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MIAMI: It is the biggest week in the American sports cal-
endar culminating in the biggest game of the year, but for 
those getting ready for battle in Sunday’s Super Bowl, the 
first test is keeping their eyes on the prize. The Philadelphia 
Eagles and the Kansas City Chiefs started Super Bowl 
week at their team hotels in Arizona on Monday repeating 
the same message - avoid the distractions. 

And there is plenty to avoid. It starts with ‘Opening 
Night’ when the players from both teams are presented to 
the media in a televised three-hour marathon of interviews. 
Then all through the week, there are corporate events, 
more press conferences, more television interviews and a 
whole host of parties thrown by various sponsors with 
celebrity guest lists. 

“I pretty much think it’s going to be a circus, to be hon-
est with you,” said Eagles wide receiver AJ Brown. “So 
much going on, you’ve just got to lock in and keep the main 
thing, the main thing. We’re going out there to get ready 
for a football game. I’ve told my marketing people, who ask 
me to do this, to do that, I’m like, ‘No. I’m there to play 
football,’” he added. With the country’s media descending 
on Phoenix, coaches are keen for their players to make 
sure they avoid any negative storylines, as well as steer 
clear of any incidents at all the events. 

In between all the other commitments, the teams still 
have to practice, train, watch film of their opponents and 
fine tune their game plan. Chiefs quarterback Patrick 

Mahomes has been to two Super Bowls, winning at the 
end of the 2019 season. He knows the build-up is unique 
but has to be kept secondary. “The Super Bowl week is 
special - it’s a special week - but it’s not about being 
down there the week of the Super Bowl, it’s about win-
ning the game,” he said. 

“I want guys to keep that at the front of mind. Enjoy it - 
enjoy the whole, entire week - but make sure you’re pre-
pared to go out there and play your best football as well,” 
he said. His coach Andy Reid, who is at his fourth Super 
Bowl, including a 2004 loss with Sunday’s opponents 
Philadelphia, made sure to use last week to get his team 
prepared before the razzmatazz begins. Reid said he and 
his staff worked on the bulk of the game plan last week in 
Kansas City well ahead of their flight and made sure their 
set-up in Arizona is geared to performance work. 

“Each coach will have an office that they can focus in. 
Players will have meeting rooms, so they can focus when 
they are in there,” Reid said. Eagles coach Nick Sirianni 
said he has repeated the mantra “eliminate the distrac-
tions” to his team. “It will be hard... know your distrac-
tions is the first thing, try to eliminate them as much as 
you can with what is going on, that will be the message,” 
he said. The message has certainly got through to Brown. 
“I’m going to chill when I can, and then focus. We’re there 
to win the game, to keep the main thing, the main thing,” 
he said. —AFP
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avoid Super Bowl ‘circus’
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Club WCup gives  
Madrid respite  

 
BARCELONA: Real Madrid head to Morocco in 
search of their fifth Club World Cup trophy, a welcome 
distraction from crisis talk after falling eight points 
behind rivals Barcelona in La Liga on Sunday. Carlo 
Ancelotti’s side were beaten 1-0 at Real Mallorca in a 
frustrating game which dented their bid to retain the 
Spanish league title, but they can earn their second 
piece of silverware of the season this week. Madrid 
lifted the European Super Cup in August, beating 
German side Eintracht Frankfurt, but were damaged 
by defeat against rivals Barcelona in the Spanish 
Super Cup final in January. 

The record four-time Club World Cup champions 
face Egyptian side Al Ahly, runners-up in the African 
Champions League, on Wednesday in the second 
semi-final. In the first, on Tuesday, Brazil’s Flamengo, 
2022 Copa Libertadores winners, play Saudi Arabian 
side Al-Hilal, holders of the Asian Champions League 
trophy. Real Madrid won a La Liga and Champions 
League double last season but have struggled to hit 
the same heights this year. 

French striker Karim Benzema, the current Ballon 
d’Or holder, has been set back by frequent injuries and 
is a doubt for the semi-final, while several other squad 
members have also been sidelined. The latest is goal-
keeper Thibaut Courtois, not fit to face Al Ahly after a 
thigh problem, but holding onto a faint hope of return 
for a prospective final on Saturday. Ferland Mendy, 
Eder Militao, Eden Hazard and Lucas Vazquez are set 
to miss the tournament entirely. Ukrainian goalkeeper 
Andriy Lunin stepped in for Courtois against Mallorca 
and said the team had to focus on their new challenge 
in Morocco. 

“It’s Real Madrid and we always come back,” said 
Lunin. “We’ve got the Club World Cup coming up and 
we have to be ready for it. “We can’t spend too much 
time thinking about defeat. We have to study our mis-
takes and move on.” Madrid will also be happy to 
escape for a few days to get away from the circus 
around winger Vinicius Junior. The Brazilian forward 
feels targeted by opponents, fouled 10 times against 
Mallorca, and involved in a confrontation with defend-
er Antonio Raillo. 

