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Chelsea midfielder Michael Essien (L) shoots to score the late goal that sent Chelsea through in their quarterfinal second leg against Valencia at the Mestalla on Tuesday.

AFP, Valencia

Ghanian mid-
fielder Michael
Essien scored a
stunning late
winner to give
Chelsea a 2-1
victory over
Valencia in their Champions League
quarterfinal second leg on Tuesday.

The triumph was the first time in 40
years that Valencia had lost at home to
an English club and gave Chelsea a 3-
2 win on aggregate to send them into
the semifinals for the third time in four
years.

With Liverpool their likely oppo-
nents after winning 3-0 at PSV
Eindhoven last week, Chelsea face a
replay of the last time they were in the
semifinals of Europe's top club compe-
tition two years ago.

In a game that typified the old cliche
of football being a game of two halves,
Valencia had the better first45 minutes
and held a 1-0 lead at half time thanks
to a Fernando Morientes goal after 32
minutes.

Chelsea came out after the break
with all guns blazing and Andriy
Shevchenko equalised after 51 min-
utes, butthe game looked settogointo
extra time before Essien made history
rightonthe whistle.

Captain John Terry put the English
side's transformation down to the
some tough talking from manager
Jose Mourinho in the dressing room at
half-time.

"The first half wasn't good enough,
they dominated. But we got kicked up
the backside at half-time and came out
in the second half and dominated,"
Terrytold ITV Sport.

"But we never give in and we said
last night if we go a goal down, nothing
changes. He (Mourinho) wasn't happy
athalf-time buthe's happy now."

The only negative note for Chelsea
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is that Essien, the hero of the night
whose name was chanted to the
rafters of Valencia's Mestalla stadium
by Chelsea's 3,000 supporters, will
miss the semifinal first leg at Stamford
Bridge intwoweeks.

Essien was booked after just three
minutes for a clumsy challenge on
Morientes.

Valencia coach Quique Sanchez
Flores found defeat hard to swallow.

"I don't know if the best team won
but it's sure that it's a great team that
won," he said.

"They have impressive potential.
Their second half was very good.
Physically they are a very powerful
team. They never give in and always
create chances to score. Defeatis very
painful for us," said Flores.

"All our chances came in the first
half and if we'd have gone 2-0 up it
would have been a different game. In
the second period, we got too bogged
down in our own half," added Valencia
scorer Fernando Morientes.

Morientes played through the the
pain barrier, not just because of some
robust Chelsea challenges but also
because he had his shoulder strapped
after dislocating it two weeks ago
playing for Spain.

He only became available to play
on Monday after Valencia club doctor
Antonio Giner passed him fit and he
took the field wearing a special brace.

However, the former Liverpool
player, and three-time Champions
League winner when he was at Real
Madrid, once again proved that he can
rise to the occasion on the European
stage.

After 30 minutes, David Villa darted
out of the midfield and showed just
why he has been courted by several
Premiership clubs by courageously
taking on Ricardo Carvalho before
sending the ball square to Morientes.

Morientes was then desperately
unlucky when his left foot shot from just
inside the area went to the right side of
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Chelsea keeper Petr Cech only to hit
the upright.

Two minutes later he made
amends though, sliding in to connect
on the edge of the six yard box with a
chip from the sidelines by Joaquin
Sanchez.

Chelsea showed thatthey were not
down-and-out when Didier Drogba got
between the Valencia defenders and
had a good shot on goal six minutes
before half time but goalkeeper
Santiago Canizares pulled off an
excellentsave.

Joe Cole's introduction at half time,
in place of French holding midfielder
Lassana Diarra, perhaps proved to be
the turning point with Chelsea switch-
ing their formation around from 4-4-2
to4-3-3.

Cole added some decisive pace
down the right wing and Chelsea soon
profited.

Shevchenko levelled the scores
seven minutes after the break, finding
the net from close range after the ball
had run loose from a Drogba shot.

Michael Ballack went close to
getting the winner himself six minutes
before the end but a spectacular
instinctive save by Canizares, who
tipped the ball over the cross bar,
denied Chelsea once more.

Canizares had an outstanding
night despite the two goals but could
do nothing about Essien's blast from a
tightangle with just seconds remaining
in normal time, after Shevchenko had
putthe ball to his feet.

