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ODION IGHALO DOES 
NOT FEAR FOR HIS 
LIFE!

Written By: Tinotenda Magiya

THERE ARE SO MANY THINGS 
THAT SOCCER PLAYERS GO 
THROUGH OUTSIDE THE 
PITCH THAT THE FANS 
SELDOM PAY LITTLE 
ATTENTION TO. 
Some players go through emotional torture because of the 
abuse that comes from the fans when they are not 
performing well, and some are forced to fear for their 
lives. This is the story of a certain Nigerian who is one of 
the many players that have been threatened by their own 
fans in the midst of a bad performance at the 2018 FIFA 
World Cup in Russia.
 
Former Watford centre forward, Odion Ighalo was one of 
the first names on the Nigerian team sheet at the recent 
FIFA World Cup hosted in the cold land of the Russians. He 
played in Nigeria’s first match in the tournament against 
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Croatia where his nation fell to a 2-0 defeat at the hands of 
the eventual finalists. He tried his best in front of goal but 
to no avail and was eventually demoted to the bench in the 
following match against Iceland. All his efforts in the 
tournament have gone down the drain in the memories of 
the radical fans who feel that his only contribution was to 
huff and puff goal-scoring opportunities. Ighalo has since 
received death threats from numerous people on his social 
media accounts which is unacceptable. The player goes to 
lengths to score a number of goals for his country only to 
be paid back by insults when he is out of form.

“It was painful but not enough to make me quit the 

country.”

— ODION IGHALO, NIGERIA & CHANGCHUN YATAI

This is not the first time that a player or coach received 
death threats because of unfortunate circumstances. 
Former Chelsea and Italy national team coach, Antonio 
Conte fell prey to similar attacks from Juventus fans who 
blamed him for the injury of Claudio Marchisio in August 
2014. Italian Football Federation (FIGC) president Carlo 



Tavecchio revealed that Conte received death threats on 
the internet.Soccer fans are entitled to their opinions and 
reactions after bad performances but there is a line ought 
to be drawn in terms of expression.
 
 
Death threats have a toll on a player’s mindset whenever 
they play as they feel unsafe, even in their own country. 
Ighalo talked to BBC Sport after revealing that not only 
him but his family too received such threats. 
After all, we need to remember that soccer is a sport 
made possible by these players who represent our clubs 
and national teams. The players are human beings and 
have emotions which need to be protected like any other. 
No one deserves to feel unsafe especially after working 
their socks off for the love of the game only to be 
attacked by the very same people they sacrifice a lot for. 
 
Denounce these actions and save the lives and careers of 
our players. We are with you Ighalo!
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BENNI 
McCARTHY: 
From Super 
player to Super 
coach
Recent changes in football have seen an increasing trend 
of former players venturing into management after 
hanging up their boots. For some, things have worked out 
well while on the other hand, the same can’t be said for 
others. Nonetheless, zooming into our very own continent 
we recently witnessed one of the greatest players to ever 
come out from South Africa lifting his first ever cup as 
coach. This is none other than Benni “18 area” Mccarthy. 
The Cape Town born former Orlando Pirates striker led his 
team FC Cape Town to glory in the recently ended MTN 8 
cup competition. FC Cape Town beat Supersport United 4-
1 on penalties to claim the richest cup tournament in the 
continent cruising all the way to the bank with an 8 million 
rand cheque ( USD 540 000), quite a historical moment for 
Benni in only just his second season as a coach.

“Benni is the long-standing record goalscorer for 

Bafana Bafana so surely giving him a chance to lead 

the side wouldn’t be a bad idea after all, or so at 

least I would like to think, “local is lekker”, as most 

South African football fanatics would say.”

 

— SIPHOSETHU THWALA, FIRSTTOUCH AFRICA
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Written By: Siphosethu Thwala

His journey as coach has been an encouraging one I must 
say. Leading his team to the top 5 in the 2017/2018 season 
was quite an achievement for someone who was being 
thrown in the deep end of the very volatile coaching job. 
Mind you, he also happened to be the manager when FC 
Cape Town lost to the very same Supersport United last 
season, so this was more like revenge being served at its 
very best by Benni and company. In his two year stay at 
the club, Benni has certainly improved both his side as 
well as himself in the process. FC Cape Town have become 
an organised side that many teams find hard to break 
down due to how well they are organised.

