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Introduction

Think about the greatest games you have seen.

Now ask yourself this: how often have you watched them again in full?

I do not mean edited highlights, or montages of clips reminding you of decisive actions. I am talking about frame by frame, so you can look beyond the elation, or perhaps despair, of the outcome.

It is surprising how few of us do so.

We can reel off a list of celebrated games that mean more to us than others, but we focus on our favourite sequences – the goals, the saves, the tackles, the final whistle and the trophy lifts. We savour the emotional impact. These sensations are impossible to recreate once the sporting battle is over and we know how a story ended. There is an adrenalin rush that comes with uncertainty.

I believe the general reluctance to sit through an entire match we have already seen is partially a psychological response to those experiences, in football or any sport, that we cherish the most.

When I was playing for Liverpool, I made a habit of re-examining our ninety-minute performance a couple of hours after the final whistle. I was often awake until the early hours, assessing what went well and where there was room for improvement. But that was all about preparation for the next match.

It is amazing how many players I have spoken to during the course of writing this book who say they are wary about rewatching their greatest games because it might challenge, or even undermine, their recollections.

When we win, we want to carefully preserve our preferred snapshots, our euphoric feelings guided by the instant post-match memories conveyed in the reports, broadcasts and pitchside interviews. Our reminiscences and anecdotes are influenced by these first drafts of history. In victory, even the worst performances are rendered meaningless. So often, we think the most illuminating recollections are shared by ex-players long after the event because in the midst of our professional careers we do not always get the chance to absorb the scale of an achievement. No sooner is the medal around the neck than the next fixture or competition is upon us.

In defeat, the reluctance to revisit a bad memory is easier to understand, even if you gave the performance of your career and suffered an unlucky or undeserved loss.

Many chronicles of the greatest games focus on the winners. I was keen wherever possible to see these games from a losers’ perspective too, and discover what effects, if any, agonizing defeats had on players and their careers.

The starting point for this book was to reassess many of the games which left the deepest impression on me as a fan, player and pundit, and compare how my perception, and indeed that of those who featured so prominently, mirrored the reality.

I wanted to give other classic encounters my Sky Sports Monday Night Football treatment, offering a thorough tactical analysis of coaching set-ups and individual performances – some of which may have been overlooked or certainly underplayed at the time – and then discussing my observations with the players and coaches involved.

Many of the games are so famous they have had numerous books written about them, but by rewatching in full I wanted to bring a level of insight which may not have been available at the time, certainly in the 1980s when live televised football was infrequent.

The more games I examined, the more some of my preconceptions were challenged. Assumptions about fixtures such as the 1999 Champions League final, England’s 5-1 win over Germany in 2001, and even my finest two hours – Istanbul in 2005 – demanded varying degrees of reassessment, in some cases prompting a U-turn.

One important point to emphasize is that the greatest games in this book have not been selected because I consider them the best ever played. Nor are they presented in order, to represent ascending quality or importance. I am aware there are notable omissions, especially some of the most celebrated international performances, which I would love to revisit in the future.

Some matches, like Everton’s 1985 European Cup Winners’ Cup semi-final victory over Bayern Munich, have been picked because of their personal meaning. Others were chosen because I consider them to be defining of a particular era, offering an opportunity to recognize innovative coaching methods and place them in their historical context.

Inevitably, there are more games featuring Liverpool than any other team as I have followed the trajectory of the club over the last thirty years. The Liverpool games selected thread Kenny Dalglish’s classic side amid the trauma and shockwaves of the Hillsborough disaster in 1989 into the challenges of the 1990s, and on into the post-millennium European revival led by Gérard Houllier and Rafa Benítez, which laid the foundations for Jürgen Klopp’s recent renaissance. For sixteen of those years I was a Liverpool player.

As with my accompanying Greatest Game podcast, discussions with contributors led to broader conversations about players’ careers and how they and the side they are most associated with are remembered.

When sitting in my living room watching these games, the evolution of football punditry and commentary through the decades also became a source of fascination. How we view the sport has been revolutionized. Since football was first broadcast, the greatest games have become associated with the greatest single lines of commentary. I believe fans have more of an understanding of the game than ever since the Premier League began to be beamed into our homes on a weekly basis in 1992.

I started work on this book shortly before the Covid-19 pandemic paused the world as we knew it, football’s brief absence collateral damage in the fight against the virus. I was among the millions with a sense of loss when the live action stopped, but while football and those who love the game tried to deal with unprecedented circumstances, there was one sector of our sport which thrived.

The nostalgia industry.

Fans, players and media found comfort in the past. Nothing could have been more demonstrative of how we cherish our shared football experiences, whether we were on the pitch, watching in the stands, spilling our pints viewing giant screens, or leaping around living rooms.

The greatest games reconnect us to signposts in our lives, whether the journey is from the German Black Forest to Anfield, a short tube ride from London’s East End to Wembley, or from my childhood home in Bootle to the Atatürk Stadium in Turkey.

I would love readers to do as I did upon completing each chapter, to hunt down and rewatch my selections in their entirety to see if you agree with my conclusions and feel as immersed in the action when identifying the tactical evolutions over the last three decades.

My choices are so well known you will already be aware of the final scenes in these chapters. I hope my guide will offer greater clarity as to how and why they played out the way they did.

Jamie Carragher
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‘The Champions League victory gave us the final proof we needed to be winners’

– Jürgen Klopp






LIVERPOOL’S RESTORATION TO THE PINNACLE of English and European football under Jürgen Klopp began on the aptly named Hope Street.

Directly opposite the city’s prestigious Philharmonic Hall and within a well-directed set-play of the Everyman Theatre – the breeding ground for many of Merseyside’s finest playwrights, poets and artists – lie the plush rooms and suites providing Klopp and his players with an HQ before Anfield fixtures.

The Hope Street Hotel is where Klopp signed the contract to become Liverpool’s manager in 2015, and it offered him the stage from which in 2019 he delivered his most inspirational vocal performance yet. Only twice in European Cup history – Greece’s Panathinaikos in 1971 and Barcelona in 1986 – had a team come from three or more goals down after the first leg of a semi-final to progress to the final. On the afternoon of the second leg of the Champions League semi-final against Barcelona, Klopp’s impassioned speech in the pre-match team meeting convinced his players they could become the third side to do so, defy expectations and overturn their 3-0 deficit against Spain’s newly crowned champions.

‘Because it is you, it is not impossible,’ Klopp assured his squad.

Listening attentively to the manager’s persuasive address was captain Jordan Henderson. ‘For me, the manager’s team talk started everything for us that day,’ he told me. ‘He has the ability to say the right thing at the right time. The motivation, getting us in the right frame of mind, and the confidence he built by what he told us and how he said it is why we performed so well.’

Klopp’s intention was to inject belief and fearlessness. ‘The plan was to jump in Barcelona’s face from the first second, so if we failed, we failed in our own way,’ the manager explained during our discussion about the subsequent victory. ‘We had nothing to lose that night. We wanted to make Barcelona uncomfortable from the first kick. And that is what we did.

