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PHILADELPHIA: The Philadelphia Eagles will
be searching for their third consecutive victory
when they host the New England Patriots on
Sunday. After falling below .500 at 3-4 after an
ugly loss at Dallas, the Eagles have responded
with wins over the Buffalo Bills on the road and
at home against the Chicago Bears. As a result,
the Eagles have pulled into a tie for first place
with the Cowboys in the NFC East.

The Eagles added wide receiver Jordan
Matthews this week for his third stint with the
franchise since deep threat DeSean Jackson was
placed on injured reserve after undergoing ab-
dominal surgery. The offense has been inconsis-
tent, as evidenced by rolling up a 19-0 lead over
the Bears before struggling the rest of the way
in a 22-14 victory.

“Obviously he’s (Jackson) unique, so it isn’t
going to be just one guy that does that,” Eagles
offensive coordinator Mike Groh said. “We have
plenty of good players that are out there in the
huddle with (quarterback) Carson (Wentz) and
we have to find ways to create those explosive
plays that you talk about, get guys open, and
help them get open and then make the plays
when the plays are there to be made.”

But outside of tight end Zach Ertz (46 recep-
tions, tied for fourth in NFL among tight ends),
Wentz has been unable to move the ball down-
field with his wide receiving corps consisting
mostly of Nelson Agholor, Alshon Jeffery and
Mack Hollins. Agholor and Jeffery have contin-

ued to drop passes throughout the first nine
games. Head coach Doug Pederson doesn’t be-
lieve it’s a huge problem. “The ball is going to
find the open guy,” he said matter-of-factly.
Pederson confirmed that left tackle Jason Peters
had recent arthroscopic surgery on his knee, but
was at practice on Wednesday.

For the first time this season, the defending
Super Bowl champion Patriots will be entering a
game following a loss, 37-20 on the road against
the Baltimore Ravens. Actually, that loss snapped
a 13-game winning streak, which had included
three playoff games during the team’s Super
Bowl run a season ago.

Since 2002, the Patriots are 44-8 following a
loss. New England was uncharacteristically
sloppy against the Ravens with two costly
turnovers, including a rare interception by quar-
terback Tom Brady. But the Patriots still stayed
close late in the game until two fourth-quarter
touchdowns by Baltimore.

“Hopefully, it will be a great second half of the
season,” said Brady, who has 14 touchdowns and
five interceptions this season. “But it’s really up
to us to earn it, the people that are in the locker
room. We’ve got to show up to work every day
with a great sense of determination, commitment
to doing our best for each other and for the
team. We’ll try to go get a win and it starts this
week in Philly.” The Patriots’ defense has 32
sacks this season (fourth in NFL), and putting
pressure on Wentz will be paramount if New

England is able to start a new winning streak
with a road win in a difficult environment.

Conversely, the Patriots realize the impor-
tance of putting points up early and often. “Any-
time you play a defense like that, you know

they’re not going to beat themselves,” Patriots
offensive coordinator Josh McDaniels said. “You
know they’re not going to make a bunch of sim-
ple mistakes and give you easy yards and op-
portunities.” — Reuters

Patriots stand in way of 
Eagles extending win streak

Happy Springbok hooker
Brits retires again
JOHANNESBURG: Rugby World Cup-winning Springbok forward Schalk
Brits, 38, retired on Wednesday for the second time, and insisted there would
not be another comeback. “Leaving (World Cup host nation) Japan with a
gold medal was the perfect ending,” stressed the ever-smiling Brits who quit
in 2018 only to be lured back by coach Rassie Erasmus.

“I was on holiday with my family in Spain when I got a text message from
Rassie, but at first I thought it was (Springbok prop) Vincent Koch playing
a joke,” recalled Brits. “When I realised it was really Rassie, I decided to give
it one last shot and played for the Bulls and Springboks.” The third-choice
hooker at the World Cup behind Bongi Mbonambi and Malcolm Marx, he
started in the huge pool victories over Namibia and Canada, scoring a try in
each match. “Schalk was an invaluable member of our squad and someone
who lifted the spirit among the players,” said Erasmus.

“He set an example with his professionalism and superb workrate
throughout the last two seasons.” Brits made 15 Test appearance since de-
buting against Italy in 2008 and was part of the Springbok team that finished
third at the 2015 World Cup in England.

He played for the Western Stormers, Golden Lions and Bulls — three of
the four major South African rugby clubs — and spent nine seasons with
the London-based Saracens from 2009.

Akker van der Merwe of the Sale Sharks and Joseph Dweba of the
Cheetahs are among those who will hoping to replace Brits in the Spring-
bok squad next year. Since South Africa defeated England 32-12 in the
World Cup final on November 2, forwards Tendai ‘The Beast’ Mtawarira,
34, Francois Louw, 34, and Brits have officially retired.

Media reports have hinted that forward Duane Vermeulen, 33, and utility
back Francois Steyn, 32, will follow suit. — AFP

New England Patriots

Racing’s ex-All 
Black Bird wary 
of Saracens 
PARIS: Racing 92’s ex-New Zealand lock Dominic
Bird says he is cautious of title holders Saracens’ qual-
ity despite the English side sending a weakened outfit
to Paris for their Champions Cup opener this weekend.

Sunday’s visitors to the French capital have been
given a 35-point deduction and fined more than £5
million ($6.42 million) for breaching the Premiership’s
salary cap rules, pending an appeal, and coach Mark
McCall is set to prioritise securing top-flight status
over European success.

“I have no doubt it will be a very good second
team. They had a little bit of stuff up and that’s their
problem,” Bird told AFP on Tuesday.

“All I care about is that we will come up against one
of the best sides, if not the best side in Europe this
weekend and I’m excited about that challenge.”

“Off-field stuff, that’s their problem and how they
deal with it. It doesn’t make any difference to me. I
know they are still going to come and play,” the two-
time All Black added.

McCall’s defending league and European champi-
ons have won three from their opening four games in
the Premiership this season despite the absence of
squad members such as England World Cup runners-
up Owen Farrell, Maro Itoje and Billy Vunipola.

Racing coach Laurent Travers said any issues to do
with financial wrongdoings will have little impact on
Sunday’s proceedings against the three-time Euro-

pean champions. “If they have problems off the field I
know they don’t have any on the field. Unfortunately
we’re going to face them on the field,” he said.

“So from that point of view we’re expecting
something very difficult. We’re far from being
favourites,” he added.

McCall said he was unsure how many of his World
Cup absentees would feature against the 2018 run-
ners-up, who have only three wins from their open-
ing nine matches in the Top 14, as well as against
Ospreys next week.

“They’ve been away from the club for five months,
they’re not robots. We were going to weigh up
whether they were in the right place physically and
emotionally to be able to contribute these first two
games,” McCall told BT Sport.

“We’re going to expose some younger players
to European rugby over the course of the season
and that’s going to accelerate their development,”
he added.

Elsewhere this weekend, French champions
Toulouse travel to Gloucester and two ex-winners
meet as Bath host Ulster.

European Champions Cup fixtures (all times 13000
GMT unless stated)

Friday
Gloucester v Toulouse (1945)

Saturday 
Bath v Ulster, Glasgow v Sale, La Rochelle v Exeter,

Leinster v Treviso (both 1515), Clermont v Harlequins,
Ospreys v Munster (both 1730)

Sunday
Connacht v Montpellier, Northampton v Lyon, Rac-

ing 92 v Saracens (1515). — AFP


