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For my mother and father and my wife and children. Yes, my parents drove me to games as a kid and yes, my family have put up with a lot from me over the seasons … but they’ve all gone on an incredible journey too and that’s always worth pointing out.
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‘Of the 95 per cent of people who love football, only 2 per cent understand it. One of my best friends is a complete fan, sees everything, knows everything. But he has no idea … It’s complicated.’


Xavi




















INTRODUCTION





Whatever you think of that quote from Barcelona’s legendary playmaker, Xavi Hernández, he’s right. Only 2 per cent of people truly understand football, and the vast majority of those 2 per cent of people are involved in the game, week in and week out. They are the players and managers who are paid to win football matches, who understand what it takes to win football matches and who know how to change the course of a football match with a single decision – while retaining the courage of their convictions to make that decision, even when those around them are scratching their heads in wonderment.


While it is true that some things in this game will forever remain the privilege of the people who are involved day to day, that doesn’t necessarily mean that the fans paying their money to sit in the stands aren’t allowed an opinion or can never be educated, at least from a tactical standpoint. Unfortunately, many people on the outside looking in are at the mercy of the ‘wisdom’ of others who also have no direct involvement in football.


Books on football tactics, strategies and formations need an angle because, ultimately, the authors need to sell books, and I suppose it says everything when a team of economists who have never kicked a ball in their lives can persuade football fans to buy books on the game. Such books may have taken subject matter that looks great as a series of numbers on a page but which, in reality, has no relationship with the way that Solskjaer instinctively knew where to stand from Beckham’s corner in the last minute of the 1999 Champions League final, or how Lionel Messi dribbles the ball by looking at the feet of his opponents, or what it means to stand in front of your home fans while holding a trophy above your head. A person can have as many letters after his name as he likes but only the players really know what this game feels like; we are the only ones who can try to describe what it feels like to score against Manchester United or beat Arsenal or win a trophy.


Most of the books that try to explain what really happens in modern football have the sole aim of bombarding you with statistics to labour a point that doesn’t and never will exist. But I get it – they’re fun because they deal with historical data that evokes a sense of nostalgia in the reader. I have read books that claim teams should sell their best players; I have read books that claim the influx of foreign players in the Premier League is benefiting the England team; and I have read books that claim the manager isn’t important.


This book tells you how football actually works in the real world. It isn’t written by a journalist, it isn’t written by a couple of Harvard economists – it’s written by a footballer who can tell you exactly why things work the way they work, having experienced them first-hand. The Guide to the Modern Game is written by me, the Secret Footballer.

















CHAPTER 1
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GETTING STARTED





Fitness


When I became a professional footballer I thought that the standard of the players would leave me with a lot to learn in a short space of time. I was wrong. However, the fitness training in pre-season was unlike anything that I had experienced before – but although I took everything that was flung at me, I later learned that my new manager, my first as a professional, had a reputation for going overboard when it came to getting his squad fit. I now know that he was slightly mad and a little ahead of the curve in terms of the latest theories on fitness and nutrition. He had studied what the top sides were doing in Italy to help their players and, as a result, had uncovered tales of incredible recovery aids such as creatine, a supplementary white powder that helps tired muscles recover twice as fast as conventional methods. He had new pills that helped lubricate the joints to avoid stiffness, and he had reams of paper with specific training methods suited to whatever particular training that he wanted the players to do. Unfortunately, one of those training exercises was called ‘fartlek’. We laughed when we first heard it, of course, but two days later, at the end of the first fartlek run, we couldn’t get our breath and we certainly weren’t laughing.


Fartlek training, or ‘the fartlek run’, is still in use today, and is particularly prevalent with teams lower down the divisions that don’t have access to £10,000 training vests or the equipment to carry out more individual testing that is football based. In fact, fartlek has been around for many years in one form or another; it was originally developed by a Swedish coach called Gösta Holmér in 1937. The Swedish cross-country team had lost regularly to their Finnish counterparts in the 1920s – something that had caused great embarrassment to the Swedes – and so Holmér developed a continuous and interval training technique that would work a person both aerobically (low intensity, between 60 per cent and 85 per cent of the maximum heart rate) and anaerobically (high intensity, at maximum effort for a few seconds or up to two minutes).


I hated it. The run was always an hour long, and consisted of running full-on for 30 seconds, then jogging for a minute. Much like the drinking game so beloved of players, where you have a shot of beer every minute for an hour, it sounds easy. By the end you are left hanging on for dear life and, in those final moments of the run, you wish that you’d forfeited those last twenty minutes in Vegas, where drinking another shot of Budweiser felt like drinking petrol.


Lots of footballers do the fartlek run on their own throughout June, before they have to go back to their clubs to start pre-season proper on 1 July. If, in the evening, you see a guy in a hoodie running between lampposts, jogging between two and sprinting between the next two, it’s not some kind of bizarre getaway with a nod towards keeping fit, it’s a footballer being busy.


The latest research all points towards ‘sport specific’ fitness work. That is to say: if you play football for a living then you should get fit by playing football. That doesn’t mean playing eleven-a-side football every day; it means doing some pretty tough fitness work, but using the ball in a way that you would in a game. There has been much bastardising of this information among fitness coaches, though – after all, when and why do I need to dribble the ball between a set of cones, around a pole and back to the start? I may be using a ball but the drill is certainly not specific to my game.


