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You see things; and you say, ‘Why?’

But I dream things that never were; and I ask: ‘Why not?’

– George Bernard Shaw,

Back to Methuselah, 1921


FOREWORD

by Sir Clive Woodward

The road that led to England winning the Rugby World Cup took many twists and even more turns. For me, there would have been no World Cup, no England, no Lions and no rugby had I not been sent to school in Wales.

When I started there at the age of 13, I had not played a game of rugby in my life. I didn’t even like it, never mind play it. I was obsessed with football, and had a dream of playing for Everton, or any other big club that showed any interest, and I would never have played rugby had my father not sent me to the HMS Conway Naval Boarding School in North Wales. The particular road that led me to Sydney on 22 November 2003 began more than 30 years earlier on Anglesey.

My dad deliberately chose a rugby-playing school, which didn’t please me one bit. In fact, I was so displeased I ran away three times, trying to get back home to Yorkshire. I wasn’t going to let my ambition of being a professional footballer go without a fight and I couldn’t have cared less about my education. Each time I was taken back to HMS Conway, I had to face the music. The penny eventually dropped; I got on with it and grew to love my new game.

I was quite small, so they put me at scrum-half and after a while I began to play at fly-half. I found out very quickly that it was a tough school and rugby was a tough game – you got bashed about by a lot of hard characters who were being schooled at HMS Conway to go to sea.

I began to get quite good, and when I was in sixth form I went to Cardiff for a final trial before they picked the Wales schools team. I played for the Possibles, and it was no wonder that the opposition were called the Probables because at half-back they had Terry Holmes and Gareth Davies, both of whom went on to have distinguished careers with Wales and the Lions. I must have done reasonably well because a few of the selectors spoke to me afterwards and asked me where I was from. As soon as I said North Yorkshire, they seemed to lose interest, which is why I always find it amusing whenever Wales pick someone from outside Wales.

One of my big regrets is that I never played for Wales as a schoolboy. The schoolmaster who drove me back to Anglesey was spitting blood that I had not been picked and that yet again nobody from North Wales had got into the team. I was pretty chilled about the experience, happy just to have been there. I thought: ‘You’ve got no chance. One, you’re English. Two, you’re playing for a school in North Wales.’

I made no bones about being English, but I was very peeved not to have been picked. Welsh rugby was then embarking on a golden era and I got swept along by the national fervour. A year or so after leaving school, I played for Harlequins against Cardiff at Twickenham and what an eye-opener that turned out to be.

Bob Hiller, the England full-back, played for Quins, and Gareth Edwards for Cardiff. They had been on the Lions tour of New Zealand a couple of years before and I’d never heard anything like the banter between them. It started in the first minute and they were still at it until the last: a non-stop barrage.

I’ve always had a passion for sport but going to Wales made me realise there was more to sport than football; for example, I once ran for Wales schools against England in the 400-metre hurdles. My five years in Wales gave me an understanding of rugby and a passion for it without which I would never have got anywhere, as a player or a coach.

As a player for England against Wales, I was definitely behind; as a coach against Wales, definitely ahead, despite what happened in the last minute at Wembley in April 1999 when they smashed our Grand Slam. At the time I was absolutely incandescent that our back-row forward, Tim Rodber, had been penalised for a brilliant tackle and that, of course, led to Scott Gibbs’s try and Neil Jenkins’ winning conversion. You don’t forget things like that, which is why it’s still my most painful memory.

You can imagine what the mood within the camp was like that Sunday night. I don’t think anyone realises how it feels to lose a big game in those circumstances unless you have actually gone through the wringer yourself. I got up before the crack of dawn and drove to Twickenham, convincing the security people that I was who I said I was before going to my office.

My world was still in a state of collapse when I checked my emails. One was from someone whom I’d never heard of. It read: ‘Clive, why are the English the world’s best lovers? Because they are on top for 79 minutes and still come second.’

I sent what I thought was an appropriate reply, something to do with sheep. I told the same story when invited to speak at a Welsh rugby dinner in London. A few weeks later, the RFU’s then chief executive, Francis Baron, informed me that he’d had a letter of complaint from the Welsh Race Relations Board. To cut a long story short, I rang them up and made it clear that I was not being anti-Welsh, although it did teach me a lesson: don’t try to be funny in public.

Far from being anti-Welsh, I have nothing but admiration for a country that has produced, and continues to produce, more than its share of outstanding sportsmen and women. It’s a tough country that produces tough, no-nonsense players, and I can pay no higher compliment than that. Rugby in Wales, as I discovered many years ago, has often been a different game from that played in England, and it is this which has enabled it to produce so many great players for both union and league. I always enjoy meeting with the Welsh players, a few of whom I have had the privilege of getting to know better, and excellent men they are, too.

They’ve also produced colourful characters across the sporting spectrum, from golf to boxing, football to athletics, steeplechasing to Formula One. Peter Jackson has been immersed in Welsh sport all his life, although we on this side of Offa’s Dyke managed to distract him a fair bit during his many years as the Daily Mail’s rugby correspondent. The stretch of the M4 from his home in Cardiff to Twickenham hasn’t been the same since his retirement.

As a highly respected and ultra-professional journalist, Jacko’s column was required reading. During my time as England coach, I would start every day in his company, as well as that of a few others, briefing myself with daily cuttings of rugby news. I found his views and his take on events, players, teams, coaches and rugby affairs to be illuminating, and I thank him for many amusing and enlightening conversations over the years.