‘So far in my life, it is the greatest game I was ever part of, and one of the greatest ever, for sure. Maybe it was not against the Barcelona of Xavi [Hernández] and [Andrés] Iniesta, but they were good enough to win the competition and good enough to beat us. But not good enough to beat the team they faced at Anfield that night.’

When embarking on the venture to analyse this and the ten other acclaimed fixtures in this book, I thought it useful to ask Klopp how he defines a truly great game.

‘Drama,’ he replied. ‘What stays longer in the memory of all the people involved is when the drama is there. The great games in history have a story. What is the situation before the game? What are the chances for both teams to win? You were part of a few as well. I am sure at least one is in this book!’

The drama we crave can have many themes.

There is nothing more thrilling than an unlikely comeback such as those enacted by Manchester United and Liverpool in the Champions League finals of 1999 and 2005.

There are those matches which become classics through flawless performance in the grandest sporting theatres, such as Barcelona winning the European Cup at Wembley in 2011.

Then there are games which supply an adrenalin rush like that which I experienced as a schoolboy Evertonian in 1985 watching Howard Kendall overcome Bayern Munich in the bearpit atmosphere of Goodison Park – an evening in which audience participation played a critical role.

Some games are memorable because of an almost comical imperfection, such as the slapstick defending when Liverpool defeated Newcastle United 4-3 in 1996.

And, perhaps most dramatically, there are the unforgettable twists, as was the case with Manchester City, fearing they had fluffed their lines until the final seconds of the 2011/12 title race – a modern revival of Arsenal’s achievement in similar circumstances against Liverpool twenty-three years earlier.

Liverpool v. Barcelona in May 2019 absorbs elements of all of the above.

‘A lot of what makes a game great has to do with expectation,’ Klopp continued. ‘In our case, no one thought we would have a chance. Playing against a team like Barcelona and being 3-0 down? Winning that is not easily done, eh? But most important of all in any great game comes the performance. You cannot have the drama without that. It will not be a great game if the players do not show up. The performance must be really good.’

A couple of sub-plots can help too, and Liverpool were grudgingly well supplied with those before this second leg, their defeat in the Nou Camp six days earlier one of many setbacks which made their triumph through adversity carry extra meaning.

Two of their feared three-man strike force, Mohamed Salah (suffering from concussion) and Roberto Firmino (in treatment for a groin strain), were unavailable. Two of Barcelona’s, Luis Suárez and Philippe Coutinho, were former Liverpool players.

Liverpool’s recent past was of being lauded runners-up. Klopp had already lost three finals with Liverpool, including the 2018 Champions League final, and his last six as a manager. Club owners Fenway Sports Group had celebrated one trophy since their buyout on 15 October 2010 – the 2012 League Cup under Kenny Dalglish – but lost a League Cup final, FA Cup final, Europa League final and Champions League final. They also narrowly missed out on the Premier League title under Brendan Rodgers in 2014 in excruciating circumstances, conceding advantage to Manchester City in game 36 of 38.

The nearly-men reputation was heading for a painful upgrade when, twenty-four hours before Barcelona’s visit, Manchester City denied Liverpool again, defeating Leicester City 1-0 to go one point ahead of Klopp’s side in the Premier League with one match remaining.

Despite amassing 97 points, Klopp’s side would claim the most unwanted accolade in English football – a record-breaking second place having lost only one of their thirty-eight games.

‘I was feeling angry,’ said Henderson, wounded by all those close ‘failures’. ‘I don’t know if that is the right feeling, but it was how I felt. It was because of what happened in the first leg in Spain, and then the night before the second leg. We all thought Leicester could get something against City and then [Vincent] Kompany scores from something like 40 yards and it is like, “fuckin’ ’ell”. But there was no sense of anyone around the squad feeling flat when we got together the next morning. Whatever happened we knew playing Barcelona at Anfield was a huge game which does not happen often, so we were ready to make the most of it. I thought our chance of getting through was more difficult than completely gone.’

What gave Liverpool confidence was the misfortune of that 3-0 reverse in Spain. ‘We all felt we had played reasonably well in Barcelona and that the score did not really reflect the match,’ Liverpool’s chairman Tom Werner told me. ‘You know football better than me, but it was a lopsided outcome to the play on the pitch. I remember hearing José Mourinho say he would not give a penny for Liverpool’s chances going into that second leg, but the pace of our play was so relentless and determined. So, while I would not say I was feeling confident, I was not gloomy because of how well we were playing.’

That is why Klopp was adamant the situation was retrievable. ‘After the first leg of a European tie, when you win 3-0 it is a great result and if you lose 3-0 it is an absolutely rubbish result,’ the coach said. ‘But each day you get closer to the next game, the 3-0 does not feel that good any more and the side losing does not feel it is so bad any more, because there is still a chance. So we took away two important things from the first game. We felt better and Barcelona knew it would have been better for them if they had scored a fourth goal. You could see it in their reaction when [Ousmane] Dembélé did not score the fourth at the very end.’

Klopp was referring to a critical final act in the Nou Camp in the sixth minute of injury-time when, in a frantic attempt to score an away goal, Liverpool goalkeeper Alisson Becker saw his manager encouraging him to run the length of the pitch to challenge for a corner-kick. This is what you normally expect in the closing seconds of a second leg or final. Fortunately, Alisson did not complete the trip, so when Barcelona broke clear and Dembélé had the easiest chance to make it 4-0, he still had a keeper to beat, shooting tamely at the Brazilian.

‘Yeah, it was good he did not listen,’ said Klopp of his number 1. ‘It was not a real idea. It was a reflex decision. We thought, “Shall we give it a try?” Because at 3-1, to score one more goal, all the negative feelings of a big margin are deleted.

‘To be honest, that was not my biggest mistake of the night. It was using Bobby Firmino as a substitute [after 79 minutes]. All the information I had was he was fit, but he was not ready, so we lost him for the second game, and then lost Mo [Salah] in the next game at Newcastle.

‘On top of that, our biggest problem before the second game was this was still Barcelona.’

With the title still at stake, Klopp could not preserve his players’ energy during the weekend trip to the north-east which preceded Barça’s visit. Barça, confirmed as Spanish champions ten days earlier, rested all eleven of their first-choice starting XI for their match with Celta Vigo three days before the second leg.

But as kick-off neared for the return, there was one measure of influence Barça could not control. Liverpool rallying cries inspire the fans as much as the players.

‘You never know with Anfield,’ said Henderson. ‘With our crowd, there is always the sense something big will happen.’

I have heard many attempts to downplay the relevance of Anfield’s support. There are often sneering suggestions it is a myth sustained by Liverpool fans’ self-adulation more than a reality, especially when away supporters occasionally out-sing The Kop during low-key, early-afternoon Premier League fixtures.

If the level between the two sides is vast, or the crowd is not ‘up for it’, the famed Anfield atmosphere can be neutralized. There are countless examples of teams outplaying Liverpool at Anfield. But when the skill level is equal or not so big, and The Kop brings its ‘A’ game, the environment undoubtedly affects outcomes.