FIVE SPECIFIC FOOTBALL DRILLS TO GET FIT IN PRE-SEASON
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[image: ] Two against two, with one goalkeeper in a full-sized goal, playing only in the penalty area. This is a ‘one-on, one-off’ drill, which means that the first four individuals play for three minutes, before resting for three minutes, while the next four individuals play. The session can be made harder by reducing the number of touches each player is allowed. Believe me, after three minutes of three touches you’ll need an oxygen tent. Great for two strikers to go together against two defenders.


[image: ] Take a five-a-side pitch and split it into thirds. Take three teams of six players and put a team at either end, with a ‘working team’ in the middle third. Two players from the working team chase the ball into one of the end thirds, trying to win it back from a team of six who have to get to ten passes using one touch each before they transfer the ball to the other end; the four remaining players in the middle are allowed to cut out the transferred pass. The two chasing the ball keep going to either end until they win it back and change with one of the other teams once all six players have had a go. The team with the most transfers against it loses. Perfect for midfielders closing players down.


[image: ] Three teams of eight, with different coloured bibs on a half-sized pitch. Two teams always keep the ball while the other team tries to win it back. When the team chasing the ball finally win the ball back they keep it away from the team that gave the ball away together with the third team. There is always one team that gets a good run around, and the secret is to spread out around the square and have two people in the middle to provide wall passes. This session works on fitness through closing down and winning the ball back and also focuses on picking the right moment to switch the ball once the team chasing has squeezed right in.


[image: ] Two teams play against each other on any size pitch while one team has to score in any goal and the other team just has to keep the ball. It is surprisingly easy to keep the ball without scoring, and very difficult for the other team to actually score. This drill really highlights the belief that the team keeping the ball conserves more energy than the team trying to win it back, because when the team trying to score actually win the ball back they are nearly always too tired to counterattack and try to score – in fact, they are nearly always too tired to just keep the ball and get a breather. As a result, the other team nearly always wins the ball back within six passes. It is a great fitness drill but it is also a great drill to show a squad of players how important it is to keep the ball in professional football.


[image: ] The attackers and midfielders start spread out across the halfway line while the defence start to the sides of the goal. The goalkeeper takes a goal-kick that an attacker controls and sets off towards the goal with three of his teammates. The defence run on to the pitch and hold the line that they think is right. Generally, this is a session for defenders as four attackers will always come from the halfway line, but they will attack two defenders, then three and then four. The last in the series of these drills introduces a midfielder that chases the four attacking players back towards the goal on the sound of a whistle. As soon as the move breaks down the defenders and attackers swap turns with another set that are ready to go once another goal-kick is taken. It is amazing how quickly the jelly legs set in, especially for the defenders.





In short, lots of fitness coaches, even in the Premier League, do not subscribe to the proven theory that basing a pre-season only on playing football will get players fully fit. In Italy the players have been undergoing such training since the mid-1980s, and it stands to reason that if you can get a squad of players fit while at the same time becoming more and more accustomed to manipulating the ball at high speed before the season has even started, then the likelihood is that you will have a much better chance of going into the opening day of the campaign at full throttle. The first manager I heard of who introduced a ball into every element of pre-season training was José Mourinho, and I was even told that he’d introduced a club policy whereby it became a fine for any player caught touching the ball with his hands during training.


So why doesn’t every manager go for ball-specific pre-season training? After all, if it’s good enough for José it ought to be good enough for everybody, right? Well, the truth is, most managers just don’t trust the players to give their all in each training session, and there are reasons for that.


At Chelsea, and most other Premier League clubs, the players now wear £10,000 GPS vests (standing for Global Positioning System) over their kit. The vests track heart rate, distance covered, intensity and direction (amongst other things) during each training session, all of which means that fitness coaches can now tell exactly what sort of effort a player is putting in. Anybody ‘tossing it off’ is pulled up and reprimanded, but that is rare – at the top level you won’t find too many individuals who are found wanting in training or matches. The rest of the non-elite sides tend to have to rely on the old-fashioned method of running their players round and round the pitch until they are either dying or dead.


But, budgets aside, don’t forget that we are still playing in an era where, in order to get fit in pre-season, our managers ran up and down the stairs of the main stand – and the mantra seems to be that if it was good enough for them, then it’s certainly good enough for us. I’m afraid that where a lot of managers and pre-season training is concerned, progress comes about one funeral at a time.


The five worst pre-season runs I’ve ever had to do
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[image: ] In Austria we had two sessions before breakfast that almost broke me: swimming relays in a 5°C mountain lake at 6 a.m. (two African players nearly drowned and had to be fished out by three other players) followed by a weights and core session at 7.30 a.m. back at the hotel. And just when you’re looking forward to a decent breakfast at 9 a.m., you remember that it consists of fresh grapefruit, brown toast and All-Bran. Never mind, at 11 a.m. the running starts. I hate pre-season.


[image: ] Early on in my career I had a manager who used to love cycling along the river. Unfortunately, twenty of his squad, including me, were running after him. In 30°C heat we ran down the river on a beautiful summer’s day. The problem with running down the river is that it’s very easy to work out that every step forward is another step that has to be taken on the way back and, these days, we know that being able to see the end or knowing how far you have to run beforehand is a huge advantage psychologically which makes players try harder to finish the run faster. As we’re running down the river, we suddenly hear a loud cheer coming from the other bank where a group of people – my friends – are lying on the grass, shirts off, drinking cider. That was a hard run, and coming back was even harder. Thank God we didn’t have camera phones back then.


