
MADRID: Liverpool’s last dance with Real Madrid
ended in painful defeat, with Mohamed Salah’s
shoulder dislocated by Sergio Ramos dragging him
to the ground and goalkeeper Loris Karius left
apologizing to his fans.

Yet Karius’s two errors, which handed Madrid a
13th European triumph in the 2018 Champions
League final, were also the start of a journey for
Liverpool. Karius was ruthlessly cast aside and
Alisson Becker signed for a then world record fee
for a goalkeeper. 

A year later Liverpool were the ones hoisting the
Champions League trophy after beating Tottenham
Hotspur in Madrid. Last season, an even heavier
burden was lifted when they were crowned English
champions for the first time in 30 years.

But those highs have been followed by a fall from
grace as Liverpool prepare to face Real again in the
first leg of their Champions League quarter-final in
Madrid tonight. Fortress Anfield has turned into a
visitors’ dream with fans absent because of the
coronavirus pandemic. 

After nearly four years without a home league
defeat, Liverpool have lost six in a row for the first
time in the club’s history. Jurgen Klopp’s men are in
a scrap just to make it into next season’s Champions
League via a top-four finish in the Premier League. 

Injuries have taken their toll. Captain Jordan
Henderson and center-backs Virgil Van Dijk, Joe
Gomez, Joel Matip will all miss both legs of the Real
tie and are unlikely to play again this season. The
signings of Thiago Alcantara and Diogo Jota last
summer were designed to build from a position of
strength, but both have also missed a large part of
the campaign through injury. 

However, there could yet be a happy ending to a

difficult season. Saturday’s comprehensive 3-0 win
at Arsenal was Liverpool’s most complete perform-
ance of 2021. Jota is back fit and firing, scoring six
times in his last four games for club and country.
Thiago is also starting to find his rhythm, helped by
the return of Fabinho to midfield after months of
deputizing as a makeshift center-back.

Ramos reunion denied
Real Madrid might have taken more comfort

from Liverpool’s problems were they not con-
fronting their own period of introspection. Since
winning a third consecutive Champions League
three years ago, the team has stalled, a failure to
update and refresh seeing them tumble down the
European pecking order. 

When Madrid and Liverpool were matched last
month with Chelsea and Porto in the semi-finals,
many thought Chelsea had a kind draw for the quar-
ters, and the semis too. Madrid have been unfortu-
nate to see their one statement signing since 2018,
Eden Hazard, succumb to injury. Hazard could have
been the successor to Cristiano Ronaldo and the
catalyst for renewal but instead he has become an
irrelevance. If Madrid manager Zinedine Zidane was
too loyal to an ageing core, the club were also pre-
vented from forcing change, the coronavirus pan-
demic slashing revenues and making significant
signings impossible.

For now, Zidane will turn again to his tried and
trusted for the first leg at Valdebebas, with Luka
Modric, Casemiro, Toni Kroos and Karim Benzema
all three years older than the last time they played
Liverpool, and arguably even more important.
Ramos will be denied a reunion with Salah because
of a calf injury. Madrid will also be buoyed by an

upturn in form. the kind of late surge that has seen
them deliver when it matters in the Champions
League. They have also cut faltering Atletico
Madrid’s lead in La Liga to three points.

After beating Eibar in La Liga on Saturday,
Zidane struck a confident note. “We are alive in two
competitions and we are going to be ready,” he
said. “We know where we have come from this sea-
son, that we have suffered a lot to get here, but we
haven’t achieved anything yet.” But Liverpool are

showing signs of a resurgence too, their victory
over Arsenal their third in a row and most convinc-
ing performance this year.

Crucially, both clubs will believe winning this
quarter-final puts them in sight of another European
success, that from there they could defy recent tra-
jectories by beating even the loftiest opponents in
the competition. In 2018, Real Madrid and Liverpool
knew victory would secure them the trophy. This
time they will hope it sparks a resurgence. — AFP
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Fallen giants seek revival as Real
Madrid, Liverpool battle again

Teams face off in Champions League quarter-finals tonight
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MADRID: Real Madrid’s French coach Zinedine Zidane stands in the rain during the Spanish League football
match between Real Madrid CF and SD Eibar at the Alfredo di Stefano stadium in Valdebebas on the outskirts
of Madrid on April 3, 2021. — AFP

Salah can prove loyalty
to Liverpool in Real
Madrid showdown
LONDON: Mohamed Salah can silence the critics
who question his loyalty to Liverpool by avenging
the most painful moment of his career when the
Egypt star faces Real Madrid in the Champions
League quarter-finals tonight.