Moreover, Mccarthy himself has learnt a great deal as 
a young coach, making a lot of mistakes while also 
making a lot of positive strides while at the helm of 
the team. All that has enabled the 40-year-old 
Mccarthy and his team to finally clinch a cup and open 
up the club’s trophy cabinet to introduce their first 
ever trophy with the hope for more silverware in the 
future.  Benni has achieved what only few have been 
able to by winning this cup. With a glamorous football 
career which saw him lift the UEFA Champions League 
with Jose Mourinho during their time at Portugues 
giants FC Porto, an equally glamorous coaching career 
is dawning.
 
With one cup in the bag, many will agree that the 
stakes are now even higher for Benni and consistency 
is key if he is to engrave his name as one of the best 
local coaches in South Africa. Whether or not he can 
go on to win the league with his team, is a story for 
another day. But rest assured, the former Blackburn 
Rovers marksman certainly has the right attitude 
which will help him develop faster and become a 
better coach. Many have even earmarked him as a 
future Bafana Bafana (the South African men’s 
national team) coach and I would totally approve of 
that  idea. Mind you, Benni is the long-standing record 
goalscorer for Bafana Bafana so surely giving him a 
chance to lead the side wouldn’t be a bad idea after 
all, or so at least I would like to think, “local is lekker”, 
as most South African football fanatics would say. 
Either way, Benni’s maiden trophy as coach might just 
be the right tonic to propel him to be counted 
amongst some of the best local coaches in South 
Africa (provided he stays consistent and doesn’t get 
the sack).



France - A Great Incubator for 
African Soccer Talent. 
A Sustainable System or Not?

the French leagues, it’s almost certain that they 
will be of African descent. Francophone West 
African countries such as Ivory Coast, Togo, 
Mali as well as Algeria and Tunisia in the north 
are the most common, as result of the close 
ties between the above countries and France 
due to colonial history. France is simply not so 
uptight with their immigration laws which have 
amounted to a sizeable number of African 
parents moving to the country in search of 
“greener pastures.”
 
Here is the interesting part. An African is born 
a great football talent - whether or not they 
grew up playing in the streets with a rubbish 
ball, dancing past cars. They are simply born 
good, it seems to always come with the blood. 
Take my word for it. The reason why African 
countries are not at the top, is just as the 
adage says - fewer resources or 
mismanagement of them thereof has seen the 
continent’s football systems lag behind despite 
hosting the brightest of talent. Now, those 
African children born in France, and because 
they are born good football players - France’s 
established systems and infrastructure make 
them great. Nine times out of ten, every French 
top flight team has their star players having 
that African heritage.
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Written By: Dennis Takaendesa

The reigning world champions won the 2018 FIFA World cup in 
style. Les Blues made lightwork of a resilient Croatian side as 
they cruised to a 4-2 victory that warranted them the world cup 
gold. With a squad averaging 26 years of age, the joint second 
youngest squad at the tournament in Russia, not many would 
have seen France going all the way, at least I didn’t - especially 
that the tourney had been won by ‘experienced’ and ‘talented’ 
squads in times past, which really means relatively old players 
playing for the biggest of clubs in the world. One indisputable 
fact to the European country’s world cup triumph is their 
strength in diversity, in particular - deep appreciation of players 
of African descent. Don’t worry, it’s not that cliche write-up, 
bestowing the honor of the world cup gold on Africa. The 
French football fraternity has done so much more in including 
African players in their academies and local clubs, that it’s even 
hard to ignore. Deliberately or objectively, they have have just 
done it.

Nabil Fekir of Lyon celebrates after scoring his team's second goal with his team mates during the Group F match of the 
UEFA Champions League between Manchester City and Olympique Lyonnais

“Here is the interesting part. An African is born a great 

football talent - whether or not they grew up playing in 

the streets with a rubbish ball, dancing past cars. They 

are simply born good, it seems to always come with the 

blood. Take my word for it.”

 

— DENNIS TAKAENDESA, FIRSTTOUCH AFRICA

WHAT IS IT REALLY THAT THEY DO?
 
If you come across players of color or Arabic football players in 

Christopher Nkunku of Paris Saint Germain in action during the International Champions Cup 
match between Arsenal and Paris Saint Germain

LET'S PLAY A GAME!
 
Picking a French Ligue 1 team at random, let’s 
trace the roots of their star players. Lets even 
start with PSG, the cash-loaded side with a host of 
expensive imported players from everywhere. The 
golden boy, Kylian Mbappe was born to a 
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Cameroonian father, even their academy starlets in for 
example Alan Nkunku who has been getting some first team 
minutes under Tuchel, the boy has roots in DR Congo. Lyon’s 
captain, Nabil Fekir, the 2018 world cup winner is of Algerian 
descent, second-placed LOSC Lille have their attackers 
crowned with Ivorian talent in Jonathan Bamba and Nicolas 
Pepe. Marseille and French shot stopper, Steve Mandanda 
was born in DR Congo it goes on and on to the lowest of 
leagues. The game gets really boring, but I am sure you got 
the point.
 