The game also ensures that the
speculation about Jose Mourinho's
career as the Chelsea coach will be
puton hold for a few weeks.

Maradona leaves hospital

m Football

AFP, Buenos Aires

Argentine football legend Diego
Maradona checked out of a private
hospital early Wednesday after 13
days of treatment for alcohol abuse,
medical officials said in a statement.

The former Argentina captain
and Barcelona and Napoli star, 46,
was discharged a few minutes after
midnight accompanied by family
members.

A medical report distributed to
the media said that Maradona "was
given a clean bill of health on this
day," but added that his condition
required medical and dietary treat-
ment to continue after his release.

Earlier, his personal doctor

Alfredo Cahe said he was not fully
recovered from hepatitis which

developed from drinking too much.
"We cannot give him a full clean

bill of health, because that is far

down the road," Cahe told reporters.
However, he said, "Diego has
woken up and has just now entered
into analysis of his true problems."
Afamily source said at the hospi-
tal said Maradona would be taken to
the home of his girlfriend Veronica
Ojeda in the south side of Buenos
Aires, but that could not be con-

firmed.

But Cahe has also said that he
and Maradona will go to Switzerland
for a comprehensive treatment for
the retired footballer's problems.

"After first regarding us with
skepticism, now he listens when we
explain things to him. Diego has

become conscious of his real prob-
lems," said Hector Pezzella, direc-
tor of the private hospital.

Recent reports in Argentine
media have focused on his heavy
drinking and obesity, noting he has
put back on many pounds (kilo-
grams) since undergoing gastric
bypass surgery in 2005 to get his

weight under control.

It is not the first time Maradona,
named one of the 20th century's
greatest players after leading his
squad to the 1986 World Cup title,
has been hospitalized due to his
excessive lifestyle.

His career on and off the pitch
has been marred by repeated drug
and alcohol abuse. He has suffered
from chronic hepatitis since he
contracted hepatitis B in 1991, while
he played for Barcelona.

Chelsea prove last-gasp
credentials

AFP, Valencia

Valencia should
have known that
Chelsea never
give up until the
final whistle, as
nearly a third of
their goals this
season have
come in the final 10 minutes of a
game.

Michael Essien's stunning late
winner to give Chelsea a 2-1 victory
over Valencia in their Champions
League quarterfinal, second leg on
Tuesday added to the statistics as
well as cruelly dumping the
Spaniards out of the competition.

The Ghanaian midfielder's
strike in the dying seconds of
normal time was their 33rd out of a
total of 105 goals in all competitions
that have come after 80 minutes
have gone by on the clock.

"This is a team that keeps going
until the final whistle," said The
Blues' England international Frank
Lampard.

"We believe we can score at any
moment and we were looking to win
2-1 to avoid extra time and any
surprises," added Lampard.

Essien's last-gasp goal came in
the wake of Valencia's Fernando
Morientes opening the scoring after
32 minutes and then Andrey
Shevchenko's equaliser six min-
utes after the break.

Part of the reason that
Chelsea's engine keeps on running
while other teams are starting to
splutteris their sheer stamina.

"Essien is a special player, he's
an athlete that can run without
stopping and could play in a game
everyday," eulogised Chelsea
coach Jose Mourinho after the
match.

"That's why | was so concerned
about him before the game. |
wanted him to play in the
Champions League," added
Mourinho.

Essien's recent injuries meant
Mourinho had only made a final
decision to include him on Monday
evening, after resting him for
Chelsea's 1-0 win over Tottenham
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Hotspur on Saturday.

"l took a look at him on Monday
night in the last training session. |
said to him, 'Do you want to go on
holiday or do you want to play?' He
told me he wanted to play,"
explained Mourinho.

The player proved to all con-
cerned that he had not come to the
Mediterranean for a vacation.

"Physically they were better
than us," conceded Valencia
winger Joaquin Sanchez, the
service provider for Morientes'
goal. Other Valencia players had
similar sentiments.

"They were very tough. We
weren't far behind but perhaps they

had more gasoline in the tank,"
added Asier Del Horno, who had
more insight than most into his
opponents after having moved
from Chelsea to Valencia last
summer.

"They were superior to us in the
second halves of both matches.
Valencia didn't have the resources
to respond to them," commented
Valencia coach Quique Flores.

