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Zak 
Whitbread

DEFENDER ZAK WHITBREAD SPOKE TO LIZ 
OWEN ABOUT HOW MUCH HE IS ENJOYING 
HIS FOOTBALL AGAIN HERE AT GREENHOUS 
MEADOW.
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His first competitive game in 
six months may have ended in 
a frustrating debut defeat, but 
it also marked a turnaround in 
fortunes for Zak Whitbread.

After struggling with injury 
problems over the last few 
seasons, the centre-back is 
now determined to become 
a permanent fixture in the 
Shrews defence under Micky 
Mellon, having put his previous 
fitness concerns firmly behind 
him.

It’s merely another challenge 
faced and another obstacle 
overcome by Whitbread, 
whose football-immersed 
and rather unique upbringing 
helped mould him into a 
confident and hard-working 
professional.

Born in Houston, Texas, he 
moved to England at the 
age of two, before spending 
around five years living in 
Singapore, as father Barry’s 
coaching career took the 
Whitbreads to different 
corners of the globe.

And the 31-year-old looks back 
on his early life with gratitude 
as he recalls how instrumental 
his family were in helping him 
realise his ambition to be a 
footballer.

“I joined Liverpool’s academy 
aged eight and stayed at the 
club until my early 20s, with 
a break in the middle while I 
lived in Singapore – although I 
came back during the summer 

and at Christmas to join back 
up with them.

“My dad was part of the FA 
over in Singapore and then 
became the national side’s 
head coach. I played with my 
age group in the national side 
and also joined a local team, 
so I got to enjoy plenty of 
football.

“But the concern for my dad 
was that the quality wasn’t the 
same, so, when I was 15, we 
decided as a family to move 
back to England so that I could 
give football my best shot. 
I can’t thank them enough 

“I JOINED LIVERPOOL’S ACADEMY AGED EIGHT AND 
STAYED AT THE CLUB UNTIL MY EARLY 20S,”

young age helped shape my 
character and I’m very lucky 
to have had that opportunity.”

Whitbread continued to 
progress upon his return at 
Liverpool, signing his first 
professional contract at the 
age of 17 and developing 
under the wing of some of the 
most influential defenders 
from the Premier League era.

“It was a great environment to 
learn in, particularly training 
with the first team as a young 
player and listening to advice 
from world-class players.

“Jamie Carragher and Sami 

for giving me that chance. 
Singapore was a great place 
to live and we were all happy 
there, so it was a big sacrifice 
for everyone to make and one 
which I am very grateful for.

“My dad has been the biggest 
influence on my football 
career, without a doubt. He 
has always been there to give 
the right advice at the right 
time and offer me so much 
support.

“I’ve definitely benefitted from 
my early experiences. Going 
out to a brand new country 
and a brand new culture at a 

Hyypia were invaluable to 
learn from and it would be 
hard to pick two better players 
to be giving you advice. 
They were really helpful and 
good guys along with it. To 
be able to witness how they 
conducted themselves and 
and played the game was a 
pleasure and an honour.

“Rafael Benitez was very good 
with me too. He was very 
thorough and very successful; 
the parts of the game he 
focused on, such as fitness 
and nutrition, are only just 
creeping into the game now. 
He was way ahead of his time.

> ZAK WHITBREAD
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“To make my debut for the 
club aged 20 was special, 
and I was also part of the 
celebrations after Liverpool 
won the Champions League 
the following season – that 
was surreal.

“But ultimately it’s difficult to 
break into a team full of top 
players with a lot of pressure 
on the manager to succeed. It 
came to a point where it was 
best for me to move on and 
get some games under my 
belt.”

A loan move to Millwall 
followed – the team he had 

experience. I was in a scenario 
where men were playing every 
week to pay their mortgage.

“There was an opportunity to 
sign permanently at the end 
of the season, and although 
it was a drop to League One, 
my decision was an emotional 
one. I’d been part of them 
going down and I wanted to 
do my best to get them back 
up and be part of something.