ABOUT THE CURRENT HEROES

African players conversations are dominated by names such 
Arsenal’s Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang, Liverpool trio in 
Mohamed Salah, Sadio Mane and Naby Keita, Man City’s 
Riyad Mahrez amongst many others. The above are 
definitely the most expensive African players and amongst if 
not the creme de la creme and guess what? It’s only 
Mohamed Salah who did not have France as his doorway to 
professional football and eventual success. Even countries 
like England and Belgium have had their most recent 
successes on the international front boosted by this 
#strength in (African) diversity. The likes of Dele Alli, Ryan 
Sessegnon, Romelu Lukaku, Nacer Chadli, Vincent Kompany 
among many other notable names - they all have African 
roots.
 
A QUESTION FOR AFRICA
 
There are few African greats who have bypassed France to 
stardom which include the likes of the Zambian, Kalusha 
Bwalya, Nigeria’s Austin Jay Jay Okocha, Peter Ndlovu from 
Zimbabwe and many more. Like I said, they are just few - 
only a tiny fraction of similar players who have just as much 
talent or even better. Perhaps the pertinent question for the 
continent at this stage is, what about all those who cannot 
be catered for by the French system or any other more 
established ones? Should we continue letting it be and hope 
by chance, things would get better and we would then 
eventually be where we are supposed to be, the top?

Naby Keita of Liverpool is challenged by Harry Kane of Tottenham Hotspur during the Premier League match between 
Tottenham Hotspur and Liverpool FC

Riyad Karim Mahrez in Le Havre Jersey while he played for the French Club 
between 2010 - 2014



THE BEGINNING
 

R O M E L U  L U K A K U  
 

" T H E  B E L G I A N  O F  
C O N G O L E S E  

D E S C E N T "

Some call him the Belgian Beast and at a local watch party during the 2018 
FIFA World Cup semi-final against Brazil, an ecstatic Manchester United 
fan from the crowd shouted, “Cristiano” Lukaku! The 25-year-old 
Manchester United forward had outpaced Paulinho and dribbled past 
Fernandinho to assist Kevin De Bruyne for Belgium’s second goal as they 
stormed into the semi-finals after beating the Samba boys 2-1 in a 
thoroughly entertaining match-up. This was a few days after Romelu 
Lukaku had pulled off a world class dummy to allow Nacer Chadli to steal 
a third goal for the Red Devils as they remarkably came back from 2 goals 
down against Japan to get passage into the quarter-finals. The year 2018 
became one of the highlights for the forward’s outstanding career, but 
what other juicy details are there to it?
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Written By: Dennis Takendesa

F O O T B A L L  W I T H  A  P U R P O S E

Speaking to the Players’ Tribune, Romelu reminisced of his tough 
childhood , highlighting that he had made up his mind a schoolboy to lift 
his mother and family out of poverty by kicking the ball as hard as he 
could. The 25-year-old was born in Antwerp, Belgium to a Congolese 
mother and a father who played football and represented Zaire (present 
day DR Congo) at international level

“I kept my promise to myself for a while. But then some days I’d come home from school 

and find my mum crying. So I finally told her one day, “Mum, it’s gonna change. You’ll see. 

I’m going to play football for Anderlecht, and it’s going to happen soon. We’ll be good. 

You won’t have to worry anymore.” I was six.”

 

— ROMELU LUKAKU, MANCHESTER UNITED & BELGIUM FORWARD



He grew up a more than determined kid, playing the 
game he loved for with a purpose most dearest to him. 
That was, giving his mother a better life. Fast forward a 
few years, it all went out as Rom had envisioned. He 
weathered all there was to brave, even recalling the 
tough times where criticisms flew in left, right and 
center during dry periods that are common to most 
football players. Even racially inspired critics would also 
say their piece:
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“When things were going well, I was reading newspapers articles 

and they were calling me Romelu Lukaku, the Belgian striker. 

When things weren’t going well, they were calling me Romelu 

Lukaku, the Belgian striker of Congolese descent.”

 

— ROMELU LUKAKU - BELGIUM'S RECORD GOAL SCORER

With the kind of scrutiny that Mourinho and Manchester 
United are currently experiencing, Lukaku is one such 
player who would probably not flinch in all these times.
 