You only have to see the results when the quality and vigour on and off the pitch are coordinated to realize where the hype comes from.

‘People in America ask me what the Anfield experience is like on nights like that [against Barcelona]. I say there is nothing like it,’ said Tom Werner. ‘I had been to a few matches in London, but not Anfield [before becoming Liverpool chairman]. When I was there in our first year of ownership for games against Wigan and West Bromwich Albion, people would say to me, “Wait until you have a big midweek game in European football.”’

English rivals can cover their eyes and ears as much as they wish, but this is true.

Is it the greatest atmosphere in world football? I could not impartially declare that. I am sure there are stadiums across Europe and in South America where supporters are as noisy or intimidating. But they cannot be more influential.

Independent of the noise level, I always felt we had an often overlooked but immediate and obvious advantage. Anfield is quite small. Although the stadium has been regularly upgraded since its construction in 1884 and hosts 55,000 fans, its compactness has never been compromised. The layout lends itself to a cage fight, with supporters so close to the action they can stare into the players’ eyes, unlike the Nou Camp, Old Trafford or the San Siro which seem vast in comparison. Lengthwise, the pitch dimensions of Anfield (110 yards by 75 yards) make it as confined as any elite stadium. The Nou Camp measures in at 115 yards by 74 yards according to the official statistics, although when I played there in the 2001 UEFA Cup semi-final, our manager Gérard Houllier told us it had been widened to suit Barça’s playing style. Manchester United used to make the same observation when at the Nou Camp for Champions League ties.

Whatever the precise measurements, Anfield seems much tighter compared to most top Premier League and European settings.

Even when being driven to the ground, there is a feeling of enclosure as the team coach carefully manoeuvres down the narrow streets and past the rows of terraced housing to the entrance. For those seeing it for the first time it must look like such an anomaly, as if a futuristic, otherworldly mothership has landed in the neighbourhood. Visually, the contrast is striking and stirring, somehow simultaneously contemporary and vintage.

Psychologically, that makes as big a difference as the crowd’s partisanship, creating a sense of claustrophobia which those unfamiliar with the arena struggle with. Even the greatest players.

Wayne Rooney used to tell me he never felt he had any time on the ball when playing at Anfield, the combination of an oppressive, baying crowd, motivated opponents and little space to play having a smothering effect.

As a Liverpool player, we deliberately set out to make our pitch feel squeezed for visitors unaccustomed to the venue’s quirkiness. They could be a couple of goals down before they adjusted. In the 2019 semi-final, fourteen minutes had passed before Barça settled, pieced together a meaningful passing sequence and started to threaten Alisson’s goal. I have seen that so often and it was definitely due to them tuning in to the surroundings.

The longer I played at Anfield, the more I started to develop muscle memory on the pitch. By the last few seasons of my career I could remember my positioning from games years earlier, so it was as if I reacted to different situations through habit, familiar with every blade of grass and where each of my teammates would, or at least should, be.

‘There is something to that,’ Henderson, who became my Liverpool teammate in 2012, agreed. ‘When you are used to playing there, if you close your eyes you can know exactly where you are. Whenever I visualize a game now, I am always on the Anfield pitch. Maybe it is because of the size. Maybe it is because it is so enclosed. But when I play at Wembley it feels different – bigger and harder to close the space. Anfield is unlike anywhere else.’

I loved hearing former Arsenal manager Arsène Wenger describe the complications whenever he brought his side to Anfield. ‘It’s the hardest place in Europe,’ he said in 2019. ‘It’s the only place now you can take a corner and shake hands with supporters! You can say “Hello, my brother, how are you?” and continue to play football. That’s a real football field, you know. Today we build sophisticated stadiums, but that is a stadium with soul, with pressure really on the opponent. The atmosphere – everything – is special there.’

The weaponizing of the most famous stand of all, ‘The Kop’, began under Bill Shankly in the sixties. The buzz of the club’s early forays into Europe under him and Bob Paisley culminated in the status-forming midweek nights such as the 1965 European Cup semi-final against Inter Milan, which Liverpool won 3-1 (though they later went out 4-3 on aggregate), and the rousing comeback against St Etienne in 1977, a 3-1 win completed by David Fairclough to take Liverpool into the semi-final 3-2 on aggregate. The first of Liverpool’s six European Cups soon followed. In August 2020 Bayern Munich equalled that tally, but only Real Madrid and AC Milan have won the Champions League more times.

By the time I retired in 2013, Liverpool supporters considered us more of a European than an English football club. Like the team, they tended to show their best in the presence of overseas guests.

I believe it is reflective of priorities that Liverpool have just one fewer European Cup than FA Cups. Real Madrid have won their domestic knockout cup nineteen times, Barcelona have done so thirty times, and Bayern Munich on twenty occasions.

There developed a clear distinction between Anfield’s character on a European night when compared to domestic cup tournaments. I have no hesitation on behalf of the managers I played for, and teammates I shared a dressing room with, in proudly acknowledging our contribution to that. As much as my medals, I cherish the fact that I played 150 European games for the club – more than any other Liverpool or English player at the time of writing.

Between 2001 and 2010 we appeared in three European finals, winning two, and also won two UEFA Super Cups. We reached another Champions League semi-final in 2008, and the quarter-final in 2002 and 2009. The decade ended with a Europa League semi-final in 2010. That’s seven seasons in ten in which we were at least a European quarter-finalist.

Some of the veteran players openly admit that European fixtures at Anfield in the mid-1980s were not always so vibrant as in my or today’s era. The significant rise in attendance figures reflects that. Watch the old footage from Liverpool’s European Cup semi-finals in 1984 and 1985, and fewer turned up than for league games. On 20 March 1985, Liverpool played their home leg with Austria Vienna in the European Cup quarter-final. The attendance was 32,761. Even when accounting for the mid-eighties being an especially rough time in the city with poverty and unemployment, that figure was just under 11,000 fewer than for the FA Cup fifth round replay with York City two months earlier. Even more eye-catching is the home leg in the first round of Liverpool’s victorious 1984 European Cup campaign, against Denmark’s Odense BK, watched by just 14,985 fans.

The pining to be back among Europe’s best and appreciation for what was lost – and might genuinely have never returned – grew during sixteen years of exile from the European Cup between 1985 and 2001. Today, there is a passion for UEFA competition which goes beyond the increased revenues.

Part of it relates to identity, Liverpool a pioneer on the Continent. The club became globally popular in the 1970s because of European success, and during less successful or troubled times, certainly in the nineties, history was the main source of hope for the future.

That European heritage first hit me as a player in 2001 when we were drawn to play Roma in the fourth round of the UEFA Cup. Our team coach was heading towards the Stadio Olimpico, the sacred ground on which Liverpool won their first European Cup in 1977 and fourth in 1984. The floodlights seemed to illuminate the city as we drew nearer. I felt myself absorbing the history. Those emotions returned when I played in the cathedrals of the Nou Camp, San Siro and Bernabéu.

