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About the Author


Michael Parkinson was born in Cudworth, a mining village near Barnsley. Aged sixteen he began his career as a newspaper journalist, later moving into television with Granada, where he worked on current affairs programmes and Cinema, before joining the BBC’s 24 hours team. In 1965 he began writing a weekly sports column for The Sunday Times. His talk show Parkinson, which ran for eleven years from 1971, became essential viewing for millions all over the world, including Australia, where he presented the show for ABC and Channel 10 from 1979 to 1982. In the eighties, Michael Parkinson was one of the founder members of TV-am, and in 1990 he began another weekly column on sport, this time for the Daily Telegraph.


On radio, he presented Desert Island Discs (1986-87) and Parkinson on Sport for Radio 5 Live (1994-96.) Then in 1997 came Parkinson’s Sunday Supplement on Radio 2, which ran for twelve years and for which he won a Sony Radio Award. That same year (1998) he was honoured for his work in three different branches of the media by being also named Sports Writer of the Year and winning the first of four National Television Awards in the Best Talk Show category, a new series of Parkinson having just been launched by the BBC. A BAFTA followed in 1999, and in June 2000 he was awarded a CBE and made a Fellow of the British Film Institute. The BFI also named Parkinson as one of the top ten British TV programmes of all time. The new series transferred to ITV in 2004 and ran until 2007. He was awarded a knighthood for services to broadcasting in the 2008 New Years’ honours and started his production company in 2008 which to date has produced a sell-out Australian tour of his One Man show, bestselling Parkinson compilation DVDs as well as original programmes and series for Sky Arts and the BBC in the UK and Channel Ten and Nine in Australia.


He is an author of several books including his best-selling autobiography Parky published in 2008.


Happily married to his wife Mary for over fifty years, they have three sons, eight grandchildren and live in Berkshire.
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My son Mike has worked with me as a producer of radio and TV shows for the past fifteen years and lately has been interviewing me on our touring stage shows. He also provided invaluable research and insights into the book I wrote about Muhammad Ali. With this book, because he almost came to regard George as a member of the family he provided a lot more than ideas and encouragement. He has his own chapter on George at the end of the book but, truth be told, his insights into a complex personality provided me with a clear picture of an often complex relationship. I am proud to say that this is his book as much as mine.






[image: Image Missing]


George Best – ‘born with something a little bit special’.







PROLOGUE


‘George Best was sometimes a difficult man to defend in the aftermath of a drunken episode. What was never a problem was to talk of his genius as a player and to love him as a friend. That was easy.’


From my obituary of George Best in the Daily Telegraph, 2005


 


 


 


THIS book is a testament to the significant role George Best played in my life. I was one of the first to write about him when I saw him make his debut for Manchester United against West Bromwich Albion in 1963. As a journalist, you’re always looking for inspiration, for somebody or something that lifts the sport you’re covering out of the ordinary, and when I watched him in that game I knew I had found it.


I first met him when he was seventeen and sucking a sweet. It was 1963 in Manchester and the city tingled with expectation that this footballer with the physique of a toothpick might be something special. I asked him what he thought about his sudden fame, about the sacks of unopened mail cluttering the bedroom in his digs. He gave me a sly look from under long, black lashes. ‘Very nice,’ he said and popped another sweet into his mouth.


In the next forty years or more, to the time he died, we were friends. I interviewed him more than a dozen times, wrote a book about him, watched his glorious triumphs, visited him in prison. He sometimes stayed at our house seeking refuge from the pursuing media. He always arrived with a football for the kids and played with them on the lawn.


I interviewed him on his fiftieth birthday and, looking back, he tried to answer the question posed in the most famous George Best anecdote of them all: ‘Where did it all go wrong?’ He said, ‘All of a sudden, as a teenager from Belfast, I had to employ three full-time secretaries to answer 10,000 letters a week. I didn’t know how to cope, nor did anyone else. In those days footballers didn’t have people to protect and advise them.’


The ultimate irony of George Best’s career was that although his gifts and looks made him the perfect product for his time, and he was exploited as such, no one thought how to protect him. Not long before George died, I brought him together with David Beckham on Parkinson. Beckham, the Rolls-Royce product of a system designed to seduce the worlds of soccer and showbiz. Best, by comparison, careworn and scuffed by his passage through life, the pioneer who made the trip more or less on his own and in little more than a covered wagon. While acknowledging the problems he encountered on his way, George never blamed anyone but himself. One of his most attractive traits was a complete lack of self-pity. He hated it when people discussed his life as a tragedy, insisting the good times outnumbered the bad.


