ELL, that's the Arsenal crisis over — for a
Wweek or so.

The only way to judge a team is how it kicks on
from a great result like the thrilling 2-1 victory over
Manchester United at the Emirates.

And with a young side like Arsenal, it's a little diffi-
cult to predict.

In fact, there was no better side for the Gunners to
have played themselves out of a hole against on Sat-
urday than Alex Ferguson'’s.

It was a day when Arsenal desperately needed to
come up against a footballing team rather than one
sent out either to stop or kick them. Or both.

True to their attacking principles, United took on
Arsene Wenger's side at their own game in a match
Ferguson described a little ruefully as “fantasy foot-
ball” and “playground stuff”.

It was the best meeting between the two old heavy-
weights since the epic FA Cup semi-final replay at
Villa Park in United’'s Treble- winning season of
1999.

If we are unsure where it actually leaves Arsenal,
the same also applies to United.

Had Wayne Rooney and Cristiano Ronaldo taken
the simple chances that came their way in the open-
ing 49 minutes, we would probably not be having
this debate.

But those misses, along with others, reveal the
emergence of a pattern in the light of some profli-
gate finishing against Everton, Hull and Celtic.

At the centre of it all is Dimitar Berbatov, an actor
still in search of the right part.

Behind orthodox central strikers like Robbie Keane
and Jermain Defoe at Tottenham, Berbatov fitted
neatly into the sort of puppeteer’s role filled so artis-
tically and effectively by Dennis Bergkamp at Arse-
nal.

Behind Rooney, though, there is some confusion
with both players wanting to drop back and do the
string-pulling. Consequently, there is a doubling up.

Certainly, Berbatov is playing considerably deeper
than he ever did at White Hart Lane and, with just
one league goal in nine games, seems less effec-
tively.

Compare this with Arsenal’s Samir Nasri, four
goals in seven, six years younger and half
Berbatov's price.

At the moment, Arsene Wenger appears to
have the better deal.

Then, again, Ronaldo took 10 games to
score his first United goal and he didn’t turn
out too badly.

While Ferguson ponders how to get the best
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Unlucky

Yes, Neville was unlucky with the
deflection that gave Arsenal their open-
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plying their trade outside the

TUART PEARCE has

d Swarned Arsenal's won-

derkids they must leave

the Emirates to become Eng-
land internationals.

The Three Lions Under-21s
boss insists the youngsters
need to be playing regular,
first-team football - even if it is
on loan outside the Premier
League - to be considered for
call-ups.

Arsene  Wenger's  kids
thrashed Wigan 3-0 in the
Carling Cup on Tuesday night.

But despite the impressive
display, not one Arsenal play-
er has been included in

Republic at Bramall Lane next
Tuesday.

Chelsea trio Michael Manci-
enne, Jack Cork, and Ryan
Bertrand, who are out on loan
at Championship sides, have
been given the nod however.

Pearce told SunSport: "lt's
vital that young players get
experience playing football.

"l was thrown into first-team
football when | was 16, albeit
as a non-league player, and
played week in, week out.

"That's where my experience
came from - by learning from

"The good thing at the
moment is that | have three
players who represent
Chelsea that are out on loan
at Wolves, Southampton and
Norwich.

"I think the loan system is
vitally important.

"If players are connected to
the bigger clubs in the Premier
League and they are not play-
ing, they can get out on loan
and get their first-team experi-
ence."

Pearce has the opposite
message for young hopefuls

He would prefer the likes of
Sheffield United's Kyle
Naughton and Leeds United's
Fabian Delph, who both
recieved U-21 call-ups after
becoming first teamers, to
stay put.

Pearce added: "There's a
few players who are playing
regularly for their club.

"The important thing is first-
team experience.

"Whatever league they play
in is irrelevant, they need to
play regularly.”