Salah sparked howls of indignation among
Liverpool fans recently when he refused to rule out
the possibility of playing for a Spanish club in the
future. The fact that Salah was speaking to Madrid-
based newspaper Marca at the time only increased
speculation that he was laying the groundwork for a
move to Real Madrid.

“I hope to be able to play for many more years.
Why not? No one knows what’s going to happen in
the future, so maybe one day, yes. It’s not up to me,”
Salah said when asked if he was keen to try Spanish
football. Salah’s flirtatious response was similar to
the one he gave to another Spanish outlet in
December when questioned about a potential La
Liga move. “I think Madrid and Barcelona are two
top clubs,” he told AS.

Whether either Real or Barcelona could afford to
buy Salah amid the current financial difficulties
caused by the coronavirus pandemic remains to be
seen. But for a club whose supporters pride them-
selves on their passionate and unflinching loyalty to
the Liverpool cause, Salah’s refusal to rule out a
switch to Spain was a careless own goal.

It tapped into the long-standing suspicion
among a section of Liverpool’s fanbase that Salah,
whose contract runs until 2023, is motivated by per-
sonal glory rather than team success. The cynics
support their claims by highlighting Salah’s occa-
sional spats with Liverpool forward Sadio Mane
when he shoots rather than passing to a better
placed team-mate.

They also point to Salah’s sulky response to
being substituted during the defeat against Chelsea
in March, and his reported frustration at being
ignored for the Liverpool captaincy in the absence
of the injured Jordan Henderson.

Real revenge mission
Of course, Salah could rightly mention that

Liverpool might well have failed to win either the
Champions League in 2019 or the Premier League
last season without his goals and sublime skills.
Even this season, with Liverpool in the midst of a
failed title defense marred by seemingly endless
injuries, Salah’s haul of 26 goals — including one in
Saturday’s 3-0 win at Arsenal — shows what a
threat he carries.

With 120 goals in 193 appearances in all compe-
titions since joining from Roma in 2017, Salah is
rightly ranked among Liverpool’s all-time greats.
But the 28-year-old’s place in the hearts of Kopites
might not be so secure.

Michael Owen and Steve McManaman — both
local heroes at Liverpool at the time — were never
so fondly regarded after swapping Anfield for Real’s
Bernabeu. Inspiring Liverpool to a revenge victory
against Real in a rematch of the 2018 Champions

League final won by the Spanish club would go
some way to appeasing the doubters.

That bitter 3-1 loss in Kiev remains a personal
nadir for Salah, who was in tears on the pitch after
being forced to come off with a first half injury fol-
lowing a clash with Sergio Ramos. Salah had suf-
fered a dislocated shoulder that would hamper him
at the World Cup later that year, with some claiming
Ramos had deliberately exacerbated the injury with
the way he dragged the Egyptian to the turf.

“Let’s just say that I have special motivation to
win the tie and go through to the semi-finals,” Salah
told Marca about the Real reunion. Ironically, Real
captain Ramos is expected to miss both legs of the
quarter-final with a calf injury.

Ramos’s absence is a major boost for Liverpool as
they seek to salvage a miserable season by winning a
seventh European Cup. If Salah can play a leading
role in making that dream come true, his commitment
might not be questioned quite so often. — AFP

LONDON: Liverpool’s Egyptian midfielder Mohamed Salah (center) jumps over a challenge from Arsenal’s
Brazilian defender Gabriel (right) during the English Premier League football match between Arsenal and
Liverpool at the Emirates Stadium in London on April 3, 2021. — AFP

Solskjaer lights
half-time fireworks
to spark Man
United fightback
MANCHESTER: Ole Gunnar Solskjaer admit-
ted he had to awaken Manchester United from
their slumber as the Red Devils came from
behind to beat Brighton 2-1 on Sunday. Danny
Welbeck headed the Seagulls in front against
his former side as Brighton dominated the
first-half at Old Trafford.

However, for the eighth time in the league
this season, Solskjaer’s men came from
behind to close the gap on Premier League
leaders Manchester City to 14 points thanks
to second-half goals from Marcus Rashford
and Mason Greenwood. “We couldn’t find
our rhythm. We needed half-time to com-
pose ourselves,” said Solskjaer. “Sometimes
after the international break it takes time and
then maybe the fireworks have to be lit at
half-time.”

