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WHYTHE LONG
BALL IS RACK
Puists lov e the short p as s, but AIis on Ratclffi s ay s the b e st
sides know how to M lX lT UP tn the UEFA Charnpions Leogue

The long ball hasanimage
problem. Stereotyped as the last resort of the
hoofer, it can nonetheless represent, as Marcello
Lippi liked to point out, the most constructive
pass a player can make. Real Madrid CF gave an
object lesson in intelligent long passing in the
first leg of their round of 16 clash against
Manchester United FC last season. The
Merengues fed plenty of direct balls from deep
to Cristiano Ronaldo's side of the pitch and, as if
drawn to a magnetic pole, the United defence
drifted that way. Sensing a chance to stretch his
opponents, xabi Alonso began to swing pass

after long diagonal pass from inside left to
where the action wasn't: the right flank.

Alonso isn't the only player who has proved
the enduring value of the laser-guided delivery.
On average, 15.5% of passes played by the t6 sides
who reached the knockout stage in last season's
UEFA Champions League were long balls. That
figure probably understates the impact of these

passes. The preponderance of short passes may
reflect a lot of safety-first passing between
defenders and goalkeepers. In this campaign,
manysides can call on at least one specialist
long passer: Juventus have Andrea Pirlo, Xavi
Herndndez pulls the strings at FC Barcelona and
many Borussia Dortmund attacl$ start with
centre-back Mats Hummels.

At Manchester United, the role is filled by
Michael Carrick, who belleves that players need

to be sure this is the right pass to play. "lf it's
been end-to-end and the game's really
stretched, the Iong ball's not really right,
because if it gets cut out they're attacking you
again," he told FourFourTwo. "That might be the
time to slow the game down with a five-yard
pass. other times you get the ball in midfield
and the game is stretched and a pass that is
quite obvious and you'll try it. It's one of those
risk/reward things, getting the balance right."

The diagonal switci-r to a winger is one way to
skin a defence, especially one that is tired or out

of position. Repeated switching is also a good

way to knock opponents out of shape, as

FC Bayern Miinchen showed againstManchester
CityFC on matchdaytwo.With the right curve,

a pass can eliminate a marker by curling in front
ofdefenders and into a striker's path.

SWITCHING PLAY
The classic long ball over the top can undo
a bacldine. For Bayern it worked like a charm
in the final at Wembley Arjen Robben's late
winner resulted from the 40m free-kick fdr6me
Boateng dropped over Dortmund's defence,

who invited the long delivery by maintaining
their high line even though they were tired
after vigorous first-half pressin g.

Though Barcelona are renowned for their
tiki-taka, they are not averse to using the long
ball to mix things up. "lf we're being pressed,

hitting a few long balls isn't negative," Gerard
Piqu6 has said. "lt gives us oxygen, gives us an

out-ball and forces the opponents to adjust."
Fans concerned by Barga's new approach

should note that no outfield player made more
long passes in last season's UEFA Champions
League than Xavi. Being Xavi, he hit them with
an astonishing 91% accuracy, but favier
Mascherano and, to a lesser extent,
Sergio Busquets and Piqu6 also used the long
ball. For the Blaugrana - especially Mascherano
- the long pass is often what you use to get the
ball to the rampaging Daniel Alves when he has
plenty of space in front of him.

Bayern's use of long passes also focuses on
the flanks. Instead of spreading balls wide from
the centre, the Roten like to switch the ball
from side to side, maximising the threat of
Robben and Franck Rib6ry and their ability to
cause mayhem as they run in from the flanks.

fosep Guardiola has developed this passing
style. The Manchester Citygame was typical:
long, horizontal switches played in all sections
of the pitch, creating patterns of passing
reminiscent of seismographs. Yet the Roten can
change tack when it suits: in last season's
semi-final, Bayern used long, vertical passes to
find gaps in Barqa's defence.

PIRLO's PEARLS
Long passes have other uses apart from creating
width. Juventus'3-5-2 features that modern
rarity, the strike partnership. Andrea Pirlo's
long passes can be played wide but they also

fountain out from the centre circle to the front
two as theywork the channels.

Formations featuring a central trio have

encouraged the rise of the'quarterbacl<'with
range in his boots. Last season, fuve tended to
field Claudio Marchisio and Arturo Vidal, who
could create the space for Pirlo to dig out his
long-range pearls. After the plalrmaker -then at
AC Milan - was harried out of his stride by
Liverpool FC's Steven Gerrard in the 2oo5

UEFA Champions League final, Carlo Ancelotti
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protected him rvith N4assimo Ambrosini and
Gennaro Gattuso in a 4-3-2-1 \\'hen the two clubs
met again in the 2oo7 showpiece and the
Rossoneri triumphed. The a-2-3-1 now in vogue
across Europe works similarly: three central
berths allow for physlcal commitment,
intelligent passing and creative flair.

EFFICIENT BEAUTY
The return of pressing high up the pitch has
driven the playmaker ever deeper and forced
him to hit longer passes. Yet teams that set out
to frustrate the deepJying creator can leave
themselves r,ulnerable to technically adept,
long'passing defenders. Dortmund's long-ball-
driven, fast-transitioning counterattacks are
often sparked by Hummels.

His priority is to switch the ball from
defence to attack as swiftly as possible. That's

why Hummels will often try to win the ball in
one-on-ones rather than just force an attacker
to pass back. Once he has the ball, it is up to him

PASSMASTER
A long passing move

started by Dante and
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to decide whether to run with it or risk a long
pass. Without the right front man, his elegant
passes would merely be a quick way of losing
the ball. Yet Hummels knows he can usually rely
on Robert Lewandowski, who is as adept at
playing with his back to goal, trapping and
defending such long balls as another master
ofthe art, Didier Drogba.

Precise long passing - rather than aimless
punting - has an efficient beauty that harks
back to the golden age oftotal football in the
1970s. In his classic book on Dutch lootball,
Brilliant Orange, David Winner recalls how the
sculptor and football thinker feroen Henneman
was disappointed by a visit to Brazil. The
close-control skills lauded by locals didn't
impress Henneman who found them
claustrophobic. "l expected to see a very'roomy'
football," he said. "With the Dutch, the beauty is
on the pitch . . . but also in the air above it,
where balls can curl and curve and drop and
move like the planets in heaven."
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