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The Big Interview
This week 
Conor McLaughlin
By Liz Owen

After the appointment of Graham Alexander, 
David mitchell caught up with a player who 
knows him well both on and off the field. 
Written by Liz Owen.
It was only last season that Conor McLaughlin and 
new Fleetwood Town boss Graham Alexander were 
team-mates together at Preston North End.
 The two lined up alongside each other in the starting 
XI nine times at the beginning of 2011/12, while 
McLaughlin also featured in four of Alexander’s five 
games as joint-caretaker manager after the sacking 
of Phil Brown.
It is not uncommon for a player to step up from the 
first team into management within the same club - 
Morecambe manager Jim Bentley is an example.
The concept of a colleague becoming your boss 
is an interesting one, particularly in football, but 
McLaughlin believes there is nothing out of the 
ordinary about playing for Alexander.
“It doesn’t feel too strange for Graham Alexander to 
become my manager,” he said. “I had the experience 
of playing with him for six months last season before 
he moved into coaching. As I was in and out of the 
first team, we spent a lot of time together because he 
coached the reserves and took us for games.  So I’ve 
got used to working with him in that way.”
And it’s not just McLaughlin who is used to being 
around Alexander in a first-team set-up; Youl 
Mawene, Barry Nicholson and Alex Marrow have all 
been at Preston at the same time as their new boss. 
It’s not something which will have any influence on 
who he picks for Fleetwood, however.
“It’s a clean slate for all of us and previous 
experience won’t have any bearing,” said 
McLaughlin.
“He tries to encourage everyone all the time and get 
a pass in. As a player he liked to keep the ball, and if 
he lost it he went straight back to get it again. That’s 
what he’s trying to instil in us.”
Alexander will certainly be aware of one of 

McLaughlin’s most 
impressive attributes - his 
versatility.
“I played at right-back for my 
under-10s side, then went to 
centre-back for next three or 
four years before returning to 
right-back.
“That’s definitely my 
preferred position, but last 
season I played all over the 

