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Title brings joy back to Anfield

Liverpool 2 QPR 1

MERSEYSIDE is at peace again. After the shame and remorse of Heysel and the
personal grief of Hillsborough, there was real joy to behold for the first time in
five years at Anfield on Saturday as Liverpool reclaimed the championship title
and stepped towards Europe's beckoning arms.

They might just as well have been winning the title for the first time as the
eighteenth, so enthusiastic were the celebrations of players and coaching staff. It
helped to explain their longevity as champions. Yet it is worth noting, if only for
the benefit of UEFA, that barely a single supporter trespassed on to the pitch to
join in. Victory like defeat last season to Arsenal was treated by the supporters
with typical good manners.

It was almost as if Liverpool felt that they had won back their dignity, irrespective
of whether or not it eventually receives Europe's official acknowledgement.
Kenny Dalglish, who celebrated as ecstatically as anyone, was clearly of the
opinion that it was not before time.

Asked if he relished the chance to return to Europe, he replied: *'I'm not bothered
really. We've won the League championship, and that's the most important thing.
We've qualified for the European Cup as champions of England. It is up to
administrators to decide whether they let us in."

Compared to the heart-stopping drama of last season's finish to the
championship, this one was relatively low-key. But the news and rumours of how
events were unfolding at Villa Park made for a fun finale, which might have
turned a shade embarrassing for Dalglish and his staff had Aston Villa scored
during Liverpool's premature lap of honour.

Nevertheless, Liverpool's tenth League title in 15 seasons was never in doubt,
from the moment Maddix tackled Nicol on the edge of the penalty area in the
64th minute and Mr Hart, the referee, pointed towards the spot. Television
indicated that the tackle was outside the box, but no one was quibbling, not even
Queen's Park Rangers.

“The team's had its critics, but we have had only one League defeat since
November, and that's one hell of a run," Hansen, their captain, said.

Hansen could also afford to joke about the team's defeat to Crystal Palace in the
FA Cup semi-final. "The lads are making a new record. It's called "We're Forever
Blowing Doubles'." For half an hour on Saturday, they were in danger of blowing
another title, never mind a double.

Wegerle, showing some clever skills, put Rangers ahead after 14 minutes, and had
Clarke's shot against the underside of the crossbar in the 32nd minute gone in,
instead of coming out, the championship race might have been protracted that bit
further.

But the ubiquitous Rush pulled Liverpool level with a timely goal five minutes
before half-time. Rangers made the mistake of affording Liverpool space in
midfield and Molby, Barnes and Nicol are not the kind of players to refuse it. It
seemed that Rush had, though, as the cross veered off his chest, but in a split-
second, he readjusted his sights, stretched out a foot and flashed the ball
between Seaman and the near post for his 25th goal of the season.

In the next minute, Rush was denied his 26th only by Seaman's outstretched foot
and Liverpool had assumed control in their inimitable way.

Barnes may have been allowed, a little fortuitously, a simple conversion from the
spot, but there could have been other match-winners, notably Rosenthal who
ought not to have drawn his first blank following five goals in three games.
LIVERPOOL: B Grobbelaar; G Hysen, D Burrows (sub: R Houghton), S Nicol, B
Venison, A Hansen (sub: G Gillespie), ] Molby, R Rosenthal, | Rush, J Barnes, S
McMahon.

QUEEN'S PARK RANGERS: D Seaman; D Bardsley, R Herrera, B Law, A McDonald, D
Maddix (sub: L Ferdinand), R Wilkins, J Channing, C Clarke, R Wegerle, A Sinton.
Referee: R Hart.
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Big fish yet to be weighed up on Euro scales

AN APT comment on Liverpool's 18th League championship would be to repeat
Graeme Souness's remark of 1984 after they had completed a hat-trick of titles
with an undistinguished goalless draw at Notts County. 'Maybe by our standards
we didn't deserve to win the League this time,' he said, 'but by everybody else's
standards we did.'

Two-and-a-half weeks later Souness captained Liverpool to a fourth European Cup
triumph, bearding Roma in their own den, albeit on penalties. The Heysel disaster
was still a year away and the underlying strength of Liverpool was such that few
doubted that the club's continued presence in Europe would enable them to
withstand the departure of Souness to Sampdoria.

The words of Souness came easily to mind on Saturday as Liverpool won the
championship for the 10th time in 15 seasons by beating Queen's Park Rangers 2-
1 while Aston Villa, their remaining challengers, were held 3-3 at home by
Norwich City.