[image: ] Later in my career a well-regarded fitness coach went out for a run along the beach during a pre-season tour and came back to the hotel where we were staying with tales of huge sand dunes, 40 feet high, that would be perfect for an impromptu running session for the players. The result was a bus down to the beach followed by ten runs at full pace from the bottom of the sand dune to the top, and then back down again with a 30-second rest in between runs. It was made worse by the fact that I trod on a piece of broken glass on the ninth run and spewed up for the first time in my career shortly after the tenth. Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one, and there was a particular sense of achievement after that run that I haven’t come across too often in football. People often talk about team bonding and the fact that a night out or a trip to the races can be good for team relations – and they can – but twenty-five players embracing each other after they’ve pulled each other through a really hard running session is one of the most underrated ways to build bridges in a squad.


[image: ] At the very start of pre-season a fitness level needs to be determined by the fitness coaches. A recent addition to football, but not to sport, is the 1000-metre run designed by the Chinese Olympic coaching team, who worked out that the time taken for somebody to run that distance would give them an exact figure with which to tailor an entirely individualised training programme. Unfortunately for football players, the translation of this method has been misunderstood, bastardised or, in some cases, both. The upshot is that a couple of years ago we did the same session for a week that involved 8 x 1000-metre runs with a four-a-side game on a half-size pitch in between them. In those games every player had to cross the halfway line when his team had scored, and every player had to cross the halfway line if the opposition were about to score; if you hadn’t managed to recover over the halfway line then the opposition goal counted as two. The first 1000-metre runs, roughly two-and-three-quarters of the way around a cricket field, saw times of 3 minutes 30 seconds. The last run saw the time jump to 4 minutes and 30 seconds.


[image: ] Not exactly a run but in the middle of my career I met a very forward-thinking sports scientist who based all of his pre-season training on a type of high-intensity interval training called ‘Tabata’. This training is named after the Chinese professor who invented it, Izumi Tabata, and was originally used to benefit Chinese Olympic speed skaters. It involves 20 seconds of maximum intensity cardiovascular activity, followed by 10 seconds of rest, repeated for eight cycles (4 minutes) at a VO2 max of 170 per cent. At that particular club, Tabata training was used on the cycling machine, the rowing machine and as part of a superset weights programme; it is recognised internationally as one of, if not the fastest way to gain fitness when used at least four times a week.





THE VO2 MAX TEST


Whatever training method a manager and his coaches decide to go with, the exact benefit is difficult, if not impossible, to gauge unless you have a barometer of a player’s fitness levels from the start. In 1850 a German physician called Adolf Eugen Fick, a man who clearly hated people, came up with the first equations for measuring a person’s cardiac output. Over time his findings would become more refined until, many years later, his initial discovery would come to be known in sports institutions around the world as the dreaded VO2 max test.


The real benefit of a run like this lies in doing it again when a player comes back from the off-season. So the secret is to put in a fairly good time that reflects the fact that you have tried, while not being near your absolute maximum. Therefore when you come to do the test again, after your holidays and the booze and the shisha pipes and the shocking diet, you will be able to beat the original score, thus appearing to those who care about these statistics that you have been working hard in the off-season.


Now, that may sound deceitful, probably because it is, but as you get older you’ll realise that people watch your scores very keenly, and the moment that a 34-, 35- or 36-year-old falls off the edge of the fitness levels required, he will be out the door to the lower levels. The job of a player is to do everything he possibly can to prolong that inevitability – if that’s what he wants, of course.


Remember, you can’t cheat the actual VO2 itself – the software tells those monitoring the run exactly when the body can’t take in enough oxygen to replace the energy it is expending. That generally happens around the 7-minute mark at a 1.0 incline and at a 15.5 pace setting. Thereafter, what is actually being tested is how long the body can continue to run simply by using its own reserves; that is the real test of how fit a player is. If you get to 11 or 12 minutes then you’re doing pretty well – lots of players fall in at around 10 minutes 30 seconds. It is this part of the test that, ideally, you want to lop 30 seconds off. If you think you can get to 11 minutes then stop at 10 minutes 30 seconds.


When you come back from the off-season you’ll have a much better chance of hitting 10 minutes 30 seconds again, and if you can better that mark then it will give the impression that you have been working hard in your time off. You should be working hard anyway, of course, but, for me, going to the gym every day simply isn’t an option in the summer. It may sound ridiculous to say so, but I only have six weeks to meet and catch up with all the people that need my attention, and that makes regular training very easy to talk myself out of.


Today, the VO2 max test is still torture, and has been made worse by the fact that, as you run on the treadmill with a mask over your face, struggling to breathe, a geek in a white lab coat pricks your finger every two minutes to take a blood sample to determine the red blood cell count – the higher the count the more able a person is to deliver oxygen to body tissue via the blood flow.


HOW TO PREVENT INJURIES


Every player has an Achilles heel, a repetitive injury that takes months off his career. For me it was my hamstrings, and the various teams that I’ve played for have come up with all manner of novel training programmes to prevent me from pulling them. From kickboxing to yoga, each programme is designed to do one thing: ‘switch on’ the glute muscles. Glutes (gluteus maximus) are, to be blunt, the muscles that run from your arse down towards your hamstring, and they have a fundamental flaw in that they are inherently lazy.


Footballers pull their hamstrings regularly because their glute muscles have switched off, leaving the hamstrings as the only muscles to power a player when he is sprinting and turning. As a result, the hamstrings become overworked and begin to suffer very minor muscular traumas that can, if not given enough rest, become significant tears. Tears range in severity from grade one, which can take a week or ten days to recover from, to a grade three, which is a complete tear and can, in some cases, take as long as two months to recover from.