Only an almighty collapse from Manchester
City will deny Pep Guardiola’s men a third
Premier League title in four years with the run-
away leaders needing just 11 points from their
remaining seven games to become champions.
But Solskjaer can match United’s best league
finish since Alex Ferguson’s retirement in 2013
by claiming second place.

Victory opens up a four-point cushion over
third-placed Leicester, while United hold a
commanding 11-point lead over fifth-placed
Tottenham and Liverpool to close in on
Champions League qualification next season.
“It doesn’t really matter what anyone else does,
as long as we win and we get our points, we’re
in second place,” added Solskjaer. “It’s a long
way up (to City) but we want to consolidate
second place.”

Just like in their previous meeting this sea-
son when United snatched a 3-2 win with a
penalty awarded after the full-time whistle had
been blown, Brighton were left to rue what
might have been. “I believe in the players and
what we’re doing and our performances have
been consistently good. It’s turning them into
results that’s the challenge,” said Brighton boss
Graham Potter. Back-to-back victories prior to
the international break had eased their fears of
relegation and Potter’s men started the more
confident side.

Aaron Wan-Bissaka was caught on his heels
as Welbeck powered Neal Maupay’s cross
towards goal on 13 minutes and, after his initial
effort was brilliantly saved by Dean Henderson,
the former England international headed the
rebound into an unguarded net. Henderson
was again preferred to David de Gea in goal
for United and repaid Solskjaer’s faith by tip-
ping Lewis Dunk’s header onto the crossbar
moments later.

United were a different side after the break
as Bruno Fernandes took control of the game.
Robert Sanchez was quick off his line to
smother the Portuguese’s first effort on the
hour mark. Just a minute later, Fernandes was
the architect for the equalizer as he teed up
Rashford to roll his 19th goal of the season into
the far corner with an accurate finish.

Rather than build on their momentum,
though, Solskjaer’s side were lucky to escape
not falling behind once more. Welbeck turned a
dangerous low cross inches wide under pres-
sure from Harry Maguire, who escaped giving
away a penalty after a VAR review. — AFP

Atletico dealt
another title blow
after defeat by Sevilla
MADRID: Atletico Madrid stumbled again in La
Liga on Sunday as they were beaten 1-0 by Sevilla.
Marcos Acuna headed in the winner for Sevilla at
the Ramon Sanchez Pizjuan, with Atletico’s grip on
first place loosening even further and their in-form
rivals primed to take advantage. 

The loss means Spain’s title race suddenly
appears wide open two months after Atletico sat 10
points clear of both Barca and Madrid, with a game
in hand. They have managed only four wins in 12
games since then, with defeats to Chelsea costing
them their place in the Champions League and reg-
ular slips in La Liga potentially squandering their
shot at the title. “Honestly I don’t think it’s about
nerves,” said Atleti coach Diego Simeone. “It’s
about having to play better, being a strong block,
finding our best version.”

After a narrow 1-0 win over bottom-club Alaves
two weeks ago, Simeone might have hoped the
international break would offer his team a chance to
refresh and reset. Instead, they returned to another
setback against a determined Sevilla side, who
strengthened their own hold on fourth place, even if
a push for the top three would seem beyond them. 

Sevilla deserved their victory and it might have
been more comfortable had Lucas Ocampos not

missed a first-half penalty, Atletico’s Jan Oblak
again coming to the rescue after Jose Gimenez
fouled Ivan Rakitic. But Acuna struck with 20 min-
utes left, heading in a looping Jesus Navas cross,
even as Atletico protested against an Ocampos
handball that had occurred almost a minute before. 

Mario Hermoso spurned a golden chance from
close range and then Luis Suarez did brilliantly to
set up Angel Correa late on but Sevilla’s Bono, the
goalkeeper who scored against Real Valladolid a
fortnight ago, this time preserved the points with a
crucial save. — AFP

SEVILLE: Sevilla’s Dutch forward Luuk De Jong (center) challenges Atletico Madrid’s Spanish midfielder Koke (left)
and Atletico Madrid’s Spanish midfielder Marcos Llorente during the Spanish League football match between
Sevilla FC and Club Atletico de Madrid at the Ramon Sanchez Pizjuan stadium in Seville on Sunday. —AFP