Nobody, therefore, is better qualified to write about the Welsh greats, and when Peter invited me to write this foreword to the book, I was delighted to accept.

Clive Woodward

September 2011


PROLOGUE

This book has been more than 50 years in the writing. If that sounds an inordinately long time to acquire an appreciation of Welsh sport in its many guises, then all that can be said in my defence is that there has been much to appreciate.

The earliest memories remain the sharpest: of Glamorgan County Cricket Club and a youthful Don Shepherd against Kent at St Helens in 1954, on a rare dry day during one of the wettest summers on record; of the Northamptonshire fast bowler Frank ‘Typhoon’ Tyson starting his run at what seemed like one end of Ynysangharad Park in Pontypridd and the England wicketkeeper Keith Andrew standing at the other.

Memories, too, of Yorkshire at the Gnoll in Neath; of how every time he beat the bat without getting a touch a disgusted Fred Trueman would give a look as filthy as the coal-black clouds scuttling behind the little pavilion. Other imperishable moments clamour for attention: an expedition to London in the early autumn of 1961 for my first experience of English football. Cliff Jones made it unforgettable, the Welsh wing flying down the touchline like an Olympic sprinter on a balmy September evening at White Hart Lane, when the double-winning Spurs played in the European Cup.

In a hitherto unseen feat of gymnastics, Jones crossed the ball in full flight, and every cross seemed to land perfectly enough on the head of Bobby Smith, for the bustling England centre-forward to head four of the eight with which Spurs overwhelmed the Polish champions, Gornik. Every one, I swear, from Cliff’s hanging centres. And those, remember, were the days when the European Cup truly was an elite competition: for national champions only, unlike its twenty-first-century equivalent, the Champions League – a misnomer, if ever there was one.

That sort of luck followed me around, as if I had been blessed by serendipity. My first day as a news reporter on the South Wales Echo – Monday, 2 November 1964 – just happened to be the day long jumper Lynn Davies brought his Olympic gold medal home from Tokyo to Nantymoel and they took the conquering hero around in a pony and trap, the next best thing to a chariot of fire.

The first time I saw an international at Cardiff Arms Park, from the terracing in front of the old North Stand, it coincided with Terry Price dropping a goal that climbed to such an altitude that it seemed to come down out of the clouds before clearing the Irish cross-bar by about 30 feet. Wales duly won the Triple Crown at a time when winning it was a far bigger deal than it is now.

My first Wales soccer international later that year proved to be every bit as serendipitous, the might of the USSR picked off in a World Cup qualifying match at Ninian Park by a sumptuous goal from Ivor Allchurch, one of the finest footballers of his generation, or any other. They called him the ‘Golden Boy’, a classic inside-forward, as they were known in his day, renowned for his artistry and sportsmanship. His image, sculpted in bronze, stands at the entrance to the Liberty Stadium, the twenty-first-century home of Swansea City.

Allchurch belonged to a time long gone when footballers performed before massive crowds for no more than £20 a week, which meant it was just as well that they played largely for the love of the game. Not even the best rugby league players got that much as part-time professionals, which meant they had jobs outside the game. Rugby union players, of course, did it for nothing, or the vast majority did, in compliance with the archaic amateur regulations. In an era when nobody danced to the tune of television, satellite or terrestrial, the winter sports adhered to clear demarcation lines, which gave the summer ones a clear run.

A multitude of Welsh athletes, cricketers, boxers, golfers, jockeys, footballers and rugby players have performed many heroic deeds down the decades, so many that my most difficult task was to limit the final choice. The list is an entirely subjective one, based on my own experiences over almost half a century’s observation of the great and the good in my role as a sports journalist privileged enough to have witnessed history in the making.

To do Welsh sport justice, there had to be more to the book than rugby and football; there is so much more to Wales than the two main winter passions. Success in other spheres dictated that the final choice had to be eclectic. After months of agonising, my final choice of seventeen subjects spanned ten different sports and just about every decade since the Second World War.

For the majority, success meant fame and, in some cases, fortune. Others found their pursuit of excellence cut short by serious illness or other traumatic events. Two lost their lives in very different circumstances, each doing what he did best, hence the title: Triumph and Tragedy.

All 17 fulfilled the most demanding criterion: that each and every one should have a unique claim to fame.

Jimmy Murphy, a coalminer’s son from the Rhondda, the emergency manager who rebuilt Manchester United from the ruins of the Munich air disaster.

Allan Watkins, from Usk, the first Glamorgan cricketer to play in an Ashes Test match.

Don Shepherd, the only bowler to take more than 2,000 first-class wickets and not play for England.

John Charles, British football’s first, and greatest, export to the Continent; a player never booked, let alone sent off, despite some brutal treatment during his years in Italy.

Billy Boston, one of the all-time greats of rugby league, who tells why he would have given up all his trophies to have played just once for Wales at the Arms Park in his native Cardiff.

Mike Davies, the tennis rebel who left the amateur ranks when professionalism was still a dirty word and revolutionised the sport in America.

Ken Morgans, the youngest of the Busby Babes, who, despite surviving United’s crash at Munich, was never the player he had been.

Lynn Davies, the only Welsh athlete to win Olympic gold in track and field.

Clive Sullivan, the first black man to captain Great Britain, at the Rugby League World Cup, which they won.

Mervyn Davies, struck down at the zenith of his career by a brain haemorrhage which denied him the captaincy of the Lions and left him lucky to be alive.