 
 
PURE GRIT
 
I remember not being Lukaku’s biggest fan when he 
signed for Jose Mourinho’s Manchester United for a fee 
reported to be £75 million, plus £15 million in add-ons. I 
have always thought that his services were overpriced 
and perhaps they are. One thing is for sure though, you 
cannot take anything away from the forward’s strong 
mental fortitude, physicality and grit. He may not be the 
most talented footballer but gets what he sets out to, on 
the field of play. On his way to become a professional 
footballer, he always mashed up the goals and putting 
on record, some weird numbers. From 2004-06, Romelu 
scored 121 goals in 68 matches for Belgian Pro League 
club called Lierse before banging 131 goals in 93 
matches for Anderlecht’s youth academy. He also 
became the fifth youngest player to reach 100 English 
Premier League goals and also one of only five players 
to have scored 50 premier league goals before their 
23rd birthday.

AN EVOLVING FOOTBALLER
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Belgian forward is one such a player we have seen 
add new dimensions to his game from time to time. 
Popularly known for having a bad first touch by fans who 
don’t like him the most, displays such as the ones 
narrated above of dummies and dribbling past players 
have recently become more established in Lukaku’s 
game. His physical strength that is often likened to that 
of an ox, pace and power together with bits of finishing 
“tools” learnt from Thierry Henry during his tenure as 
Belgium’s striker coach could surely, slowly lead him to 
emulate his boyhood hero,the Brazilian Ronaldo. The 
former “marksman” that Lukaku often watches on 
YouTube.
 
 

BELGIAN LEGEND
 
The Belgian striker of Congolese descent has become the 
Belgian legend at only 25 years of age. He has since 
surpassed the previously held record of all time record 
goals by a single player for the Red Devils which was 31. 
Lukaku has 45 record international goals to his name and 
still counting. He has represented his country at the 2014 
world cup, Euro 2016 and the 2018 FIFA world cup in 
Russia. Even money has since started following the 
forward, becoming the first English Premier League 
player to sign for Jay-Z’s management sports agency 
called Roc Nation Sports and also signed a record 
sponsorship deal with Puma, the largest endorsement 
deal the Germany company has over offered.
 
Mama, Romelu Menama Lukaku Bolingoli, made it!
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After a short while, we have to reminisce the good old 
days. The times when African legends where still around, 
playing their best football in front of a crowd of tens of 
thousands, and millions behind a screen. This week, we 
focus on Didier Drogba, the Chelsea legend who had an 
illustrious career in England before moving to China and 
the MLS to wind down his career. Most people know 
about his highs, the times when he was the king of 
Stamford Bridge and a constant menace in a head to 
head against Arsenal. But what about the times when his 
career looked in jeopardy? Here’s the other side to Didier 
Drogba’s story.
 
The Ivorian striker was brought to London by the current 
Manchester United boss, Jose Mourinho who was in 
charge of Chelsea at the time. He brought the African 
talent with the hope of being a backup to the Ukrainian 
Andriy Shevchenko, a £31 million investment made by the 
club in 2006. Although Drogba had arrived a year earlier, 
he was meant to be a temporary measure as Mourinho 
sought for his dream striker. Shevchenko went straight 
into the team but failed to live up to expectations. Didier 
kept his head down and found the net whenever he was 
handed an opportunity. In no time, it was evident that 
the African forward was Chelsea’s best bet as Shevchenko 
struggled to score more than 10 goals in the 48 matches 
he played between 2006 and 2009. Drogba survived that 
test and marched on in the blue colors.

FT AFRICAN LEGENDS 
SERIES: Didier Drogba, 
the irreplaceable 
Chelsea legend

Written by: Tinotenda Magiya

“Two years later, Didier Drogba  returned to the club he 

had helped win their first and only UEFA Champions 

League trophy to date. He claimed that the decision 

was made easy by the fact that it was the Special One, 

Jose Mourinho who made the call and wanted him 

again back at the club. Although this time as backup to 

Diego Costa, Drogba’s presence was invaluable.”

 

— TINOTENDA MAGIYA, FIRSTTOUCH AFRICA

Shortly after, the club invested in the experienced 
Nicolas Anelka to give competition to the Ivorian centre 
forward who had personalized the number 9 spot. In 
fact, Anelka came with so much reputation that he was 
expected to start ahead of Didier Drogba as they 
challenged for the UEFA Champions League. They 
eventually lost the final to local rivals Manchester 
United but Didier Drogba was by far one of their best 
players in the team. In the end, Drogba created a 
formidable partnership with Anelka and Malouda in a 
season which saw the club win back to back FA Cup 
titles in 2008/09 and 2009/10 as well as lifting the 
English Premier League title in the 2009/10 season. The 
Chelsea legend overcame yet another hurdle set in front 
of him by the then Chelsea coach, Avram Grant. Drogba 
proved his worth and landed a place in the First XI of 
the West London club.
 
