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The  last  time  Chelsea  opened  a  
new  English  Premier  League  
(EPL) season as defending champi-
ons they ended up stumbling to a 
10th-placed finish in 2015-16. 

The team are keen to put up a bet-
ter title defence this time around.

“As champions, every team we 
face will want to win more than be-
fore, so we know it’s going to be 
harder,” said Spanish defender Ce-
sar Azpilicueta at a press confer-
ence  at  the  National  Stadium  
ahead of this week’s International 
Champions Cup (ICC).

“We are working to get into the 
best shape because it’s a big chal-
lenge for us as defending champi-
ons  and  getting  back  into  the  
Champions League too.”

Chelsea  coach  Antonio  Conte  
also  stressed  the  importance  of  
hard  work  ahead  of  a  heavier  
schedule involving European com-
petition.

“I think the only way to know (if 
we can handle the increased work-
load) is to work, to work with my 
players,” said the Italian.

“For  sure,  to  play  Champions  
League next season is great for us, 
is right for the club. We have one 

competition  more,  but  we  are  
working very well to prepare in the 
right way.”

Chelsea arrived here on Sunday 
from China, where they kicked off 
their pre-season Asia tour by beat-
ing Arsenal 3-0 in Beijing.

They take on German giants Bay-
ern Munich in the first ICC game 
this evening, before facing Italian 
Serie A side Inter Milan on Satur-
day. 

Inter play Bayern on Thursday.
Conte noted that preparing for 

the  upcoming  season  while  on  
tour overseas has become more of 
the norm for big football clubs.

The added travelling can be “a 
bit tough”, but the reception from 
fans makes it worthwhile.

Said  Conte,  who  gamely  
emerged  from  the  Ritz-Carlton  
Millenia  hotel  on  Sunday  after-
noon  to  mingle  and  sign  auto-
graphs for fans here on Sunday: 
“We found a fantastic atmosphere 
in China.  It  was great  to  see  so  
many fans, to see this kind of pas-
sion in a country so far from home.

“I hope to see the same tomor-
row here (against Bayern).”

He  was  less  amiable  when  
quizzed  about  transfer  rumours  
about the club’s players, however.

“I don’t like to speak about play-
ers who are still here with us,” was 

the Italian’s response when asked 
about  Manchester  United  target  
Nemanja Matic.

The Serbian midfielder was left 
behind in London and looks set to 
reunite  with  former  boss  Jose  
Mourinho at Old Trafford.

Conte’s  expression  then  dark-
ened noticeably when one journal-
ist attempted to ask him why he 
had sent last season’s top scorer 
Diego Costa “packing”.

The  relationship  between  the  
pair soured in January after a train-
ing  ground  bust-up,  with  Conte  
telling Costa he would no longer 
feature in his plans.

After  a  long,  awkward  pause,  
Conte pointedly proceeded to talk 
only  about  Alvaro  Morata,  the  
Spanish striker signed from Real 
Madrid to fill  Costa’s boots for a 
club record £58 million (S$102 mil-
lion).

“I speak about Morata... Morata 
is a young player who has a lot of 
experience in his career because 
he played with two big teams in 
Real and Juventus,” said Conte.

“My plan is to give him the possi-
bility to play (against Bayern), but 
not from the start because he only 
arrived on Sunday and started to 
work with us.”

lesterw@sph.com.sg
ndesilva@sph.com.sg

CHELSEA V BAYERN MUNICH 
National Stadium, 7.30pm. 
Mediacorp okto, 7.20pm.

EPL CHAMPS AWARE 
OF TARGET ON BACK
Blues intend to make a better fist of their title 
defence compared to shambles of 2015-16

The Blues chilling out after training. PHOTO: TWITTER/CHELSEAFC
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He may be just 22-years-old, but 
Bayern Munich’s record summer 
signing Corentin Tolisso is eager 
to stake a starting spot in the Ger-
man giants’ star-studded squad.

The Bavarian side paid a Bun-
desliga record €41.5 million (S$64 
million) to lure the highly-rated 
midfielder  away  from  France  
Ligue 1 club Lyon, securing his ser-
vices ahead of other clubs like Ital-
ian Serie A champions Juventus. 

Said  Tolisso:  “I’m  don’t  really  
think about the price tag,  I  just  
want to concentrate on my foot-
ball, focus and train hard with my 
team-mates. 

“Of course, I hope to repay the 
trust (the club) have put in me.”

The Frenchman visited German 
restaurant Paulaner Brauhaus at 
Millenia  Walk  yesterday  for  a  
meet-and-greet with fans and is 
enjoying his first pre-season with 
the Bundesliga champions.

“The French guys like (Franck) 
Ribery  and  (Kingsley)  Coman  
have helped me a lot. (Assistant 
manager)  Willy  Sagnol  and  the  
coaches  also  speak  to  me  in  
French, so it’s been okay, ” he said.

Despite the high expectations, 
he has the faith of many of Bay-
ern’s  ex-players,  including  club  
ambassador Hasan Salihamidzic.

“He’s a really good midfielder, a 
good box-to-box player.  He can 
do everything, score goals and is 
also a presence in midfield, I think 
we’ll  have some  fun  with  him.”  
said the 40-year-old Bosnian.

Fellow ex-Bayern star Giovane 
Elber echoed his thoughts, saying: 
“He will  be a big and important 
player for Bayern, I’m sure. He is 
very talented and very young so 
he has a long future ahead of him. 

“But  of  course  he  must  work  
hard and keep his head down to 
fulfil his potential.”

Competition for starting spots 
will  be  tough,  with  established  
stars such as Arturo Vidal and Thi-
ago Alcantara vying for the same 
central  midfield  position  as  
Tolisso, but the young midfielder 
is unfazed.

“When I signed the (five-year) 
contract, I was already aware of 
the strong competition but I will 
give it my best,” he said. 

“I didn’t come to Bayern to be a 
bench player, I came to play.”

chuazk@sph.com.sg

A fan embracing Bayern Munich 
midfielder Corentin Tolisso during a 
meet-and-greet session at German 
restaurant Paulaner Brauhaus. The 
French international has a tough 
task ahead to secure a starting 
berth. PHOTO: DON WONG FOR THE 
STRAITS TIMES

New club record 
signing Alvaro 
Morata vying 
with Victor 
Moses during 
Chelsea’s 
training session 
at the National 
Stadium 
yesterday. The 
Spaniard will be 
their first-choice 
striker this 
season.
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Bayern Munich 
players David 
Alaba, Franck 
Ribery and Mats 
Hummels “send 
you their best 
wishes from 
Singapore”: 
http://bit.ly/
2uspTxu
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Not here 
to make up 
numbers: 
Tolisso

TOUGH SLOG AHEAD

As champions, every team we 
face will want to win more than 
before, so we know it’s going to 
be harder... it’s a big challenge. 

’’CESAR AZPILICUETA , Spanish international defender, believes 
teams will be gunning for a Chelsea scalp this season.

International Champions Cup Singapore

Bayern new boy 
James Rodriguez 
does a jig at the 
adidas Football 
Freestyle Battle. 
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