
S PORTS
THURSDAY, JUNE 30, 2016

SHANGHAI: Zenit St Petersburg’s
Brazilian international Hulk arrived in
Shanghai yesterday to sign for Sven-
Goran Eriksson’s Shanghai SIPG team, as
the cash-flush Chinese Super League
embarks on a new round of transfer
spending. 

A horde of cheering red-shirted fans
mobbed the 29-year-old at Shanghai air-
port as he made his way through the
arrivals halls carrying two bouquets of

flowers. Russian media have said Zenit
would be paid around 55 million euros
($61 million) for his services. But accord-
ing to posts on China’s Twitter-like
Weibo, SIPG’s general manager Sui
Guoyang has said the figure was “not
that high”.

Website transfermarkt, which tracks
dealings in the sport, put the fee at 58
million euros. SIPG said on a verified
Weibo account the “Incredible Hulk”

would undergo a medical on Thursday,
after which he would be officially signed,
with a press conference to follow later.

The deal could break the Asian trans-
fer record of 50 million euros, paid by
Jiangsu Suning for Shakhtar Donetsk’s
Alex Teixeira earlier this year in China’s
world-leading transfer splurge. 

President Xi Jinping has ambitions to
make the Asian giant a footballing pow-
er. During the winter transfer window in

January and February, Chinese teams
broke the Asian transfer record four
times in an acquisition spree that out-
stripped even the mega-rich English
Premier League.

But the big spending did not pay off
for all of them. Guangzhou Evergrande
and Jiangsu Suning flopped in the
regional AFC Champions League, a route
to a coveted FIFA Club World Cup spot-
while Shanghai SIPG are through to the

quarter-finals. 
Because Shanghai SIPG already have

the maximum five foreign players, Hulk’s
arrival would mean one would have to
leave the club.

Shanghai SIPG are fourth in the
Chinese Super League table but have
struggled in recent matches and are
winless in five games.  On Saturday they
could only manage a 1-1 draw at home
to mid-ranked Tianjin Teda. —AFP

Brazilian Hulk to sign for Sven’s Shanghai side

PARIS: Wales’ defender Ashley Williams runs during the Euro 2016 round of sixteen football match Wales vs Northern Ireland, on June 25 at the
Parc des Princes stadium in Paris. — AFP 

PARIS: There was a collective intake of breath
in the stands and a string of worried faces in
the dugout as Wales captain Ashley Williams lay
flat on the turf in the closing stages of their
Euro 2016 victory over Northern Ireland.

Williams collided heavily with a team mate
as the seconds ticked away at the Parc des
Princes with Wales leading 1-0 and a place in
the quarter-finals within touching distance.
Substitute James Collins was readied to enter
the fray but Williams insisted he would stay on
the field.

It was exactly what you would expect from a
player who had featured in every minute of
Wales’s European Championship, from the qual-
ifying campaign through to the tournament
finals. Gareth Bale may be Wales’s star attrac-
tion but Williams is their leader and he boasts a
formidable appetite for battle.

The Swansea City centre back was pictured
celebrating after the final whistle with his arm
in a sling and there were fears he would miss
Friday’s quarter-final clash against Belgium in
Lille. Instead, his fitness was confirmed when
he returned to training on Tuesday, one day
ahead of schedule. That was typical for a player
who has made more Premier League appear-

ances for his club since 2011 than anyone else
in the English top flight. Williams is one of the
sport’s great scrappers and his career has been
as far away as one could imagine from the
image of the pampered Premier League player
whose livelihood was handed to them on a
plate at a young age.

FOOTBALL’S SCRAP HEAP
Williams had to claw his way up through the

game’s lower ranks having been dumped on
football’s scrap heap at the age of 16 when he
was released by West Bromwich Albion.

He was playing for non-league Hednesford
Town at 19 and left  four th-tier Stockpor t
County four years later to join Swansea, who
were then going for promotion in the division
above.

It was during this early part of his career that
the English-born Williams started on his jour-
ney to becoming Wales’s defensive linchpin.

By chance, former Wales youth coach Brian
Flynn went to watch their current goalkeeper
Wayne Hennessey, who was then on loan at
Stockport.

“He liked me during the game and recog-
nised that I had a Welsh surname,” Williams said

ahead of their group-stage match against
England.

A Welsh grandfather on his mother’s side
meant Williams would be eligible to play for
Wales and a phone call from then manager
John Toshack sealed the deal.

England’s loss was Wales’s gain
What would Roy Hodgson’s forlorn side have

given for Wil l iams’s assured presence as
England came into Euro 2016 with a makeshift
centre back pairing and exited with their tails
between their legs after an embarrassing 2-1
defeat to Iceland?

Former England centre back Rio Ferdinand is
certainly a fan.  “How one of the top four teams
haven’t signed Ashley Williams amazes me,” he
said towards the end of last season.