As if these two tests were not enough, Chelsea made a 
mouthwatering £50 million bid for Liverpool forward, 
Fernando Torres in January 2011. El Niño was bought by 
Carlo Ancelotti because he suited the Italian’s style of 
play more than the traditional centre forward in Drogba. 
The African did not feel threatened by this record 
breaking signing as he was confident in his abilities. He 
humbly accepted being dropped to the bench and 
continued to work tirelessly in training to prove that he 
could still lead the line at Chelsea like he had done for 6 
years. At the end of the 2010/11 season he scored a 
total of 11 goals as compared to Torres’ one goal which 
he scored in 14 appearances. The following season saw 
a significant amount of game time limited for Drogba 
which explains his 5 goals in the English Premier 
League. Even still, Torres had scored one more goal 
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than him but the number of minutes he had played in 
2012 , did not justify such a low return. As a result, Didier 
Drogba left the club of his dreams for greener pastures. 
 
Two years later, Didier Drogba  returned to the club he 
had helped win their first and only UEFA Champions 
League trophy to date. He claimed that the decision was 
made easy by the fact that it was the Special One, Jose 
Mourinho who made the call and wanted him again back 
at the club. Although this time as backup to Diego Costa, 
Drogba’s presence was invaluable. His influence in the 
dressing room saw a disjointed Chelsea team return back 
to the top and win the English Premier League in his first 
season back at the club. The Blues claimed the 2014/15 
crown as well as winning the Football League Cup that 
same year. He scored a total of 7 goals across all 
competitions in his last stint at the club that recognize the 
African great as one of their Legends. Although he did not 
play much, he still contributed to the success of the club. 
Because of that, Didier Drogba will never be forgotten by 
the Chelsea fans. 
 
Didier Drogba is irreplaceable!



SUPER MARIO BALOTELLI: 
THE 'BLACK SHEEP' THAT 
EVERYONE LOVES

Written By: Simiso ShabanguMost soccer players give us memories that last forever by 
means of divine displays on the field of play. Quite recently, the 
social media community gave them a name they would always 
be remembered with, GOATs, Greatest Of All Time. However a 
handful of stars to ever grace the game are remembered for 
something more than just what they did with the ball, they are 
forever “idolized” for their being. Just who are they are. My 
subconscious has voluntarily crafted a statue of Mario Balotelli 
in a section of my mind. Just the thought of him, always puts a 
grin on my face. Do you all remember some of the adventures 
that the Ghanaian-Italian has led us into? I remember a few.

WHY ALWAYS HIM?
 
Contrary to popular belief, Mario Balotelli 
Barwuah has had quite a successful career so far. 
Of course, he could have done more because of 
his rare talent if not for the “ill-discipline” and 
many other strange Mario things. Born to 
Ghanaian immigrants in Palermo, Sicily in Italy - 
Mario started playing soccer at a young age and 
had to juggle interchanging between his 
biological and foster parents’ home. His biological 
parents had not been able to fund his healthcare 
needs. First major successes of Super Mario’s 
career came when he was at Inter Milan. The 
Italian international won three successive Serie A 
titles from 2007-10, including a much coveted 
UEFA Champions League crown in the 2009-10 
season under the “Special One”, Jose Mourinho. 
He was just 20 years old, had scored 20 goals in 
his 59 appearances at Inter, won silverware that 
some great players never get their hands on in a 
lifetime - MB45 was riding on the crest of rare 
wave. His move to English Premier League side, 
Manchester City - was the platform to eventually 
introduce the world to the Italian, born of 
Ghanaian parents.
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Written by: Dennis Takendesa