I know foreign players and fans feel similarly about visits to Anfield. Ours justifiably see themselves as peers of Real, Barça, Bayern and the Milan clubs, relishing the challenge of justifying a glowing reputation.

There are more games to savour now, too, the change to the Champions League format since 1992 meaning there is a guarantee of at least three home matches. By the time the knockout stages come around there is a belief anyone can be beaten at Anfield.

Could we have defeated the world-class sides we did to win the 2001 UEFA Cup and 2005 Champions League without the Anfield crowd? No way. The supporters made themselves principal characters in those stories to such an extent, utilizing The Kop’s power will always be a calculated ploy of Liverpool managers and players. Sometimes calls to arms are unnecessary, as when José Mourinho made himself a pantomime villain and first succumbed to Anfield in the 2005 Champions League semi-final. When he claimed our winner by Luis García was scored by the crowd, influencing Slovakian linesman Roman Slysko to adjudge his shot to have crossed the line at the Kop end, José thought he was being disparaging. The Kop fans still wear it as a badge of honour, the perfect riposte to anyone who maintains Anfield’s atmosphere is not that inspirational.

Whether The Kop’s clout provokes resentment, respect or reverence, it feeds the self-esteem of Liverpool supporters.

Such tales resonate with Jürgen Klopp’s romanticism and he made fan engagement a priority from day one. ‘When you have never experienced the Anfield atmosphere, you can never understand it,’ he told me. ‘I heard about it before I came to Liverpool, of course. But it is a completely different level to anything I expected. You always think it is a rumour before you come here. Actually, it is the opposite of that. Of all the stadiums in the world I would say if you play under the floodlights here and your team is good, and the other is good as well, it creates a special atmosphere. When you hear it and walk into it, it feels different, and when it is dark outside you feel even closer. I particularly like that time of the day. That is when we are all awake and we are all full of energy.

‘We have a real football crowd. I would say in England the atmosphere is different to Germany. In Germany, when the game is not that exciting you still have the fans singing. Some sing for the whole game so there is a constant level. In Liverpool, when it is a shit game it can be quiet. Then people say, “I thought the atmosphere would be better.” The fans react more to the action on the pitch. Sometimes I do wish that when we are not playing so well and we need it the fans would push us more, but it only needs a block, or a challenge, and they are there again. They are back in the game. Now I hear people celebrate challenges. When Milly [James Milner] makes a tackle, I can identify the noise. It is a cheer like a goal but not quite as long as a goal. Different. I like that a lot.’

Klopp has occasionally been described as The Kop’s ultimate cheerleader, which sounds belittling, neglecting his qualities as coach, tactician and man-manager. Nevertheless, his relationship with the Anfield crowd is part of what makes him perfect for Liverpool, ensuring he follows the ancestral trail which began with Shankly.

‘Obviously I do not know what it was like when Shankly and Paisley were leading the club, but I do feel there is a bond between this manager, these players and our fans which is unlike anything I have ever witnessed,’ said Tom Werner. ‘When John Henry [principal owner], Mike Gordon [FSG president] and I met Jürgen in New York before he took the job, the first thing we thought was he would make a great executive in any organization. If he sold soap, he would be the best around at that! He is empathetic. He is smart. He is humble. He is compassionate. We also felt he was well suited to Liverpool. If he had gone to another club it would not have been so good a match.

‘The last thing I want to do is diminish relationships with other managers. That is not fair or productive. But at the highest level, everything has to be excellent and we have that excellence with Jürgen.’

No Liverpool managerial appointment has been so gleefully received in my lifetime. Klopp was already a star at Borussia Dortmund, where he won two Bundesliga titles. As the images filtered through to England of him connecting with fans on the South Stand of Dortmund’s Signal Iduna Park, what is known in Germany as the ‘Yellow Wall’, there was a sense of inevitability he would one day become Liverpool manager which went beyond the quality of his team’s football.

Recruiting Klopp was also reassuring to The Kop, proof that Liverpool remained enticing to in-demand coaches after the previous three appointments since 2010 – and I mean this with all due respect – had come from Swansea, Fulham and the Liverpool legends lounge.

After leaving Dortmund for a planned year’s break, Klopp could have waited for any job in Europe. Manchester United spoke to him when Sir Alex Ferguson retired, but Klopp intuitively sensed Liverpool would come too. Once he was in place, the football world asked what the combination of the game’s most emotional manager and Europe’s most emotional football club would bring.

Liverpool 4 Barcelona 0 was the spectacular answer.

My first observation upon rewatching the game is that Barcelona did not play badly. And while Liverpool were fantastic, they were not so mind-blowingly great that they outplayed their opponents from first to last minute. I have seen more complete performances under Klopp in which his side did not score so many, and worse displays than Barça’s which yielded a positive result. But as an execution of a premeditated game plan, and an exercise in utilizing every weapon available against a formidable opponent armed with a sizeable lead, it could not be bettered.

The match-defining pattern can be reduced to the first forty-nine seconds. Within five seconds of kick-off, Henderson and the understudies for Salah and Firmino, Divock Origi and Xherdan Shaqiri, surrounded Barcelona left-back Jordi Alba and midfielder Ivan Rakitić. Crucially, Liverpool’s three were against Barça’s two, with the visiting full-back under incessant pressure.

This ability to outnumber Barça, especially in wide areas, was a theme of the night, instantly demonstrating where the tactical battle would be won. Alba and right-back Sergi Roberto had a torrid evening in their full-back zones, unnerved by Liverpool’s determination to overcrowd them with Henderson, Shaqiri and Trent Alexander-Arnold on the right, and Milner, Sadio Mané and Andy Robertson on the left. Both Barcelona full-backs were forced into mistakes in the first ten minutes, one of which led directly to Origi’s first goal.

Part of Klopp’s tactical plan is to win possession in the opponent’s defensive third. Liverpool did this on eight occasions over two games, compared to Barça’s three. This was the consequence of the high press and counter-press – or gegenpress to give it its popular German translation – which Klopp is most associated with: ensuring the ball is won high up the pitch within seconds of losing it.

While his three forwards were the trigger for much of that, it also required the central three to be in prime physical shape against Barcelona’s, Henderson, Milner and Fabinho excelling in both legs against Rakitić, Sergio Busquets and Arturo Vidal.

The contrasting approach between Liverpool and Barcelona here, or any meeting between Klopp and a side with the traits of former Barcelona coach Pep Guardiola, makes it a feast for tactical connoisseurs. It was a battle between a side famed for being the best in the world with the ball and one that was the best in the world without it.

According to UEFA’s data, Barcelona ended the night with 55 per cent of possession, completing 512 successful passes compared to Liverpool’s 358. But this information creates a mirage of Barça control because there were certain areas of the pitch where Liverpool wanted their opponent to attempt or complete short passes to teammates under siege. There was no sustained spell in which Ernesto Valverde’s Barça players looked at ease on the ball.

Fabinho and Milner were particularly prominent in patrolling the central zone because of their ability to keep reclaiming possession. Fabinho won a total of twenty-three tackles, recoveries, interceptions or one-on-one challenges in this second leg. Milner retrieved the ball more than any player on the pitch (thirteen times). Right-back Alexander-Arnold was second with eleven recoveries. One was especially important in the second half.

