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Johnny Murphy on his time with Arsenal and Leinster,  
that iconic photo, and a life taking care of the dead
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that iconic photo, and a life taking care of the dead
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A MATTER  
OF LIFE AND 
DEATH

JOHNNY MURPHY takes 
the photo down from the 
wall.

Four teenagers dressed in 
smart jackets. Liam Brady, Frank 
Stapleton, David O’Leary and 
Johnny Murphy. All signed to 
Arsenal, all with the world at their 
feet.

“The suit was from my broth-
er’s wedding,” says Murphy. “That 
was from O’Beirne and Fitz-
gibbon on O’Connell Street. Top 
of the range.

“The photo was taken at the 
Garden of Remembrance. Then 
we went up to Dalymount.

“Frank and Liam were already 
at Arsenal and myself and David 
were going there — the summer 
of 1973.”

Monday afternoon in Bray. 
Murphy is at the office of his 

family’s funeral care business.
“I’ve had a real bad few days 

with my nephew dying,” he says.
“My brother’s son, John. It all 

happened very quick. We buried 
him last week.”

Murphy has lived an extraordi-
nary life; Arsenal player, Leinster 
captain, Triple Crown winner, 
husband, father and undertaker.

This weekend is a big one for 
the two teams that shaped his 
life, but the last few days have 
been difficult.

“You just try to do the best you 
can, try to be as professional as 
you can, to do exactly the same 
job as for somebody else, even 
though it is family and it’s upset-
ting,” he says.

“Sometimes you wish you 
weren’t in this game, but then you 
keep going by thinking you have 
to help get people across the line. 

“You have to help people get 
through it all.”

Murphy has played with some 
of the greatest names in football 
and rugby: Brady, Stapleton, 
O’Leary, Campbell, Ward, Slattery 
and many more.

He saw George Best up close, 
duelled in the sun with Serge 
Blanco and was present for 
another iconic sports photo 
involving Diego Maradona.

But family is what matters 
most to him. And there has 
always been sport in the family.

“My dad started the business. 
He would’ve been playing football 
at the time,” he says.

“He played in the League of 
Ireland for Shamrock Rovers and 
Bray Unknowns. 

“My uncle was a good foot-
baller and my older brothers were 
footballers. My young lad William 
was a good footballer and our 
eldest Brian was a good rugby 
player. 

“Usually when there’s sport in 
the family, it stays there.”

In 1973, Murphy was making a 
name for himself in two codes.

Evening Herald sportswriter 
Kieran Rooney described him as 
“perhaps the outstanding 
15-year-old rugby prospect in the 

c ountr y.” He was  a l s o  an 
outstanding football talent.

Two starring performances for 
Ireland’s schoolboys against West 
Germany and France caught the 
attentions of Arsenal scouts Bill 
Darby and Gordon Clark.

London was calling.
“So myself, my mother and my 

father went over to Highbury and 
had a look and I then signed for 
Arsenal,” he says.

“They had won the Double in ’71 
and everything they done was just 
at a completely different level. 
Streets ahead of anything in Ireland 
at the time.”

Murphy comes from a family of 
nine with four brothers (David, 
Martin, Thomas, Brendan) and four 
sisters (Bernadette, Irene, Patricia, 
Veronica).

From the outset, the club were 
concerned about homesickness.

“The fella at the club said, ‘Better 
if there’s only one or two in the 
family. Better chance of them 
staying,’” says Murphy.

“I knew David (O’Leary) because 
we played in the same Dublin and 
Irish teams together. Then we 
shared digs while over there.

“And when I had a bad time, and 
I did have a few bad times, Frank 

helped me greatly.
“Then Liam tried to help me 

because he’d had a bad time in the 
beginning as well. Liam was from a 
big family too.”

London was lonely and Murphy 
clashed with a drill sergeant-style 
youth team coach, but he was 
happy to be in the orbit of people 
like legendary manager Bertie Mee 
and goalkeeper Bob Wilson.

“I had a very strong shot and Bob 
Wilson used to say, ‘Keep the 
Murphy lad there’. He was a 
fantastic goalkeeper and he wanted 
me to really work him,” he says

“Bertie Mee was a lovely man. He 

knew exactly how to do things and 
treated you very, very well. But you 
knew he was the boss.

“We would have trained against 
the first team lots of times, so 
everybody knew one another. And 
four Irish boys, of course you’re 
going to have good times.”

Brady was the first to make the 
breakthrough.

Murphy was in the stands when 
the Dubliner made his Arsenal 
debut against Birmingham in 
October, 1973.

Hope outweighed homesickness.
“I remember the huge buzz when 

he made his debut. We were all at 

the game,” says Murphy.
“David was a fantastic centre-

half and proved it by going on to 
play so many games for Arsenal. 
Frank was brilliant in the air and 
Liam was just different class.”

There were other standout 
moments, like a surprise visit by 
George Best to Arsenal’s indoor 
training ground.

“George Best trained in Arsenal 
one Friday when he came back 
from one of his eh… times away 
from football,” says Murphy.

“We were there because we were 
going to have to clean the dressing-
rooms when they finished. 

“To see some of the things that 
he could do was just incredible.”

But the pull of home was strong 
and Murphy was unhappy with the 
club about his release for a youth 
international against Iceland in 
Dublin.

“They didn’t want me to go,” he 
says.

“In the end I went, I played for 
Ireland, scored, and then went 
back. But that left a sour taste in 
the mouth — on my behalf and 
their behalf.

“Then a few other things 
happened and I just said, ‘This is 
not for me’.”

He came home and agreed to 
play for Shamrock Rovers, but 
complications over his Arsenal 

contract dragged on and on.
At just 18 years old he was frozen 

out of football.
“I did have some lovely times at 

Arsenal, but sometimes it’s just not 
what you want,” he says.