Unfortunately, there is no one-off exercise or a switch that turns the glutes on. It has to be done each morning, and before matches, by lying on your front and training the mind to single out the muscle that you’re trying to stimulate. Think of when you’re trying to isolate one breast when flexing your pecks: the first time you do it, you’ll tense your six-pack, your bicep and possibly the muscle in the back of your shoulder, but with enough practice you can train the mind and the body to isolate individual muscle groups.


After regular sessions the body gets the message and automatically switches on muscles – after that it is just a question of maintaining it. In truth all footballers should do this exercise every day, and not just the ones like me with dodgy hamstrings. It is estimated that players increase their anaerobic performance by as much as 20 per cent and halve the chances of pulling a hamstring, simply by using their glute muscles over their hamstrings.


But don’t take my word for it, after all, I’m just a player. Let’s defer to an expert, a man who has won everything in the game, and a physio who commands such huge respect that he is flown all around the world to speak about his discoveries.


The Secret Physio led a fitness and rehabilitation revolution in the Premier League – his template is still in use today by the biggest clubs in the world thanks to the sheer innovativeness of his new approach.


The Secret Footballer: How did you work out that players should be training separately in pre-season?




The Secret Physio: With the introduction of GPS monitoring of training and games, and systems such as Prozone, we had access to accurate data and essential statistics on players’ physical and performance profiles. Those facts included the total distance covered by a player, how much distance they cover over 21 km/h or 14 km/h, how many headers they do, even whether they turn more to the left or the right during the game, and the success of certain passes. From this information it’s possible to identify clearly that different positions on a football field result in different physical profiles.


For example, a centre-half may head the ball twelve times in a game but a winger not once. An attacking midfielder may cover 12 km in a game whereas a centre-half may cover less than half that distance. Therefore power- or jumping-related training is more beneficial to a centre-half, whereas the fitness training for a winger may be more sprint based. It is the same concept with goalkeepers. Goalkeepers only ever run a maximum of 15 metres in a game at any one time. They are power athletes, they need to be agile and powerful, they don’t need to be aerobic or endurance athletes. Before this research, the cutting edge of a goalkeeper’s fitness training was to put him in the slow group and make him do the same running as everyone else. But their fitness profile is very different to that of an outfield player. Get fit for the specific task that you want the player to achieve, not just the sport.





TSF: Does that extend to players operating in the same position?




The Secret Physio: Absolutely. And this is where the research began to get very interesting and really come into its own, because we realised that we were able to apply new fitness regimes to players based on the way that the manager was going to play. GPS data showed us that even players who play in the same position have different physical profiles. For example, if you were to take Patrice Evra and Luke Shaw, both are left-backs, but one does a lot more attacking and crossing from the opponents’ by-line than the other, so they will cover more high-speed distance and speed endurance in a game, therefore their individual fitness training needs to reflect that. But just as important is the fact that the two players are at opposite ends of their careers, so the load that each player can take will also be different.





TSF: So would players need to train differently from one another in terms of the weights they lift and the core work they do?




The Secret Physio: It all depends on what you have been born with. Some players have to work on strength development in certain areas, for others it can come naturally. Let’s take Lionel Messi as an example: there aren’t many players who can get the ball off Messi, but it’s not because he is an expert on the core-ball or can squat twice his body weight … his body is essentially perfectly designed to do what it needs to do to play the way he does. If there is a weakness in the system, though (say, following an injury), or if a player wants to improve an aspect of their fitness – i.e., vertical jump, or speed acceleration over 5 metres – training can improve this. And that’s the big secret behind all this: essentially, what we’re doing is supplementing and maximising what players have been born with. That’s all it is and, when I look back now, I can’t believe this wasn’t understood earlier.





TSF: In that case, every player should have an individual training programme for pre-season?




The Secret Physio: Yes. But not just pre-season: every day of the season should be supplemented with individual instructions based on the information at hand, fitness, nutrition, sleep patterns and so on. If more coaches took ‘individualised’ training more literally I feel players would be more adapted and conditioned to their position, and there would be fewer injuries. Certainly when we introduced this new method at our club, one of the marked changes in the squad over that first season was that the rate of injuries dropped off. Players were no longer being told to ask their body to perform a task that was alien to it – they were extremely comfortable doing what we told them they should be doing instead, and they thrived because of it because nobody could do it as well as they could.


There is less risk of injury when a player is more closely aligned physically and mentally to the activity he is performing. If a player does a ‘new’ or unaccustomed activity, problems arise. We saw it all the time when the team did a crossing and shooting session and the centre-halves and defensive midfielders joined in – they’d do twenty or thirty high-impact crosses or shots in a training session when they hardly ever did it in a game, and almost always we had cases of tight or slightly torn groins. It was the smoking gun that we’d been looking for.


In truth there was a certain amount of research already happening in American sports such as baseball and, in particular, American football. The different areas of the team all trained in smaller groups, working on their specialised tasks, before coming together as a whole team as the training progressed.





TSF: Moving on to injuries, why does it take so long to recover from cruciate injury?




The Secret Physio: A cruciate ligament injury occurs when the knee is forced into a position beyond the controlling capacity of the ligaments. There are two cruciate ligaments, anterior and posterior. The posterior cruciate ligament is commonly damaged in sports such as rugby and American football, when the shinbone is forced back in a collision or a scrum. With an anterior cruciate ligament injury the knee is forced inwards, together with extreme external rotation. As football relies heavily on the motion of twisting and turning, the knee has to be stable in these movements otherwise it buckles or gives way. Therefore, in football, if you rupture this ligament it will need reconstructing. If you participated in a linear sport such as cycling or even jogging, you may not need surgery, but in most ACL injuries there is also cartilage damage, so this may need rectifying too.