THE GOOD, THE BAD, 
THE UGLY
 
Super Mario has endured 
some tough times during 
the course of his career. 
From the monkey racist 
chants directed at him 
and Ghana’s Kevin Prince 
Boateng while at Milan 
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and outside the pitch drama pertaining his personal life. He 
has always been quite a hard boy though and would always 
rather respond by pulling off stunts peculiar to him. At 
Manchester City, we came to know him as the guy who 
scores and celebrate by putting up the most serious of 
faces, roll his shirt up to display the inside vest with an 
inscription, “why always me.” This was hardly a response to 
the persecution he got but rather an honest statement 
enquiring why he had to be the one always scoring goals 
and being so good above everyone else. Yeah, him and 
Zlatan Ibrahimovic seem to be from the same planet. One 
of many priceless Ballo moments at City was a failed 
attempt to score with a back heel dribble after being fed 
into a one on one position with the LA Galaxy goalkeeper 
by David Silva. The lackadaisical approach on that pre-
season chance was an example of a handful of such 
moments in his career that warranted him to get stick from 
some fans and pundits. I for one and am sure, several 
other people adored such moments. You would never know 
what Mario would do next and that just made it even more 
exciting. He eventually scored 33 goals in 54 matches of his 
Man City career.

“I could write a book of 200 pages of my two years at 

Inter with Mario, but the book would not be a drama – 

it would be a comedy. I remember one time when we 

went to play Kazan in the [2009–10] Champions 

League. In that match I had all my strikers injured... I 

was really in trouble and Mario was the only one. 

Mario got a yellow card in the 42nd [20th]minute, so 

when I got to the dressing room at half-time I spend 

about 14 minutes of the 15 available speaking only to 

Mario. I said to him: ‘Mario, I cannot change you, I 

have no strikers on the bench, so don’t touch anybody 

and play only with the ball. If we lose the ball no 

reaction. If someone provokes you, no reaction, if the 

referee makes a mistake, no reaction.’ The 46th [60th] 

minute – red card!”

 

— ROBERTO MANCINI NARRATING BALOTELLI'S 

DISMISSAL IN OCTOBER 2012

backheel against LA Galaxy. He has always been very 
expressive of his relationship with Super Mario and 
Mario himself has seemed not to care many times more 
than one.That just makes the whole thing funny. He are 
some of the things Mancini said about Mario:

Never to be forgotten is the time Super Mario sunk German 
in the 2012 UEFA European Championship semi-final with a 
wonderful brace, introducing the celebration of taking of 
his shirt off and summing up a hulk like face and demeanor 
that has been replicated by so many since then. His agility, 
pace, power, flair, creativity and all the other things 
required for one to be an exceptional soccer player are 
found in Mario. That has and will always go down as the 
reason why he has been such a rare talent to grace the 
sport of soccer.
 
 
FUNCTIONAL AND DYSFUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIP WITH 
ROBERTO MANCINI 
 
The Italian national team manager has crossed paths with 
Balotelli more than he would have liked. Perhaps he loved 
it. It has never been that clear. Mancini was MB45’s mentor 
first at Inter Milan, Manchester City and now the Italy 
national team. I remember the 53-year-old immediately 
substituting Super Mario in the 30th minute after the failed

“I told him, if you played with me 10 years ago I would give you 

every day maybe one punch in your head. There are different 

ways to help a guy like Mario. I don’t speak with him every day, 

otherwise I would need a psychologist, but I speak with him 

because I don’t want him to lose his quality. If Mario is not one 

of the best players in the world it will be his fault, because he 

has everything. Mario can be one of the top players in Europe. I 

don’t want him to lose his talent.”

 

— ROBERTO MANCINI IN APRIL 2012
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IN THE MIND OF SUPER MARIO
 
Do you remember some of Mario Balotelli ’s infamous 
quotes? Here are a few:
 
- "No, I don't know him, but next time I play Arsenal, I will 
keep a close eye on him," and "Perhaps I can show him my 
Golden Boy trophy and remind him that I won it." - 
Balotelli asked about Jack Wilshere, fellow competitor for 
the Golden Boy award.
 
- “Only Messi Is Better Than Me" - Balotelli after winning 
the Golden boy award.
 
- “Just to see what it looks like" - Balotelli driving into a 
female prison

Mario Balotelli, now 28 years of age, has played for some of 
the biggest clubs in world soccer such as AC Milan, Inter 
Milan, Manchester City and Liverpool. He is currently plying 
his trade with French Ligue 1 side, OGC Nice under Arsenal 
legend, Patrick Vieira. He has not lost his eye for goal, 
already bagged 33 in 51 appearances for the club. Who 
knows where he will be next? One thing is for sure, MB45 is 
definitely undone and just as I am, many are probably 
more than delighted that he is still around to rock our 
worlds.



A few years ago, mentioning Messi and Zaha in the same 
sentence could have been treasonous, but now has being 
compared to the five time Balon d’Or winner for his 
dribbling abilities. That comparison on it’s own is quite 
an achievement, but the the 25 year-old  Ivorian striker is 
does not seem to be at the peak of his career yet. Is this 
Messi association the best he could do or is this just the 
beginning of the more he could do and become?
 
