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Ikechukwu Uche: The future of Nigerian Football
Ike Uche: The future of Nigerian Football He belongs to the new generation of Nigerian players to whom the future of
Nigerian football belongs. Ike Uche, the Getafe of Spain marksman, is one player with a lot of promise. He has the
skills, strength and speed. These qualities have placed him in the rank of Nigeria&rsquo;s current finest footballers. Ever
since he broke into the Super Eagles team in August 2007, the 24-year-old has not looked back. Although Nigerians
have seen him in action for his Spanish club a number of times, where he has proved a handful for many opposing
defenders, Uche is now easily remembered for his performance and goals for the Super Eagles, in recent times. He
scored two goals in two critical World Cup and Nations Cup qualifying matches against South Africa and Equitorial
Guinea, propelling Nigeria to victory. His performance against South Africa earned him the man of the match award. But
his goal against Equitorial Guinea in Abuja on June 21, 2008, was particularly superb. He got control of the ball on the
left hand side, and, in one swift move, mesmerised his marker before releasing a shot that the goalkeeper could just not
handle. A brilliant goal it was. Looking back at the early times, Uche believes he is fulfilling much of the promise he
showed as a young boy in Aba, where he was born. He had always known that he could become famous playing
football. And, luckily, he did not experience opposition from his parents over his love for football "My parents never
discouraged me from playing football, instead they gave me every support. They always wanted me to realise my
dream. But they did advise me generally about life. You know that parents have a way of advising their children, and
mine are not different." The young man never forgot his parents&rsquo; advice. But his ultimate ambition was to be a
professional footballer. And, to realise his dream, Uche joined Iwuanyanwu Nationale in 2000. "My first major club was
Iwuanyanwu Nationale. That was my first professional club in Nigeria before I travelled abroad in 2001." He landed in
Spain and pitched tent with Racing Ferrol, a second division club. "I was there for two years before I left for Recreativo
de Huelva where I spent four years before moving to Getafe." The Bende, Abia State born player has since established
himself in the Getafe first team, even with the stiff competition for a starting place in the club. The fight for a first team
shirt means that the striker has not been able to tie down a regular shirt yet, as the team&rsquo;s coach rotates his
players. Although Uche blames this, partly on injury, he already has his sight on the future. "Even though I didn&rsquo;t
play as much as I would have loved to, I&rsquo;m happy all the same. I had injury problems, but I&rsquo;m now better
and more hopeful, and I think that next season will be better." This suggests that the player is not keen to seek his
fortunes elsewhere, despite the rumours that some other clubs are interested in signing him. "For now, my club is my
focus. I&rsquo;m not thinking of changing club, I&rsquo;ve heard talks about interest shown by other clubs, but nothing
has been confirmed yet. So, I focus on my club." Born into a family of eight, Uche is one of few Nigerian players
currently playing professional football in Spain. One other person is his elder brother, Kalu, who plays his own football
for Almeria of Spain. Kalu is also a member of the Super Eagles currently squaring up to Nigeria&rsquo;s World and
Nations Cup challenges. To their pleasure, both brothers find themselves in the same team, playing alongside each
other. Not many Nigerians can recall the last time two brothers played for the Super Eagles at the same time. What is
more, they both command first team shirts. So, how does it feel to play alongside his brother in the national team? "Well,
we are very happy to be part of the Super Eagles. Our family members are very happy, and we all pray that God will
guide us and give us good health to enable us achieve our dreams." A dream of theirs, says Uche, is to help Nigeria
qualify for both the World Cup and Nations Cup scheduled for South Africa and Angola in 2010. Although he admits it
would not be an easy ride, Uche believes Nigeria has the players to make this happen. "I think we have a fantastic
group of players. And it&rsquo;s good that we all relate well with one another. The new players interact well with the
older colleagues, and we all are determined to achieve success," says the player. Having lived abroad for some years
now, Uche knows or has heard a thing or two about racism. Although football is a universal language that spreads joy
all round the world, with great footballers celebrated the world over for their artistry, some people would rather judge
others by the colour of their skin. Uche is, however, unworried. "I&rsquo;m the kind of person that tries not to think about
that. You know, sometimes, someone or some people would say something to annoy or distract you. But it can only
disturb you if you are the type of person that allows yourself to be easily distracted." Although he insists, "its just few
people that come to the stadium to insult and provoke others," he still thinks "it would be difficult to eradicate racism,
even with the efforts of FIFA and other football authorities," because you can&rsquo;t stop some people from behaving
the way they want to. However, whatever the challenges of living abroad, the player says he has a job to do, and that is
what keeps him going. He discovered early that Nigeria and Spain do not have much in common. "In terms of culture
and tradition, Spain is very different. Although it is not easy, we footballers try to adapt to any situation we find
ourselves. That&rsquo;s the life of a footballer. Today, you are here, tomorrow you are there. But we have to adapt, we
try as much as we can to adapt." Although Uche is generally happy with his club&rsquo;s performance so far, he has
experienced sad times. He would never forget that day in April 2008, when Bayern Munich qualified for the finals of the
UEFA Cup at the expense of Getafe. Having played a 1-1 draw in the first leg in Germany, Bayern arrived Spain with a
determination to advance further. And indeed, very few people doubted their capacity to win, given the team&rsquo;s
pedigree. But Getafe, it seemed were not prepared to lose either. Their efforts on the day saw them leading 3-1 in extra
time, after Bayern had equalised in the 88 minutes of the match. But just when they thought they had the game wrapped
up, something dramatic happened. Bayern&rsquo;s Luka Toni scored very late twice, with his last goal coming in the
last minute of the extra time to make the scores 3-3. It was an amazing game. Although the match ended 3-3, Bayern
qualified on superior away goals aggregate. Getafe players, officials and fans could not believe their eyes. Uche admits
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it was a very bad day indeed. "I don&rsquo;t like remembering it. I thought we had a great time during that competition
prior to that match against Bayern Munich. But that&rsquo;s what happens atimes in football. It&rsquo;s unfortunate."
Despite that disappointment, however, "we were impressed with our performance all the same, to have come that far in
the UEFA Cup. It&rsquo;s not easy for a first timer to get to the semi-final of such a big competition. It was painful losing
the way we did, but that&rsquo;s football. We had to accept it and look forward to another challenge. Life goes on." A
product of Golf Course Primary School, Aba and Government College, Umuahia, Uche says he&rsquo;s still the same
person who grew up in Aba. "When I go to Aba and meet some of my old friends; I relate with them as friends. I try to
talk to everybody the way we used to, even as some people may not be disposed to that, given the time lapse. But, I try
to interact with them as much as I can. I&rsquo;m still the same old person they used to know." Having enjoyed the best
of both Nigerian and European football, how would he compare the quality of coaches, especially with Amodu Shuaibu
now incharge of the Super Eagles? "Well, I must say that this is the first time I&rsquo;m meeting Amodu, the first time
I&rsquo;m training under him and I think he&rsquo;s a good coach. But I don&rsquo;t think its necessary to compare two
people, because each person has his own style and way of doing things. There&rsquo;s no point comparing two
different people."
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