The operation involves taking another tissue, the graft (commonly the tendon of the patella or the hamstring from either leg), and replacing it in the same place where the original ligament would sit. As you are putting a ‘tendon’ in the place of a ligament, the body slowly changes the graft’s cellular make-up to that of a ligament (ligamentisation) and, unfortunately, this takes time.


With more conservative surgical techniques (i.e., now the operation can all be done via an arthroscopy through two small incisions in the front of the knee rather than opening up the knee with a large incision) players can be running around after about three months. Ironically, this is actually the time when the graft is at its weakest during the recovery process. It then takes many months for the knee to gain full coordination and strength with a new, alien tissue inside it. The brain also needs time to readjust and relearn the complex movements of playing football. It is true that players can return in six months, but it takes many more months for them to be anywhere near where they were pre-surgery, and some surgeons still say that it takes at least nine months to return to the pitch for this very reason. All too often players return a little too soon and some players never reach their pre-injury level. The insult to the body is just too great, especially in the older player; however, young players’ brains are more plastic and able to adapt to changes more quickly.





TSF: Why do so many players pull hamstrings?




The Secret Physio: Each sport has its own common injuries, and some clubs get more of a particular type of injury due to the type of training or style of game they’ve adopted. In football the common injuries are ankle sprains, knee ligament injuries, groin injuries and hamstring injuries.


The reason that we have so many hamstring injuries in football is a difficult and complex one. There are so many possible causes for hamstring injuries in a sport where an athlete is randomly sprinting, walking, turning, heading, etc. Getting older, weakness and previous injuries are the main indications for further hamstring injury.


Prevention is very challenging. However, the important aspect in the treatment stage is to focus on the main problems the player has – some find they can’t sprint while others cannot consistently cut, decelerate, accelerate, twist or turn. Another problem is that so many players return when they are not fully able to cope with ninety minutes of competitive football.





 TSF: Let’s talk about the World Cup. Lots of people were asking me why the England players seemed to suffer from cramp more so than almost any other team at the finals.




The Secret Physio: Well, the Italians didn’t for a few reasons, which is more about being conditioned for the climate they were playing in. Also, many of the England players hadn’t played a full ninety minutes in the weeks leading up to the tournament. I don’t know why they bothered going to Portugal for a week … they even went to St George’s Park for a bit too, where the climate isn’t particularly Brazilian.


There is only one answer. Get to the climate as soon as possible and teach the body to cope with the humidity and the different conditions in order for the players to adapt to the environment. The England players flew into Manaus a day or so before the game from a temperate Rio, and it was too much of a shock to their systems so they were tired and dehydrated sooner than the Italians were – that, and not being ‘match fit enough’ leading up to the game.


For many teams, whether you are Man United, Chelsea or the national team, the commercial side of the club can dictate the preparation for up and coming campaigns. Teams in pre-season go on long tours to Asia and the US, and England went to Portugal and Miami before getting to Brazil. Get to the venue as soon as you can to allow you time to adjust. The Germans did and they did rather well as I recall.





TSF: And what about the rumours that the players were training in bin bags?




The Secret Physio: It makes you dehydrate quicker because it makes you hotter and the sweat cannot evaporate. Sweat is produced to cool you down, via evaporation. But this is only part of the problem in a humid (sticky, damp) and hot environment. The air you breathe in is hot, you sweat a lot, and evaporation isn’t as effective in very humid conditions. Wearing bin bags is a futile attempt to condition the body and try to cheat the conditioning process. The best way to get used to playing football at altitude in hot and humid conditions is to play football at altitude, in hot and humid conditions!





TSF: How is it that many South American players share the same physique as their European counterparts and yet they are stronger on the ball?




The Secret Physio: It is really noticeable how even the leanest of players, Brazilians in particular, such as Oscar, Ramires and even, before them, Ronaldinho and Cafu, seem to be far stronger on the ball than many European players. As a Premier League medical department we have been leading the research in this area for some time and we are confident that the way Brazilian players are nurtured, on uneven surfaces, particularly sand, increases their core strength enormously.


Two seasons ago we began to use sandpits for the rehabilitation of some of our players, as a sandpit works the muscles more than on grass while reducing the impact on the joints. As a player pushes off on sand the surface gives underfoot, so you need more energy to propel yourself forward, meaning that it’s harder work and, by definition, players will get fitter more quickly.


Sand is particularly advantageous where joint injuries are concerned, not only because it reduces the impact on joints, but also because it protects ligaments from excessive stress and strain during rehab. When players have issues such as osteoarthritis, where the joint surfaces are worn, the sand can offer a relatively ‘joint-protected’ environment but also a significant muscular load. It can also be used with injuries such as ankle sprains because the ankle doesn’t have to adapt and mould to a firm, uneven surface.


The pits that we use are expensive to install. Depending on size, a large pit, say 20 x 30 metres, will cost over £100,000, but through our medical and rehabilitation research we have also been able to demonstrate that using sand twice a week will benefit the whole squad, not just the injured players. They will become fitter, improve their reactions, strengthen their core and tone their physique. If I can offer one piece of advice to any person reading this book who is trying to reach their peak physical condition, it would be to try to incorporate sand training into your regime – the benefits are huge.





TSF: What ideas are being worked on to revolutionise the medical set-up with the England team?