 
CRYSTAL PALACE’S “MESSI”
 
He has been commended for his fantastic dribbles that 
he completes with half steps, cutting inside from the 
wing and making defenders sweep the floor with any part 
of the body he chooses, regularly the limbs and hair on 
occasion. On top of that his speed on the ball electric, 
super sonic stuff. He has become not just a playful 
dribbler but an effective one at that, scoring important 
goals for Roy Hodgson’s men. At the start of the 2017/18 
EPL season, he netted three goals in two matches for 
Crystal Palace take his tally to 24, an all time high for an 
Eagles player in the Premier League. The Selhurst 
residents really do miss his goals, hair and everything 
Zaha in periods injuries which has been quite a few in 
recent times. It’s not unfounded to say that Zaha is 
Crystal Palace’s playmaker, creating goals for teammates 
and scoring even more. Henceforth comparisons to Messi 
are not shocking, the Argentine has just however done 
the same thing for Barcelona in the La Liga for an extend 
period of time. Could it be that Zaha reaching such a 
level at mid-table club like Palace in the English top flight 
signals the commencement of even a bigger career 
rather than mere committed service and loyalty? It sure 
looks like Zaha, with no disrespect intended, has 
outgrown the club.  Actually, reliance on him might be 
more damaging than the perks of his brilliance.

FirstTouch| pg.15

“He has been commended for his fantastic dribbles that 
he completes with half steps, cutting inside from the 
wing and making defenders sweep the floor with any 
part of the body he chooses, regularly the limbs and hair 
on occasion. On top of that his speed on the ball 
electric, super sonic stuff.”
 
— SIMISO SHABANGU, FIRSTTOUCH AFRICA

WHERE IS THE 
CEILING FOR 
WILFRIED ZAHA?

Written By: Simiso Shabangu

THE CONVERSATION AROUND HIM MOVING TO A BIGGER 
CLUB?
 
As anticipated, discussions around him potentially moving 
to a bigger team like Tottenham, Dortmund, Real Madrid or 
Barcelona have been far from over, even though he recently 
renewed his commitment to the London club. An obvious 
argument to a move away would be exposure to other great 
players propelling him to concentrate on personal growth 
without the ‘pressure’ of carrying the team on his 
shoulders. Zaha did however play for a bigger club, 
Manchester United from 2013-15 managing just two 
appearances in two years. Some feel like he is play that 
feeds of the limelight and that he was overshadowed and 
got his light dimmed at United. Could it be that he was still 
young and a growing footballer who lacked someone who 
unequivocally believed in his abilities. Well, I would like to 
believe that no matter the challenge this time around or 
club, cannot be too big for Zaha. You do just become one of 
the most dreaded forwards in the English Premier League 
for no reason.



PROTECTION AND WINNING
 
The Ivorian striker becoming dangerous defenders 
in the premier league has also seen the defenders 
arguably becoming a danger to him. He recently 
called out for more protection as the most singled 
out player, alluding that maybe he would need to 
have one of his legs broken before being taken 
seriously. Maybe he has indeed divided on some 
occasions but it goes without saying that being the 
centre of attention because of his abilities and 
threat he poses to any opponent, more protection 
would be required. Both from potential haters or 
shielding himself from naysayers.
 
On Monday evening, Crystal Palace lost their game 
to Bournemouth . As soon as the whistle blew, 
seemingly frustrated, Wilfried Zaha gave his coach a 
brief handshake and rushed to the dressing room. 
The fans who had been watching him for ninety 
minutes could have appreciated more, a custom 
applause for their unwavering support despite the 
result. With his abilities at an time high is his career 
and the desire to win more increasing with every 
performance, Zaha might possibly be seeing more 
and demanding more of himself than the entire 
world has ever seen. Most are already dazzled with 
what he has given so far, could words be coined to 
what else he can bring to the Africa and global 
football in general.
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During this period when one of the biggest soccer clubs 
in the world is struggling in the Spanish La Liga, many 
performing players across the best leagues in Europe will 
continue to be linked with a move to Real Madrid. This 
week, we assess the prospect of an African international, 
Sadio Mane, switching clubs to play at the highest level. 
Here are a few reasons why Real Madrid need the 
services of the Liverpool player.
 
