
MANCHESTER: With his brief and humiliating experience
as coach of England’s national team behind him, Sam
Allardyce is back on familiar ground in the Premier League
and doing what he does best: Turning around the fortunes
of a struggling team.

“Big Sam,” as he is known in soccer circles, is a master at
keeping clubs in the Premier League, so it was no surprise that
Crystal Palace turned to him late last year as the south London
club plunged toward the relegation zone. He made a slow
start to life at Palace, but results over the last month have
been typical of Allardyce: Three games, three gritty perform-
ances, three clean sheets and - most importantly - three wins.
Palace has pulled four points clear of the bottom three.

Another team saved by Allardyce? Not quite, but he cer-
tainly has Palace - the worst performing team in all four
professional leagues of English soccer in 2016 - heading in
the right direction. The pragmatic, no-nonsense manager
has done that by getting back to basics, starting at the
back where Palace was extremely shaky under previous
manager Alan Pardew.

Fortunately, Allardyce had a transfer window to shake up
the squad and two signings are starting to prove their worth.
France center back Mamadou Sakho was brought in on loan
from Liverpool, where he was out of the team because of fit-
ness issues and after getting a provisional ban for a failed dop-
ing test that was later dismissed by UEFA. Sakho has slotted

into a newly formed five-man defense and Palace hasn’t con-
ceded a goal with him in the team.

Luka Milivojevic, a holding midfielder from Serbia, joined
from Olympiakos and has been stationed in front of the
defense for the wins over Middlesbrough (1-0),  West
Bromwich Albion (2-0) and Watford (1-0), offering great pro-
tection. It hasn’t been pretty but Palace is grinding out crucial
points. The hard work might just be starting, though.

On Saturday, Palace plays at first-place Chelsea in the first
game of a difficult 10-match run-in in the Premier League that
includes trips to Southampton, Liverpool, Manchester City and
Manchester United as well as home games against Arsenal,
Leicester and Tottenham. That four-point cushion could come
in very handy for Palace, which is 16th in the 20-team league.
Allardyce is looking to rebuild his reputation that was dam-
aged by an ill-fated 67-day spell in charge of England, which
ended in September when he was forced out because of
unguarded comments he made to undercover reporters pos-
ing as businessmen.

His last firefighting role in the Premier League was at
Sunderland, which he joined in October 2015 when the team
was next-to-last in the league and preserved its place in the
top flight. Having never been relegated from the Premier
League as a manager, he has also established Bolton,
Blackburn and West Ham as top-flight teams during his 26
years in management. — Agencies
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Caipirinhas toast for 
Russia-bound Brazil

SAO PAULO: When Tite found out the Brazil team he has
coached back from the abyss had become the first to qualify
for the 2018 World Cup, he gave thanks to God. Then he said
he was ready for a giant caipirinha. Most Brazil fans would
agree the 55-year-old coach deserves a celebratory drink.

When Tite was appointed to replace the sacked Dunga, it
seemed things couldn’t get worse for the five-time world
champions. The apocalypse of Brazil’s 7-1 defeat to Germany
on home soil in the 2014 World Cup had been followed by a
string of embarrassments in their qualifying campaign for
Russia 2018. Less than a year ago, Brazil were in sixth place in
South America-below the qualifying cut-off-after taking just
nine points from six matches.

The sense of crisis only heightened when they were elimi-
nated in the first round of last year’s Copa America Centenario.
But then last June, 1994 World Cup winner Dunga was sacked
as head coach.  Tite, then at Sao Paulo club Corinthians, was
named to replace him. It was the start of an almost miraculous
rebirth. Since Tite took the reins, Brazil have won eight straight
qualifiers, surging to the top of the table.

Tite was still basking in their latest win-a 3-0 drubbing of
Paraguay on Tuesday-when a reporter at the post-match press
conference broke the news:  Uruguay had lost to Peru, mathe-
matically guaranteeing Brazil a ticket to Russia. Aside from the
hosts, who have an automatic berth, Brazil are now the first
team booked for the 2018 World Cup. It was 1:10 in the morn-
ing in Sao Paulo. Tite, whose leathery face is often creased with
intensity on the pitch, broke into a giant smile, then a full-
throated laugh, at the news. “Thank you, father in heaven!” he
said. Asked if he was planning to have a caipirinha-Brazil’s cele-
bratory cocktail par excellence-he said, “Yeah, this big,”
extending his hands from his waist to the top of his head.

Renaissance man 
Qualifying for the World Cup is a big deal in Brazil. Besides

holding the record for the most World Cup titles, Brazil prides
itself on being the only country to have played in every edi-
tion of the tournament since its launch in 1930. It is a fact
Brazilians defensively trot out when the “selecao” is struggling
to find its “jogo bonito,” as its demanding fans say it has been
since its last World Cup title in 2002. Tite is now being hailed
as Brazil’s renaissance man.

“You can see the atmosphere here, the dedication of every
player,” said Marcelo, who scored the third goal against
Paraguay. “Everyone is working hard at every practice, giving
their life in every match. We are thankful for the arrival of Tite
and his team. It changed practically everything. We owe him a
lot.” Neymar spoke of the recent winning streak restoring the
team’s faded glory.

“It’s a great source of happiness to be able to bring
back Brazilian fans, to see them coming out to watch us
and having a good time watching the match. That had
stopped a bit before,” said the Barcelona star. “I remember
back when I couldn’t wait to watch my idols play for Brazil-
Ronaldo, Ronaldinho, Robinho. That’s coming back little
by little,” he said.

“We can dream a little bit more with this team.” Taking a
moment to drink it all in, Tite dedicated the team’s revival to
the fans. “My greatest happiness is sharing happiness,” he
said. Then it was back to business. “Now we have to consoli-
date,” he said, telling reporters he would use the remaining
four qualifying matches to fine-tune his starting 11 for
Russia. “We have to maintain our level of play, without
wavering,” he said. “That will make us consistent, heavy,
strong. We’re not ready yet.” — AFP 

MUNICH: Bayern Munich goalkeeper Manuel
Neuer will be out for two matches after sustain-
ing an injury in training, but should be fit for the
Champions League showdown with Real
Madrid, the Bundeliga giants said yesterday.
“Manuel Neuer underwent a successful minor
operation ... on Wednesday evening after sus-
taining an injury to his left foot in training,”

Bayern said in a statement. The 31-year-old
Germany keeper will be sidelined for Bayern’s
Bundesl iga matches against  Augsburg on
Saturday and Hoffenheim next Tuesday. Then
comes the league clash with Borussia Dortmund
on April 8, followed by the Champions League
quarter-final against Real four days later. Neuer
hasn’t played since March 19, having pulled out

of Germany’s 1-0 friendly win over England and
a 4-1 World Cup qualifier victory over Azerbaijan
with a calf injury. Sven Ulreich will likely replace
Neuer for the two upcoming Bundesliga games,
the reserve goalkeeper having only donned the
Bayern jersey once this season, in the club’s sur-
prise 3-2 defeat by Rostov in a Champions
League pool game. — AFP 

Bayern’s Neuer out for two matches

Survival specialist Allardyce 
making his mark at Palace

LONDON: Crystal Palace team manager Sam Allardyce during the English Premier League soccer match between Arsenal
and Crystal Palace at the Emirates stadium. — AP