Gareth Edwards, the only rugby player never to miss a match for his country over a period of 11 years, which made him the most automatic of international rugby choices.

Keith Jarrett, the only teenager to flatten England almost single-handedly on his debut a few months after leaving school.

Tom Pryce, still the only Welsh motor-racing driver to win a Formula One race, and a world champion in the making when he was killed in a freakish accident at the age of 27.

Johnny Owen, the last British boxer to lose his life as a result of fighting for the world title.

Ian Woosnam, the one Welsh golfer to win a major.

Carl Llewellyn, on his own as the only post-war Welsh jockey to win the Grand National twice.

Finally, a player who refused to throw in his lot with England and went on to win more Premier League titles than anyone else, irrespective of nationality: Ryan Giggs – even if, at the time of writing, he is synonymous with super-injunctions, having been named by an MP in the House of Commons over a sex scandal.

 

* * *
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MANAGING MANCHESTER UNITED’S RESURRECTION

Jimmy Murphy


Born: Pentre, 8 August 1910

Died: Manchester, 14 November 1989, aged 79



William Murphy joined the mass emigration from Ireland shortly after the turn of the twentieth century. Instead of taking a left turn out of his native Kilkenny and sailing westwards across the Atlantic, he went the other way, opting for the shorter journey east by ferry to the British side of the Irish Sea.

His search for work took him inland to the booming South Wales coalfield and a job underground in one of the biggest pits of all, the Maindy Colliery in Pentre, at the very heart of the Rhondda Valley. Soon enough, the Irish widower met a Welsh widow, Florence Louisa Eynon (née Scourfield), whose husband’s premature death had left her to raise four sons and a daughter on her own.

They married and, on 8 August 1910, Florence gave birth to a fifth son, James Patrick. The year had already been an auspicious one in a more tangible sense for Manchester United Football Club: the young Murphy’s birth came just six months after United played their first match at Old Trafford on a site which had been acquired thanks to the largesse of the club chairman, John Henry Davies, in stumping up £60,000 of his personal fortune for its construction. The Manchester Guardian acclaimed the playing surface of the 45,000-capacity stadium, describing it as ‘as smooth and as green as a billiard table’. The Sporting Chronicle paid gushing tribute to what its correspondent called ‘a football ground unrivalled throughout the world’.

It would be a matter of time before the infant James Patrick would play a monumental role in ensuring that Manchester United became ‘unrivalled throughout the world’ for more than their ground. Nine months after his birth, United had won the Football League championship for only the second time, reclaiming the title one point ahead of Aston Villa and seven clear of Sunderland in third place. They would not win it again until the early 1950s, by which time William and Florence’s son was working round the clock to create his very own footballing phenomenon, the Busby Babes.

The Murphys’ youngest was still a babe in soccer terms when he began to show signs of musical talent as a pianist and church organist. His mother, anxious for the boy to make enough of his education to avoid a dangerous, back-breaking life mining coal, thought he was destined to become a schoolteacher. As a pupil, he was considered above average, even if he did have a penchant for ‘talking too much’.

His other penchant was for football, starting with a team called the Pentre Linnets. From there, he climbed swiftly up the ladder to Pentre Boys, Treorchy Juniors and Glamorgan Boys. A terrier-like wing-half in the days when there were such things, the young Murphy displayed such a precocious talent that by the age of 13 he had been picked for Wales against England in a schoolboy international in Cardiff, where he played with and against boys of 16 and 17. He had found his escape from the pit.

Unlike thousands of his compatriots during the 1920s, Murphy discovered a more rewarding way of life in the West Midlands than working on the assembly lines in the car factories springing up around Birmingham and Coventry – as an apprentice professional in the English First Division with West Bromwich Albion FC. The young Murphy went about his new career with a zeal that meant every ball was there to be won, as though his life depended on it.

They called him ‘Tapper’, a nickname inspired by his strength in the tackle and the periodic impact that would inevitably have on an assortment of ankles. As one opponent observed: ‘You needed two pairs of shin pads against Jimmy . . .’ As Murphy told one of his protégés two decades later: ‘Remember this, son. They can’t play without their ankles.’

He would never have indulged in fanciful talk about ‘the beautiful game’. Murphy had been brought up in a tough old school long before they began to dilute the sheer physicality of football as it used to be. ‘I’m not happy with our tackling, boys,’ he told the Busby Babes at half-time during one of their youth games. ‘We keep hurting them, but they keep getting up.’

During more than ten years at the Hawthorns, he played 204 first-team matches for the Baggies, a term of endearment inspired by the generous length of their white shorts. Four years after appearing in their losing FA Cup final against Sheffield Wednesday in 1935 and with twenty-one appearances for Wales to his name, Murphy moved to Swindon with his wife Winnie, their three-year-old daughter Patricia and baby John.

The outbreak of the Second World War, while finishing him as a player, unleashed a long chain of events that would lead to his meeting with another international wing-half from a coalmining background: Matt Busby. The hazardous, roundabout journey that brought them into contact took Murphy to the deserts of North Africa with the Eighth Army, then Tunis, Rome and, ultimately, Bari.

By the time Murphy left to fight Rommel in the campaign that famously marked a turning point in the war, with victories at Tobruk and El Alamein, his wife had given birth to a second son, Philip, with a third on the way. Born in July 1942, James Patrick was named after his father because his mother feared her husband might not survive the war.