What I soon realised, and I wasn’t the only one, was that George didn’t want saving. Matt Busby, who loved him but could never work him out, once said to me, ‘I keep having this terrible thought that one day George will end it all. That he’ll commit suicide.’ He was right. It just took him longer than either of us thought. I once asked George if he would change anything about his life. ‘Nothing. I’ve had a great time,’ he said. It’s easy to scoff at such an obvious fib from a man who sometimes gave every indication he would have been an excellent kamikaze pilot. Yet I often observed that the friends who took him out for a meal to appeal to his common sense and offer him advice about a more sensible lifestyle usually returned much worse for wear than George.


We who thought we could change his ways, who could help him stop drinking, came to understand that in the final analysis he didn’t want to stop. He told me that a counsellor once said to him, ‘You are at the stage when you have to choose. Do you switch the light on or off?’ And George chose the latter. Why? The easy explanation was that he was a chronic alcoholic. That’s what killed him, but why did he drink so much?


In all the time I knew him, and all the hours we talked, he never said. He would sidestep the question with a joke. But drinking didn’t make him happy. So why? I used to think it was because he was bored that his talent and looks made everything and everyone fall at his feet. He was a supremely gifted athlete who found playing football a simple matter. So was finding a mate. Women offered themselves and he took them. Simple as that. No sweat. He was a highly intelligent man but had little truck with introspection. But I also suspect that there was within him a profound melancholy not altogether attributable to Celtic gloom.


A few weeks before his death, he came to the Royal Oak, my son Nick’s restaurant, for a reunion with his Manchester United team-mates. He didn’t drink at all that evening and next day called to say he’d had a marvellous time. I told him that was because he was sober for a change. He laughed, and it was the last time we spoke.


George Best died in the early hours of 25 November 2005 at the Cromwell Hospital in London. He was fifty-nine. The news saddened millions and surprised no one. I missed my friend’s funeral. I was abroad at the time. But I watched the television coverage and felt ashamed at not being there and even more remorseful that I had not visited him in hospital. I had been persuaded not to visit by friends who had been deeply saddened and shocked by the experience.


However, for the most part, whenever I think about George I find myself smiling.


When people ask me what he was like I suggest they look at the portrait reproduced in this book which places George against the agitated background of the crowd that worshipped him and yet shows him to be an almost shadowy and nostalgic figure.


That was George, forever at the centre of things, living in the spotlight yet curiously alone and, I think, lonely.


When he died, I wrote, ‘In the forty years since he made his debut as a footballer George Best played for glory in the European Cup final and for a few quid in a scruffy paddock to buy a drink or two. He knew what it was like to live like a millionaire and slop out in prison. He went to bed with a thousand beautiful girls and ended up so lonely he tried to kill himself. He was hailed as the first pop superstar of football and became a terminal drunk. Whatever we make of his life, it wasn’t predictable, and while defending him was sometimes difficult, loving him never was.’


But when your children ask how great a player he was, simply tell them there was no one quite like him, not before and most certainly not since. Sir Matt Busby, who knew a thing or two about footballers, said that what made George unique was that he excelled in every outfield position. He could defend or attack with great skill, pass or shoot with precision, was equally adept with either foot, and possessed speed, intelligence and an unquenchable competitive spirit. Moreover, he was fearless and had the balance of a steeplejack. He loved the big arena. He was a great star. There remains one unanswered question. He gave up the game aged twenty-seven, before he reached his prime, and despite various attempts to rekindle his career, both here and in the States, it was never the same – his lifestyle ensured it never could be. The question always remains – how great could he have been? The ultimate sadness is that not even George Best knew the answer to that.


And yet, despite him being a fascinating enigma, despite never discovering the reason for his helter-skelter journey of self-destruction, despite all the shared experience and the affection I have for him, this was a surprisingly difficult book to write.