With Williams at the heart of their defence,
Wales have shut out Russia and Northern
Ireland in their last two games at Euro 2016 and
a third successive clean sheet could see them
reach the semi-finals of a major tournament for
the first time.

Should they do this,  the man hailed as
Wales’s ‘Mr Indestructible’ might find himself in
high demand. — Reuters

‘Mr Indestructible’ shows 

England what they missed

LONDON: Gareth Southgate could be in
line to succeed Roy Hodgson as manager
on an interim basis in the wake of England’s
latest embarrassing early exit from a major
tournament.  English football has
embarked on another round of soul-
searching after one of the most humiliating
nights in the country’s history saw them go
out of Euro 2016 2-1 to Iceland on Monday.

Hodgson quit on the spot and Football
Association chief executive Martin Glenn
hinted on Tuesday that Southgate, who has
been in charge of the England Under-21
side since 2013, could step up on a tempo-
rary basis.  Southgate, 45, who had an unre-
markable spell as manager of
Middlesbrough but is perhaps best known
for missing a spot-kick in the Euro 96 semi-
final penalty shoot-out defeat against
Germany, is the strong 2-1 favourite with
the British bookmakers.

Glenn Hoddle, a former England manag-
er who lost his job over comments about
disabled people, and USA coach Jurgen
Klinsmann are next in the running with the
bookies.

West Ham manager Slaven Bilic was
among the names linked with the England
vacancy-often referred to as the
“Impossible Job”-but Hammers co-chair-
man David Gold said on Wednesday that
the former Croatia coach would not be “the
slightest bit interested”.

“He told us at his interview for this posi-
tion (last year) that his mission was to man-
age at the highest level in England-the
Premier League-with the club he loves

West Ham United,” Gold told West Ham
blog site www.claretandhugh.info.

“England is simply not part of Slaven’s
mission. He is a very, very loyal man. He is
loyal to his backroom team and to the
board.  “We have backed him 100 percent
and he us-our commitment to each other is
total.”

English football chiefs say they would be
open to another foreign coach and Arsenal
manager Arsene Wenger has been men-
tioned in English media as a possible target
after his deal with the Gunners expires in a
year.  FA chief executive Glenn hopes to
have appointed a successor by the start of
England’s 2018 World Cup qualifying cam-
paign in early September, but said that if
not, “we have an interim plan in mind”.

Asked on Tuesday if he was speaking
about Southgate, he said: “We are not talk-
ing about names today, but it would be a
pretty obvious one to pick.” He, FA technical
director Dan Ashworth and FA vice-chair-
man David Gill, the former Manchester
United director, will lead the search for
Hodgson’s replacement.

“We clearly need an inspirational man-
ager who can harness the big resources
that the English game has got, everything
we have now got at St George’s Park (the
national training centre), to make us more
resilient in tournaments,” Glenn said.

Glenn also said that the FA would be
prepared to leave an interim manager — or
even a collection of temporary coaches-in
place for a few months in order to get the
long-term appointment right. — AFP

Southgate in line for 

England’s hot seat

CHANTILLY: In attempting to unpick
England’s Euro 2016 humiliation by Iceland,
captain Wayne Rooney and outgoing man-
ager Roy Hodgson touched upon a com-
mon theme: mental readiness.  England
have now gone eight major tournaments
without reaching a semi-final. Previous fail-
ings have been ascribed to factors such as
the lack of a mid-season break in English
football or the high proportion of foreign
players in the Premier League.

But during Hodgson’s four-year steward-
ship, which ended after Monday’s 2-1 loss
to Iceland in the last 16, an apparent inabil-
ity to handle pressure in knockout-phase
matches has emerged as a new culprit.
“The perennial problem (is that) when it
gets to the business end of the tourna-
ment, England seem brittle,” Football
Association chief executive Martin Glenn
said on Tuesday.

“We need to understand why that is. It’s
not a particular issue Roy Hodgson’s had to
face. People before him have handled it
too.  “We have to accept it’s a national
imperative that we become more resilient
in tournaments, that we punch our weight
in a way we haven’t been able to, not for 50
years.” Since winning the World Cup on
home soil in 1966, England have played 18
matches at World Cups or European
Championship finals and won only six of
them, against Paraguay, Belgium,
Cameroon, Spain, Denmark and Ecuador.
The team’s major tournament failings have
become ingrained in the national psyche.

Stuart Pearce and Chris Waddle’s squan-
dered penalties at I talia 90. David
Beckham’s red card at the 1998 World Cup
came in a crucial defeat to Argentina.  And
now comes goalkeeper Joe Hart’s blunder
against tiny Iceland at Stade de Nice.

For a nation that boasts the Premier
League, the world’s richest domestic foot-
ball championship, it is a baffling state of
affairs and one that the FA has failed to
explain despite repeated attempts.

‘DEFINITIVE REVIEW’ 
When England failed to quality for Euro

2008 under Steve McClaren, the FA prom-
ised a “root-and-branch review”.