Of course, one attribute that the biggest players need to 
have is the swag and confidence to take on defenders. 
Real Madrid is a club that thrives on fear in their 
opponents whenever they hear that they are set to face 
the Spanish team from the capital, but this fear factor 
has gradually died down since the departure of Cristiano 
Ronaldo. The likes of Marco Asensio, Lucas Vazquez and 
Diaz Mariano have lacked that fierce threat that the 
Portuguese had with the ball at his feet. Sadio Mane has 
it. The Senegalese international is always on his toes in 
the English Premier League, sweeping past either Kyle 
Walker, Antonio Valencia, Kieran Trippier, Hector Bellerin 
or Cesar Azpilicueta – supposedly the best right backs in 
the league. His swift touch and low body feint is enough 
to deal with opponents as he creates a path for himself 
on his way to goal. Mane also has those Ronaldo-like 
tricks that shake stubborn defenders and unlocks goal 
scoring opportunities for his club. Ask Neymar! Real 
Madrid need that quality and his place in the team will be 
undoubted if he so chooses to be another Real Madrid 
Galactico signing.

If not that, then you need to have players who turn up 
at the biggest games. Arsenal fans have been at Mesut 
Ozil’s back since his move from Real Madrid due to his 
inconsistent performances against big teams. Our 
African is the exact opposite. In fact, Sadio Mane turns 
up more in the biggest games as evidenced in the UEFA 
Champions League final against Real Madrid. The 
Liverpool forward stood up to the test in the absence of 
Mohamed Salah who unfortunately picked up a hand 
injury after an altercation with Sergio Ramos. Mane was 
a constant menace down the left channel and was the 
one who scored the equalizing goal in the final. Already, 
Real Madrid have lost to Sevilla and failed to win their 
local derby against Atletico Madrid as they currently sit 
in 10th position – an unfamiliar situation for the club. 
With Mane on their books, they are guaranteed a player 
who will fight for the pride of the club and performs to 
his best in such games. The Spanish Giants would 
probably not be trail in the likes of Barcelona in this 
early stage of the competition.

IS SADIO MANE - 
REAL MADRID 
MATERIAL?

Written by: Dennis Takendesa

“His swift touch and low body feint is enough to deal 

with opponents as he creates a path for himself on his 

way to goal. Mane also has those Ronaldo-like tricks 

that shake stubborn defenders and unlocks goal scoring 

opportunities for his club. Ask Neymar! ”

 

— TINOTENDA MAGIYA, FIRSTTOUCH AFRICA

In addition, the Hazard factor is a plus for Mane. The 
fact that Real Madrid are lining up a bid for the Chelsea 
forward proves they are in need of a player of Mane’s 
stature. Eden Hazard like Mane, carries his team. He is 
the player that Chelsea look up to in times of need. This 
has been the case for quite a number of years which 
suits the setup of a club like Madrid who idolized 
Ronaldo and played to his strengths. Sadio Mane also 
carried his teams from Southampton to Liverpool who 
recently acquired another great gem in the Egyptian Mo 
Salah. Mane can easily step into Ronaldo’s shoes and 
unleash his true potential playing next to the likes of 
Luka Modric, Toni Kroos, Marcelo etc. The club is 
already set up to play for an individual which explains 
their recent struggles in the Spanish La Liga. With Mane, 
they will be formidable force again.
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Finally, I think it is about time that Real Madrid had an 
African player in their team. The last time I recall an 
African player turning up in the famous white jersey was 
back during Mourinho’s tenure when the Portuguese 
coach sought the services of Emmanuel Adebayor and 
Michael Essien. You might wonder why I refer to these 
old times when Real Madrid have Achraf Hakimi on their 
books. That’s because the player has not been handed 
the opportunities to play and is now further down the 
pecking order with the recent acquisition of Odriozola 
who competes with Dani Carvajal in the right back spot. 
It has truly been a while and the club need to think 
about this proposition if they want to go back to their 
rightful place at the top.
 
It seems as if all points are pointing towards the signing 
of the African forward but he also has his shortcomings. 
His numbers to be specific, are not enough to stake a 
claim for one of the biggest club in the world to invest 
hundreds of millions to bring him to the Santiago 
Bernabeu. Mane still scores goals short of expectations 
for a club like Madrid who require consistent goals in all 
competitions. Mane is yet to score more than 20 goals 
in a single campaign which brings questions about this 
claim. However, this has been down to the countless 
injuries that the Liverpool forward picks up as he is a 
target for all the defenders in the league. Dribblers will 
always be kicked and tussled as they are not well-
protected in the English Premier League. Therefore, it is 
also tricky to judge this part of Mane’s game. Maybe a 
move to Madrid will give us all the answers we need. 
I think he is ready for a move to Real Madrid.
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