“We almost did that in the 
play-off final a few years later. 
We beat Leeds United in the 
semis as the underdogs but it 
didn’t go our way in the final 

“I’d gone to the cinema one 
night and had 26 missed calls 
when I came out. I rang the 
number back and it was Paul 
Lambert – which tells you 
something about the desire he 
had for the club to do well. He 
was so instrumental in taking 
that club to where it got to 
and I was amazed by his 
passion. 

“We had an unbelievable 
group of players who he’d 
managed to bring in – 
everyone was so hungry and 
full of desire. We wanted to 
play for each other, for the 
manager and for the club, and 
he made us believe we could 
get promoted, not only from 
League One, but from the 
Championship to the Premier 
League too.

“To this day, the game 
we sealed it, a 1-0 win at 
Portsmouth, was probably 
the best game I’ve been part 
of, purely because of the 
sheer joy at the end of it. I’d 
never played in the Premier 
League for Liverpool and I was 
thrilled to get the chance to 
do something that I had been 
desperate to achieve.”

Released by City at the end 
of their first season back in 
the top flight – “it was an 
amicable parting of ways as 
I’d had my injuries and they 
were looking for someone a 
bit more stable” – Whitbread 
joined Leicester City in 2012, 
before moving on loan to 

“I WANT TO DO EVERYTHING I CAN TO HELP 
SHREWSBURY GET AS HIGH UP THE TABLE AS 
POSSIBLE.”
lined up against on his 
Liverpool debut. After making 
the switch permanent in 2006, 
Whitbread remained at The 
Den for just over four years 
in total and helped his side 
to the League One play-off 
final in 2009, as he looked to 
establish himself away from 
Merseyside.

“I remember the ground was a 
full house and the atmosphere 
was electric – I thought it was 
a fantastic place to play and 
that always stuck with me. 
They were in a relegation fight 
when I joined on loan, and that 
was a completely different 

against a good Scunthorpe 
United side. Millwall did earn 
promotion the season after, 
and although I left halfway 
through so didn’t experience 
it with them, it was great to 
see them get back up to the 
Championship.”

It was Norwich City manager 
Paul Lambert who persuaded 
Whitbread to be part of his 
own ambitious promotion 
plans, as the defender signed 
in January 2010 and played 
a part in the Canaries’ 
incredible journey from 
League One to the Premier 
League.

> ZAK WHITBREAD
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Derby County the following 
season which then became a 
permanent switch. Between 
2012 and 2015, however, he 
had played less than 40 first-
team games.

After deciding against a move 
to the MLS with New England 
Revolution after the birth of 
his son, Whitbread returned 
from America with the 2015/16 
campaign in full flow, and put 
his efforts into keeping fit and 
joining a club which matched 
his own ambitions.

This he found in Shrewsbury 
Town and Mellon, and with his 
own injury problems behind 
him, Whitbread is relishing his 
involvement at his new club 
and is aiming to impress as 
the end of his short-term deal 
approaches next month.

“I wanted to make sure I 
was happy with where I was 
going to be playing, and after 
speaking to the gaffer here, 
both his philosophy and his 
personality really clicked with 
me. I couldn’t wait to come in 
and get started and be a part 
of what he’s looking to do here 

“I’m working hard all the time 
on trying to get things right 
and I finally believe that, 
even though I’ve had a little 
niggle over the past couple 
of weeks, I’m seeing the right 
people and getting told the 
right things. It’s great to be 
playing again and being part 
of matchday on a Saturday. 
I’ve had a frustrating couple of 
weeks but it wasn’t too serious 
and I’m fully fit now and 
looking forward to challenging 
for a regular first-team place.

“The manager and the staff 
here are desperate to move 
forward and challenge and I 
think we have definitely shown 
that we can really kick on. We 
are working hard every day 
on the training pitch to build 
on what we’ve done so far 
and everyone is pushing in the 
same direction.

“When I came here in October 
I just wanted to be playing 
football, and that’s still where 
I am at the moment. I want 
to do everything I can to help 
Shrewsbury get as high up 
the table as possible. We’ll sit 
down in January, revisit that 
and see what the situation is 
then, but there’s no pressure. 
I’m just enjoying being 
involved and giving my all for 
the club for the time being.” 

> ZAK WHITBREAD


