Alan Smith- England Physio Interview

Alan Smith, originally from Woodrow Avenue Saltburn, led a normal life up until age of 17 when he decided to study for a degree in Physiotherapy which would ultimately lead to him holding down the prestigious position as England Football Team Physio. From this position he was lucky enough to see first hand, experiences others would only dream of during his 98 International ‘Caps’, as revealed in this interview… 
For the opening question I felt I would draw upon his roots... I asked him what made him choose Physiotherapy as a career to which he answered ‘I was unfortunate enough to suffer a serious injury when I was 17 after which I was told I wouldn’t be able to play football again. At this point I was still determined to stay involved in the sport and there were three possible routes for me to take; administration, coaching or physiotherapy and I decided at 18 that I wanted to be a Physiotherapist and set out to become qualified’
Leading on from this answer I questioned how he actually got to be a Physio, at this point I expected a studious pose, one which would suggest thought concerning vague recollections of some 30 years and over 1000 games ago … how wrong I was! With an air of familiarity which suggested that he had been asked the question hundreds of times before he recalled in detail how he qualified for the occupation. He said ‘I had to achieve Chartered status and to do that you have to take part in courses and gain qualifications. Then I went on to my first job in football which was at Rotherham United in 1972 and after 5 years I moved to Blackpool for 4 to 6 years and then in 1983 I got the Sheffield Wednesday job’. Looking back now he sees the Sheffield Wednesday job as one which gave him his ‘big break’ as he says ‘it offered me experience at the highest level and led me to working with England on a part-time and later, full-time basis in 1994’. 
With a little bit of background established I wanted to explore more into his actual career and so began with a question that asked him about his best moments. Immediately he replied ‘At club level the 1991 League Cup Final when we (Sheffield Wednesday) beat Manchester United and at International level, every game and every tournament’. He adds ‘My favourite tournament was Euro ’96 because of the atmosphere – it was fantastic mainly down to the fact that every game seemed to be a home game’. Even worse then was the fact that we lost to Germany – unsurprisingly however in a penalty shoot-out. 
Individuals are significant in any line of work but particularly in football and with this in mind I questioned who he rated as the best manager to work for. At first he told me about Sir Bobby Robson who gave him his first full international in 1986. ‘That acted as a major boost not only for my job but personally as I held a massive amount of respect for him and was honoured to be picked out by such a great manager’. He then goes on to talk about Terry Venables ‘ Terry gave me the England job full-time and was a marvellous manager to work for as well as being a great bloke and a great coach’. 
 So… no mention of Sven then! 

 I was particularly keen to learn about the England players that he had the privilege of working with and observing. I asked Alan which player/s stood out for him to which he replied in a considered manner 
‘The one player that I feel I would have to mention above all would be Alan Shearer who is a great professional and a fantastic lad. I worked with him as an U-21 player and also at Blackburn and of course when he was part of the England Squad. My firm belief is that he was the best ever striker in the history of Newcastle United and the Greatest ever striker in the history of English Football’. Praise Indeed. 
Next I queried which Stadium (having travelled all over the world to Korea, etc.) he thought was the best. After a momentary pause for thought and a quick smile he answers; ‘For me emotionally I would say the Old Wembley which I had the privilege of going to on five occasions (wow) with Sheffield Wednesday. At this point he goes on to give a mini-account of each occasion – what competition it was in as well as the exact year among other things. It was clear to me at this point that he values how he got to the England post and even matches that many would see as ‘unimportant’ such as an F.A. Cup Semi-Final he remembers well. After these brief explanations he adds (almost as a memorable afterthought) ‘I did 50 full internationals there as well’. All in a days work then.
For the penultimate question I wanted to find out his thoughts on England’s campaign in this year’s World Cup and why he thought we didn’t make it past the Quarter Final Stage. His answer as ever was genuine and direct ‘I don’t think we were good enough. We didn’t play well as a team and despite having some fantastic individuals we couldn’t blend together properly when it was required. In the qualifiers and the group stages we scraped through and as soon as we came across half decent opposition in Portugal we lost the game’. Losing to Phil Scolari, now where have I heard that one before? 
Finally I asked Alan who he thought would win the World Cup to which he replied ‘On the performances in the Semi-Finals I would go for Italy’

We now know of course that he was correct.
I’d just like to say thanks to Alan for taking time out to do the interview and congratulate him on his time with various clubs and with England. I think you’ll agree a true credit to his profession. Not bad from a boy from Saltburn!
By Jonathan Whiley
