on the
Norwegian was intense after last week’s 5-0 horror
show against Liverpool, in which Jurgen Klopp’s men
embarrassed their historic rivals.

United travelled to London for Saturday’s game
after taking just one point from a possible 12 to fall
well off the pace in the Premier League. AFP looks at
three talking points after the win against Spurs lifted
United back within touching distance of the top four.

Veteran strike force
Solskjaer chose to pair Cristiano Ronaldo and

Edinson Cavani up front at the Tottenham Hotspur
Stadium, selecting a strike force with a combined age
of 70. It was the first time they had started together.

Young guns Marcus Rashford and Mason

Greenwood were sacrificed to make way for the veter-
an double act, potentially depriving United of thrust
down the flanks. But Ronaldo and Cavani both got on
the scoresheet and proved a constant headache for the
Spurs defense.

Solskjaer said it was the oldest team he had picked
for United, adding he had decided it was time to bank
on experience. “The old men led from the front,” he
told Sky Sports. “They play well together. They have
loads of respect for each other. The work-rate and
quality they put in is second to none.”

Steady Varane
United’s defending at home against Liverpool was

catastrophic, summed up by an incident in which Harry
Maguire and Luke Shaw collided in the lead-up to
Liverpool’s second goal. Solskjaer chose to bring back
France defender Raphael Varane against Spurs for his
first game for the club since October 2, switching to a
central back three, with Shaw and Aaron Wan-Bissaka
pushing forward.

“Raphael Varane is a top player,” Solskjaer told the
BBC. “He reads the game well. He’s quick and so expe-
rienced. To get him back is massive for us.” United
looked calm and assured at the back and goalkeeper
David de Gea did not have a single save to make as
they recorded just their second clean sheet of the sea-
son in all competitions.

‘Man of the match’ McTominay
Ronaldo was named man of the match after he

scored one goal and created another for Cavani but
Solskjaer said Scotland midfielder Scott McTominay

was his pick as the standout player. McTominay and
Fred were bypassed by Liverpool’s quicksilver attack-
ers last week but established control in London as part
of a midfield four and provided a platform for the men
up front.

“Man of the match for me, by a mile,” said the

United boss. “That’s the Scott we have seen a few
times before. He’s had his injury, he’s had his operation
(on a groin injury) this season but today I thought he
was absolutely brilliant. He won his tackles, drove for-
ward, kept the ball simple, switched play, headed away
a few set-plays. So, absolutely top.” — AFP
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LONDON: Edinson Cavani celebrates with Cristiano Ronaldo after scoring Manchester United’s second goal during the English
Premier League football match against Tottenham Hotspur at Tottenham Hotspur Stadium in London on Saturday. — AFP

ROSARIO: A member of the Maradonian church takes a picture of a poster depicting late Argentine football star Diego Maradona
during the celebration of the 61th anniversary of his birth, in Rosario, Santa Fe province, Argentina, on Saturday. — AFP

Barca held in
first game after
Koeman dismissal
MADRID: Barcelona dropped more points in La
Liga after failing to beat Alaves on Saturday as
their first game since the sacking of Ronald Koeman
ended in a disappointing 1-1 draw at Camp Nou.
Sergio Aguero had to be taken to hospital for tests
after suffering breathing problems during the first
half of the game. Aguero was able to walk off the
pitch and Barca’s interim manager Sergi Barjuan
said afterwards: “I asked him and he told me he was
dizzy. I was told he went to hospital. I don’t know
anything else.”

Gerard Pique was also taken off with a calf injury,
and the club announced yesterday that he will miss
tomorrow’s crucial Champions League clash against
Dynamo Kiev after tests confirmed he has a right calf
strain. Xavi Hernandez is expected to be appointed
Koeman’s successor this week but with the details of
his move still to be agreed with Qatari side Al Sadd,
Barca B coach Barjuan has been put in temporary
charge.

Yet the removal of Koeman, and even the prospect
of Xavi, produced no obvious uplift as a superb sec-
ond-half strike from Memphis Depay was quickly
cancelled out by an equally impressive run and finish
from Alaves’ Luis Rioja. “What I have to do is win
over the players, make them believe in themselves,”
said Barjuan. After three league games without a win,
Barcelona stay ninth, eight points adrift of leaders
Real Madrid, who earlier defeated Elche 2-1 thanks to
two goals from Vinicius Junior and aided by a red
card for Elche’s Raul Guti.

Even more worrying for Barca will be the gap
behind the top four is five points while attendances
suggest the team’s form is creating a sense of apathy
amongst supporters, with only 37,238 inside the
99,000 Camp Nou.

Club president Joan Laporta has suggested
Barjuan will still be in charge for the trip to Kiev, with
Xavi, or the next coach, arriving in time for next
weekend’s game against Celta Vigo or during the
international break.

Barjuan admitted on Friday that it is “difficult to
change things in a short time” but also said the team’s
style, a key factor in Koeman’s dismissal, is “non-
negotiable”. But while the first half an hour was
slightly more purposeful from Barcelona, they still
struggled for chances and the defense was beaten too

easily for Rioja’s equalizer.
For all the talk about style and possession, Depay’s

opener was a thunderbolt out of the blue. Jordi Alba
played inside and Depay opened up his body before
curling the ball into the top right-hand corner. But
Barca’s lead lasted less than three minutes as Alaves
equalized with another superb goal, Rioja dancing
past three Barca defenders, latching onto a sublime
flick from Joselu, before rounding Marc-Andre ter
Stegen and finishing. Depay was slipped through by
Gavi and Nico Gonzalez but hit the post and then
Antonio Sivera as Alaves held on for a hard-fought
point.

