
LONDON: As he prepares for a signif-
icant milestone in Chelsea’s Champions
League clash with Juventus tonight,
Italy midfielder Jorginho can reflect on
the golden year that silenced his critics.
Jorginho will make his 150th appear-
ance for Chelsea if  he plays in the
Group H tie in Turin.

Underappreciated in England until
the last few months, Jorginho has
emerged as a key player for Chelsea
and Italy after winning the Champions
League and Euro 2020 in the space of
just a few weeks. The 29-year-old was
recently named the UEFA Men’s
Player of the Year for 2020/21 and has
been mentioned as a leading candidate
for the prestigious Ballon d’Or award.

It is a remarkable renaissance for a
player who became public enemy
number one among Chelsea fans after
a turbulent first season with the Premier
League club.

“All those who didn’t believe in me,
who criticized me, I have to thank them
too. They gave me even more encour-
agement. They motivated me to work
harder and harder to prove they were
wrong,” Jorginho told UEFA.com.
“Everything that happened was thanks
to the people that stood by me — family,
friends, my agent, my team-mates,
coaches, physios, kitmen.”

Jorginho was such a scapegoat for
the failed Maurizio Sarri reign that for
him to be at Chelsea long enough to
reach 150 appearances seemed unlikely
just 18 months ago. In his maiden cam-
paign with the Blues, he was relentless-
ly targeted by supporters frustrated
with the team’s unimaginative perform-

ances under Sarri.
Sarri had paid £50 million ($68 mil-

lion) to bring the Italy midfielder with
him from Napoli amid intense interest
from Manchester City. The pair were
unveiled on the same day at Stamford
Bridge in 2018, but there was no hon-
eymoon period for either man in west
London.

‘Sarri-ball’ — the manager’s posses-
sion-based philosophy — failed to
translate from Serie A to the more fre-

netic environment of the Premier
League. And Jorginho’s habit of passing
sideways or backwards to ensure
Chelsea kept the ball infuriated fans
who demanded a more forward-think-
ing approach.

‘In love with the game’
Unloved by both the fans and many

of his players, Sarri ultimately departed
at the end of his only season in charge.
That campaign ended with Jorginho
helping Chelsea win the Europa
League, but Sarri’s successor Frank
Lampard never seemed completely
satisfied with the midfielder either.

Jorginho was in and out of the team
during Lampard’s reign, with his value
to Chelsea still a matter of impassioned
debate among supporters and pundits
when Thomas Tuchel took charge in

January. His hop-step penalty-taking
style aside, Jorginho often appears a
reluctant star, happy to shun the spot-
light off the pitch and employing a low-
key approach on it.

But Tuchel had no doubts about
Jorginho’s value, appreciating that his
astute reading of the game, tactical
awareness and metronomic passing made
him an ideal ‘number six’ capable of lead-
ing the transition from defense to attack.

Jorginho has grown in stature while

working for Tuchel, making him essential
to Chelsea’s hopes of retaining the
Champions League and winning a first
English title since 2017. For a player
whose unselfish approach makes others
shine, this is Jorginho’s moment in the
spotlight.

“He’s a top guy. He’s in love with this

game. He never stops transmitting this
energy that he’s really into thinking
about tactics and loves to be involved
and feel a true connection with the
game,” Tuchel said. “That makes him a
very important player and a huge link in
the middle of the pitch, not only for us
but also for Italy.” — AFP
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BELFAST: In this file photo taken on August 12, 2021, Chelsea’s Italian midfielder Jorginho
reacts after scoring his penalty in the penalty shootout during the UEFA Super Cup foot-
ball match between Chelsea and Villarreal at Windsor Park in Belfast. —AFP

Star thrives 
on low-key

approach

From scapegoat to award winner,
Jorginho is now Chelsea’s fulcrum

Jorginho thanks doubters: ‘They motivated me to work harder’

Chiesa battling for
Juve spot ahead
of Chelsea visit
MILAN: Federico Chiesa has started his
second season at Juventus with an uncertain
position in coach Massimiliano Allegri’s
plans despite being one of the heroes of
Italy’s Euro 2020 triumph. Six matches into
the Serie A season Chiesa has started in
fewer games than he did helping Italy win
this summer’s European Championship, with
Allegri focusing on Paulo Dybala and Alvaro
Morata as the lynchpins of his Juve attack.

However, with that pair injured and out of
tonight’s Champions League visit from
defending champions Chelsea, Chiesa will be
among those looking to profit with another
decisive performance. He levelled the scores
in Juve’s 3-2 win at Spezia midweek with a

typical piece of skill and persistence, nut-
megging Dimitrios Nikolaou before forcing
home his only goal of the season so far.