By 1945, Murphy was one of thousands of British troops pushing up through Italy after the retreating Germans. With their war virtually over, the soldiers finished up at a camp in Bari on Italy’s Adriatic coast, where Murphy’s principal job was to keep them occupied by organising football and cricket matches. Busby, a physical training instructor, arrived there with a band of professionals, among them a pair of English internationals who would go on to manage champion teams: Stan Cullis with Wolverhampton Wanderers and Joe Mercer with Manchester City.

One exhibition match pitted Busby and company against Murphy’s men. When the little Welshman spoke, Busby had never heard anything quite like it. He made a mental note, there and then, that the fiery Welshman with the Old Testament rhetoric would join him in rebuilding Manchester United at the bombed-out Old Trafford. Sgt Murphy was recruited on the spot, in a part of the Continent to which he would return to conquer, in a footballing sense, more than 20 years later. What Busby heard in that army camp in Bari kept ringing in his ears.

‘This little man was talking football with the passion and fervour of a Lloyd George or a Richard Burton,’ he said. ‘His audience was entranced, as I was. He spoke as if delivering a sermon and we were all transfixed. It was his attitude, his command, his enthusiasm and his whole driving, determined action and word power that caused me to say to myself: “He’s the man for me.” I asked Jimmy to join me at Old Trafford as my assistant when he had been demobbed and returned to England.’

Long before ‘motivation’ became a buzzword in sporting parlance, Murphy had made himself a natural exponent of the art; in fact, he was expert by the time he first rolled up his sleeves in his search for the crème de la crème of schoolboy talent during the immediate post-war era. Nobody summed up ‘Murphy the motivator’ more colourfully than the revered Peter Doherty, then nearing the end of his playing career, festooned by a League Championship medal with Manchester City before the war and an FA Cup winner’s medal with Derby County immediately after it. Billy Wright, a colossus with Wolves and England throughout the ’50s, always referred to him as ‘Peter the Great’.

Doherty, a stylish inside-forward considered by common consent to have been the best footballer produced in Northern Ireland before George Best, said of Murphy: ‘When Jimmy talks about football and Manchester United with a youngster, he not only paints a picture but fills in all the details like a Michelangelo or a Raphael.’

The Murphy family reunion at the end of the war did not last long. By the middle of 1946, after introducing himself to James junior, then three years old, the breadwinner was getting stuck into his new job up north as head coach of Manchester United, with special responsibility for all players outside the first team, which remained Busby’s preserve. Murphy coached the reserves every day and then devoted two evenings every week to the younger players, who were either in nine-to-five jobs or still at school.

By the time Winnie and the kids, then up to five with the birth of Nicholas, relocated to Manchester in 1948, with a sixth, Anne, arriving the following year, Busby had taken the decision that would rejuvenate his team as never before and turn them into the youngest champions in Football League history. He put his Welsh right-hand man in charge of youth development, a task that would demand an extensive search-and-find operation throughout the British Isles for the best schoolboy talent.

Murphy set up a scouting network par excellence – but that was only the beginning. Separating the wheat from the chaff, identifying those who he believed would make it from those who would not, was down to Murphy. He then coached them until such time as they were ready for the first team, whereupon they promptly rolled off the assembly line. Busby had an unwavering belief in Murphy’s priceless gift for spotting exceptional players and then ensuring they realised their potential.

His eye was so sharp, his instinct so strong that there were times when Murphy could make his mind up in a matter of minutes. Sent during the post-Busby era to run his eye over a centre-half at a lower-division club, Murphy made the journey in the company of Harry McShane, an ex-United player, and his actor son, Ian. They took their seats in good time for the start, whereupon McShane junior went off to buy three coffees. He returned five minutes later to find his father sitting on his own. Murphy had gone, his mind made up about the player before they even kicked off.

‘Jimmy’s seen enough,’ McShane senior told his son. ‘He says that the feller he’s come to see can’t play and won’t make it in the First Division. He says there’s no point staying, so we’re off home.’

Murphy brought a whole galaxy of stars to Old Trafford. There were those who came from Manchester itself, such as Roger Byrne, Eddie Colman, Bill Foulkes and Nobby Stiles. Others came from a little further afield: Bobby Charlton from the North-east; the titanic Duncan Edwards from the West Midlands; Mark Jones and David Pegg from South Yorkshire; Liam ‘Billy’ Whelan, Jackie Blanchflower and, a little later, George Best from opposite sides of the Irish border.

The Busby Babes swept all before them. Murphy’s Marvels would have been a more apposite name for their collective ability, not that their creator would have been the least bit interested, given his aversion to the limelight. The way Jimmy saw it, Busby had given him the ‘dream job’ and the Welshman was happy to do his bit – and was happier still that his light remained hidden beneath a bushel.

His babes won the FA Youth Cup five times in a row from 1953 to 1957. During this time they had minimal contact with Busby due at least in part to the fact that, pre-floodlighting, all matches kicked off on Saturday afternoons, when Busby would always be on first-team duty. When floodlighting allowed the Babes to strut their stuff midweek, Murphy would finish his team talk with a reminder of who would be watching: ‘The Boss is here tonight. So let’s show him what you’re made of.’

None of those hanging on his every word owed more to Murphy than Bobby Charlton, and certainly nobody has reason to be more grateful. Charlton would never have become one of the all-time greats without his Welsh mentor, and Bobby Charlton would say so himself. Murphy was, to him, simply ‘the greatest teacher of football I would know’.