Murphy returned to rugby and 
picked up where he left off.

He quickly became a star full-
back at Greystones, earning the 
nickname ‘Iron Toe’ on a US tour. 

There was even some American 
football interest for his kicking 
ability.

He married Anne in 1978 and 
then a year later, as Brady, 
Stapleton and O’Leary were 
winning the FA Cup with Arsenal, 
Murphy was starting his career in 
the blue of Leinster.

“It meant a lot to play for Lein-
ster,” he says. “There were fantastic 
players around and you learned a 
lot from them.”

He was part of an unstoppable 
squad under Mick Doyle that won 
interprovincial glory five years in 
succession between 1979 and  
1983.

But it was a world away from the 
professional set-up of today.

“If you had 1,000 people at a 
match it would’ve been a huge 
crowd back then,” he says. 

“It was very different. And they 
billed you for everything.

“I dislocated my elbow playing in 
a Leinster trial one year. I was 
brought to Vincent’s and they cut 
the jersey up to get at my arm.

“After it was done I asked for the 
jersey back and the doctor says ‘It’s 
cut to bits!’ I said, ‘I’ll take it or I’m 
gonna have to pay for it.’

“The Irish team was no different. 
I got a newspaper to the room one 
time and they sent me a bill for 22 
pence. The stamp to send the bill 
was 15p. Ridiculous stuff.”

Murphy was part of Ireland’s 
1982 Triple Crown-winning squad, 
playing a crucial role off the bench 
in the victory over Wales at Lans-
downe Road.

But he was limited to three caps 
at a time when substitutions could 
only be made for injured players.

“I think I was sub 18 or 20 times. 
It’s easier to get a cap now in 
comparison,” he says.

Rugby took Murphy around the 
world.

It even brought him to the Nou 
Camp in 1982 and the scene of 
Steve Powell’s iconic photo of 
Maradona under siege from six 
Belgium players.

“We were in Barcelona for a four-
team tournament. A team from 
Scotland, a team from Spain, the 
Irish Wolfhounds and a team from 
France,” he says.

“It was to coincide with the 
World Cup. We thought it was 
going to be a jolly, but then the 
Falklands War broke out.

“France were supposed to be on 
tour in Argentina, instead the 
whole French team came down 
and played in this Mickey Mouse 

tournament! Serge Blanco, 
Philippe Sella, everybody.

“After that we went to the 
opening game of the World Cup 
between Argentina and Belgium 
with Maradona. 

“Just to be there in the stand 
was incredible.”

Murphy retired from rugby 
aged 32 in 1990 — the year his 
father died. 

He’s been married to Anne for 
48 years now and they have two 
grown-up children, Brian and 
William.

Last Sunday, he received news 
that an old teammate from his 
schoolboys days, Jimmy Molloy, 
had died.

Murphy has spent a lifetime 
surrounded by death and is at 
ease with his own mortality, even 
making plans for his own funeral.

He’s not the only sportsperson 
to do this work — Jody Fanagan 
once beat Tiger Woods in a 
Walker Cup match and now runs 
a similar family business — but he 
knows it’s not the regular path 
taken.

It’s definitely not what he had 
in mind when that famous photo 
was taken in 1973.

“I always said for years I’m not 
going to do this. When I come 
back from England, I was never 
going to work in my father’s busi-
ness. But one day it just started,” 
says Murphy.

“At the start, I would only do 
funerals for people I didn’t know. 
Now it’s part of my life.

“It can be very difficult, it’s not 
an easy job to do for people. It’s a 
very difficult time for them.

“You like to think that you are 
helping people. I know it’s part of 
your work, but you’re still helping 
people.”

Back in 2000, Brady, Stapleton, 
O’Leary and Murphy all took part 
in Billy McGrath’s documentary 
‘Who’s That Standing Beside John 
Murphy?’ and he reconnected 
with Brady.

“ W h e n  t h e y  d i d  t h e 
programme, I said to Liam, ‘I’ve 
made you lads famous with that 
photo,’” he says, laughing.

There are other photos on the 
office wall at Thomas Murphy and 
Sons.

One of Arsenal’s 1973-74 squad 
— including Brady, Stapleton, 
O’Leary and Murphy — and 
photos of his late siblings Berna-
dette and Martin and his late 
parents Thomas and Patricia.

His nephew Richie Murphy is 
head coach of Ulster and their 
European exploits have been a 
source of great pride for Murphy 
this season.

And this weekend he will be 
surrounded by family watching 
the two teams that mean so much 
to him — Leinster and Arsenal.

“I’d always try to find out how 
Arsenal get on and it’s been great 
to see them doing so well this 
season,” says Murphy.

“And Leinster… Bordeaux are a 
very good side, but if you play 
your cards right, there’s a way of 
beating them.”

Anything is possible. Murphy 
knows that better than anyone.
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Johnny Murphy on Arsenal and Leinster, that iconic photo and taking a different path

FAMILY TIES: Johnny Murphy with his 
wife Anne and sons Brian (left) and 

William (right)

BIG MOVE: Johnny 
Murphy in his Arsenal 
kit at Highbury in 1973

Johnny Murphy 
holding the famous 

1973 photo of himself 
with Brady, Stapleton 

and O’Leary and 
(below) in his 
Leinster days
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GREEN GIANTS: Arsenal’s 1973-74 squad with 
(ringed, left to right in back row) Liam Brady, Johnny 

Murphy, Frank Stapleton and David O’Leary

CAPTAIN’S CALL: Johnny Murphy (ringed) with 
Leinster squad during Mick Doyle’s reign