Accordingly, Liverpool ran 6.7 kilometres more as a team.

Klopp has never aspired to copy the slower, patient passing game of Barcelona, seeing football as more about the consistent release of energy to sustain attacks. He once famously and colourfully described it as the difference between loud, heavy-metal football and the ‘silent song of an orchestra’. This groove has visibly modified in recent years. Liverpool are now more capable of turning down the volume, lowering the tempo and making elaborate chord changes as necessary. On this night it had to be, and was, a wall of sound.

‘I think you coach in a way that suits your personality,’ Klopp explained. ‘Obviously I am not as much of an artist as Pep Guardiola was as a player, or others who were world-class. I had to work hard, and that is what I expect from my team.’

While Guardiola absorbed the teachings of Johan Cruyff and cites Marcelo Bielsa as an influence, Klopp was infatuated by the other guru of the age and a manager you will see namechecked in this book more than any other – AC Milan’s Arrigo Sacchi.

‘Sacchi completely changed how we think about football,’ said Klopp. ‘He is one of the most influential coaches in the history of the game and a complete game-changer for me. Because of him we had to judge the size of the pitch in a new way. I am sure you remember playing with man-marking tactics where you pretty much followed the opponent you were marking to the toilet. The pitch always felt incredibly big. Nobody played a high [defensive] line because many teams played the libero [sweeper]. Before him I was told who to mark and that was it. Too often the team with the better individuals won the game because it was all one-versus-one challenges all over the pitch, so if the other player was better than you, how could you win? Sacchi’s organization made it completely different.

‘I did not learn it from Sacchi, but it was my manager at Mainz, Wolfgang Frank, who brought it to us, which meant as a player I watched five hundred videos of AC Milan. I saw how whenever Franco Baresi raised his arms to play offside, everyone else in the team was waiting. Ball-orientated defending became a real tool, and of course on top of that Milan were a sensational team with Ruud Gullit, Marco van Basten and Baresi. They were some of the best players ever.

‘So that was all part of my tactical training. From then on we had four sessions a week where we did not see the ball. That was maybe too much! But pretty much overnight we became a successful football team. We were not easy to deal with. We defended really well and it opened my mind. That was the basis for me when I became a manager, and still is. Organization is the basis for football.’

Rather like Gérard Houllier in 1998 and Rafa Benítez in 2004, Klopp had a blank canvas in terms of tactical set-up when he moved to Anfield. All were under instructions to win, not strictly adhere to a football bible. Yes, it was preferable to do so in the style of Kenny Dalglish’s 1980s side, but there was an acknowledgement the game was modernizing so there was no insistence on how they went about it.

Klopp’s predecessor, Rodgers, was influenced more by the Barça way.

I see certain elements of Houllier’s and Benítez’s set-up in Klopp’s system with defensive organization when the opposition have the ball, but the massive, fundamental difference (aside from much more strength in depth and technical prowess throughout the squad) is that everything Liverpool do today compared to when I played is 20 or 30 yards higher up the pitch.

The change is between counter-attacking and counter-pressing. Our game was generally about the former, which meant when we lost the ball, our outfield players tended to retreat back into our own half, reassemble and wait for the chance to win it back and use our dynamic midfielders and pacey strikers to move us quickly from defence into attack. Klopp’s side still has that counter-attacking threat when they are forced back, but they are more courageous at retaining forward positions when they lose the ball. They rarely, if ever, retreat. That means you will more often see at least eight, possibly even nine or ten Liverpool players in the opposition half, compressing the playing area and making it impossible for a defending team to escape. Often, it is more dangerous for the opponent to have the ball near their own penalty area as they are surrounded by Liverpool’s attackers and midfielders and conceding possession can directly lead to a goalscoring opportunity. Sometimes, the only defensive option is to kick it far and high into Liverpool’s half, where the centre-back, or goalkeeper Alisson, will collect and start another attack.

For a team such as Barça, which prizes playing out from the goalkeeper with a religious devotion, that makes Liverpool particularly hazardous opposition.

From the opening moments of Liverpool v. Barcelona, Klopp saw his modern interpretation of Sacchi’s methods at its most stunningly effective. Under pressure from Liverpool’s high-pressing forwards, Barcelona were forced into three hurried long balls within five minutes. The first was by centre-half Clément Lenglet after seven seconds, conceding possession. Keeper Marc-André ter Stegen and centre-back Gerard Piqué were compelled to do likewise as Origi, Mané and an assortment of attacking midfielders hounded them. From minute one the visitors understood how awkward it would be to impose their preferred style and rhythm.

‘I loved the start of the game,’ said Klopp. ‘We just kept going without hesitation. I saw that in the first moment. What we developed was bravery. In a lot of games we pressed the other left-back with our right-back. It is all about timing and I loved that each mistake and misjudgement can lead to a football catastrophe. Against Barcelona you can look ridiculous if they pass through. They had their moments, but we were immediately there.’

Here is the key to nullifying Barcelona’s passing game: deny them space because they love operating in the pockets of midfield, trying to bypass opponents with accurate 6- or 10-yard passes, especially when seeking to create space for Lionel Messi.

Liverpool’s problem was that when Messi has the ball, tactics and formations can be rendered irrelevant. With him, anything is possible. His first dribble at the heart of Liverpool’s defence was after twenty-seven seconds, halted by an exquisite Fabinho tackle.

From that came Liverpool’s first chance.

Virgil van Dijk cleared and his teammates pounced on a poor pass by Arturo Vidal. Milner, Mané and Shaqiri found space beyond Barça’s midfield, and Henderson could have tapped in at the back post from the Swiss winger’s cross, denied by a toe poke clear by Alba. Meanwhile, 70 yards behind, left-back Andy Robertson was casually ensuring he made no attempt to avoid colliding with the back of Messi’s head, giving it a rub as the Argentine picked himself off the floor following Fabinho’s tackle. Messi complained to the Turkish referee Cüneyt Çakir.

Less than a minute had been played and the crowd was fully engaged and loving it, chanting Robertson’s name.

This is Anfield.

The breathless start Klopp yearned for was helped by Henderson thriving in an attacking midfield role to the right of the central three, setting the tempo by pressuring Rakitić and Alba. ‘My job in that position was to create space,’ Henderson explained. ‘It was not specific for this game or to target Alba, especially. Whether it was Mo [Salah] or Shaq [Shaqiri] there, I felt I could help free him up from his marker.’

Henderson had made a request to assume this position two months earlier, speaking to Klopp about a desire to move from being a number 6 – a defensive midfielder where he was the shield prior to Fabinho’s signing from Monaco in 2018 – to a more attacking number 8. ‘It was a really important conversation,’ Jordan told me. ‘Fair play to the gaffer. A lot of managers would have said, “No, this is where I see you.” He was open to seeing me in both positions. I have learned the number 6 role and have improved to play at a level I could not when I was first there. But I like using my energy as a number 8. I scored in a league game against Southampton [on 5 April] and my confidence was up.’

