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Blackburn close gap but fail to show title credentials

Rovers 2 Liverpool 0

TWO weeks ago Kevin Keegan counselled caution after Blackburn beat Newcastle
United to cut Manchester United's lead to seven points. 'l wouldn't get carried
away and call it a race just yet," he said.

After Blackburn had beaten Liverpool on Saturday to cut the lead to four points
there could no longer be any argument. Blackburn may be getting their points
without approaching United's style, but they are getting them and the race is on.
On Saturday, as against Newcastle, they struggled to come to terms with both the
conditions, a strong, swirling wind doing little for the game, and an unfamiliar
formation. With Warhurst, Newell and Gallacher all injured, Kenny Dalglish
elected to play Shearer on his own up front. It was not a success, as the manager
admitted.

"I think the biggest problem was my decision to play a different way," Dalglish
said. “'But fortunately the lads got me out of trouble and did themselves proud."
Blackburn won their tenth successive home Premiership match, again without
playing well, which is said to be the mark of champions.

“You're talking about Blackburn as a real threat to Manchester United, and we
weren't overrun at any stage," Roy Evans, the Liverpool manager, said. In spite of
having the better chances, Liverpool did not score; but they did defend badly.
Ruddock and Wright frequently gave the way away in dangerous situations.
Ruddock combined booming 50-yard passes with attempts at subtlety which
foundered badly, and Wright was hardly better.

But they were not the only culprits. Barnes's performance recalled his unhappy
days in an England shirt tentative, lacking in confidence and getting rid of the ball
as quickly as possible.

Yet for all Liverpool's failings, Blackburn got their result as much by willpower as
football. They went ahead after 17 minutes as Berg's long ball over the top
released Ripley, and Wilcox arrived at the far post to turn in his low cross. But in
spite of having the perfect start, Blackburn failed to assert themselves as they
tried to come to terms with their unfamiliar formation.

Dalglish made some strategic changes to give the lonely Shearer some company
and it paid off almost immediately, Sherwood moving through to grab the second
goal as Liverpool's defenders again sold the pass cheaply. From that moment
Manchester United could feel Blackburn coming up on the rails and they still have
to visit Ewood Park.

BLACKBURN ROVERS (4-5-1): T Flowers H Berg, D May, K Moran (sub: C Hendry,
45 min), G Le Saux S Ripley, T Sherwood, N Marker, D Batty, ] Wilcox A Shearer.
LIVERPOOL (4-4-2): D James R Jones, M Wright, N Ruddock, J Dicks S
McManaman, J Redknapp, R Whelan, J Barnes | Rush, N Clough (sub: M Walters,
79).

Referee: G Ashby.

guardian
Rovers avoid the big issue
WILL THEY, won't they? Can they, can't they? Blackburn's supporters wanted to
savour this win before debating the big issue of whether they will catch
Manchester United, now four points ahead with a game in hand and 12 to play.
Long before the end they were chanting gleefully: ‘We're beating t' Scousers two-
nil', as though they could hardly believe it themselves. It was strange to hear a
crowd so boisterously vociferous in a part of the world where blowing your own
trumpet, unless you are in the works' brass band, does not come easily.
It was a topsy-turvy sort of day all round, beginning, as it did, with Roy Evans, the
Liverpool manager, saying Blackburn were now 'the benchmark' for Liverpool,
after Liverpool's years of domination under the current Blackburn manager Kenny
Dalglish.
On top of that, here were four England squad members in blue shirts - Flowers, Le
Saux, Batty and Shearer - while only Jones has been called up for the Reds.
But, if the crowd had much to shout about, Dalglish was typically and drearily
playing the chances of pipping United close to his chest. 'This is show business,'
somebody said before the start. More Hamlet than Open The Box. A bit of hype
would not hurt.
Perhaps we should conclude that Blackburn are not that confident. For while
arithmetically the gap between United and Rovers is narrowing, in football terms
it looked wider on Saturday than for some time. Dalglish even conceded his side
'were a little bit fortunate' to take the three points.
He did not, as had been expected in the wake of Gallacher's broken leg, bring
back either Warhurst or Newell, both recovering from injury, to partner Shearer,
who has not scored in the last four games, his longest spell without a goal since
joining Blackburn.
Blackburn's opener came from Wilcox's tap-in after quarter of an hour, before
Liverpool got their act together. When they did, they kept possession and created
chances with more conviction than of late.
Scoring was a different matter. Barnes, from six yards at the near post, blasted a
glorious chance wide; Redknapp headed against the inside of the post; and
Clough's long-range effort brought the save of the match from Flowers. If only the
chances had fallen to Rush. If only young Fowler was fit.
Their defence was also found wanting. In the 66th minute Shearer knocked down
a pass to Wilcox, who in turn put Sherwood through a bemused Liverpool back
line. James, again deputising for the injured Grobbelaar, was well beaten by his
thumping drive.
Blackburn, untypically, were not much better organised. They introduced Hendry,
out for eight matches with a knee injury, when Moran went off with a pulled
hamstring at half-time. His comeback could strengthen Dalglish's hand in the
coming weeks, as might the return of Warhurst, already playing reserve games,
and Newell.
SCORERS: Blackburn Rovers: Wilcox (16min), Sherwood (66).
Blackburn Rovers: Flowers; Berg, May, Moran (Hendry, h-t), Le Saux, Ripley, Batty,
Sherwood, Wilcox, Marker, Shearer.
Liverpool: James; Jones, Wright, Ruddock, Dicks, McManaman, Redknapp,
Whelan, Barnes, Rush, Clough (Walters, 79).
Referee: G Ashby (Worcester).
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Dalglish wide-boys narrowing the gap

A touch of Kenny Dalglish canniness helped to overturn his old mates from
Liverpool.

