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AFP, Watford

Arsenal man-
ager Arsene 
Wenger has 
not given up 
hope of win-
n i n g  t h e  

Premiership title this season 
after the Gunners snatched a 2-
1 v ictory over st ruggl ing 
Watford. 

Tuesday's win at Vicarage 
Road, courtesy of a goal from 
Robin van Persie seven minutes 
before the end, propelled 
Arsenal to third in the table, 14 
p o i n t s  b e h i n d  l e a d e r s  
Manchester United with 18 
games left. 

Van Persie curled home his 
10th goal of the season to leave 
the Hornets rooted to the bottom 
of the league. 

Gilberto had given Arsenal 
the lead in the 19th minute but 
Tommy Smith equalised four 
minutes later for the hosts with 
his first goal of the season. 

"No matter how big the chal-
lenge is (of winning the title) we 
want to give the maximum, to 
come back as close as possible. 
You never know what may hap-
pen," Wenger said. 

"The first step for us is to be 
c o n s i s t e n t , "  a d d e d  t h e  
Frenchman after Arsenal fol-
lowed up a 6-2 thrashing of 
Blackburn Rovers on Saturday 
with a win that had to be ground 
out -- something which pleased 
their manager. 

"If you win 6-2, I guarantee 
you 90 times out of a hundred 
you lose the next game if you're 
small in your head." 

Wenger heaped praise on the 
Arsenal goalscorers against 
Watford, describing Gilberto as 
"unbelievable" after he scored 
his eighth goal of the season 
and comparing Dutch striker van 
Persie to former Arsenal and 
Netherlands great Dennis 
Bergkamp. 

"I think tonight Gilberto was 
tremendous," said Wenger. 

"He scored the first goal but 
he also dictated the game in the 
middle of the park. He is slowly 
getting the credit he deserves." 

Regard ing  van Pers ie ,  
Wenger described the young 
forward as "a great finisher", 
adding: "Also he has developed 
into a team player now. He 
works very hard for the team... 
There is some Bergkamp in 
there, in the way he finishes." 

Wenger noted also the 
improvement in the 23-year-old 
van Persie's positional play -- 
another of Bergkamp's key 
attributes during his career. 

"It's difficult to teach some-
body where to be on the pitch 
and the first quality of a football 
player is to know where to stand. 
He (van Persie) has that." 

Van Persie's winning goal 
against Watford was superbly 
set up by teenage English for-
ward Theo Walcott. 

Controlling the ball near his 
own penalty area, Walcott 
played a perfect ball down the 
line into the path of the on-
running Dutch international, who 
cut inside the box before 
unleashing a shot into the bot-
tom corner. 

Wa t fo rd  manager  A idy  
Boothroyd was downhearted 
after having seen his side lose yet 
another match in the dying min-
utes, following similar defeats 
against Bolton, Portsmouth and 
Newcastle this season. 

"At the end I thought the goal 
could have been avoided," said 
Boothroyd, who must now pick 
up his players for Saturday's 
match against Wigan.

Wenger still has title hopes 
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Arsenal striker Robin Van Persie scores a spectacular goal in their Premiership clash at home to Watford on 
Tuesday.

PHOTO: INTERNET

(From L-R) Manchester United stars Ryan Giggs, Rio Ferdinand, Michael Carrick and Gary Neville watch their team take on Wigan at Old Trafford on Tuesday. 
The quartet were rested for this fixture.

Strachan 
salutes 
Nakamura
AFP, Glasgow

Celtic manager Gordon Strachan 
hailed the genius of Shunsuke 
Nakamura after the Japanese 
midfielder rescued his side's 
unbeaten home record. 

The Scottish champions were 
trailing 2-0 against Dundee United 
on Tuesday until Nakamura cre-
ated Darren O'Dea's goal and then 
equalised with a long range strike 
just 10 minutes from full-time. 

Celtic, who had won all 10 of 
their home league matches this 
season, are 15 points clear at the 
top of the table and Strachan 
admits his side will always be a 
danger to any opponent as long as 
they have Nakamura. 

"We didn't play well but 
Nakamura came to the fore," 
Strachan said. "He is a genius. 

"I don't know what more he can 
do apart from carrying the players 
on his shoulders and playing at the 
same time. 