Vinicius again key for Madrid
Earlier, Vinicius’ sensational start to the season

continued as he scored twice in Madrid’s victory over
Elche to ensure the rested Karim Benzema was not
missed. Vinicius had already given Madrid the lead
when Elche’s Guti was sent off in the 63rd minute and

he added a second soon after with a superb chipped
finish into the corner.

Madrid made life difficult for themselves late on
when a Casemiro mistake allowed Pere Milla to pull a
goal back but Elche’s brief hope of a comeback came
to nothing. “We were very practical,” said Madrid
coach Carlo Ancelotti. “After only two days rest it’s
not possible to play with intensity and energy.”

Benzema’s resurgence for France means Madrid no
longer have their chief goalscorer all to themselves
and after 17 games played already this term, Ancelotti
opted to leave the striker at home. It meant a surprise
start for Mariano Diaz but it was Vinicius who filled
the void, scoring his eighth and ninth goals of the
season to continue an excellent run of form.

The 21-year-old Brazilian has long been circled as
one of Madrid’s most exciting talents but he has
found a different level under Ancelotti. “I haven’t done
anything,” Ancelotti said. “I just try to give him confi-
dence. I am not a magician.” — AFP

BARCELONA: Medics assist Barcelona’s Argentinian forward Kun Aguero during the Spanish League football match against
Deportivo Alaves at the Camp Nou stadium in Barcelona on Saturday. — AFP

Neville disappointed
as Inter Miami
misses MLS playoffs
FORT LAUDERDALE: Phil Neville wasted no time
in focusing his efforts on next season after Inter
Miami’s lingering Major League Soccer playoff hopes
were extinguished 3-1 by New York City on Saturday.
The former England women’s manager needed his
MLS side to win the final two games to stand any
chance of extending a difficult second campaign for
David Beckham’s American franchise.

But NYCFC, who sit fourth in the Eastern
Conference after the triumph, deservedly left South
Florida with all three points thanks to a goal in each
half from Argentine forward Valentin Castellanos and a
late effort from Talles Magno after Nicolas Figal drew
the home side level on 56 minutes.

Inter Miami’s 17th defeat of the season, means the
club has no chance of finishing in the top seven of the
Eastern Conference and showed the watching
Beckham just how much work former Manchester
United teammate Neville has on his hand in the off-
season, especially with transfer sanctions in place fol-
lowing an MLS probe into the signing of French World
Cup winner Blaise Matuidi last August from Juventus.

“I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t expect this to
finish higher,” Neville, who has the full backing of
Beckham and the ownership group, told AFP. “So I’m
disappointed at that and take responsibility for that.
But I honestly can’t wait to attack next season as
quickly as possible. We’ve got great plans and this
football club will continue to grow. This season,
we’ve put some of the bricks in at the bottom in
terms of the foundation that will help us be success-
ful in the years to come. And that was really impor-
tant. It was never going to be an overnight turn-
around.” But it’s clear Beckham and his fellow owners
want a reversal of fortunes and quickly. “This off-
season will be massive for us and we’ve got a really
big job to get a roster next year that will mean that
we can compete,” Neville said. “I spoke with the
owners this week in terms of their expectations and
their ambitions and it hasn’t changed from day one.
They want to win. They want us to be successful.
They want to compete, and that’s where we are really
aligned. There’s going to be a lot of work done in
terms of getting the right people into this football
club to help us compete and help us to be success-
ful.” NYCFC, managed by former Celtic chief Ronny
Deila, were ahead on 33 minutes thanks to a beauty
from Castellanos, who capitalized on defensive slop-
piness before curling home from 18 yards. —AFP

Unusual ‘church’ in
Argentina honors late
football star Maradona
ROSARIO: Members of the “Maradonian Church” in
Argentina came together Saturday in worshipful cele-
bration of the memory of beloved football idol Diego
Maradona on what would have been his 61st birthday,
just weeks before the first anniversary of his death.

Chanting “Ma-ra-do...Ma-ra-do...,” these devoted
fans of player No 10 convened in the city of Rosario,
the home of a distinctly unusual fan club which, since
the 1990s, has greatly venerated the World Cup cham-
pion. The emotional get-together — more than a few
tears were shed — has been an annual event in tribute
to the man many consider the greatest footballer ever.

But this was the first to be held since last November
25, when Maradona, then aged just 60, was felled by a
heart attack. “I think this is the greatest Maradonian
movement in the world,” Alejandro Veron, one of its
founders, told AFP. The “church” claims thousands of
“faithful” in more than 50 countries.

Tributes and tears
Between the tributes and the tears, fans told and

retold favorite stories about the “Golden Boy” and fre-
quently broke into the traditional chants of Argentine
supporters. They also staged reconstitutions of some
of Maradona’s most famous goals.

Maradona died while recuperating in Buenos
Aires from brain surgery last November for a sub-
dural hematoma. “Many people realized they loved
Diego only after the 25th of November,” said Veron.
“But they can get on the train too. There’s room for
everyone.”

‘He hugged me’
Veron recalled the day he met the superstar and

told him about the “church” founded in his honor. “He
hugged me and said thank you,” Veron said, his voice
shaking with emotion. “Diego IS football,” he added,
“he is our best ambassador in the world, a voice for
those who have none.”

The celebration in Rosario was one of several being
held across Argentina on Saturday in Maradona’s
memory. Football matches were organized in his honor,
with a special homage being paid at the 10th minute of
each professional match.

The main event is to be an afternoon match at the
Buenos Aires stadium now bearing his name, home to
the Argentinos Juniors, Maradona’s first club. Some of
the stars from Argentina’s World Cup winning champi-
onship teams of 1978 and 1986 — Maradona played
on the latter — are slated to attend. — AFP