It was still a risk given the competition, with Georginio Wijnaldum, Milner, Naby Keïta and Adam Lallana vying for the same spot. Wijnaldum was named on the bench for the second leg. Henderson had been a sub at the Nou Camp.

‘Obviously I wasn’t happy about it,’ he said. ‘I was disappointed not to be playing in such a big game, especially in a stadium like the Nou Camp. I knew we had big games coming up in the Premier League and the home leg, but I felt good and thought I could play in them all. The manager wanted to rotate a bit. As it turned out Naby was injured early in the first game so I had to be ready.’

The switch was vindicated when Henderson’s forward surge led to the first goal in the 7th minute, assisted by Alba’s lack of match awareness so soon into a game in which avoiding an early setback was imperative.

Not for the last time on the night, it began with an Alexander-Arnold corner.

Rather than have all their defenders in the penalty area, Barça kept their shortest, Alba, on the edge of it. Aside from keeping him away from headed challenges, this was to utilize his pace should an opportunity arise for a counter-attack. Rakitić made a headed clearance to Henderson near the halfway line, which should have been the signal for Alba to assume his orthodox defensive position, especially as Mané had drifted to Liverpool’s right for the set-piece and had the awareness to hang around in the left-back’s absence. Henderson’s forward pass was ricocheted back into Liverpool’s half by Rakitić, so Alba sprinted to follow the ball and press Milner, who was covering for corner-taker Alexander-Arnold in the Liverpool right-back role. Alba’s decision was misjudged because he had no chance of pressuring Milner, who comfortably exchanged passes with Alisson and then Shaqiri, before centre-half Joël Matip received the ball.

With Alba so high up the pitch – Suárez was the only Barça player further forward than him at that point – the left-back had to sprint back into his own half as Matip sent a high diagonal pass towards Mané. Having completed two 70-yard sprints in less than thirty seconds, Alba managed to recover his post, but when he headed back towards Piqué it was tired, timid, and expertly anticipated and intercepted by Mané. Mané’s control and pass were brilliant as he supplied the captain making a forward gallop in that right-central role he had fancied.

‘When I saw the pass from Joël and how it was being dealt with, I anticipated Sadio going and picking up the second ball,’ said Jordan.

Henderson darted into the penalty area between three defenders, comfortably evading Piqué and shooting at Ter Stegen from close range. The goalkeeper could only parry to Origi, who slotted in.

‘I should have scored but thankfully Divock was there,’ Henderson added.

Barça’s susceptibility was already exposed. There is no escaping the fact that the side led by Valverde in 2019 was not like that which won the Champions League under Guardiola in 2009 and 2011. Busquets and Piqué were still there with Messi, but Barça’s threat was more individual than collective, Suárez also capable of moments of unparalleled genius.

I spoke to Xavi Hernández about Barcelona’s 2011 Champions League win over Manchester United, which has a chapter of its own in this book in which I discuss in greater depth the traditional Barça style, but I was interested in his take on how the club tried to maintain the standards of that golden era.

‘After Pep, Luis Enrique took over a team that had an attacking trident of Messi, Suárez and Neymar,’ he explained. ‘Those three were decisive and made all the difference compared with other teams. With that trident you didn’t need high ball circulation or position changes, as once the ball reached any one of them they would create a piece of play to make the difference. Our game was a bit more vertical thanks to those three players. We could start in midfield and attack in transitions with Messi, Neymar and Suárez and they were unstoppable.

‘That was a tremendous team, but yes, different to Guardiola’s Barça. With the current Barça I can only comment on what I see on television because I am not there. They are regularly changing coaches from one year to another. I see they want possession of the ball, but they are still not achieving results. It is a shame because I believe they have the competitive teams and players to win.’

Valverde was Barça’s fourth coach since Guardiola’s departure in 2012. They would have another two within twelve months.

For all that, it is worth reminding ourselves of Barça’s amazing credentials upon their arrival on Merseyside. As well as being La Liga champions, they were unbeaten in their previous eleven Champions League games, winning eight and keeping six clean sheets in the process. They had failed to score just five times in their previous fifty-six games. The only defeat in their previous twenty-two European games was to Roma in the 2017/18 quarter-final, although the 3-0 reverse in the second leg was a source of encouragement for Liverpool who were seeking a similar scoreline, especially as Alisson was Roma’s keeper that night.

Most of all, they had Messi, who had again surpassed the fifty-goal mark for the season. Barça needed only one to ensure Liverpool would need five to qualify – a point their social media editor, running the club’s official Twitter page, may regret pointing out during the game. ‘We’re going to get at least one … agreed?’ the post read.

With the world’s best player in their side, you can’t blame them for feeling confident.

As a unit, Liverpool were more cohesive than Barça, but Messi was still the difference in the first leg, his 82nd-minute free-kick in the Nou Camp to make it 3-0 a measure of his genius.

‘That was just unbelievable,’ Henderson recalled. ‘When he was about to take it, I was not sure he could shoot because it was so far out. I thought he might have been thinking of chipping it towards the far post.’

Rather than allocate a man-marker to Messi in both games, Klopp acknowledged an element of playing the odds against such talent, calculating that dedicating a single player to shadow him is counter-productive because his level is such that he is bound to succeed in a dribble or create shooting opportunities eventually.

‘There are certain things like Messi’s free-kick you cannot defend,’ Klopp said. ‘To be honest, you cannot defend many situations against Messi because he has such individual quality. The way they pass it around and what they do means you have to be really brave. Against Barcelona it is possible to play the best game of your life and Messi will still score three goals. That was a little bit the case in the first leg. They had good moments in the second game, too, but when they did Ali [Alisson] was there.’

Alisson made five saves at Anfield, and was at his most alert in the first half when Barça carried the greater attacking threat of the teams despite the early setback. Once Vidal and Coutinho had cleverly combined to present Messi with his first opportunity in the 15th minute – a snap shot from the edge of the area which Alisson pushed over – Barça grew stronger as the first half progressed, with Ter Stegen less occupied than Klopp might have hoped.

Like Liverpool, Barça were set up in a 4-3-3 in possession, but they switched to 4-4-2 whenever Klopp’s side tried to build attacks from the back, with Coutinho and Vidal withdrawing to protect their full-backs. After the initial intensity, the visitors’ defence looked more secure before half-time, while Messi’s influence grew.

The Spanish side created three chances between minutes 15 and 20, the second of which was due to another hopeful long ball from Piqué. Matip headed clear to the centre circle but Vidal was ahead of Milner to the second ball, freeing Messi where he prospers most in front of a retreating back four. He picked out Coutinho whose shot was too close to Alisson, who saved comfortably.

Messi then dragged a shot wide two minutes later as there were signs of Barcelona’s rising confidence.

That spell was not prolonged, although some of Shaqiri’s sloppy passing just before half-time was almost costly as Messi again shot wide from the number 10 position just outside the penalty area. The last action of the first half saw the Argentine superstar make his presence felt again with his superb pass to send Alba one-on-one with Alisson. The keeper made his best save of all, making his body big enough to block the goal attempt.

