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IT IS refreshing that much of the talk in the
build-up to the highly-anticipated clash at
the Emirates on Saturday is about the qual-
ity of game both Arsenal and Manchester
United bring to the field of battle. 

Unlike previous match-ups over the
years, there have been little of the mind
games between Alex Ferguson and Arsene
Wenger.

Player for player, there is not much to
chose between the two heavyweights. 

While United’s style may be more di-
rect, with players like Ronaldo and Nani
prepared to take on defenders, on their
day, Arsenal move the ball around the pitch
with a swagger that is unmatched in perhaps
all of Europe, let alone the Premiership. 

A football team is more than the sum
of the talent of the 11 players out on the
pitch. Teamwork and tactics are of equal,
if not greater importance. 

Being able to find space on the pitch
quickly and effectively, being able to move
the ball around rapidly and accurately, the
players’ willingness to close down space
and opponents when not in possession,
these virtues decide the outcome of match-
es as much as individual skill.

Since he joined Arsenal in September
1996, Wenger’s teams have often been
sumptuous in terms of their movement
and passing. 

There is no doubt that the Frenchman
is an excellent coach, perhaps the best in
the Premiership. Yet in the 11 seasons
since his appointment, Arsenal have only
won the title three times.

In that period Ferguson has bagged
six for United, with Chelsea collecting two. 

Perhaps the most important factor of
all is the mental strength of the boss. 

Here, there is no one stronger than
Ferguson. It is 21 years since he was ap-
pointed manager at United on Nov 6, 1986,
making him by far the longest serving man-
ager in England.

His early struggles at Old Trafford are
well documented, legend has it that he
faced the sack in 1989-90, months before
he won his first trophy with the club — the
FA Cup. 

Once the title was won in 1992-93 to
end the club’s 26-year wait, the Scotsman’s
position became secure. Overcoming the dif-
ficulties of his first few seasons in England
could only have served to strengthen Fer-
guson. Not that he ever lacked strength of
character — his reputation as a strict dis-
ciplinarian dates back to his time in charge
of Aberdeen in Scotland.

Like anyone who is successful, Fergu-
son has played to his strengths. 

He has taken on his rivals in mind
games, most famously against Kevin Kee-
gan in the 1995-96 season. 

On the other hand, his mental battles
with Wenger and Jose Mourinho have been
more evenly matched. 

The manager’s strength of mind and
character can make all the difference. 

Bolton Wanderers are nowhere near
the side they were with Sam Allardyce de-
spite having largely the same set of players. 

For all his abilities as a coach, Martin
Jol lacked the inner strength to take Tot-
tenham up to the next level.

The mental aspect of the game is still
more an art than a science in the Pre-
miership. 

Reliance on sports psychologists is still
a relatively novel idea. Would a player really

perform better if a psychologist worked on
his focus and motivation? Could a psy-
chologist enhance a team’s cohesiveness?

Football is still more about passion
than science. Many of the more abrasive
characters from past United-Arsenal clash-
es have gone, Roy Keane and Patrick Vieira
to name but two.

Both clubs are also without their lead-
ing goalscorers of recent years, Ruud Van
Nistelrooy having left for Real Madrid and
Thierry Henry moving to Barcelona. Both
clubs appear more balanced without them.

While Henry had a tendency to allow
his head to drop whenever Arsenal suf-
fered a setback and easily affected the
morale of the team, these Gunners have
been freed of his inhibiting presence and
are better off.

A winning mindset requires the abili-
ty to overcome setbacks — a determination
or never-say-die attitude, if you like. 

Over the years, United have shown
this quality more often than Arsenal.

Right now both teams are playing well
and scoring goals. There is little to choose
between them in terms ability. 

Both clubs are capable of producing a
spectacle and there appears to be a level-
headedness about the teams that could en-
sure the bad blood from previous occasions
does not surface.

That is not to say that the psychologi-
cal aspect will be absent from the game.
When two teams are so evenly matched, the
winners will be the side that are mentally
stronger on the day.
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MIND OVER MATTER
With so little to choose between the two protagonists, who wins the mental game will stand tall

THE MASTER MOTIVATOR Ferguson (centre) has led his men to so many
memorable victories because he gets them right physically and mentally.
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MANCHESTER — Alex Ferguson praised
Arsene Wenger for masterminding Arse-
nal’s Premiership recovery, ahead of Sat-
urday’s showdown between the two clubs
at the Emirates Stadium.

But just in case anyone thought he
was going soft on his old rival, the Man-
chester United manager warned Wenger
that “rough days” lay ahead for his team and
that their position at the summit meant
nothing in November.

Arsenal will open up a three-point cush-
ion at the top of the table if they defeat Unit-
ed, who are level on points, for the third
time running in the Premiership.

Ferguson is not surprised by Arsenal’s
strong start to the campaign after their
disappointing fourth place finish last term.

“I thought that Arsenal would make a
strong challenge throughout the season
and at this moment in time that has proved
correct,” said Ferguson.

“But it’s a long season and other clubs
will have a say yet.

“I know from my own experience that
there are rough days ahead.

“I said in pre-season that there was no
way that Arsenal would want to be 20 points
behind Manchester United again.

“I expected them to be stronger.”
Ferguson insisted Wenger did the right

thing by allowing striker Thierry Henry to
leave north London in the summer.

“Henry had served his time there,”
added the Scot.

“Whether his departure has liberated
Arsenal, I don’t know, but Arsene did the
correct thing by letting him go.”

Ferguson also had special praise for
Cesc Fabregas (picture).

The 20-year-old Spanish talent has
scored 10 goals in all competitions this
season and Ferguson said: “He’s very young
and is in the same category as Rooney, An-
derson and Nani, who are all showing signs
that they can be world-class players.” 
— AFP
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THE BIG ONE