Murphy used his own concoction of the stick and the carrot to turn his protégé into a world-beater from day one. ‘Jimmy, as had been so clear from our first meeting, was the man,’ Charlton said. ‘He was ever-present on the training field in his tracksuit top and shorts, his pot belly protruding with the evidence of how much he liked a pint. He was on to me all the time, standing close to me as a practice match unfolded, chiding me, irritating me. I suppose he was testing my patience when things were not going right, as when he stepped into my path and tripped me when I was in full flight. Jimmy was so intense he used to scare me. He would kick me during practice games to toughen me up. As I moved through the ranks, Jimmy’s personal tuition grew more intense and more specialised.

‘I learned a lot from Matt Busby and Alf Ramsey. However, everything I achieved in football I owe to one man and only one man, Jimmy Murphy. Matt and Alf were good to me but Jimmy really got to my guts. Jimmy was simply sensational.’

The shy Geordie boy and the sergeant major from the Rhondda spent endless hours in shooting practice, Murphy teaching his pupil the art of shooting for goal without looking at the target, thereby reducing the goalkeeper’s chances of stopping the shot. England would never have won the World Cup in 1966 without the younger Charlton brother’s mastery of a technique taught by the coalminer’s son from Pentre.

‘Even today, I pour beer into the mug and raise it to the memory of the man who taught me everything he knew.’

By investing heavily in producing their own players at a time when other clubs were increasingly reliant on buying ready-made material for escalating sums via the transfer market, the club saved themselves a fortune by relying on Murphy’s intuition. A consequence of their philosophy was the family atmosphere created at Old Trafford, where every young player was assured an apprenticeship in better conditions than he had sampled in his time between the wars. The club took painstaking care over the players’ welfare, especially that of the young ones, by accommodating them in digs run by landladies who had been chosen by the club for their strong sense of family values.

By the start of February 1958, when the Babes were going for their third League title in a row, while fighting on a Continental front for the European Cup, there were some 40 professionals on their books. Of those, only five cost a transfer fee: Harry Gregg from Doncaster Rovers, Johnny Berry from Birmingham City, Tommy Taylor from Barnsley, Ray Wood from Darlington and Colin Webster from Cardiff City.

Murphy, who had been upgraded to assistant manager three years earlier, had built a dynasty capable of extending United’s domination of the English game for years to come and challenging Real Madrid’s hegemony in Europe. With that in mind, Busby and United took off for a European Cup quarter-final against Red Star Belgrade. Fate, for once, decreed that they would make that fatal trip without Murphy.

As the part-time manager of Wales, he headed to Cardiff to prepare for a play-off against Israel at Ninian Park on the same Wednesday afternoon as United’s match in Yugoslavia. The clash of fixtures, which coincided with Wales clinching qualification for the World Cup finals in Sweden that summer, saved Murphy’s life. The man who sat in the Welshman’s seat next to Busby on the plane, Bert Whalley, was among the 23 who perished when their chartered aircraft crashed on take-off at Munich. The death toll included eight players, three officials, eight journalists, two crew and two other passengers.

Jimmy Murphy junior, a 15-year-old pupil at St Bede’s College, heard about the crash on the radio and read about it in the late editions of Manchester’s two evening newspapers after returning from school to the family home in the south Manchester suburb of Whalley Range.

‘My mother threw her hands up in horror,’ he said. ‘“Oh dear God,” she said. “Your father . . . your father’s on the plane.”’

‘I must confess that, in the initial shock, the same thought went through my mind. Dad had wanted to go with United because he always felt that was where he ought to be. Fortunately, Matt was adamant that, much as he wanted my dad with him, he had a job to do with the Welsh team and that was that. Once I’d gathered my thoughts, I calmed my mother down and assured her that Dad had gone to Cardiff and he’d be home any minute.’

Murphy arrived back in Manchester that Thursday afternoon by rail from Cardiff and took a taxi from Piccadilly station to Old Trafford unaware of what had just happened on a snowy airfield in southern Germany. Alma George, Busby’s personal secretary, gave him the news as soon as he got to his office.

Seven players – Roger Byrne, Mark Jones, Tommy Taylor, Billy Whelan, David Pegg, Eddie Colman and Geoff Bent – were killed in the crash. An eighth, Duncan Edwards, survived but died a fortnight later. Of the eight, all bar Taylor, who had been signed from Barnsley, were Murphy babes.

Nothing in his life could possibly have prepared him for a crisis of such magnitude. Murphy acted swiftly and decisively. He caught the first available flight to Munich and rushed straight to the Rechts der Isar Hospital, where ‘the Boss’, Matt Busby, lay with such severe injuries that he was twice given the last rites.

Somehow, Murphy had to cope with an overpowering sense of grief and not lose sight of the fact that he had to find a team to tackle an ever-rising backlog of fixtures, starting with Sheffield Wednesday in the fifth round of the FA Cup 13 days later.

Harry Gregg, the goalkeeper who performed heroics in leading the rescue of passengers trapped in the doomed aircraft, saw Murphy at the hospital.

‘Jimmy was on the stairs, his shoulders shaking as he sobbed and sobbed,’ he said. ‘He mourned the loss of so many people, especially the fine young men he had turned from schoolboys into footballers admired throughout the whole of Europe. He recognised the enormity of the task ahead.’