Liverpool’s lead meant the tenacity and optimism of The Kop were maintained, their eagerness to interact helped along in quieter action periods by the inflammatory presence of two members of Barça’s line-up.

Of my two former Liverpool teammates trying to kill the dreams of their old club, one in particular was showing all the desire, enthusiasm and menace his ex-fans were accustomed to. Suárez played like he was on a mission to burn anything that remained of his Anfield bridges.

Not since the outspoken Mourinho ahead of the 2005 and 2007 Champions League semi-finals had an adversary made himself such an easy target for a crowd seeking ways to ensure there was no let-up in the roars. Some Liverpool supporters were taken aback by Suárez’s first-leg display which gave no clue that he was an ex-player, especially when he vigorously but unsuccessfully pleaded with Dutch referee Bjorn Kuipers to send off Milner for an innocuous, accidental barge into Messi.

It did not surprise me. I would be hypocritical to criticize Luis for the qualities I loved seeing in him in a red shirt just because he was wearing Barcelona’s. What I loved about Luis as a teammate is, to put it bluntly, he could not give a fuck what anyone thought about him when it came to winning football matches. He never saw a line, let alone fretted about whether it could be crossed. It is a joy to have someone that good and determined in your dressing room. Prior to the arrival of Klopp and his recruits, Suárez was the best Liverpool signing since John Barnes in 1987. He is second only to Steven Gerrard as the best Liverpool player I worked with. He was a warrior for us.

That is why there was a natural inclination, no matter how misguided or wrong in retrospect, to defend him whenever controversies arose. We live and work in a bubble where everything is about ‘team first’, so when one of your colleagues is being hammered from the outside, the siege mentality takes over and judgement can become blinkered. I know we were guilty of that with Luis.

When such a player is against you, of course, there are no qualms about depicting him as a rogue who will use any dark art available to succeed.

In a way, Suárez’s personality helped Liverpool in the second leg. His burying of any lingering Anfield loyalty meant The Kop had no hesitation doing likewise. Sentiment could be suspended until the legends games in a few years’ time, when I am sure Suárez will be greeted like the hero he once was.

The Uruguayan was booed as he waited to kick off in 2019. I timed the first ‘fuck off, Suárez’ chant at 23 minutes and 30 seconds, shortly after he had exaggerated a fall under the challenge of Van Dijk. The chorus was repeated when he tried to console Robertson, who needed treatment after a tangle with the striker. Robertson would have to go off at half-time because of the resulting ankle injury, which meant Wijnaldum came off the bench into midfield and Milner moved to left-back.

Van Dijk, Milner and, most regularly, Fabinho were all involved in altercations with Suárez in the first half, the Brazilian midfielder showing most dissent towards him after being wrongly booked following another perfect tackle. Naturally, Luis made it look like it was the worst challenge he had ever endured.

His big chance to add to his Anfield goal tally came in the 51st minute, when Messi sent him between Milner and Van Dijk and Alisson was called upon again, making what, for him, looked a routine save diving to his right. The Barça technical staff studying the game could not have been critical of their side’s performance at that point.

I knew Suárez would shrug off the crowd’s reaction. So did Henderson. ‘My feelings for Luis will never change,’ he said. ‘I know what Luis is like. A winner. He would do anything to win. I know the fans were angry with him, but I had no animosity towards him or Phil.’

Philippe Coutinho is a more sensitive character. I am not sure there was any circumstance in which he could have played well that night. Where Suárez will have no regrets leaving Anfield given his Champions League and La Liga victories at Barça, Coutinho’s move to Spain helped Liverpool more than him. Having been destined to be remembered as the catalyst for Liverpool’s rejuvenation with his goals and assists, he will now be regarded as facilitating it through the proceeds of his £142 million transfer in January 2018.

Hindsight leads us to that conclusion. Liverpool’s chairman admitted to me that, at the time, there were no such positives taken from his exit. ‘That was a temporary blow,’ said Werner. ‘I do not think I am saying anything that is a secret when I say we very much wanted Coutinho to stay. We were very disappointed because we felt that everyone wanted trophies and medals and we wanted him to accomplish that at Liverpool, and he told us he wanted to leave. You want people who will fight until the end of their career for Liverpool, not to be thinking of doing so for Barcelona, Real Madrid or Bayern Munich.’

When Suárez and Coutinho pushed to leave Liverpool, it confirmed fears that to many leading players the club was a stepping stone rather than a final destination, for they followed a trend. Raheem Sterling asked for a transfer to Manchester City in the summer of 2015. Fernando Torres did so and went to Chelsea in 2011. Shortly before that, in 2010, Javier Mascherano moved to Barcelona, and Xabi Alonso had gone to Real Madrid in 2009. The transfers of Suárez and Coutinho did not provoke the same venom as those of Sterling and Torres because there was a shred of understanding of the attraction of playing at the Nou Camp every week when compared to Stamford Bridge or the Etihad.

In different circumstances, I suspect Suárez and Coutinho would have been granted an ambivalent welcome for their first competitive return to Anfield in a Barça jersey. Some supporters may even have wrestled with their feelings had the reunion been in a group game. Instead, what Suárez and Coutinho suffered was the ferocious backlash of a crowd intent on showing them how much the team had grown without them.

Werner believes the Coutinho sale was a landmark, signalling the end of players seeing Anfield as a pitstop. ‘It is an extraordinary quality of Jürgen’s leadership that players now want to play for Liverpool, not look for a transfer to another club,’ he said. I hope that is right, although I suspect South American players will always be drawn to La Liga.

The trajectory of Coutinho’s career since his Anfield exit may itself serve as a warning as to the perils of sacrificing being The Kop’s idol to risk being lost amid a group of established, senior superstars elsewhere. In the 2019 semi-final, Coutinho was a shadow of the player who had left sixteen months earlier. The contrast with his previous Champions League display under Klopp – his last European performance for Liverpool – makes for sobering reading.

The Brazilian was Liverpool’s man of the match in a 7-0 victory over Spartak Moscow on 6 December 2017, a game Klopp’s side had to win to reach the round of sixteen. Coutinho’s productivity that night was world-class. As well as three goals, he enjoyed a hundred touches of the ball, fifty-seven of which were successful passes. Eleven of those were in the final third.

Against Liverpool at Anfield in 2019, Coutinho touched the ball thirty-seven times. Only eighteen passes found a teammate, of which just two were in the final third. He was subbed, replaced by Nélson Semedo, after 60 minutes.

Coutinho is a classic example of a player being enhanced by the trust of a coach who built the team around his assets. At Barça, he was never going to be indulged in that way while Messi and Suárez were so established. Although the Brazilian’s sale was not planned, Klopp brought out the best in others once he no longer had to accommodate what the English press called Liverpool’s new ‘fab four’ of attackers – Salah, Firmino, Mané and Coutinho – in the same line-up. At that time, Liverpool were brilliant to watch in attack but susceptible defensively. Rather than replace Coutinho with an attacking midfielder with the same profile, Klopp started to favour more tactically aware, defensive, workmanlike midfielders better equipped for the high pressing game, which then enabled him to give Robertson and Alexander-Arnold the chance to resemble wingers, or certainly wing-backs, more than full-backs. The balance of the side was perfected without a number 10, proving Klopp’s theory that ‘no playmaker in the world can be as good as a good counter-pressing situation’.