Three Premiership points keep Blackburn in touch with the top of the table as well
as a step closer to European football next season.

With Blackburn's England quartet all showing fine form and Manchester United
losing it seemed that Ewood Park was surrounded by happiness on a cold, bright
day.

Easter and the April 2 visit of United cannot come quickly enough for Blackburn.
Dalglish said his tactics had been forced on him because of injury. But the decision
to take on the Liverpool defenders with two wide men, Stuart Ripley and Jason
Wilcox, leaving Alan Shearer to prowl alone in the middle, paid the ultimate
dividend in the 17th minute.

Direction

Liverpool left-back Julian Dicks was out of position as Blackburn goalkeeper Tim
Flowers bowled a short clearance to the Norwegian Henning Berg. He lobbed the
ball forward over Ronnie Whelan who was covering for Dicks and into the path of
Ripley. This boy is greyhound fast and he was away, crossing swift and low for
Wilcox to arrive at the far post to score with Liverpool wondering where he had
sprung from.

An injury to centre-half Kevin Moran meant a major reshuffle and a change of
direction but the damage to Liverpool had been done.

Dalglish was delighted. He said: "For any club that beats Liverpool it is a
tremendous achievement. We are gratified that we got something out of the
game. We were fortunate to win 2-0. Perhaps they might feel they should have
had something out of the game. Any problem to do with our performance was
mainly to do with me having to ask them to play a different way because of the
personnel available. The players deserve the credit. All we can do is be in a
position to take maximum benefit if somebody else slips up."

Under new manager Roy Evans' desire to go back to the old Anfield ways there
was plenty of hard work and honesty from the men in red. As Evans said: "If you
miss chances and defend poorly you can't expect to get anything. Blackburn are a
big threat to Manchester United. And as they get closer the more they will put
pressure on United."

All Liverpool lacked was a taker of chances. John Barnes missed the target when
Steve McManaman put him in at the far post. Then McManaman headed over,
while Flowers produced a splendid save when he stopped a dipping shot from
Nigel Clough.

There was imagination, too, as Liverpool began to improvise promisingly in the
second half. They should have equalised after 61 minutes when Jamie Redknapp
met Rob Jones' cross unhindered but put his header straight at Flowers.

It was the reminder Blackburn needed. Four minutes later they swept out of their
own half. Liverpool were struggling to get back as Wilcox came inside, cut out
Shearer and found Tim Sherwood who scored with a low right-footer.
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Rovers finally gain ground

BLACKBURN 2 (Wilcox 17, Sherwood 65) - LIVERPOOL 0

(4-5-1): Flowers; Berg, May, Moran (Hendry 45min), Le Saux; Ripley, Batty,
Sherwood, Marker, Wilcox; Shearer.

(4-4-2): James; Jones, Wright, Ruddock, Dicks; McManaman, Redknapp, Whelan,
Barnes; Clough (Walters 79min), Rush.

1-0 Ripley's low, early cross found Wilcox at the far post and he drove in.

2-0 Wilcox and Shearer to Sherwood, who drove a 15-yard shot beyond James's
reach.

Booked: Sherwood (50min); Whelan (55min); Le Saux (61min).

Weather: sunny & cold. Ground: yielding. Referee: G Ashby (Worcester).

Shaking a leg or two: Shearer, Blackburn's England striker, attempts to wrest the
ball away from a precarious-looking looking Dicks Hugh Routledge

BLACKBURN'S impossible dream, which took a jolt at Norwich and Arsenal, is alive
again. This was not a classic performance but a goal in each half, from Wilcox and
Sherwood, plus news of Chelsea's heroics, was enough to send most of the crowd
home happy.

For Liverpool, though, there was more pain as far too often they defended like a
collection of strangers.

Blackburn, despite Kenny Dalglish's keenness to create a squad rather than just a
team, are still short of a fully-fit partner for Shearer. So Dalglish opted for a 4-5-1
formation. It worked fitfully and Blackburn only looked really happy late on as
they reverted to near their normal shape.

They now have a two-week break from football, before they begin a run-in, the
climax of which will be Manchester United's visit to Ewood on April 2. But
whatever happens, Blackburn are set fair for Europe, a prize for Jack Walker, who
has spent Pounds 40m on building a new team and a new ground.