As soon as he had let the grief pour out and regained control of his emotions, Murphy was taken into the ward where Busby lay. ‘I remember it vividly,’ he said some years later. ‘The pilot was in the bed on the left. Across from him was Matt in an oxygen tent and when I went across they lifted the flap. He turned his head and said: “Oh, it’s you, Jimmy. Keep the flag flying.”’

Back in Manchester, as a fleet of hearses waited to collect the coffins at Manchester airport, Murphy pushed his sorrow aside to carry out what he feared had been Busby’s dying wish: to ensure that United would still be there when ‘the Boss’ came back – if he came back.

According to Jimmy junior, the immediate effect was to double his father’s daily cigarette consumption, from one packet to two. Almost a whole team had been wiped and now, within a matter of days, Murphy had to find a new one. Of the 11 in action in Belgrade, only Gregg and full-back Bill Foulkes would be fit to play.

‘These were the darkest days of my life, but I recall the superhuman strength and resilience of Jimmy Murphy as he undertook his gargantuan task,’ Foulkes said. ‘How he survived emotionally, I will never know. Those boys were like sons to him and so many had been snatched away. I have no idea how he coped with all the problems. He had the weight and expectations of the world on his shoulders.

‘Jimmy was a firebrand of a motivator who lifted those around him by his sheer passion and energy. He was an inspiration to everyone – players, wives and staff.’

One of his first decisions was to take the survivors and those lucky enough to have missed the Belgrade trip away from the pervading sorrow that enveloped Old Trafford and decamp to Blackpool. In between comforting relatives and discussing arrangements for the many funerals, he signed the England international Ernie Taylor from Blackpool and shored up his defence by recruiting Stan Crowther from his old club, West Bromwich Albion.

He filled the other seven vacancies by promoting the next class of his babes on a night when United rode a tsunami of emotion to win, against all the odds, 3–0. One of the babes, Shay Brennan, scored twice in a victory that Gregg acclaimed as ‘a great act of man-management. Jimmy had a very distinctive knack of knowing just what to say. It is why the wee Welshman was so invaluable to Manchester United.’

Murphy went on defying the odds for the remainder of that shattered season. He made such a good job of putting United together again that they reached a second successive FA Cup final and if that failed to produce the fairy-tale win everyone wanted – save for those with an allegiance to their opponents, Bolton Wanderers – Murphy’s revivalist power had transformed Manchester United and turned them into a club that would forever stand apart from the rest because of Munich.

Foulkes summed it up succinctly: ‘Before the crash, Manchester United belonged to Manchester. Afterwards, the club belonged to the world.’

That summer, Murphy devoted himself to managing Wales, using his miraculous powers to coax and cajole the national team to a place they had never dreamt of going before: the quarter-finals of the World Cup in Sweden. They managed it in spite of the haphazard organisation that has tended to be a hallmark of the Football Association of Wales down the decades.

They had booked their squad into a sports camp in London for a few days prior to departure for Stockholm, or at least they thought they had. When Murphy and his troops arrived, they discovered that they had nowhere to practise, the pitch having been declared out of bounds after re-seeding. Undaunted, Murphy whisked his 22-man squad to Hyde Park. In the finest tradition of schoolboys the world over, they peeled off their tracksuit tops and used them as goalposts.

No sooner had they started than a park ranger called a halt to training and pointed to a large sign: ‘No ball games allowed’. Imagine Sir Alf Ramsey or Sir Alex Ferguson pleading with a council flunkey to let his players use a public park in preparation for the World Cup finals. Using the same powers of persuasion that had convinced a pyjama-clad 15-year-old Duncan Edwards to get out of bed and sign for United because the Welshman in the front room refused to leave without getting his autograph on the dotted line, Murphy talked the ranger into letting them stay – on the guarantee that they would be gone in an hour.

His team talks were the stuff of legend, as the players discovered on his appointment to the part-time role of national manager in October 1956. Before sending Wales out to face England – and Duncan Edwards – at Ninian Park twelve months later, Murphy went through his players one by one, telling each in turn how to match and better his English opponent. When he had finished, Murphy said: ‘Right, anyone got any questions?’

Reg Davies, the Newcastle United inside-forward, spoke up.

‘Yes, boss. I’ve got one.’

‘Fire away, Reg.’

‘I’m up against Duncan Edwards, but you haven’t said what I should do.’

Murphy looked at Davies, a slight figure who would be made all the slighter by the sheer power of the mightiest Busby Babe, and thought for a few seconds in anticipation of the unequal physical contest.

‘Reg, do yourself a favour. For ****’s sake, keep out of his way . . .’

Murphy could mix brutal candour with his ability to make players feel ten feet tall. Colin Webster, a Manchester United striker who joined the club from Cardiff City, said: ‘By the end of his team talk, you wanted to run through a brick wall for him. He was a hard taskmaster and a wonderful motivator. If Murphy hadn’t been at Old Trafford, the Busby Babes would never have existed. What he achieved after Munich was fantastic. I don’t think Busby could have done it. Murphy was a one-off.’

Wilf McGuinness, another Busby Babe, who played for England and later managed United, can vouch for that. Murphy’s very own brand of hwyl ensured the United teenager would make the most of a challenging first-team debut, against Wolves, with the task of marking their England international inside-forward, Peter Broadbent.