"However, we've recovered our
prestige in Europe after the two
defeats in the Champions League
finals (of 2000 and 2001) a few
years ago. Everyone knows who
we are now, although this was a
very painful defeat," added Flores.

PHOTO: AFP
Croatia Beauty Queen, Matea Pavic (L) and her Hungarian counterpart Tunde
Semi-Kisi (R) pose with the mascots of Euro 2012 during the last presenta-
tion of the bidding countries to host the event in Budapest on Wednesday.
The winning bid to host the event will be chosen between Italy, Poland,
Ukraine, Croatia and Hungary on April 18 at Cardiff, Wales.

Sevilla wary of strikers

AFP, Paris

Sevilla
defender Julien
Escude said
the UEFA Cup
holders would
have to get to
grips with

P}@é

——XN Tottenham
strikers Robbie
@ Keane and

CUP Dimitar

Berbatov on

Thursday if

they are to reach the semifinals
this season.

Tottenham host the southern
Spanish club with a 2-1 deficit from
the first leg a week ago, when
Keane scored after just 65 sec-
onds before Sevilla bounced back
with goals later in the first half from
Fredi Kanoute, the Spanish first
division's top scorer, and Alexandr
Kerzhakov.

Escude told the UEFA website:
"It's always great to win but it's
going to be very hard over there.
We're in for a difficult 90 minutes.
We know how good Tottenham
are, especially at home with their
fans behind them."

And on Keane and Berbatov,
Escude added: "It's tricky defend-
ing against strikers of their calibre.
We already knew about them, but
welearned alot.

"We didn't really get to grips
with them at the start and, with
players like Keane and Berbatoy,
that can be fatal."

With Sevilla remaining the only
Spanish club left fighting on three
fronts - the league, Spanish Cup
and Europe - some pundits are
wondering whether their recent
lacklustre performances suggest
their_players are running out of

steam.

"l am not tired," said Sevilla's
Brazilian international Daniel
Alves, who many rate as the best
right back currently playing in
Europe.

"Some days are good, some
days are not so good. However, all
my life | have dreamed about
playing 100 games a year and so if
I play 50 or 60 thatis also good, but
lalways wantto play.

"l wantto play, play and play and
some days | will be less effective
than others but | will never lack fight.

"There is no time to breathe
and we have to change this situa-
tion. (The Spurs game) will be a
difficult battle, but if we want to get
to the final we have to get past this
difficulty."

The winner between arguably
the two strongest clubs still in the
UEFA Cup faces an almost certain
semi-final against another
Spanish side Osasuna.

Osasuna won 3-0 at Bayer
Leverkusen to make them over-
whelming favourites to progress.
In the other half of the draw,
Werder Bremen host Dutch club
AZ Alkmaar with the match
goalless from the first leg and
Benfica entertain Espanyol hop-
ing to overturn a 3-2 deficit.

FIXTURES

Thursday

UEFACup quarterfinal, 2ndleg 1stleg
Werder Bremen (GER) v AZ Alkmaar
(NED 0-0

Osasuna (ESP) v Leverkusen (GER)
3-0

Tottenham (ENG) v Sevilla (ESP)1-2
Benfica (POR) v Espanyol (ESP) 2-3

'‘Premiership the best'

m Football

AFP, London

Manchester United manager Alex
Ferguson said the English
Premiership was the best league in
Europe following his side's thrash-
ing of AS Roma and the prospect of
three semifinalists in the
Champions League.

The 1999 champions booked
their place in the last four alongside
Chelsea and almost certainly
Liverpool by routing the ltalians 7-1
onthe day, 8-3 on aggregate.

Michael Carrick (two), Cristiano
Ronaldo (two), Wayne Rooney,
Alan Smith and Patrice Evra got
the goals on a magical night at Old
Trafford to set up a showdown
against either AC Milan or Bayern
Munich.

United manager Ferguson said:
"The fact that three English teams
should be in the semifinals proba-
bly makes our league the best in
Europe. Six or seven years ago
Spanish football was the best.

"But on the evidence of this
season Barcelona and Real
Madrid are not as near to where
they were in previous years. The
competitive nature and the quality
of the English game has improved
overthe seasons."

Carrick's goal after 11 minutes set
the tone and it was United's biggest
win in Europe since 1968 when they
defeated Republic of Ireland side
Waterford by a similar margin.

Ferguson said: "We never

expected to win 7-1 but the quality
of our game was so high. It was a
fantastic performance. Our speed
of play and penetration was
superb.