Dalglish included Sherwood, Hendry and Newell, all recovered from injury, in his
squad. Sherwood made the 11, replacing Gallacher, who broke his leg at Arsenal.
That was Blackburn's one change. Roy Evans, Liverpool's manager, relegated
Walters to substitute and brought in Clough.

Blackburn began with just Shearer up front and with three men in their midfield.
Among the many decisions Evans has to make is whether to play Clough in
midfield or up front and whether Barnes still has the pace to run the left wing, or
whether, at 30, he should have a holding role.

The answers here were for Clough to start alongside Rush, but to drop back into
the hole from time to time, and for Barnes to forage down the left.

Le Saux was the first player to show, with two raids down his flank, but when
Dicks went forward himself, for a free kick, the result was disaster and a
Blackburn goal.

Whelan lost the ball and when Berg hoisted it forward down the flank, there was
an empty acre where Dicks should have been. Ripley profited, centred low to the
far post where Wilcox shot in confidently.

Liverpool's team-play and defending, though, will have made their coaches
shudder. After being out of the action, Clough made three interventions in the
run-in to half-time, any of which could have brought an equaliser. First his clever
short pass released McManaman, who centred, and Barnes, at the far post,
should have done better than to hook the ball behind.

Next Clough unexpectedly unleashed an angled shot at Flowers's top corner and
the goalkeeper had to save acrobatically. And finally, Clough fed Rush, who
released McManaman, who shot over he, too, should have done better.

So Liverpool had as many chances as Blackburn in a first half of only medium
quality. Moran, 38 next month, looked sprightly enough, but took a knock and did
not appear after the break.

Batty had been demonstrating one of his virtues: unlike so many modern
midfielders, he seldom gives the ball away. But when he had the chance to send
Shearer down the middle, perhaps for 2-0, he fluffed it.

Like Batty, the other four England men Flowers, Le Saux, Shearer, and Jones were
all having sharp enough matches, even though the success McManaman was
getting down Liverpool's right was making Le Saux sweat. Le Saux, indeed, was
cautioned for fouling McManaman, following Sherwood and Whelan, two other
sinners, into the book.

Towards the hour Liverpool began to pass the ball like the Liverpool of old and
they did enough to deserve an equaliser. That almost came when, after six or
seven passes, McManaman centred across goal. And Liverpool were desperately
unlucky when, from Jones, Redknapp headed against the inside of a post and the
ball rebounded clear.

The only end product of this Liverpool enterprise was, alas for them, a Blackburn
breakaway and a second goal. Again it was Wilcox at the heart of things, going
down the middle.

TheObserver

Long and winding road for Evans.

Blackburn Rovers 2

Wilcox 17, Sherwood 65

Liverpool 0

Att: 20,831

MEMO to Roy Evans from K. Dalglish: It's tough at the top. Liverpool's new
manager is finding his new road a hard one to travel. This was his third successive
away defeat since taking over from Graeme Souness, but the cruel irony was that
it was probably the best performance he has witnessed.

With Manchester United losing at home, Blackburn were able to make valuable
ground on the leaders, though when this match is dissected in the next few days,
they will be wondering how they did it.

Liverpool dominated for long periods, giving Blackburn an object lesson in how to
retain and utilise possession and patiently setting up a succession of chances. Had
just one or two of them fallen to Rush, instead of the culpably profligate Barnes,
McManaman and Redknapp, Liverpool might have been celebrating three points.
Instead, it was left to Blackburn to demonstrate the paramount importance of
clinical finishing. The home side created only a couple of clear-cut scoring
chances, and accepted both. It wasn't even the deadly Shearer at work, either,
but two of Blackburn's more occasional goal-scorers in Wilcox and Sherwood.
Liverpool had only themselves to blame for the first goal. The teams were still
feeling each other out when McManaman won a free-kick on the edge of the
Blackburn penalty area and Ruddock and Dicks went forward to try their luck.
When Blackburn cleared the danger and immediately launched Ripley on a right-
wing counter-attack, there was predictably no one at home in the Liverpool
defence. The winger was able to go all the way to the goal-line before eliminating
James and the stranded Wright with a precision cross which left Wilcox a simple
tap-in.

Ripley, popping up all round to camouflage the absence of the injured Gallacher,
almost found Sherwood with another cross, but after 37 minutes a dangerous
centre from McManaman presented Barnes with Liverpool's best chance to date.
All too briefly, an open goal beckoned, but Barnes had only a fraction of the time
Wilcox had been given, and he stabbed a shot the wrong side of the post. In the
minutes remaining before the interval, however, Clough found time to test
Flowers's reactions and McManaman missed two excellent chances.

The second half brought more of the same, with Clough inches away from a
McManaman cross and finally Redknapp heading against a post when scoring
looked easier.

That was the culmination of almost 20 minutes of solid Liverpool pressure, but
when Blackburn crossed the half-way line for the first time in the second half,
Wilcox fed Shearer and the striker unselfishly stood aside for Sherwood to drill a
low shot past James. There was no way back for Liverpool, and Ewood spent the
rest of the game tuned in to events at Old Trafford.
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