pitch apart from up front and in goal!”
McLaughlin spent three years at North End and 
made 28 appearances in all competitions, his career 
there scuppered somewhat by a terrible injury.
Not long after making his debut for the club, a 
second-half appearance during a 2-0 defeat to Hull 
City in 2010, McLaughlin suffered a broken leg in a 
4-0 defeat at home to Bristol City, leaving the field on 
the stroke of half-time.
The then-19-year-old was forced to miss the rest of 
the season and admitted it had a big impact on his 
development.
“It was my eighth game for the club, and there was 
a lot of pressure on the team at the time because 
we were around the relegation area,” he explained. 
“We were 1-0 down when the injury happened ten 
minutes before half time.
“I had a look at my leg and saw my foot was turned 
round the other way, so I knew it was serious.
“I was taken to hospital, but came back to the 
stadium for a while later, before having an operation 
the next day.  The physio at Preston at the time was 
brilliant - I was expecting to be out for six to eight 
months but I had started running again after four or 
five months.
“It wasn’t a good time to happen because I was 
playing well and had broken into the team.  It 
definitely made my career stutter and I took a 
while to come back.  Even though I was fit, maybe 
mentally and physically I wasn’t right to come back 
that early, but I just wanted to get back as soon as 
possible. Anyone with a long-term injury will feel the 
same.
“I reckon it took me about a season to get properly 
over it.”
He may only be 21 years old, but McLaughlin has 
already experienced the pain of relegation as well as 
a serious injury.
Sidelined with his broken leg, he could only watch 
as Preston finished 22nd in the Championship, six 
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points from safety, and were subsequently banished to 
League One.
Brown left the club the following season, and after 
Alexander and Unsworth’s short stint in charge, Preston 
appointed Stevenage boss Graham Westley in January 
2012.
“After we got relegated, we made a good start to our 
first season in League One and were second in the 
league at one point, but we dropped off a bit and 
ended up finishing just below mid-table.
“The new manager Graham Westley came in with his 
own ideas and wanted his own players in. I was surplus 
to requirements and a few of us moved on.”
This led to McLaughlin joining Shrewsbury Town on 
loan at the beginning of March 2012 - “I played about 
four games and didn’t do great but it was match 
experience” - after playing his final game for Preston on 
February 18th, a 2-1 defeat to Sheffield United, before 
leaving in the summer.
And he was not the only player to do so, as several 
departed Deepdale under Westley, including Town’s 
very own Barry Nicholson.
In fact, of the Preston contingent that featured during 
McLaughlin’s final season there, only Bailey Wright, 
Thorsten Stuckmann and youth team graduate Will 
Hayhurst remain.
When approached by Town before the beginning of 
2012/13, it was an easy decision for McLaughlin to 
make.
“I knew the club were on the up, how well they had 
been doing and how ambitious they were - I didn’t have 
to think about it much really.
“I didn’t want to move too far away either. I live in 
Lytham St Annes, which is local, and my younger 
brother Ryan is over here now too - he’s 18 and plays 
for Liverpool’s youth team.
“I knew Barry Nicholson, Youl Mawene and Jon Parkin 
from my Preston days as well. It takes time to bed in at 
a club, and familiar faces always help. It was good to 
see them.”
As McLaughlin knows well, familiarity can be important 
when joining a new club - especially for a young player.
McLaughlin is from Northern Ireland and grew up in 
Belfast, where his talent was spotted at an early age 
and lead to a daunting move over to England to begin 
his football career.
“Jim McCluskie, who is now at Fleetwood, had 
spotted a few of us playing at schoolboy level for 
Northern Ireland. Four of us came over to Preston on 
scholarships and, after playing a trial match for Preston 
U16s, I was offered a contract that day.
“Another four players came over from Northern Ireland 
the following year, so with a lot of Irish in the youth 
team, it was easy to settle in.”
“As a youngster, nearly everyone back home supported 

Man United, Liverpool, Celtic or Rangers,” 
he added. “I 

followed United, and used to get over to see them 
occasionally. My favourite players were Roy Keane 
and Gary Neville - as a young right-back Neville was a 
player I modelled myself on.”
For a proud Northern Irishman, representing his country 
at international level is a big deal for McLaughlin.
He made his debut for the under-21 side in a 3-0 
victory over San Marino in March 2010 and has won six 
caps at that level; the most recent, of course, during 
Northern Ireland’s 2-0 defeat to England this November 
at Bloomfield Road, which many of the Cod Army may 
well have attended themselves.
McLaughlin has also won one cap for the senior side, 
replacing Oliver Norwood after 74 minutes in a 2-0 
defeat to Italy in October 2011, the end to Northern 
Ireland’s unsuccessful Euro 2012 qualifying campaign 
and manager Nigel Worthington’s final game in charge.
“I played at every age group from under-15 up to 
international level,” he said. “It’s a different type of 
football and it’s great to experience.
“Against England, I thought we did okay. We needed to 
keep the ball a bit more and have more of a go, but we 
were up against players on massive salaries. Playing at 
Blackpool’s ground, I expected boos, what with being 
ex-Preston!
“Winning my full cap was an unbelievable night, but I 
can’t really think too much about further international 
caps until I’m playing regular football.
“I intend to get my head down, work hard and make the 
most of any opportunities I get. Hopefully I will give the 
gaffer a problem!”
With eight appearances for Fleetwood under his belt 
so far, McLaughlin’s determination could certainly give 
Alexander food for thought as he looks to maintain 
Town’s assault on the Football League.
And bearing in mind McLaughlin’s ability to adapt to a 
variety of positions, the rest of the squad will need to 
also be on their toes as he challenges for a place in the 
starting line-up.
No-one is safe - except maybe for Scott Davies and the 
strikers.


