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FREDDIE BURNS
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THE FINISHING

By Michael Austin

Classic semi-finals rarely come in pairs.
One last year, maybe, another in a couple
of seasons’ time but the 2010 vintage,
gorged on a week ago at Cardiff and
Northampton, was Grand Cru. Events there
nurtured great expectations for today’s
LV= Cup climax that bridges a seven-year
gap since the pair last met for silverware in
a final.

Take last weekend's man of the match
winners, Soane Tonga'uiha, the Northampton
loose-head prop in the 31-20 win over Saracens
and flanker, Akapusi Qera, who galvanised
Gloucester in the 29-18 victory over Cardiff
Blues. They typified everything that produced
stand-out games in a crowded season.

The pair made huge hits, penetrated the gain
line and showed off-loading skills with the rider
that submission was not in their psyche even
when their sides trailed. No surprise that
Brendan Venter, the Saracens’ director of
rughby, said that the game’s upside for them
was the performance of Tonga'uiha, who is
heading Sarries’ way next season.

Phil Dowson, the most capped England
Saxon and Saints’ acting captain, who plays

Akapusi Qera

with gritted teeth behind a smile, had won
man of the match plaudits in five of
Northampton’s previous ten games. Not this
time but still a definitive figure once again with
a try to his name.

Merge into the equation scrum half Lee
Dickson, the ferret at the base of the scrum,
the unsung Paul Diggin, the quietly effective
Roger Wilson and playmaker Shane Geraghty,

Phil Dowson




Chris Ashton

who permanently has try vulture, Chris Ashton,
lurking on his shoulder. Ashton has averaged
one a match in 71 career appearances for
Saints, including 19 in 25 games this season.
Bolt on Bruce Reihana running like a stag from
the back and there is a potent mixture. These
are core Northampton men with LV= Cup,
Guinness Premiership and Heineken Cup titles
all in their sights this season.

What of Gloucester, who were led by Jake
Boer when they beat Northampton 40-22 in

Freddie Burns celebrates with James Simpson-Daniel

the Powergen Cup final at Twickenham in
2003? Wing, James Simpson-Daniel, scored a
rare hat trick in the competition in the Cardiff
semi-final, benefiting from his link with Mike
Tindall and later from a perfect rolling kick
ahead by Freddie Burns, the England U20

fly half.

Burns, backing himself and his precise
hands, had poached the interception try just
before half time that enabled Nicky Robinson
to level the scores at 10-10 and launch the
second half springboard to victory. It made
Burns the second highest try-scorer with four in
this season’s competition, behind Simpson-
Daniel with five.

Add the influences of Lesley Vainikolo, with a
slick step for a big man, the equally formidable
Eliota Fuimaono-Sapolu and of Robinson, a
former Blues’ fly half, pinning his old
teammates back and Gloucester went on their
merry way to avenging a 50-12 defeat by
Cardiff in last year's final.

Yellow cards also had a strong influence,
emphasising the primary need for discipline
today. Saracens not only had three players sin-
binned to Northampton'’s two but their
depletion came at crucial times as did the ten
minutes’ absence of Cardiff's Ben White during




which his team went behind to Gloucester for
the second and final time.

Northampton alone had won all their four
pool matches with Stephen Myler contributing
43 points to their triumphs over the Ospreys,
Saracens, Sale Sharks and Leicester Tigers.

Gloucester had lost 26-25 at Kingsholm to
Cardiff, for whom Ceri Sweeney landed the
match winning penalty goal in the penultimate
minute. A second successive defeat by 21-14
to London Wasps made Gloucester’s presence
anywhere beyond the pool matches look
improbable but victories over Worcester
Warriors and Harlequins saw them through to
their tantalising return match — and victory —
at Cardiff.

The Cherry & Whites need to surmount the
psychological hurdle of their struggle in major
games over recent years but, for today’s
winners, automatic entry to next season’s
Heineken Cup beckons. What an incentive
that provides.

Lesley Vainikolo