When Coutinho made his exit from this game, he cut a sad figure. Watching the replay, I genuinely felt sorry for him.

‘Maybe that night Phil was not the player we saw at Liverpool,’ said Henderson. ‘But Anfield did not just affect him. It affected every Barça player. It can do that to anyone. Afterwards I spoke to Luis and Phil and even though they were down they wished us all the best for the final.’

Liverpool’s response to Coutinho’s sale is proof that the construction of a high-class team is 80 per cent by design and 20 per cent good fortune. The spending reached a new level when Van Dijk arrived from Southampton for £75 million in January 2018, and Alisson from Roma six months later for £65 million. Without the Coutinho funds, I am not certain the Alisson price would have been affordable. That is where an element of luck comes in, even if there is expertise and wisdom in taking advantage of an unwanted or unexpected change in circumstances. Liverpool have often spent big. They have never spent so wisely in the last thirty years.

There is a skill in identifying or making the right footballers fit the system, which Liverpool have become more adept at since I was at the club. ‘When I think of some of the players you had to play with … let’s just say now we look at a team with excellence in every position,’ Tom Werner sympathized. Unlike in recent years, I cannot think of too many Liverpool signings during my time at the club who started poorly and got unrecognizably better.

There is a risk to any transfer, of course. Even established international players can fail to adapt to a new environment, so no one joins with a cast-iron guarantee. That makes Klopp’s recruitment record since 2015 extraordinarily impressive, the club’s sporting director Michael Edwards and his scouting team assuming much of that credit. Every significant first-team purchase has thrived. Mané, Salah, Wijnaldum, Matip and Robertson were not blockbuster, budget-breaking transfers when compared to the inflated fees common around Europe. Two of those players, Robertson and Wijnaldum, joined from clubs that had just been relegated (Hull City and Newcastle United respectively), while Salah had been considered a failure during his previous stint in English football at Chelsea.

All the great teams can point to deals which could never have been planned exactly as they materialized but proved to be game-changers. Think of Leeds United selling Manchester United Eric Cantona in 1992. That probably altered the course of the next two decades of English football.

You could make a case for half a dozen Klopp signings being his most important. ‘It is not just the strikers,’ said Werner. ‘I think everyone is in agreement Virgil’s transfer was a key element, but wherever you look on the pitch there is excellence. Sometimes a player of Milner’s quality does not even start.’

For all those smart purchases, when Klopp arrived at Anfield, he could not have envisioned that a Liverpool-born-and-bred teenager of Alexander-Arnold’s quality would be on the threshold of breaking into his first team. Such academy products are priceless. Trent was a central midfielder in the youth side, but since becoming a right-back he has become a symbol of Liverpool’s athleticism and high pressing as much as any player. He plays the role exactly as Dani Alves did for Barcelona under Guardiola – a creative force as much as a defender – spending so much time trying (and generally succeeding) to win the ball in the attacking third and creating chances. Alexander-Arnold was responsible for most Liverpool assists during their run to becoming European and later Premier League champions.

Given the Alves comparison, Barça must have felt they were being beaten at their own game when they conceded the second goal in the 54th minute.

It was a perfect illustration of gegenpressing. Alexander-Arnold initially lost the ball with a sloppy header to Rakitić midway inside Barcelona’s half. Rather than see that as a signal to retreat, the response of Trent and his teammates was to keep advancing to win it back. Surrounded by Henderson and Origi, Rakitić gave left-back Alba the same short, sideways ball he had given him in the first five seconds of the match.

Rakitić’s was the archetypal ‘hospital pass’, putting Alba in immediate risk of a fifty-fifty tackle which, even if it did not result in physical injury, inflicted a football accident courtesy of the serious wound on Barcelona’s defensive structure.

Trent was high up the pitch and tenacious enough in the challenge to recover his error, continuing his run down the right wing with the balance and poise of an attacking midfielder. He whipped in a cross where Wijnaldum was quicker and stronger to see off a lame attempt to block from Vidal and connect to beat Ter Stegen.

Anfield’s energy was fully unleashed. This is when playing there becomes insufferable for opponents, as the home players kicking towards The Kop are energized by their own and the crowd’s performance. Visitors feel blitzed, their emotional state affected by the realization the game is slipping away and there is nothing they can do to halt the irrepressible momentum.

All Barça could do to pause the assault was thank the video assistant referee for checking the validity of Trent’s tackle. Henderson was involved in a quizzical chat with the referee as he waited for the all-clear. ‘I was asking what the problem was,’ said Jordan. ‘There was no reason not to get on with the game.’

There was more time between Wijnaldum scoring and the game resuming (ninety-one seconds) than between kick-off and the third goal.

Liverpool’s urgency ensured that nine seconds after the restart Fabinho had pressed Busquets, and Van Dijk had won the ball from Messi on the halfway line. Liverpool were 3-0 up twenty-two seconds later, nine touches of the ball involving Van Dijk, Henderson, Fabinho, Origi, Milner and Shaqiri culminating in the Swiss winger’s cross for Wijnaldum. The Dutchman was unmarked between Barça’s centre-backs, who were displaying all the symptoms of being casualties of shock and awe. Their composure gone, they were no longer completing basic tasks such as closing down attackers or keeping tabs on those in the penalty area.

‘Once the second goal was scored I said, “Oh my God!”’ Tom Werner, who was watching in John W. Henry’s home in Boston, told me. ‘People asked if it could happen and spoke about it being a dream. And then of course the third goal. Once it was 3-0, God was not going to let us down.’

Messi’s and Suárez’s look of deflation was compounded by memories of the Roma result a year earlier. Barça’s reputation for going anywhere in the world and dictating a game was in tatters.

Messi continued to threaten, but even his set-piece excellence deserted him on 67 minutes when in an identical situation to the one in which he’d scored against Liverpool in Barcelona. This time the wall jumped high enough and Matip’s head blocked the attempt. A minute later Alisson made his final save from the magician, at his near post.

Liverpool still needed the fourth to win the tie. By then it seemed inevitable. The manner of the winning goal underlined the sharpness of mind of Liverpool’s players while Barcelona’s were disorientated. It also demonstrated how the most inventive and instinctive moments in a game owe a debt to forward planning.

During the European run, Klopp had sent a message to the club’s academy staff stressing the importance of the ball boys recruited from the youth team being alert and actively maintaining the game’s pace, thus maximizing the advantage of UEFA’s multi-ball system.

Among those receiving the briefing prior to Barcelona’s visit was Oakley Cannonier, a Leeds-born Under-16 player, who was dispatched to sit by the right corner flag at the Kop end. His swift thinking ensured there was no let-up for
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