Speaking the unspeakable

By Barbara Sheridan

SITTING in the foyer of a Dublin hotel Michael Murphy is relaxed and at ease. Looking younger than his years his eyes sparkle and his smile is genuine and warm.
When he speaks it’s as if I am listening to a friend, the crisp beautifully modulated voice that is so familiar to us all is strong and clear.

To mark the  publication of his memoir *At Five in the Afternoon Michael was invited on to the Late Late Show to talk about his battle with prostate cancer. Nothing had prepared Ryan Tubridy, the studio audience and the wider TV audience for the openness and honesty with which Michael dealt with the story of his personal battle. Speaking frankly of the incontinence and the practical challenges of living with that on a daily basis, his honesty touched the hearts of the nation.

Michael says he has been humbled and amazed at the public’s response and the outpouring of support through the countless emails and letter he has received.

He first spoke about his battle with cancer on the Mooney radio show last year. Michael had expected that he would speak about his cancer in very general terms. Then Derek Mooney landed the unexpected and highly personal question. “Is there any lead in your pencil” he asked candidly. Michael admits he was taken aback at the question but then realised that his whole life as a broadcaster and as a psychoanalyst had been about telling the truth. So he took a deep breath: “No, Derek, I don’t have any lead in my pencil,”

In doing so he shocked the listenership and opened up a subject for discussion that had previously been considered taboo. 

He began writing his memoir 10 days after his operation to remove the cancer. Having seen his brother die a slow lingering character he was determined not to face the same fate and opted for immediate surgery to get rid of it.

After the Mooney interview he reckoned he had to be totally honest and open in fairness to people who are touched by cancer.

The book was not an easy one to write. Apart from telling the story of his battle against cancer he also tackles other serious issues and incidents in his life. The vicious beating at the hands of his father when he was just four years of age and his subsequent decision to move next door to live with his granny. In a chapter entitled Secrets he reveals incidents of sexual abuse in his childhood in Castlebar.

So this is a book about more than surviving cancer. In a foreword fellow Mayo native Mary Robinson says: “Michael has created a personal myth to live by; His memoir graphically treats of themes which take enormous risks of courage to put in to words, but through the exceptional quality of his writing they have become a pillar of light which has enabled him to continue on in the warmth of it lustre, despite his loss and the limits that have now been reached.”

A past pupil of Newbridge College Michael says his years there were very positive and his writes eloquently and with great fondness of the education his received there, particularly the influence of Fr Henry Flanagan who he describes as “a real educator”.

Michael also has another link to Kildare in the form of poet Des Egan whom he also credits with being a big influence on his life. He fondly recalls touring with Des and fellow broadcaster Eileen Dunne performing readings of Des Egan’s work in venues the length and breath of the country.
It was through Eileen Dunne that he recently met Minister of State John Moloney from Laois whom he now greatly admires for his efforts to lift the taboo on the stigma surrounding mental health issues.

Michael explained that the minister had watched his Late Late interview and when he heard from Eileen that Michael was having a book launch turned up and spoke at the launch. He subsequently invited Michael to meet with him in Leinster House and they chatted about how we can be more open about subjects such as cancer and mental health, each admiring the other’s openness, honesty and approach.
You cannot fail to be touched by Michael Murphy’s story. He tells it like it is, the pain, the terror, the fear, the support and love that follows cancer. 

Michael admits that his initial reaction, as is that of most people to being informed that they have cancer was that it was a ‘death sentence’. 

“What did surprise me was the will to live was so strong,” he said. “You become single minded about yourself. Your health has to come first.”

He was also mindful of the tremendous support that he received from his loved ones, including fellow cancer sufferers. “You rely on other people for encouragement. It is the little things that are so special.” He tells of a friend who brought him special creams from France to make him more comfortable. “It’s those little thoughts that mean so much.”

The title of the book At five in the Afternoon is taken from a poem by Spanish poet Federico Lorca which tells the story of a young bullfighter who faces death at five in the afternoon.

“It is very symbolic of what had happened with the operation for the cancer, when you have that brush with death.”
Michael has enjoyed a real love affair with Spain for the past 10 or 12 years. “I love the simplicity of the life…the Spanish language and the Spanish people are very direct. They look at you straight in the eye and I love that, “he says. “I fell in love with the country, the warmth of the people and the music in particular.” 

He admits, like most people from Northern Europe, he was pretty squeamish about going to a bullfight until he realised it occupies the same place in Spanish culture as the GAA does in Irish.

Describing two busloads of supporters gathering for a bullfight he says; “It was like going up to the match and it was wonderful to be part of that,”

There is nothing he enjoys more than rising at 4.30am ( he’s a morning person and the early starts for his news reading job means he is used to getting out of the bed when most of us are turning over). It’s nice and cool at that hour in Spain. “It’s a wonderful time to write,” he says. Writing was one of the good things that came out of the cancer and now that he has got the bug he is working on his next book. “It will be a continuation of the people who are in this book, bringing their stories forward,” he explains.
Finding time to write at the moment is difficult as he as a heavy schedule of book signings but it’s not a chore as he genuinely enjoys meeting and talking with people. Following his Late Late appearance people, usually women, have approached him in the street, and have written to him, thanking him for his honesty and openness and saying they had finally persuaded their husbands, fathers, sons to get checked out for cancer.

I have no doubt that his frankness, both in the book and in his interviews, will save lives and for that we owe him our thanks for as Mary Robinson said: “he breaks down the taboo around men speaking the unspeakable….”

Michael Murphy will be in Easons Whitewater Shopping Centre, Newbridge on this Saturday 24 October for a book signing at 4pm.
At Five in the Afternoon is published by Brandon and retails for €24.99 in hardback and €16.99 in paperback.
For information, support and advice about prostate cancer contact the National Cancer Information Service (freephone 1800 200 700 Monday to Thursday  9am -7pm and Fridays 9am-5pm) , email prostate@irishcancer.ie or visit www.cancer.ie/prostate