Vinicius has also been the victim of racist abuse on 
multiple occasions this season from opposition sup-
porters, including during Madrid’s defeat last weekend, 
a matter being investigated by La Liga. In Rabat, where 
Los Blancos face Al Ahly, Madrid will relish playing in 
front of an audience more interested in enjoying 
Vinicius’ quality rather than haranguing the 22-year-
old. “This affects La Liga but now we have to think 
about the Club World Cup,” said Ancelotti on Sunday. 
“We’re going with a lot of hope, with difficulties too, 
but we will manage it in the best way we can.” Despite 
a refreshing change of scenery, the extra matches are 
a double-edged sword for Madrid. Ancelotti has com-
plained about Madrid’s intense calendar, blaming 
tiredness for some of his team’s injury issues. “We 
won’t throw away a competition, because this club 
does not throw away competitions,” Ancelotti said last 
week. “We are excited to play and the players like it, 
but there’s a limit for everything and I think that right 
now, with this calendar, we’re going over it.” —AFP 

Leeds manager  
Marsch sacked  

 
LONDON: Jesse Marsch was sacked as Leeds manager 
on Monday after the American failed to halt the struggling 
club’s slide towards the Premier League relegation zone. 
Leeds’ 1-0 loss at Nottingham Forest on Sunday left them 
just one place above the bottom three after seven league 
games without a win. “Leeds United can confirm head 
coach Jesse Marsch has been relieved of his duties,” the 
club said in a statement. 

Leeds last won a match in the Premier League on 
November 5, a dismal run that prompted fans to call for 
Marsch to be sacked after the Forest defeat. They got their 
wish just 24 hours later, with the 49-year-old relieved of 
his duties after only a year in charge at Elland Road. “Jesse 
joined the club in February 2022 and was instrumental in 
keeping the club in the Premier League on the final day of 
last season,” the statement said. 

It added: “The process of appointing a new head coach 
is under way.” Marsch, who was hired on a three-year 
contract to replace the sacked Marcelo Bielsa, departs 
with his 17th-placed side out of the relegation zone only 
on goal difference. The appointment of Marsch at Elland 
Road was greeted with scepticism, with some arguing the 

American’s lack of Premier League pedigree made his 
appointment a gamble. He had previously managed New 
York Red Bulls, Red Bull Salzburg and RB Leipzig. 

Leeds were 16th when Marsch arrived in February 
2022 and he eventually saved them from relegation with 
victory at Brentford on the last day of the season. But they 
have failed to progress after that dramatic escape, winning 
just four times in 20 Premier League games this season 
and suffering 10 defeats as fan frustration mounted. 
Marsch was hampered by the sales of star players Kalvin 
Phillips and Raphinha before the start of the current cam-
paign. 

 
Bamford injury  

He also had to deal with an injury to star striker Patrick 
Bamford and failed to solve his team’s defensive weak-
nesses. But Marsch was backed by Leeds owner Andrea 
Radrizzani in the January transfer window, with Georginio 
Rutter, Weston McKennie, Diogo Monteiro and Max 
Woeber added to the squad. 

The recent appointment of fellow American Chris 
Armas as Marsch’s assistant coach was also seen as a 
show of support for the beleaguered boss. Speaking after 
the Forest loss, Marsch said he took “full responsibility” for 
the club’s plight. But Leeds CEO Angus Kinnear and 
sporting director Victor Orta have acted by removing 
Marsch in a desperate bid to stop Leeds crashing into the 
Championship. 

Former Aston Villa boss Steven Gerrard, West Brom 
manager Carlos Corberan and ex-Tottenham coach 
Mauricio Pochettino have all been linked with the Leeds 
job. Corberan was part of Bielsa’s backroom staff at Elland 
Road and has impressed with his work at second-tier 
West Brom this season after taking Huddersfield to the 
Championship play-offs last term. Leeds’ decision to axe 
Marsch came at the start of a crucial week featuring back-
to-back fixtures against arch-rivals Manchester United. 
They travel to Old Trafford on Wednesday and host Erik 
ten Hag’s team on Sunday. —AFP

Rose wins Pebble  
Beach Pro-Am, ends  
four-year drought 

 
SAN FRANCISCO: Justin Rose captured his first title in 
four years on Monday, making three morning birdies after 
a back-nine restart to win the US PGA Tour’s Pebble 
Beach Pro-Am. Rose made long birdie putts at the 11th 
and 13th holes and birdied 14 - all in response to birdies by 
his closest rivals-to secure the triumph. Former world 
number one Rose grabbed his 11th career PGA victory and 
his first since 2019 at Torrey Pines, another California 
oceanside course. “Time flies by, doesn’t it?” Rose said. 
“It’s amazing how long it has been. “Sometimes you just do 
need a result. You can believe you’re making progress but 
there’s nothing like lifting some hardware to give you that 
peace of mind and that little bit of confidence.” 

