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Messi overtakes Pele’s goal record
Atletico cement La Liga lead; Sevilla beat struggling Valencia 

VALLADOLID: Barcelona’s Argentine forward Lionel Messi eyes the ball during the Spanish league football match between Real Valladolid FC and FC Barcelona at the Jose Zorilla stadium on December 22, 2020. — AFP  

MADRID: Lionel Messi overtook Pele’s 
record of goals for a single club on 
Tuesday as Barcelona strolled to a 3-0 
La Liga win at Real Valladolid, while 
Atletico Madrid kept hold of their place 
at the top of the table. Messi struck his 
644th goal for Barca, one more than 
Brazil legend Pele scored for Santos, in 
the 65th minute of a routine win for 
Ronald Koeman’s side, who are fifth in La 
Liga after the win and eight points 
behind leaders Atletico. The Argentine, 
who had looked out of sorts this season 
after trying to leave the club in the sum-
mer, was at the heart of a powerful Barca 
performance against admittedly poor 
opposition. 

Catalan giants Barca have won three 

of their last four matches after two 
embarrassing defeats to Cadiz and 
Juventus earlier this month. “I see Messi 
happy. He is working hard, and he is a 
very important part of our attacking 
game,” said Koeman after the win. Barca 
started on the front foot at the Jose 
Zorrilla Stadium, with Messi flashing a 
curling shot wide in the seventh minute 
and forcing a superb save from Jordi 
Masip in the 20th minute. Barca took the 
lead seconds later when Messi clipped 
over a beautiful cross which France 
defender Clement Lenglet headed home. 

Martin Braithwaite gave the away side 
a deserved second 14 minutes later, Messi 
slipping through Sergio Dest who rolled 
over a perfect low cross for the Danish 

international to tap home. Messi scored 
the landmark goal his excellent perform-
ance deserved with a simple finish after 
bursting through to collect Pedri’s deli-
cate backheeled assist. The easy win puts 
Barca two points behind Sociedad and 
fourth-placed Villarreal, who drew 1-1 at 
home with Athletic Bilbao. 

 
Atleti stay top  

Earlier second-half goals from Mario 
Hermoso and Marcos Llorente earned 
Atletico a 2-0 win away at a Sociedad 
team that started the fixture three points 
off the lead but are now six back in third 
after their third straight league defeat. 
Diego Simeone’s side are three clear of 
second-placed Real Madrid, who can 

move level again with their city rivals 
with a home win over Granada. Atletico 
know that however Madrid fare that they 
will have played two fewer games than 
the reigning champions, while Sociedad 
have played three games more than the 
leaders. 

The win was Simeone’s 300th league 
win as Atletico coach. “It’s means a lot, 
really a lot,” the Argentine said. “I came 
here with the idea of taking Atletico to 
the summit of the game ... I can’t thank 
the club enough for what they have given 
me.” Sociedad were the better side in the 
first half but couldn’t carve a goalscoring 
opportunity in an opening period without 
a shot on target. Atletico went ahead just 
three minutes after the break when 

Hermoso found himself unmarked in the 
area and perfectly met Yannick 
Carrasco’s free-kick to send a header fly-
ing into the bottom corner. 

Atletico sealed the points with 16 
minutes remaining, Llorente lashing 
home when the ball fell to him on the 
edge of the area to complete a textbook 
away performance. Sevilla are sixth, nine 
points behind Atletico after Suso fired 
them to a 1-0 win at struggling Valencia. 
Suso gave the Andalusians the points 
with a thumping strike in the 81st minute 
after charging through to collect a Joan 
Jordan through ball. Valencia are 13th 
and just a point above the relegation 
zone after their sixth consecutive league 
match without a win. — AFP  

Arteta finds  
succor in 
Guardiola 
defense 
 
LONDON: Mikel Arteta will hope the 
Arsenal board absorb the defense his 
former boss Pep Guardiola put up for 
him after Manchester City thumped the 
Gunners 4-1 in Tuesday’s League Cup 
quarter-final. Languishing 15th in the 
Premier League after losing five of their 
last seven games-their worst start to a 
season since 1974-75 - Arsenal are in 
crisis. They are just four points above 
the drop zone with their last relegation 
coming in the 1912-13 season, when, as 
Woolwich Arsenal, they finished bottom 
of the old First Division.  

Things could get worse as their next 
match is a daunting clash at home to 
high-flying London rivals Chelsea on 
Saturday. “We have to turn it around,” 
said Arteta. “If we don’t, we are in big 
trouble. So that is the moment which is 
going to decide our season.” Arteta has 
been in charge just over a year after 
replacing his compatriot Unai Emery 
having impressed as assistant to 
Guardiola for three years. The 38-year-

old Spaniard was a popular choice as 
unlike Emery he was seen by fans to be 
imbued with the spirit of the club hav-
ing captained them during Arsene 
Wenger’s tenure.  

FA Cup success last season-beating 
Chelsea-and getting the better of champi-

ons Liverpool in the Community Shield 
built up his stock with the board and fans. 
However, that has proved to be a false 
dawn and the credit he built up has fast 
eroded. Luck has a tendency to go against 
you when you are on a bad run and 
Tuesday’s game reflected that.  —AFP

LONDON: Manchester City’s English defender Kyle Walker jumps over the tackle of 
Arsenal’s German-born Bosnian defender Sead Kolasinac during the English League Cup 
quarter final football match between Arsenal and Manchester City at the Emirates 
Stadium, in London on December 22, 2020. — AFP  

MILAN: Cristiano Ronaldo and Leonardo 
Bonucci yesterday apologized to Juventus 
fans for the “worst” performance of the 
season as the Italian champions’ fell to 
their first Serie A defeat this term against 
lowly Fiorentina. The ‘Bianconeri’ played 
most of the match a man down after Juan 
Cuadrado was sent off after quarter of an 
hour in their Allianz Stadium, losing 3-0 to 
the Tuscany side who are 15th after ending 
an eight-match winless run. “The worst 
Juventus of this first part of the season. I 
apologize to the fans in my name, first of 
all. There is nothing to add,” defender 
Bonucci wrote on Instagram. 

Ronaldo blasted “a far from acceptable 
result” as the Portuguese star failed to 
add to his Serie A-leading tally of 12 
league goals so far. “Yesterday, with a 
poor performance and a far from accept-
able result we closed our scheduled 
games for 2020, a special year in many 
ways,” said the five-time Ballon d’Or win-
ner on Instagram. “Empty stadiums, 
COVID protocols, postponed games, long 
stoppages and a very tight calendar.  “But 
this is no excuse for anything. We know 
that we have to give more of ourselves, in 

order to play better and to win in a more 
consistent way.  

“We are Juventus! And we simply can-
not accept anything less than excellence 
on the pitch!  “I hope this short stoppage 
may help us to come back stronger and 
more united than ever, because the sea-
son is still far from over and in the end we 
believe that we will, once again, celebrate 
with our fans. “Believe in us, trust our 
team as much as we trust you, and we will 
deliver! Fino Alla Fine!” The defeat came 
hours after the nine-time reigning Serie A 
champions learned they must play the 
match against Napoli which was can-
celled on October 4 after the southerners 
decided not to travel to Turin because of 
coronavirus cases. — AFP
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Cristiano Ronaldo — AFP  