The Secret Physio: One of the glaringly poor areas between national teams (although England are better than most) and clubs is the lack of respect, communication and trust between medical personnel. I admire the rugby set-up, where England physios are welcomed into clubs to assist and advise on the wellbeing of a player and even help out with their rehab and recovery at times. I know the England rugby players’ situation is contractually different to football, and that many football clubs feel a sense of ownership and lack of control at having an ‘outsider’ come into the club but, come on, let’s get professional about this. Unlike many other aspects of football, the medical staff are bound to rules of confidentiality and professional conduct. And, after all, don’t we all have the best interests of the player at heart?


The whole England set-up needs refreshing. The playing squad is going to be made up of young players, so let’s have a dynamic ethos, forward-thinking medical and performance personnel and player wellbeing strategies at national level that will be the envy of other sports. Look at how other elite sporting organisations, such as Team Sky and British Cycling, work. They do not leave any stone unturned when looking for ways of improving performance and solving a problem, even in small amounts – they call it ‘marginal gains’. For example, they realised that when on a Grand Tour the riders were in a different hotel bed every night and not getting a great night’s sleep between stages. Sleep is the best recovery you can get, so they ensured that each rider’s bed had its own individual topper, pillow and duvet. Now every bed is the same and they get a proper night’s sleep. Simple, really.





 TSF: Are foreign players generally fitter?




The Secret Physio: Not at all, that is a myth. The adage that foreign players have come to the Premier League and showed us the way in terms of fitness and nutrition was true once, but not now. That doesn’t mean we can’t still learn from new ideas coming over from the Continent, but I know that in the Premier League today, although there are more foreign players, everyone is fit. English players play far less golf than they used to years ago, and they look after themselves better – they have to in order to compete at Premier League level; there is no alternative to the proper lifestyle in today’s game. Today, the game is faster, more intense and if you have cup competitions you play fifty to sixty games per season. You have to be fit.


In my view, the foreign players tend to hang around more after training as there are fewer distractions in a foreign country, and this can mean that they do additional gym-related work, have more massages, etc. Some say it’s being more professional, some say it’s higher maintenance. But English players aren’t out drinking buckets of beer in the meantime; they are at home resting, doing what professional players should be doing.





TSF: What is the budget for a physio or medical department?




The Secret Physio: This varies massively – from clubs such as Manchester City, who will spend millions on medical-related costs, to a few hundred thousand at your lower Championship side.


The biggest cost is wages, which will obviously depend on staff numbers and experience. For example, we have a number of doctors, physios, masseurs, admin staff and so on. The bigger clubs have up to fifteen full-time medical staff, whereas a League One club may only have one full-time physio. Then there are the costs of scans and operations, seeing specialists at home and abroad, where the cost skyrockets. Then there are electrical physio treatment machines, rehab equipment, hydrotherapy and pool facilities that cost big money to install and maintain. And you’ve also got the day-to-day products, such as tape, oils, dressings, drugs, etc. At a top Champions League club, you could easily be looking at a bill of £6 million or £7 million a year.





TSF: Can you explain your relationship with the manager?




The Secret Physio: The relationship between manager and physio varies enormously between clubs. I have worked with managers in the past so closely that they become close friends, while there were others that I hardly spoke to from day to day. When you are the only medical person at a club you will obviously have a very close working relationship with the manager. You will be discussing issues regarding both fit and injured players, numerous times in a day.


At bigger clubs it is important to have one person who is directly responsible for discussing these medical issues with the manager. If too many people get involved things get complicated and misinterpreted. This person is usually the head of medicine, who can be a doctor, as is the case at clubs like Man City and Liverpool, or a club can be physio-led, as is the case at Arsenal and Tottenham. In an ideal world every member of staff would have an input into a player’s management, but it is the head of the department who discusses it with the manager.


Some managers think they are medically trained and want to give advice on how the injured player should be managed. On one occasion my manager was insisting a player play with a skullcap to cover a deep cut on his head. Trouble was, he couldn’t head the ball properly. It turned out that he was fine with just a bit of padding and strapping. The player was very relieved not to play with a helmet on.





TSF: Do you get pressure to rush players back, or are you left alone and trusted?




The Secret Physio: Generally no [to rushing players back]. The manager knows and trusts our department to do our very best to get a player fit and with minimal risk of re-injury as soon as possible. Good injury management involves regular communication with the manager and updates on a player’s progress. Managers don’t like surprises. When their star striker is out injured, of course they want him back as quickly as possible, as do we, but it is working out a balance of being fully fit to perform and minimising risk of re-injury which extends the recovery period further. Re-injuries should be avoided as much as possible. They take longer to heal and indicate that a player wasn’t ready to return to play.





 TSF: Are some players a nightmare to deal with?




The Secret Physio: Footballers are human beings, and the great thing about humans is their diversity. Some players have a low pain threshold and whinge at the slightest blister or niggle, whereas others will play on with a broken leg, literally. Some are used to massages twice a day and have to be supervised to carry out a gym programme, whereas other players you never see on the massage table and you will never see them unless it’s a really serious problem.


That’s also why, when you cover a game, you have to know your players. There are those players who go down a lot but are usually fine, and those who rarely stay down injured, and if they do you know it’s serious.





TSF: Finally, the question that I get asked more than any other by kids up and down the country at the minute. Does that multicoloured tape that players wear all over their skin actually do anything?