"His personality today decided 
that we weren't going to get beat. 
Some of the other players were 
maybe thinking that it might not be 
our day. 

"That's when you need big 
personalities who can say, 'we can 
get something from this.' He is just 
a fantastic player." 

Pepe to 
become 
Portuguese
 AFP, Lisbon

FC Porto's Brazilian defender Pepe 
is set to follow Barcelona midfielder 
Deco and play for Portugal after 
obtaining Portuguese citizenship. 

"He (Pepe) wants to represent 
Portugal," Portugal's Brazilian 
coach Luiz Felipe Scolari revealed. 

"To hear that is very interesting 
for me. Even if it won't please fans 
and journalists to hear, it's becom-
ing easier to think of the future of 
the national side." 

Huddlestone 
extends
Spurs deal
AFP, London

Tot tenham mid f ie lder  Tom 
Huddlestone signed a new four 
and a half year contract with the 
Premiership club on Tuesday. 

Huddlestone's new deal will 
begin on January 1 and keeps him 
at White Hart Lane until 2011. 

The England Under-21 player, 
who moved to Spurs from Derby in 
July 2005, has established himself 
as a regular in the side this season 
and recently scored his first goal for 
the club against Manchester City. 

AFP, Blackburn

South Afr ica 
striker Benni 
M c C a r t h y  
scored the only 
g o a l  o f  t h e  
g a m e  a s  

B l a c k b u r n  R o v e r s  e n d e d  
Liverpool's recent revival with a 1-0 
win at Ewood Park here Tuesday. 

McCarthy took his total for the 
season into double figures when he 
punished Liverpool in the 49th 
minute for their failure to turn pos-
session into goals. 

Poor finishing from Rafael 
Benitez's side, who dropped from 
third to fifth after this result and 
could be sixth if Arsenal avoid 
defeat against bottom-of-the-table 
Watford later Tuesday, was a 
significant factor. 

But the visitors also encoun-
tered Brad Friedel on a day when 
Rovers' American keeper was at 
his best. 

Friedel was responsible for half-
a-dozen fine saves as he earned 
Blackburn their first Premiership 
victory over Liverpool in 17 games 

and ended the Reds' four-match 
winning run. 

It was a badly-needed success 
for Blackburn, who had won only 
two of their previous 11 league 
games and were in danger of 
slipping into the bottom three, 
although the early signs suggested 
a vastly different outcome as they 
struggled to cope with Craig 
Bellamy. 

Bellamy, making his first visit 
back to the club that sold him in the 
pre-season, was partnered by 
Peter Crouch, with Dirk Kuyt on the 
bench along with Luis Garcia. 

And the Welsh striker soon 
showed he was ready to ignore the 
predictable jeers of the home 
supporters and sustain his recent 
run of good form. 

Wi th in  the  f i rs t  minute ,  
Bellamy's cross set up Crouch for a 
header that was comfortably saved 
by Friedel. 

Crouch forced a better save 
from Friedel, but the England 
international was marginally off-
side, while John Arne Riise's long-
range shot tested the keeper. 

The consolation for Rovers was 

that McCarthy was back from 
suspension and Shabani Nonda 
(groin) had passed a fitness test. 

However it was midfielder 
R o b b i e  S a v a g e  w h o  h a d  
Blackburn's first threat when a 
weak header failed to trouble 
Liverpool's Spanish keeper Pepe 
Reina. 

It was a rare interruption to 
Liverpool's initial grip on the game 
and Friedel was forced to make 
two more saves in quick succes-
sion from Bellamy and Crouch. 

Then McCarthy tested Rein with 
a fierce 22nd minute shot but 
Liverpool were still creating the 
bulk of the chances and should 
have scored twice as they sliced 
open Rovers's defence with ease. 

In the 34th minute, Riise headed 
Xabi Alonso's superb crossfield 
pass towards Bellamy, who guided 
his shot inches wide with Friedel 
beaten. 

And, two minutes later, Crouch 
was badly at fault when he directed 
Steve Finnnan's cross too close to 
the keeper when he was given time 
and space inside the six-yard area. 

Liverpool paid for their profli-

gacy within four minutes of the 
restart. 