‘Jimmy told me in his passionate way that Peter would be trying to take the win bonus out of my pocket,’ McGuinness said. ‘I’d be giving some of that money to my mother, and Jimmy rammed home the point that, if I wasn’t able to do that, it would be because Broadbent had stolen it from her. Being the true gentleman that he was, Peter Broadbent came over to me just before kick-off to wish me all the best for my career. I was so wound up by Jimmy’s speech that I screamed at him: “Take your thieving hands out of my pockets.”’

Nobody held Murphy in higher esteem than John Charles, then in his second of five years at Juventus. His time in Italy would confirm his status as the finest all-round British player of his generation. Playing for Wales in a play-off against Hungary, Charles took such a battering that the national squad had to line up against Brazil without him. The quarter-final was won by the first World Cup goal from a 17 year old who would prove himself greater even than Charles – Pele.

‘All the players thought the world of Jimmy,’ Charles said. ‘He was the best manager I ever came across.’

Over ten months at Old Trafford, Murphy carried out a masterly rebuilding of the shattered club. By the end of 1958, the foundations had been laid of what would become a global business. ‘Things were going so well, I could have sat in my office for the next ten years,’ Busby said later. ‘Everything was in place.’

Once he had recovered sufficiently to resume full control for the second half of the 1958–59 season, his No. 2 happily ducked back out of the limelight to devote his energy to creating another FA Youth Cup-winning team of Babes, which he duly assembled, as promised, in 1964. By then, the ‘pot-bellied wee Welshman’ had turned down a variety of jobs to manage clubs from Arsenal to Juventus and a fair few in between. For those who questioned why he declined every approach, Murphy answered with a stock question: ‘How can you put a price on loyalty?’

His sons inherited the same love for the United cause. Phil was briefly a Babe in the weeks after Munich before concentrating on a career in accountancy, while Nicky, Murphy’s youngest son, played as a professional in United’s reserve team for three years during the late 1960s before transferring to Reading.

Their father, meanwhile, was busy revelling in the responsibility of presiding over the next generation of United stars, one of whom turned out to be the brightest in the galaxy, as Murphy knew he would be when he first saw what he could do with a football. One look at the then waif-like 15 year old, dispatched to Old Trafford by the club’s Belfast scout, Bob Bishop, prompted Murphy to advise Busby: ‘Matt, don’t coach this boy, George Best. He’s a genius.’

The world at large realised that a few years later, when, in 1968, with Best ultimately unplayable, United at last got their hands on the trophy they had been pursuing on their tragic way home from Munich ten years earlier. What the world at large did not realise was that Best considered Murphy to be his mentor and it was Murphy, not Busby, whom he turned to for advice.

‘There has been a lot of talk about Matt being like a second father to me,’ Best said. ‘He was good to me, but I never went to Matt with my problems. If I went to anyone for advice, it was to Jimmy Murphy. He would call me into his office or, sometimes, phone me and ask: “George, what’s up?” And we would talk through my problems.’

Murphy, still scouring the British Isles for talent, pleaded with Busby to sign a young centre-half from Blackburn Rovers, Mike England, and long after his recommendation had been rejected, the tall Welshman enjoyed many successful years with Tottenham Hotspur.

While his family remember a man ‘of his time’ who placed a high premium on loyalty and hard work at the expense of personal glory, he was also, in some senses, a man far ahead of his time. Importing the best foreign players into English football is a comparatively recent phenomenon; nobody had thought of doing it way back in 1956, when communications were so primitive that connecting a phone call from Britain to anywhere behind the Iron Curtain could take hours. The only non-British passport holders at Old Trafford in those days were from the Republic of Ireland.

When the 1956 uprising in Hungary raised questions over the future of its mighty home-based players, Murphy urged United to sign the mightiest of them all: Ferenc Puskas. Whether or not Busby and the board found it a bit too daring for their liking, the recommendation fell on deaf ears and the ‘Galloping Major’ galloped off to Real Madrid, then in their pomp as undisputed champions of Europe.

Murphy’s influence at United had been waning by the time Busby stood down in 1971 and he retired two years later. However, in 1974, when the unthinkable happened – Denis Law, then playing for, of all clubs, Manchester City, back-heeled a goal which sent United down into the Second Division – Tommy Docherty, who had succeeded Frank O’Farrell as manager, duly reinstated Murphy, albeit in a part-time scouting capacity.

‘I brought Jimmy back for his experience and his judgement,’ Docherty said. ‘He found outstanding players such as Steve Coppell and Gordon Hill. He’d say one of two things to me. It’d either be “Sign him,” or “Don’t sign him.” I was happy to take his advice because I never doubted him . . . Jimmy didn’t get half the credit he deserved. In my opinion, he was as great as Busby. Matt was wonderful, but he would not have been half the man without Jimmy.’

Sir Alex Ferguson, or plain Alex as he was then, had clearly done his homework on the men who had made United great before his appointment in November 1986. As an acknowledgement of Murphy’s success before and after Munich, the new manager wasted no time beating a path to the Welshman’s front door in the small town of Poynton, some ten miles south of Old Trafford.

‘That was one of my last memories of my father,’ Jimmy junior, said. ‘Within a couple of weeks of getting the job, Alex called to see my dad. He asked him: “What’s wrong with this great club?” My dad told him: “You want to go back to basics and get the youth policy sorted out. The whole system needs a good shake-up.” You could say my father knew a bit about both . . .’