The Secret Physio: As with most medical treatments, it works for some people and not for others. If you believe that wearing the tape is going to make you feel better, it usually will; if you don’t believe in it, then it probably won’t work. It’s the same with acupuncture, Pilates … most electrical machines. The tape is supposed to provide support or release tension in the soft tissue it covers. It is also believed to affect the pain input to the brain, which eases discomfort, but this may be very subtle. Does it matter whether you wear pink, blue, black or beige? Whatever makes you ‘feel’ better!





Diet, nutrition and supplements


There is always research going on into certain areas of human phenomena that can perhaps be applied to football nutrition and fitness in order to gain a slight advantage. For example, in recent years there has been a lot of research into why a certain village in France called Bach, about an hour north of Toulouse, should have the lowest rate of heart disease and the longest life span in the whole of France. Known as the ‘French paradox’, the people of this region eat more saturated fat, thanks to their love of foods like cheese and confit of duck, than in any other part of the country. Dated research can sometimes be to blame for turning a whole country off saturated fats or sugars, and it’s true that too much saturated fat does indeed clog the arteries around the heart – but we now know that, as part of a varied diet, saturated fat in moderation is actually a vital part of living a healthy life.


Very often, however, there is a more sinister marketing ploy behind whole generations of people taking up one eating habit or another.


For example, research into where the ‘eight glasses of water a day’ advice came from has shown that it was directly linked to a marketing strategy developed by a French natural mineral water company in order to sell more water. The reality is that there is very little evidence to suggest that a magic number of eight glasses of water a day is any better than drinking six or twelve, or any other number in between for that matter. And marketing like this isn’t a new thing – the notion that eating five portions of fruit and veg a day will greatly increase immunity to certain deadly diseases has also since been shown to be nothing more than a gimmick developed by the EU parliament to boost agricultural productivity and sales of fruit and veg. Two years ago, they upped it to seven portions. No one is saying that you shouldn’t eat fruit and veg or drink water – only that we should all be aware of when we are being healthy, and when we are being sold to.


That said, there are a lot of things regarding nutrition that we do know to be a matter of fact, and some of them seem to fly in the face of modern ‘advice’. Dark chocolate (over 74 per cent cocoa solids) is one of the best things for you. In the Premier League we eat two squares every morning as part of a very rigid diet. The sacrifice that goes into our diets is considerable; depending on where you live good food is all around you, and so is every temptation that the biggest food manufacturers on the planet can think of. But, if you want to live your life like a Premier League footballer in terms of the foods you should eat, then below is exactly what you need to eat and when.


THE DIET – IN SEASON


8.30 a.m.–9 a.m.: One Actimel, one pint of lukewarm water with the juice of half a lemon, two small squares of dark chocolate (minimum 74 per cent cocoa).




The Actimel helps to increase more of the bacteria that break down food, thus speeding up metabolism. The pint of water must be lukewarm because the body will use energy to heat ice-cold water to body temperature, so that it can be absorbed into warm muscles without chilling them. The lemon juice helps to increase metabolism speed – important so that sugars reach muscles faster as the foods are broken down more quickly. When we are training at a high tempo this becomes a fundamentally important part of our diet.





9.30 a.m.: Two slices of brown toast with almond spread. You may also try porridge with honey for a change.




White bread is one of the worst foods that any person can eat – it is pumped full of chemicals to increase the life span of the bread. Brown bread is far more natural, with very few additives. Nuts are a so-called ‘super food’ but, most importantly where footballers and athletes are concerned, they are a slow-releasing energy source. This means that if a player is training solidly for two hours, the energy levels within his muscles are continually being topped up by the energy coming from the nuts.





10.30 a.m.–12.30 p.m.: Training.


1 p.m.: Steamed broccoli, grilled chicken (no skin), lots of brown rice.




I don’t just mean a couple of florets of broccoli either. I mean six to eight florets. Brown rice has replaced pasta because it has recently been found that nearly a third of all players have some kind of food intolerance, and the egg in the pasta was actually hindering their performance. The skin on chicken, although extremely tasty, is very bad for you and so it is removed. What remains is a big lump of unseasoned protein. The chicken is grilled to avoid using fat, and the broccoli is steamed to retain as many nutrients as possible. On the Continent, the lubrication comes from olive oil, but over here we think of Queen and country and go in dry. 





Nutrition


In season
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Out of season
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     The reason for that is because most managers have now banned ketchup from the club dining room. You may remember stories about former Tottenham manager Juande Ramos doing this and causing some ripples in the process. The fact is that on the Continent ketchup has been banished for years, and with good reason: eating a sachet of ketchup after training is like eating a cube of sugar, meaning that the player would get a sharp energy spike followed by what sports nutritionists call a ‘crash’. In short, it doesn’t aid recovery and completely messes with your body’s wellbeing.





6 p.m.: Grilled or steamed fish with steamed veg (avoid carbs). Followed by low-fat yogurt and fruit – berries in particular.




Fish is very important in a footballer’s diet because it provides the omega-3 oils essential for the body’s wellbeing. We supplement this dose of omega-3 heavily (see page 33). Steamed veg can include any kind of veg you like, as well as mushrooms (which I hate and refuse to eat). The veg should be as al dente as you can stand – the more cooking, the fewer nutrients remain. Avoid having too many carbs after 6 p.m. because the body cannot absorb them in the time left before you go to sleep, by which point you will be lying flat on your back and the energy from the carbs you’ve eaten, which are not being burnt through training and exercise, will turn to energy stores, otherwise known as fat!





Snacks: Raw vegetables – a bag of baby carrots is perfect.