The 42-year-old Englishman finished on 18-under par 

269 after going three-under on Monday to complete a 
final round of six-under par 66. “This is just a moment to 
say thanks to people who believe in me than probably 
more than I do,” Rose said. “My team have been incredi-
ble. My family at home... this one is for you guys. “What a 
place to win a tournament... waves crashing up. It was just 
an epic scene. It makes me emotional almost to win here at 
Pebble.” 

Rose closed with four pars to become the first 
European champion at the event over the famed Monterey 
Peninsula layout, defeating Americans Brendon Todd and 
Brandon Wu by three strokes with US players Keith 
Mitchell, Peter Malnati and Denny McCarthy another 
stroke adrift. The victory earned Rose berths at the 
Masters in April and PGA Championship in May. “Just had 
an unbelievable week,” Rose said. “Incredible week from 
start to finish with so much happening in my favor.” 

A high wind delay on Saturday had ensured a Monday 
finish, one of many distractions Rose navigated, including 
playing alongside amateurs in earlier rounds, something 
Rose said helped keep him calm. “That’s the beauty of this 
tournament,” Rose said. “There is a lot going on. There are 
the amateurs. There’s the odd bounce on the greens or 

wobbly putts or forecast that doesn’t make sense. There’s a 
lot that can be thrown at you.” Rose, ranked 71st, was on 
15-under par when the final round was halted by darkness 
on Sunday-two strokes ahead of Malnati, McCarthy and 
Todd. —AFP 

S Africa look for home  
comfort after troubled  
World Cup build-up 

 
CAPE TOWN: South Africa will seek to take advantage of 
home conditions in the Women’s T20 World Cup which 
starts on Friday despite a troubled build-up. South Africa 
play Sri Lanka in the opening match at Newlands in Cape 
Town. The hosts will hope to improve on the performances 
of their country’s men’s team who failed to reach the 
knockout stages in the only two global men’s cricket events 
held in South Africa, the 2003 World Cup and 2006 
Champions Trophy. 

South Africa were also under-performing hosts of the 

2005 Women’s World Cup, when they finished seventh out 
of eight teams taking part. Crowds were sparse and media 
exposure was minimal at a time when interest in women’s 
cricket was almost non-existent. The 2023 event will, how-
ever, have a higher profile, with significant pre-publicity 
and live television coverage. 

Controversy over the omission of former captain Dane 
van Niekerk on fitness grounds has been the biggest news 
event of the build-up. All-rounder Sune Luus will continue 
to lead the side, a role she has fulfilled in a caretaker capaci-
ty since 2019 when Van Niekerk suffered the first of a string 
of injuries. “We are used to the conditions, we know what to 
expect from every ground we’re going to be playing on. 
Hopefully we can use that to our advantage,” said Luus. 

Luus made a point of mentioning Marizanne Kapp as one 
of the team’s “standout” players and whose form will be cru-
cial to South Africa’s hopes. Kapp was one of South Africa’s 
stars when they reached the semi-finals of the 50-overs 

World Cup in Australia last year, taking 12 wickets and scor-
ing 203 runs at a strike rate of 92. Kapp is married to Van 
Niekerk and was given compassionate leave from a triangu-
lar tournament final against India last week in order to sup-
port her wife following the World Cup squad announcement. 

Despite Kapp’s absence, South Africa won a low-scor-
ing match but Kapp remains committed to the World Cup 
campaign. She has, though, been outspoken in support of 
Van Niekerk. “It is a massive setback for me, Dane and the 
team that she is not in the World Cup squad,” Kapp told 
the Rapport newspaper at the weekend, adding that Van 
Niekerk’s experience as a player and “magnificent leader” 
would be sorely missed. South Africa’s strength is in fast 
bowling in which Kapp, Shabnim Ismail and Ayabonga 
Khaka form a formidable trio. Nonkululeko Mlaba is an 
improving left-arm spin bowler and Luus has resumed her 
slow leg-spinners after recovering from a finger injury 
which limited her bowling last year. —AFP 

This combination of pictures shows (left) Jalen Hurts #1 of the Philadelphia Eagles and Patrick Mahomes #15 of the 
Kansas City Chiefs. When Patrick Mahomes and Jalen Hurts face off in next week’s Super Bowl it will be the first time that 
two Black quarterbacks have graced the NFL’s title game and the significance is resonating for both players. —AFP

Jesse Marsch

CALIFORNIA: Justin Rose of England celebrates with the tro-
phy on the 18th green after winning during the continuation 
of the final round of the AT&T Pebble Beach Pro-Am at 
Pebble Beach Golf Links on February 06, 2023. —AFP