Only Real Madrid can approach this level of success, with 10 Spanish titles in 16
seasons, but in each case you have to wonder about the overall strength of a First
Division which is so consistently dominated by one club.

Liverpool will not know how good their present team really are until they are
playing in Europe again. True, Sweden's Lennart Johansson declared on his recent
election as the new Uefa president that he would be in favour of setting aside the
additional three-year ban on Liverpool once the indefinite ban on English
participation has been lifted. But Johansson has since stated that this is a personal
view and not necessarily Uefa policy.

So Saturday's triumph had a finite feel about it. The big fish were kings of a
shrinking pond again, yet still unable to swim out to sea. Not that the afternoon
lacked melodrama. Running counterpoint to the plot at Anfield were the
extraordinary fluctuations of the game at Villa Park.

No sooner had Rosenthal lifted the ball over the QPR crossbar from five yards
than news came through that Rosario had brought the scores level 90 miles away.
The Villa game ended four minutes after the final whistle at Anfield, so the
Liverpool players stayed on the pitch acknowledging the cheers of their
supporters but not knowing if they had won the League or whether they would
still have to beat Derby at Anfield tomorrow evening to make sure.

Nothing will ever match the dramatic quality of last season's climax at Anfield,
when Arsenal snatched the championship, but Saturday's conclusion had a good
old-fashioned feel about it, not least because the scenario evolved naturally
without being subject to the television schedules.

Kenny Dalglish, the Liverpool manager, was very matter-of-fact. 'We won the title
because we have been the best team this season,' he said, 'and not because
Norwich held Aston Villa to a draw. If someone wants to help along the way we
are grateful but we don't expect it.'

Presumably Dalglish included Saturday's referee, Robbie Hart, from Darlington, in
his gratitude. Liverpool's winning goal arrived just past the hour courtesy of Hart's
decision to award them a penalty after Maddix appeared to trip Nicol outside the
area. Barnes's kick even went in off the foot of the right-hand post.

Not that Liverpool should really have needed an Anfield penalty to get three
points. They deserved their victory because of the way the attack settled down to
the basics of accurate passing and intelligent running during the last hour. But
QPR had taken an early lead, and nearly went further ahead when Clarke turned
inside Hansen and saw his shot rebound from the underside of the bar.

At that point Rangers were worth a two-goal lead. Their sweeper system had
survived the reorganisation forced on them by injuries to Parker and Sansom, and
the liveliness of Channing in midfield was causing Liverpool as many problems as
Barker, now injured, had done in the FA Cup.

Liverpool's defence, moreover, was looking as vulnerable at corners and free kicks
as it had done against Crystal Palace in the semi-finals. QPR's goal followed a
corner from Sinton which was flicked on by McDonald, Wegerle forcing the ball
over the line while confusion reigned.

In its way the departure of the injured Burrows after 20 minutes did Liverpool
more good than harm, for it allowed Nicol to switch to left-back from right-side
midfield and establish a link with Barnes which proved crucial to their recovery.
Five minutes before half-time the two exchanged passes before Nicol's centre
reached Rush at the far post. The narrowness of the angle from which Rush
hooked the ball in posed questions about Seaman's positioning, but it was still an
impressive finish.

One of the clues as to why Liverpool have managed to regain the title after a
season of fluctuating form and injuries lay in the influence of Molby, making only
his 15th League appearance. As Dalglish observed: 'Injuries are part of
professional football. The important thing is having the right depth of quality in
the squad.' And a bigger pond to swim in.

SCORERS: Liverpool: Rush (40min), Barnes (pen, 64). Queen's Park Rangers:
Wegerle (15).

Liverpool: Grobbelaar; Hysen, Burrows (Houghton, 20), Nicol, Venison, Hansen
(Gillespie, 56), Molby, Rosenthal, Rush, Barnes, McMahon.

Queen's Park Rangers: Seaman; Bardsley, Herrera, Law, McDonald, Maddix
(Doyle, 79), Wilkins, Channing, Clarke, Wegerley, Sinton.

Referee: R A Hart (Darlington).

Compiled by Graeme Riley
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Celebrations as Liverpool grab the title

LIVERPOOL 2 QPR 1. (4-4-2): Grobbelaar; Venison, Hysen, Hansen (sub: Gillespie
56min), Burrows (sub: Houghton 20min); Nicol, Molby, McMahon, Barnes; Rush,
Rosenthal.