Within a few years of putting Murphy’s advice into practice, Ferguson had laid the foundations on which to build the most successful club in the history of British football. How strange, therefore, that one of the architects of United’s rise in the ’50s, the man responsible more than any other for their salvation post-Munich, should remain its unsung hero.

Murphy’s innate aversion to being caught under a spotlight of any kind meant he would not have had it any other way. When, in 1966, United were to mark his first 20 years at the club by presenting him with a canteen of cutlery and a silver salver, Busby’s No. 2 flatly rejected the club’s plan to present it to him out on the middle of the pitch immediately before kick-off. Instead, it was done behind closed doors in the boardroom.

According to Jimmy junior, Busby ‘always said there would be a treasured place’ for his father at Old Trafford. How sad, therefore, that his long association with United should end with the club refusing to pay a home telephone bill that he had run up talking to scouts all over the British Isles and parents of prospective United players. What a shame that nobody at the club saw fit to pay what was no doubt a piffling sum set against the untold millions Murphy had made by turning an array of schoolboys into priceless superstars.

‘My father had a great affection for Matt. He was, after all, the man who had given him what he called his “dream job”. He was in love with United and Matt Busby. They were a great partnership because my father could do things Matt couldn’t do and vice versa.

‘Matt was the architect. Bert Whalley laid the foundations. And my dad was the master builder. Between them, they created a magnificent mansion. And if it’s even bigger today, then that is down in no small way to what my dad achieved immediately after Munich. Matt himself said that, without him, United might have collapsed and sunk out of sight for many years.

‘When Matt was well enough to take the reins again after the crash, my dad was very happy to be going back to being the No. 2. As long as he had a pint and a ciggy, he was happy. He was a great dad to all of us. He’d always be first up in the morning, lighting the coal fire and getting us breakfast. He’d leave about 9.30 and we wouldn’t see him for 12 hours. He was such a workaholic that I only ever had two holidays as a kid. We had a week in Rhyl when I was thirteen, and about six years after that we had two weeks in Newquay.

‘He never said anything derogatory about Manchester United, but he did feel in later years that his worth to the club over the 25 years during which he served them had not been recognised. Deep down, he probably did feel let down, that he should have been treated better in recognition of the great conveyor belt of talent which he produced and which didn’t cost the club a penny in the transfer market.

‘I think the family feel, like a lot of old Manchester United people, including players, that nobody knows who Jimmy Murphy was these days. If you talk to Manchester City fans about the great days of the past, they’ll talk about Joe Mercer and Malcolm Allison. United fans talk about the Busby years without any mention of Murphy.’

George Best, for one, felt Murphy deserved better. ‘Jimmy was pensioned off in 1971,’ he said. ‘He was given a scouting job but felt let down by Matt Busby, to whom he had been so loyal, and he expected more in return. Jimmy Murphy, a trusted lieutenant and loyal sidekick for many years, was dumped and hurt by [Busby’s] ruthless streak.’

In Busby’s defence, it has to be pointed out that he was never less than generous in praise of his other footballing half. ‘No one outside the club will ever know how important Jimmy was to the huge success and fame of Manchester United,’ Busby said. ‘Without doubt, Jimmy was the inspiration of the Manchester United that rose like a phoenix after Munich.’

Even so, the suspicion lingers that Murphy was taken for granted, that his role remains a strangely underplayed one. Years after putting a statue of Sir Matt up outside Old Trafford, they got round to commissioning a bust of Murphy, which was unveiled in the Munich Room at the stadium.

‘One of Dad’s main qualities was his humility,’ Murphy junior said in his speech at the unveiling. ‘He was a humble and straightforward man who never forgot his roots in the Welsh mining community. He had no interest in big houses, fancy cars, exotic holidays, restaurants and clubs. As long as Mom was happy, the family healthy and he had enough money for a pint and a cigarette, then he was contented.

‘He hated fuss and, if alive today, he would be waiting in one of the local pubs for someone to pick him up on the way home from this function. To Dad, Manchester United was not about Matt Busby. It was not about Busby and Murphy. It was about the whole club. Everyone was important. He tried to find time for everyone. He never forgot the important work done by Walter Crickmer and Les Olive, by his great pal Bert Whalley and the other coaching staff, by the lovely Joe Armstrong and the other scouts, by everyone connected to Manchester United.

‘We would like to feel that this bust represents not just Jimmy Murphy but is a symbol for all the backroom staff – the family that was Manchester United.’

On 23 March 2009, a ceremony in South Wales eliminated any risk of Murphy becoming a footballing prophet without honour in his own land. Family, friends and old internationals from near and far, including Nobby Stiles, gathered for the unveiling of a plaque at 43 Treharne Street, Pentre – where William Murphy’s youngest son grew up.

For Murphy, the essence of any winning football team lay in its ability to win the ball in the tackle. No international player exemplified Murphy’s ethos more strikingly than Stiles, the win-it-and-give-it specialist of England’s victorious 1966 World Cup team. ‘England would never have won the World Cup without Jimmy Murphy,’ Stiles said on a chilly winter morning in Manchester. ‘Bobby Charlton was the best player in that entire World Cup tournament and he would never have been that good without Jimmy’s coaching.

‘He had this brilliant knack of making you believe you were the greatest player he’d seen. He loved me because I won the ball in the tackle. I couldn’t hit a 40-yard pass like Bobby or Duncan Edwards, but I’d win it and then I’d give it to people like Bobby. I cannot overstate how much I owe Jimmy Murphy.

‘He was a truly amazing man. I never
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