"It was a special night and every
one of our goals were quality. We
did our job against a very good
team. The early goal gave us the
confidence to go at Roma and
that's absolutely the best night of
European football we've had here.
The scoreline tells you that."

Ferguson believes some of his
young players are beginning to feel
more comfortable in the European
arena. He said: "The experience of
playing AC Milan a couple of years
ago was a disappointment, know-
ing we could have played better.

"Ronaldo and Rooney found it
difficult but against Roma they
were men."

Ferguson had special words of
praise for former Leeds striker
Smith, whose progress has been
hampered by injury. He said: "It is
fantastic for him. He deserves it
more than anyone.

"His attitude to play football is
wonderful. He has got enthusiasm
that spreads throughout the team
and he trains like a beast."

United went into the game on the
back of losing to Portsmouth at the
weekend as well as Roma in the first
leg, and Ferguson was delighted at
the mental attitude of his side.

He said: "We've had two bad
results but all great teams get over
those mishaps. Recovery is the
thing and we recovered against
Roma."

Mourinho
throws future
into question

INTERNET, undated

Jose Mourinho admitted after
Tuesday's dramatic Champions
League win against Valencia that
his days as Chelsea boss could be
numbered. The Portuguese coach
said after the 2-1 win at the Mestalla
that although he wanted to stay, he
could be forced to move on.

It is acknowledged that
Chelsea's Russian owner Roman
Abramovich views the Champions
League as the true test of the club's
success.

But despite keeping alive the
Blues' hopes of becoming
European champions for the first
time, Mourinho admitted he could
be ousted from the Stamford Bridge
hotseat.

"If you are asking me what | want,
itis to stay in England and to stay at
Chelsea," he said.

"But sometimes what you wantin
life doesn't happen. And if | can't
coach Chelsea, | will have to coach
anotherteam.”

In a further sign of internal ten-
sions, the club's press officer Simon
Greenberg prevented a member of
the press from asking Mourinho
about Abramovich's reaction to the
victory, from which the oil magnate
was absent.

Greenberg said he would not
allow a good night for the club to be
spoiled by a writer looking to create
a story, but the question had
seemed innocuous enough.

The Blues have already won the
Carling Cup, and are still in conten-
tion for the FA Cup, Premiership and
Champions League, in which they
will almost certainly play Liverpoolin

Celta appoint
Stoichkov

AFP, Vigo
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Former Bulgaria
coach Hristo
Stoichkov will
take over at the
helm of strug-
gling Spanish
first division club
Celta Vigo, the
club confirmed
Tuesday.

"The club has reached an
agreement with the Bulgarian, who
was up until now the national coach
of his country," Celta said in a
statement on their website.

The relegation-threatened
Galician club gave no contract
details.

The Bulgarian Football Union
(BFU) confirmed that Stoichkov
stood down earlier on Tuesday
after three years as the national
team coach.

"Stoichkov has personally

asked BFU president Borislav
Mihaylov to leave his post by
mutual consent. He referred to the
negative attitude towards the
national football team and the
situation at the time of the
European qualifiers," said the BFU
in a statement.

Stoichkov has been underfire in
Bulgaria for 18 months after their
failure to qualify for the 2006 World
Cup and a series of poor results in
their 2008 European Champion-
ships qualification campaign.

In their last two outings, Bulgaria
have scraped a 1-0 win over min-
nows Luxembourg and been held to
a 0-0draw by Albania.

The BFU's executive committee
was expected to meet on April 25 to
discuss a replacement for
Stoichkov.

Celta sacked their previous
coach Fernando Vazquez on
Monday night.

They slipped into the relegation
zone and are now third from bottom
after a 4-2 defeat at Recreativo
Huelva on Sunday.

Celta have the worst home
record in the Spanish first division,
with just one win from 14 league
games in their Balaidos stadium
this season.

"l think Celta would still have
survived if | had continued as the
coach," said Vazquez bitterly on
Tuesday.

Stoichkov is well-known in Spain
having been part of the Barcelona
team that won four consecutive La
Ligatitles at the start of the 1990s.

He was also part of the
Barcelona 'Dream Team' that won
the European Cupin 1992.

Among his other feats as a player,
Stoichkov was the winner of the
Golden Boot atthe 1994 World Cup.
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