QPR 1(1-4-3-2): Seaman; McDonald; Bardsley, Law, Maddix (sub: Ferdinand
79min), Herrera; Channing, Wilkins, Sinton; Clarke, Wegerle. Goals: Wegerle
(15min) 0-1; Rush (42min) 1-1; Barnes (pen 62min) 2-1. Weather: fair. Ground:
firm. Referee: R A Hart (Darlington).

LIVERPOOL won their 18th championship yesterday, and the manner of their
victory over Queen's Park Rangers, was significant they deserved to win, but they
needed a good deal of luck to do it. Over the season, they have unquestionably
been the best side in the championship; a championship which, to tell the bitter
truth, has largely been a desert of boredom and ineptitude.

Liverpool, at their best, rather than on such dismal occasions as their semi-final
defeat by Crystal Palace, have been an honourable exception to this bleak rule.
They have stuck to their passing game, and when it works, as it did for long
periods in the second half yesterday, it can be both a delight and a danger to any
opposition. But their bluff, it could also be said, has been called. In defence they
were never as solid as they used to be. In particular, the pairing of a couple of old,
slow warhorses like Hysen and Hansen was always potentially disastrous.

Add to this their peculiar vulnerability at set pieces, which cost them the opening
goal yesterday, and here is a team which has probably been paid greater respect
by the opposition than it has been entitled to.

Rangers, very substantially weakened by the absence of their sweeper, the
English international, Paul Parker, and their energetic midfielder, Barker,
surprisingly dominated the early play with Wegerle sparkling.

Wegerle it was who scored the goal after an in-swinging corner from the right by
Sinton had been knocked on by McDonald, the sweeper, at the near post.

It is also worth mentioning the move which produced the corner; the lively,
promising Channing ran from a deep position, beating first Barnes, and then
Hansen.

An extremely fortunate miss prevented Liverpool from falling a couple of goals
behind, 13 minutes from the interval. Seaman, who would distinguish himself
with a number of fine saves, fouled Beardsley.

The right-back, reliable and adventurous, launched Clarke with an inspired ball.
Again, the Liverpool defence was found wanting. Clarke, however, smashed the
ball against the underside of the bar, and Liverpool had providently escaped.They
were able to get back into the game and equalise just three minutes from the
break.

Nicol, who had been switched from midfield to left-back when Burrows had to go
off, exchanged passes with Barnes, and sent over an excellent cross which Rush
controlled and banged it, right-footed on the far post.

This was Rush at his very best, but it has been a spotty season for him, in spite of
all his goals, and he was to miss quite badly almost at once, when Rosenthal and
Barnes released him. There was only Seaman to beat, but the goalkeeper saved
with his feet. Rush has not been the same since he returned from Juventus, but
then, he has not had the same kind of service from midfield he used to get before
he left for Italy. Rosenthal has been an inspiration and a godsend to Liverpool
since his late arrival, galvanising what looked a weary, flagging team. But
Rosenthal is essentially, stoop-shouldered, powerful and penetrative as he is, one
of football's pirates. It is a little hard, for all his attributes, to fit him into a team
pattern. In a word, he maraudes, and yesterday not always to the best effect. In
the second half he gave Rush a pretty pass, and Rush's shot brought a magnificent
save from Seaman.

But twice, Rosenthal himself should have scored once when McMahon sent him
through and his control was inadequate; once in the last minutes when he banged
his shot over the bar from point-blank range. In the second half, McMahon and
Molby, a benign influence on the team since his return, dominated play. Wilkins,
the old soldier has slowly faded away, and Wegerle was no longer tormenting the
Liverpool defence. That Liverpool should have needed a penalty to win the match
was a little ironic. They could and should have got several goals. As it was, after 17
minutes of the second period, a nicely built move saw the ball flow from Molby to
McMahon, on to Rush, and from him across the box to Nicol. There was no real
need for Maddix to bring him down, but that was what he did (inside or outside
the box?) and Rush dispatched the penalty.

| wrote the other day, in the words of a sour, old schoolmaster: “"In the country of
the blind, the one-eyed man is king; this accounts for his position as Viceroy."

| still feel that Aston Villa come into this category; that they should have scored
three goals yesterday must be something of a wonder to those of us who sat and
suffered through their last two home games. They may have been second best,
but it was second best in a particularly impoverished field.

As for Liverpool, their championship victory may console them for their
humiliating defeat by Crystal Palace in the Cup. Had Rosenthal been playing that
day, no doubt Liverpool would not have gone down. He would probably have
saved them as he shortly afterwards did when they brought him on as substitute
at Highbury.

Liverpool, however, were lucky, if enterprising, to pull Rosenthal out of the hat.
By the end of the season, how badly they needed him.
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