However, he caused fury in Allegri on
Sunday when he wasted a glorious chance
to score with Juve a goal ahead in a tight 3-2
win over Sampdoria. The 23-year-old
received a cute pass from Italy teammate
Manuel Locatelli and then proceeded to
dribble his way towards a shooting chance
that never came in a packed penalty area at
the Allianz Stadium.

Fortunately for the home side Locatelli
was on hand seconds later to score the
goal which ensured Juve won their second
match on the bounce, but Allegri’s annoy-
ance was clear. It wasn’t the first time
Chiesa has annoyed Allegri, who returned
to the Juve bench this summer after two
years away and has had a rocky start with
his team in mid-table.

He targeted Chiesa for criticism after
Juve’s 1-1 home draw against AC Milan,

when he came on four minutes before
Ante Rebic scored the Rossoneri ’s
equaliser and did little as Milan came
close to snatching a win.

“He came on at a difficult moment and I
needed him to bring the ball into the opposi-
tion’s midfield,” said Allegri. “He’s a good
player but he needs to grow up and realize
what he is capable of doing we’re Juventus.”

The message was clear: Chiesa has
everything he needs to become a great play-
er but isn’t doing it yet. The lack of trust in
him from Allegri comes in stark contrast to
the way he worked his way into Italian foot-
ball history at the Euro, fighting for and win-
ning a place in Roberto Mancini’s first XI.

He didn’t make his first start until the third
group match against Wales with qualifica-
tion for the knockouts already decided, and
it wasn’t until he came off the bench to open
the scoring in extra-time against Austria in
the last 16 that he cemented his place in
Mancini’s front three. — AFP

TURIN: Juventus’ Italian forward Federico Chiesa reacts after missing a goal
opportunity during the Italian Serie A football match between Juventus and
Sampdoria on Sunday at the Juventus stadium in Turin. —AFP

Koeman seeks
extra time as
Barca get set 
for Benfica
MADRID: Ronald Koeman’s future as
Barcelona coach may already be decided
but the outcome of the next two games,
starting with Benfica in the Champions
League tonight, could buy him some
extra time.

Three matches without a win and a
press conference in which Koeman can-
celled questions and demanded support
felt more like the final week of a tenure
about to be brought to an end. A goal-
less draw away at Cadiz ended with
Gerard Pique playing up front and while
Pique called for calm after the game, the

club captain also shied away from back-
ing his coach.

“The club has been on the crest of a
wave for many years, and we are not
used to this,” Pique said. “We all need to
make an effort to give stability. We can
complain or pull in the right direction.
Let’s not look for friction because this
doesn’t help anyone.”

After drawing with Granada, Koeman
seemed both to dismiss Barcelona’s pos-
session mantra and denigrate his players
in one breath. “If you look at our squad,
what are you supposed to do? Play tiki-
taki?” Koeman said, in a reference to tiki-
taka, the name attributed to the style
played under Pep Guardiola. But a 3-0
victory over Levante on Sunday has, at
least briefly, lifted the mood ahead of a
week that is likely to be taken as a litmus
test for whether Koeman returns from the
international break still in charge.

After facing Benfica, with the pressure
on in Group E after the opening defeat by

Bayern Munich, Barcelona play on
Saturday away at Atletico Madrid, La
Liga’s reigning champions, who are

enduring a rocky start themselves.
A loss in either game, even at this early

stage, would represent a damaging blow

to Barca’s hopes in either competition and
perhaps convince the board the need for
change is now. Yet a better combination
of results could also earn Koeman some
breathing space, even if it appears clear
the Dutchman is not the long-term choice
of club president Joan Laporta.

A period of stability would suit Laporta,
given he needs time not only to identify a
successor but also persuade them to join a
club still working off more than a billion
euros of debt and too broke to make sig-
nificant signings for at least another year.
And while the two-week international
break might seem the preferable moment
to make a change, a new coach would then
be plunged into three games against
Valencia, Dynamo Kiev and Real Madrid,
meaning a potentially turbulent start.  The
better scenario both for Koeman and the
board would be that the team recovers, in
a similar way to last season when an
uncertain first few weeks gave way to a
gradual gathering of momentum. — AFP

SANT JOAN DESPI: Barcelona’s Spanish midfielder Ansu Fati (second right) arrives
with teammates for a training session at the Joan Gamper training ground in Sant
Joan Despi yesterday on the eve of the UEFA Champions League first round group E
football match between Benfica and Barcelona. — AFP


