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Thomas rewards Souness gamble 
Liverpool 1 Aston Villa 0  
A DESPERATE gamble paid off for Graeme Souness yesterday. For the first time 
this season, he picked a side that resembled the strongest available for Liverpool 
and he was rewarded with a one-goal win that established them as the clear 
favourites to lift the FA Cup on May 9.  
The goal that preserved Liverpool's realistic pursuit of honours was, appropriately, 
fashioned by all three of the players making a comeback who represented 
Souness's game of chance against Aston Villa.  
John Barnes and Ronnie Whelan, who created it, had in particular been out for so 
long that they were playing largely from memory.  
Michael Thomas had also been absent for five weeks but, on the same ground 
where he clinched the League championship for Arsenal three years ago, he 
applied the finishing touch.  
It earned them a semi-final against Portsmouth, the second division survivors, on 
April 5.  
``We knew we had to be at our best today,'' the Liverpool manager said, ``and we 
showed signs of that in the second half. We've had lots of problems and that is 
the first time we've fielded anything like our full team and I've always said we 
should be judged then.  
``I'm delighted to be in the semi-final and I'll be celebrating tonight. We now face 
Portsmouth, but we will not be taking them lightly. They have got through to the 
semi-finals and they deserve to be there. There's no doubt about that.''  
The stability of Whelan, which had been hidden for six months, the individual 
brilliance of Barnes, glimpsed only briefly, and the runs of Thomas have been 
missed by Liverpool.  
In one moment, midway through the second half, the combination unhinged Villa 
and won the quarter-final at Anfield. Whelan, restored to his role in front of the 
back four, gained possession and relayed it to Barnes. Crucially, he had been 
moved in from the flank, where he had been too isolated before the interval, 
although he admitted later that fatigue had by then begun to set in.  
His intentions might, he said, have otherwise been more introspective. 
``Normally, I might have gone for a dribble but my legs felt tired, so I just played 
the ball,'' Barnes said.  
In spite of the apparent weariness, the precision and timing of his pass for the 
galloping Thomas was perfect. In steering his shot around the stranded Spink, 
Thomas claimed his second goal for his new club and the first at Anfield since the 
momentous evening in 1989.  
It denied Villa, who would have claimed an equaliser and their own piece of 
history but for the instinctive reactions of Bruce Grobbelaar, in the Liverpool goal.  
Although Villa have won the trophy seven times, they have not reached the last 
four for 32 years. To break the sequence, their forwards had to be as efficient as 
in the previous away victories over Tottenham Hotspur, the holders, Derby 
County and Swindon Town. In brief, they were not.  
The aim of Richardson was wayward early on and Atkinson, another to re-emerge 
from a winter's hibernation, allowed Grobbelaar to spoil a potentially spectacular 
individual effort.  
After Venison had completed a couple of hurried clearances, the Liverpool 
goalkeeper protected their lead with a stunning save from Parker's firm drive.  
He did not, however, finish the tie unscathed. In scooping the ball away from the 
raised boot of Dalian Atkinson, Grobbelaar was inadvertently caught by a stud 
and, although he was able to continue after his gashed hand had been bandaged, 
he was later taken to hospital for further treatment.  
Villa's front line, almost wholly unproductive in the League (they have scored only 
twice in nine fixtures), was smothered by Nicol, Wright and, especially, by the 
gifted Jones. Switched to left back, the new England defender countered the 
speed of Daley, who was to be a dangerous threat which amounted to nothing.  
Their season is thus effectively over. Their manager, Ron Atkinson, felt that his 
side had done enough at least to merit a replay at Villa Park on Wednesday but he 
was let down once again by the impotence of his attack. He himself cannot 
fathom why it has suddenly lost all of its firepower.  
``We gave a tremendous account of ourselves and I think we deserved a draw but 
it was not to be,'' he said.  
Liverpool showed five changes from the inexperienced team that probably 
yielded their Uefa Cup place in Genoa last week. In spite of a header by Barnes 
and an inspired attempt by Saunders, they were initially not as effective as a unit 
but their cohesion grew and so did their belief.  
It promises to increase with the restoration of the one remaining missing piece, 
Rush, who could be back within a fortnight. The skeleton of the new stand, which 
towers above one side of the ground, is not the only sign of bigger and better 
things to come, albeit belatedly, at Anfield.  