Turkish midfielder Tugay, anon-
ymous in the first-half, outwitted 
Liverpool captain Steven Gerrard 
with a superb piece of skill before 
setting up David Bentley, who 
whipped in a low cross that left 
McCarthy with a straightforward 
chance to score his 10th goal of the 
season. 

It was the first goal conceded by 
Liverpool in 689 minutes of 
Premiership  football and soon 
heralded the departure of Crouch, 
replaced by Kuyt in the 57th min-
ute. 

Fabio Arelio also went on 
instead of Mark Gonzalez in the 
64th minute, but Friedel still stood 
firm. 

The American made three 
marvellous saves from Kuyt, 
Garcia and Alonso in the final 16 
minutes. 

And Liverpool must have 
sensed it would not be their day 
when Alonso also hit the outside of 
the post when he finally found a 
way past Friedel. 

Rovers foil Reds revival

Pires pleads for 
Gunners return
INTERNET, undated

Robert Pires has pleaded with 

Arsene Wenger to give him a final 

fling with Arsenal. The 33-year-old 

has not yet played a competitive 

match for Villarreal because of a 

serious knee injury, but is already 

planning his departure from the 

club.
The former France international 

said he wanted to stay with the 

Spanish side until the end of the 

2007/08 season, before returning 

for his swansong at Arsenal.
"There is less pressure here at 

Villarreal. Arsenal is a big machine," 

he told TF1.
"After my two years here, I would 

love to play one last season for 

Arsenal.
"Arsene, boss, have you got the 

message?"
Although jovial, Pires's com-

ments are unlikely to endear him to 

Villarreal president Francisco Roig, 

who recently criticised star player 

Juan Roman Riquelme's attitude.
Pires suffered a cruciate liga-

ment injury at the start of the sea-

son, and has still to make his debut 

for last season's Champions 

League quarterfinalists.

Real await 
Becks' reply
INTERNET, undated

Reports in Spain claim Real Madrid 
want David Beckham to respond to 
a contract offer by New Year's Eve.

The former England captain's 
current deal expires at the end of 
the season and he is mulling over 
his future at the Bernabeu.

Real have offered the midfielder 
a contract to stay at the club until 
2009 and have matched his current 
wages.

The issue is not financial, but 
Beckham's desire to play regular 
football as he as not been guaran-
teed a starting role under Fabio 
Capello.

The Real coach, though, feels 
the 31-year-old is still a key figure in 
his squad and hopes to keep him in 
the Spanish capital.

But Real are also anxious for a 
resolution to the situation and 
reports in Spain suggest the club 
want an answer before 2007.

If Beckham fails to reach a 
conclusion, then the club will 
review the position in the middle of 
January.

From next month, the ex-
Manchester United star is eligible 
to talk to other clubs, with a view to 
a Bosman transfer in the summer.

He is not short of suitors, with 
the likes of Bolton Wanderers 
interested in bringing Beckham 
back to the Premiership.

The Spanish media believes the 
key to Beckham's future lies in him 
being convinced that he still has a 
prominent role to play at Real.

Juve still on 
Javier trail
 INTERNET, undated

Reports in Italy claim Juventus are 
to make a renewed bid for West 
Ham United midfielder Javier 
Mascherano.

The Argentine has struggled to 
adjust to the demands of English 
football and has made just seven 
appearances since his August 
move from Corinthians.

He has yet to feature under new 
Hammers boss Alan Curbishley 
and reports persist he will be 
allowed to leave Upton Park.

Curbishley is still assessing his 
squad, while Mascherano insists 
quitting West Ham has not crossed 
his mind.

But Juventus have been long-
term suitors of the stylish midfielder 
and coach Didier Deschamps is a 
fan of the South American.

The latest reports in Italy 
suggest Juve are dispatching two 
officials to London in the coming 
days to meet with Mascherano's 
management company MSI.

The club hope to persuade MSI 
to move Mascherano out of West 
Ham and are willing to pay up to 8 
million euros to arrange a deal.

Speculation has also claimed 
that the player has recently 
shunned interest from Liverpool in 
order to remain available for a 
switch to Italy.

Nicolas Anelka (L) with manager Sam Allardyce

Anelka turns Bolton's touchstone 
we could have had maybe a goal or 
two more, but we did not quite find 
the right final ball or the right shot. 