At Manchester City’s training ground, the breakdown of nutrition needed is individually tailored and written on a wall for each player, changing from day to day, depending on whether or not the players need more or less of a particular food group according to their training regime. It is all designed to have the players in the best condition they can be in for Saturday.


MATCH DAY


Match day is very different from any other day of the week. Half the time you will be at the mercy of the hotel’s chef, who very often is a man who lost his love for cooking long, long ago. That said, there are only so many variations of chicken, rice and pasta that somebody can conjure up.


Generally, we’ll eat a breakfast at around 8 or 9 a.m. of muesli and cereal, but never anything sugary, to make sure we avoid the dreaded crash. Then there is a pre-match meal at about 11.30, after a walk and before a team meeting in which we watch a video of the opposition as a refresher and have a bit of a rallying cry from the coaching team. The pre-match meal must be as plain as possible to avoid upsetting the stomach, and generally consists of boiled penne with a sauce made by opening cans of tinned tomatoes and heating the contents up. Then there is grilled chicken, not seasoned, and a selection of steamed veg. And that’s it.


At half-time we have a table of slow-releasing sugar foods. The most popular are Jaffa Cakes and jelly babies, but at some clubs these have been replaced by concentrated gels designed to get into the bloodstream more quickly, deliver a bigger hit and last longer. At Arsenal the players are given a sugar cube, which is left to dissolve on their tongue. But I think that may be because they are often making a concerted effort to storm the first fifteen minutes of the second half, a time in which Arsenal have typically been at their strongest.


For many years (and still at certain clubs to this day), it has been a widely held belief that after each match in which a player has played at least sixty minutes, he can eat whatever he likes. When I started playing professionally, fish and chips was the undisputed king of post-match cuisine. Today it’s pizza, delivered straight to the changing room, while at the highest level the chef on board the coach ride home will typically cook a pasta Bolognese or a carbonara. At one team I played for we used to have a heated-up low-fat muffin with low-fat custard and, believe me, we savoured every mouthful, it was the one treat of the week.


SUPPLEMENTS


At every stage of a player’s diet, he’ll be boosting his vitamin levels and intake of protein with a selection of pre-approved supplements ‘prescribed’ by the club’s nutritionist. Below is a selection of the staple products that pretty much all footballers will take in some guise or another.


Cod liver oil: Some players take as many as ten tablets a day, but you must be careful as cod liver oil is where we get our healthy dose of fatty acids. Exceeding the recommended daily amount can have an adverse effect. Leading scientists across the globe who research anti-ageing effects all agree that the one proven thing that every person can do to extend their life span is to take daily doses of cod liver oil.


Caffeine tablets: Only to be taken on a match day. I hate them – all they do for me is keep me awake after the match has finished, but I know lots of players who swear by them and who claim that the tablets make them more alert during the game. I call them placebo tablets.


Creatine: Taken on the Continent for years, for a long time creatine was seen as a banned substance in this country and has had lots of negative press. What I can tell you, from years of taking it, is that the creatine from over ten years ago was extremely pure and the effects were noticeable. I felt much stronger in training and able to recover much faster. I could lift weights beyond anything that I thought I was capable of, and I seemed to be faster in a flat race. Creatine was never banned, but it is something that has been honed over the years, and today you tend to find it in protein shakes rather than a powder to be mixed in with water and downed. But that may be because it tastes revolting on its own.


Maximuscle: Maximuscle shakes are one brand of quick carb- and protein-based products that can deliver the required amount of nutrition to a player’s system quickly. In truth, there are many products all doing the same thing. The reason shakes have taken over in the game is because they can be pre-made and kept on ice until the players have finished training. There is a rule of thumb that players must take in the energy that has been expended within thirty minutes of physical activity, otherwise the body struggles to replenish its stocks effectively. But players were coming off the training pitch and getting showered, checking their phones and waiting around for lunch, so the shakes have provided the perfect antidote. These days players will be handed their own bottles of pre-mixed protein shake, usually with a dose of creatine mixed in, as they are walking off the training pitch and still in their boots.


Drinks: Players in the Premier League will have little choice but to drink Lucozade – even if you prefer Red Bull or Powerade, and buy your own to drink in the warm-up, you’ll find that your club will be fined a big sum of money by the Premier League. Only Lucozade can be consumed on the pitch in the Premier League, thanks to their lucrative sponsorship deal. You could, of course, put a different drink in those blue Lucozade bottles by the side of the dugouts, but why bother? Lucozade is actually a very good drink to hydrate with, as good as anything else that’s out there. Just try to use the pop-up nozzle on the bottle, or a straw, when you drink it, otherwise your teeth will be shot to pieces by the time you’ve been in the game a decade or longer. Also, there is no need whatsoever to drink any sports drinks when you’re at home – just drink water unless you want to do what Samuel Eto’o does, and just drink Coca-Cola, morning, noon and night. Coke is one of the worst things that anybody can put into their body, but Samuel doesn’t seem to have done badly off it.


HOW DOES A PLAYER MAKE ALL THIS WORK FOR HIM?


Every player will at some point sit down with a nutritionist who scrutinises everything that they do off the pitch and how the level of performance can be improved. Some players have vitamin deficiencies that need to be supplemented and some players are carrying too much body fat. At Fulham, like at so many clubs I know, there was a real competition to see who could get the lowest body fat with some of the players achieving sub-5 per cent, which I have to tell you is very impressive. How they achieved it is a testament to the nutrition and fitness staff and the attention to detail that went in to each player’s individualised programme.


Below is an example of a typical nutritional programme, taken from a real Premier League player, showing the level of detail required to help a top player to stay at his peak:
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