More recently, FA chairman Greg Dyke
tasked a commission to uncover the rea-
sons behind England’s consistent under-
achievement on the global stage, resulting
in the publication of two wide-ranging
reports.  Glenn has announced that his
organisation will now carry out a “definitive
review” of what happened at Euro 2016
and “canvas opinion across the game”
before announcing a permanent successor
to Hodgson.  Adding to the sense of incom-
prehension is the fact that England’s youth-
level teams do not seem as prone to col-
lapse as the senior side, as shown by the
Under-20 team’s success at this year ’s
Toulon Tournament.  England have taken
steps to address psychological shortcom-
ings by using Steve Peters, a renowned psy-
chiatrist who has previously worked with
Liverpool, British Cycling and UK Athletics.

Peters was available for England’s play-
ers to consult throughout the Euro in
France, but Hodgson’s analysis of the
team’s failings suggested that mental fac-
tors had played a part.

“We know that at tournament level,
mentality is a vital factor,” he said Tuesday.

“We’ve tried hard in our preparation to
deal with that, but once again the result
wasn’t there, so therefore we’ll be accused
of failing.” Glenn, seated beside him,
warned: “We’ve started to invest a lot more
in the psychological side of things at St
George’s Park (the national training centre),
but it’s very new and I suspect, looking at
other sports, that’s an area we need to go
into more deeply.”

Rooney acknowledged a shortcoming in
the team’s ability to plot their way through
matches after the Iceland defeat, saying
that “our ... figuring out how the game’s
going to work out wasn’t there”.

Former England defender Jamie
Carragher wrote in the Daily Mail that
England’s players, cosseted by their clubs,
have become “too soft”.  ‘Game manage-
ment’ became a hot England topic after a
tactically ill-disciplined 2-1 loss to Uruguay
under Hodgson saw them eliminated after
just two games at the 2014 World Cup in
Brazil. Two years on, England are still trying
to get their heads right.— AFP

Tough love: Psychology of 

Argentina-Messi relationship
BUENOS AIRES: Like neurotic parents,
Argentines swung from criticism to uncondition-
al love for their star footballer Lionel Messi this
week, providing the soccer-mad nation’s many
therapists with rich material for psychoanalysis.

Fans’ frustration at the superstar’s missed
penalty in Sunday’s defeat to Chile in the Copa
America Centenario soon gave way to panic as
he vowed to quit the national team ahead of the
2018 World Cup. As fans online pleaded “Leo,
don’t go,” psychologists, neurologists and
philosophers appeared on chat shows and pub-
lished newspaper columns to analyze the hero’s
motivations and help the nation cope.

To judge by the past criticism Messi has
received, having a player widely rated as the
best in the world is not enough for Argentines.

They also want him to win-as Diego
Maradona did at the World Cup in 1986.

Now they have started to ask themselves
whether they are too demanding.  President
Mauricio Macri said Tuesday that Lionel Messi
was “God’s gift” to the country and it should
“take care of him.”

One school teacher became a minor celebrity
when she sent an open letter to the player
which was read out on television. “Please don’t
give up,” wrote the teacher, Yohana Fucks-a not-
uncommon surname in Argentina. “Don’t make
people think that all we care about in this coun-
try is winning and being first.”

FOOTBALL IDOLATRY 
Andres Rascovsky, former president of the

Argentine Psychoanalytical Association, links the
country’s intense sporting passions to its dirty
politics. “Argentines need idols,” he said.

That desire stems from “the humiliation and
denigration of the masses by the politicians,”
Rascovsky added.

“That generates a need for them to redeem
themselves through sporting heroes like
Maradona or Messi.” The provocative extrovert
Maradona “is more identified with transgression

and omnipotence,” Rascovsky said.
That exuberant spirit is epitomized by what

Maradona called his “Hand of God” goal against
England at the 1986 World Cup.

“The Hand of God was a goal of transgres-
sion, a false goal scored with the hand which in a
spirit of idolatry was elevated to the status of the
divine,” Rascovsky said.

The nation’s relationship with Messi is differ-
ent, however. “A lack of decent values causes a
lot of Argentines to identify with the transgres-

sive omnipotence of Maradona,” said Rascovsky.
“On the other hand, Messi comes across as a

more modest, normal personality.”
Maradona himself recently accused Messi of

having “no personality.” But he too threw his sup-
port behind Messi after he vowed to quit, urging
him to stay. “I knew him when he was a kid,” said
Enrique Dominguez, who coached the young
Messi at Newell Old Boys football club.

“He is very sensitive though his face doesn’t
always show it.”—AFP

EAST RUTHERFORD: Argentina’s Lionel Messi waits to receive the second place medal during
the Copa America Centenario awards ceremony in East Rutherford, New Jersey, United States,
on June 26. — AFP 

England’s ‘brittle’ 

psyche exposed again

DINARD: Wales’ midfielder Gareth Bale speaks during a press conference in Dinard
yesterday during the Euro 2016 football tournament. — AFP