 

 
More like old times as Souness gambles 
NEARLY all the old names were back at Anfield yesterday afternoon, and with 
them came fresh Merseyside hope (of the Red variety) that the season will end at 
Wembley and in triumph. Branco and Genoa were forgotten, erased by Barnes 
and Thomas who respectively engineered and scored the winning goal.  
The side that lost 2-0 in Italy was simply torn in two by Graeme Souness. He took 
a huge risk, certainly in terms of match fitness, by reintroducing Barnes, Whelan 
and Thomas. If Aston Villa had taken their chances, particularly in the first half, 
the Liverpool manager's gamble might have gone horribly wrong. But he got away 
with it.  
Barnes had twice, from free-kicks, almost nicked a goal with his speed of thought, 
but as the match progressed he faded, understandably. Then, just after 
Grobbelaar had lost the ball from a Staunton free-kick and survived, and Venison 
had made a vital tackle on Regis, Liverpool thrust forward again with Barnes 
suddenly delivering a superb pass for Thomas to stride on and score.  
Whelan, like Barnes short of pace but picking up the sort of bits and pieces that 
Liverpool have been throwing away for so much of the season, began the move 
and the second Barnes received the ball he picked up Thomas's ebullient run 
forward and timed his pass to perfection. Teale and McGrath, who rarely put a 
foot wrong between them, were left hopelessly stranded.  
If Thomas had missed, the Kop might never have forgiven him. Anfield still 
harbours a grudge against the man whose goal gave Arsenal the championship 
under their own noses in 1989. In fact it was his first goal at the ground since 
then. All may now be forgiven and forgotten.  
This was only the sixth time the two clubs had met in the FA Cup. Villa have won 
only one, in 1897, but there were numerous moments when their first win of the 
century was a breath away.  
With Regis, Atkinson, Daley and Yorke all playing, Ron Atkinson's intentions were 
clear. Liverpool were on the wobble and Villa were geared to give them the final 
push.  
Atkinson's belief was that if the openings did come Villa's way he had the gifted 
men to capitalise. But the chances were never clear-cut. Richardson volleyed wide 
early on after McGrath had flicked on a Parker throw, and a delightful piece of 
skill by Atkinson ended with Grobbelaar stretching hard to his left to push away 
the instant shot.  
Yet the best chance of the first half fell to Saunders who, having meandered to 
the left, darted inside, leaving McGrath on his backside. With nobody at his heels 
the Welshman moved forward, took careful aim and drifted his shot wide of 
Spink's left-hand post.  
As if to make amends Saunders, this time wide on the right, drove in a cross 
shortly after the interval which Thomas, again thundering in late, just failed to 
turn in at full stretch.  
It was obvious then that it was going to take something special to settle this tie.  
Yorke, who had scored in every previous round, was substituted not long after 
Thomas's goal and immediately Froggatt's injection of pace on the left brought 
fresh and real hope of an equaliser.  
Grobbelaar saved instinctively and well from Parker's volley and then Regis, who 
had a largely frustrating afternoon, sent Froggatt hurtling into a yawning gap on 
Liverpool's right. The youngster made for the line, glanced up to see Atkinson 
unmarked and skimmed the ball to his feet.  
In hindsight Froggatt will know well enough he hit the pass too hard; Atkinson, 
forced to stretch uncomfortably far, fizzed his shot wide. It was the last real 
chance Villa had, although Liverpool had to dig hard and deep as Villa strained 
everything in the final 15 minutes.  
But the experience that Liverpool have been short of for so much of this season 
was now available. There was defensive cover in abundance, with Whelan 
continuing to tidy up like a house-proud wife. If it was not quite the Liverpool of 
old, it was good enough, too good for Villa. But it was a damned close-run thing.  
Liverpool: Grobbelaar; Jones, Venison, Nicol, Whelan, Wright, Saunders, 
Houghton, Thomas (Molby, 85min), Barnes, McManaman (Rosenthal, 77).  
Aston Villa: Spink; Blake (Kubicki, h-t), Staunton, Teale, McGrath, Richardson, 
Daley, Parker, Regis, Atkinson, Yorke (Froggatt, 73).  
Referee: P Don (London). 

 