"But it was a great victory having 
gone 1-0 down and having to claw 
our way back in the first half on what 

was a poor performance by us." 
Bolton have mounted an 

impressive renaissance since 
struggling badly through the end of 
October to the beginning of 
December, picking up only four 
points from a possible 21. 

Newcastle came into the game in 
their best form of the season having 
won five of their last six league 
matches. 

Having won only two of their 
opening 13 games they had found 
themselves in the relegation zone 
with manager Glenn Roeder looking 
a near-certainty to get the chop before 
Christmas. 

Newcastle were forced to field 
veteran Czech goalkeeper Pavel 
Srnicek, who made his first start for 
the club since 1997. 

The 38-year-old had come on as a 
late substitute in Newcastle's 3-1 win 
over Tottenham on Saturday after Shay 
Given was forced off with an injury. 

Srnicek was soon celebrating as 
Newcastle made a great start but Roeder 
was distraught that it did not last. 

"It is stating the obvious but the two 
goals we conceded were, by our 
standards of late, shockers," he said. 
"They were two woeful goals. 

"Srnicek hardly had anything else 
to do of any consequence, so after 
Kieron (Dyer) scored, to concede that 
goal in the first half and not get in 1-0 
up after for the first half-hour playing 
so well, was a huge disappointment." 

The Magpies went in front after 
some sloppy defending in the Bolton 
ranks allowed Dyer to skip through 
and blast the ball home on eight 
minutes. 

But just after the half hour mark 
Bolton were level after some comic 
defending in the Newcastle box 
ended with Peter Ramage heading in 
an own goal. 

Bolton secured the three points in 
typical fashion as a long throw was 
helped on by Kevin Davies and El-
Hadji Diouf, leaving Anelka to tap 
home at the far post.

AFP, Bolton

Bolton stretched their winning 
streak to four games with a hard-
fought 2-1 win over Newcastle at 
the Reebok Stadium here on 
Tuesday with France striker 
Nicolas Anelka scoring the winner. 

Anelka, who scored both goals 
in the 2-0 win at Manchester City on 
Saturday, hit the clincher in the 57th 
minute as Bolton moved into fourth 
place. 

Bolton boss Sam Allardyce paid 
tribute to his controversial striker, 
claiming he was the missing piece 
in his team's jigsaw. 

"We are reaping the rewards of 
a goalscorer at long last and he 
(Anelka) popped up in the right 
area for a tap-in," said Allardyce. 

"We have not seen that type of 
goal from him yet. We have seen a 
lot of quality runs and skill and 

f inishing. Today we saw a 
goalscorer's goal when he popped 
up at the far post and tapped it in. 

"He got us going even more 
again in the second half to keep 
continuing pressing Newcastle and 

INTERNET, undated

Lyon coach 
G e r a r d  
H o u l l i e r  
believes he 
has the hard-
e s t  j o b  i n  
French foot-
ball, despite 

his side taking a 15-point lead 
into French football's winter 
break.

Houllier's side have one hand 
on their sixth Ligue 1 title on the 
trot, but the former Liverpool boss 
insisted the pressure on him is 
much greater than at other clubs.

"It is harder than elsewhere. 
There is no other club where 
there is so much pressure to get 
results," he told Wednesday's 
L'Equipe.

"When you arrive at Lyon, and 
the club has just won the French 
championship four times in a row 
a n d  t w i c e  g o n e  t o  t h e  
quarterfinals of the Champions 
League, you don't have the right 

to come second.
"So, yes, it's difficult, you need 

plenty of common sense and 
experience.

"I'll tell you a secret: what I am 
doing there, I would not have 
been capable of 20 years ago.

"You have zero margin for 
error. As soon as you get there, 
everything is blown up by the 
media.

"When a coach makes a mis-
take in mid-table, nobody cares. 
For me, one defeat at Rennes is 
enough to hear recriminations.

"Every poor performance is a 
crisis.

"It is hard to be at Lyon. If it 
were not difficult, Lyon would 
have the same coach for ten 
years.

"What the president says is 
true -- I am driving a Formula One 
car. It goes too quickly for me to 
make the slightest error.

"Formula One is more difficult 
than Formula 3000."

Houllier relishes 
the challenge
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