One of the main reasons was that his life had already been picked over and scrutinised in painstaking detail and with varying quality in books, documentaries and even feature films. Indeed, I had already pitched my cap into that particular ring when, in 1975, I wrote one of the first biographies of George, called Best: An Intimate Biography. Most recently and notably, that meticulous biographer of sporting greats Duncan Hamilton has written a detailed and forensic examination of his life. So my initial thought, when faced with the task, was what more could I add?


On top of that, I had always felt uncomfortable about revisiting his life story. To think of writing another book whilst he was alive and intent upon a very public suicide was too much for me. I would’ve felt disloyal, voyeuristic, and anyway, watching him destroy himself from afar was so painful that we gradually drifted apart. It was an unconscious mutual decision; no words were needed. Our lives and lifestyles had become so different. In any case, he never liked me to see him at his worst, and I found it too upsetting to witness his descent into a personal hell and the inevitable conclusion of his lifestyle. After many attempts, I finally had to accept that I could no longer help him; he had chosen his path. He wanted to be left alone and I respected that decision. Even after his death it didn’t feel right. There was the feeling that perhaps as his friend, who got as close to him as anyone could, I should just let him rest in peace and not become part of the media knitting brigade at the scaffold.


But – and with journalists there is always a but – in the intervening years since writing the biography I’d been nagged by a desire to update and reassess the thoughts and conclusions I had come to in that book. There is much in it that still resonates with me today, but knowing what I know now and witnessing some of it, I wanted to finish off the picture I began painting when we all still believed that George would be back in football, maybe even in a Manchester United shirt, once he grew bored of a life without that which defined him and the dust of his chaotic private life calmed down. Upon reading it again, what also struck me, and in a way is more remarkable, was that it was published at all. In those days biographies about footballers were rare beasts. It was a testament to the public’s fascination with all things George and the foresight of my long-term publisher, Roddy Bloomfield, who has always championed the genre of sporting biography in the UK, that it saw the light of day.


That book was the result of a year spent in George’s company chronicling his life since he had arrived as a skinny, cripplingly shy fifteen-year-old from a housing estate in Belfast, blessed with a talent that not even he could fully explain. It is a combination of my observations and transcripts of conversations I had with George at the time. The format allows the reader to observe the different viewpoints expressed about the same events by two men who were close friends but also very different people, at different stages of their lives. I was forty, married with three kids, forging ahead with my career in television. George was twenty-nine, an unrepentant playboy but at a crossroads in both his life and career. In the book, George recounted every up and down of his extraordinary journey with the same lack of introspection or self-criticism that he exhibited for most of his life, while I played the role of the older, slightly indulgent, brother, not afraid to offer opinions and express criticism, but always in the spirit of concern and affection.


At the end of the book my overall feeling and conclusion was that George seemed for the most part content to leave football behind and concentrate on being a businessman and the owner, with his best friend and confidant, Malcolm Wagner, of the infamous Slack Alice nightclub in Manchester, rather than the most famous and possibly the greatest footballer on the planet. There was also a belief that what was causing the problem was his disenchantment with football, and in particular the way Manchester United had declined since 1968, plus the goldfish bowl his life had become. There was no real sense from George of any regret at what had transpired, nor much worry about how his life was panning out. It was only the author, along with Best’s legion of other fans, who felt a sense of justifiable disappointment that we would possibly never again see this graceful, brave and gilded athlete in his proper habitat. And although the book is not full of prescience – who could have foreseen the chaos that was to come? – there was also concern that his lifestyle was becoming unhealthy and self-destructive. There was, however, a genuine hope that, freed from the demands of a game he had fallen out of love with, he would find a roadmap for his life that didn’t involve driving at high speed down dead ends. Some hope.


It is a particularly apposite time to be writing about George: 2018 marks two significant anniversaries in his story. It is the fiftieth anniversary of Manchester United winning the European Cup, back when it was a proper cup competition and not a UEFA-backed fifth-column attempt to introduce a European Super League under our noses. It is also the fiftieth anniversary of George being crowned as the European Player of the Year, an award given at a time when football was a proper game, played by … I’ll stop now: that’s for another book, another time. In 1968 George was at the peak of his powers, the zenith of his fame. He was a superstar; girls loved him and men admired him. Yet from that point on, his life began to unravel.


It is also the sixtieth anniversary of the Munich air disaster, the terrible, avoidable tragedy that decimated Sir Matt Busby’s first great team and sent him on a messianic mission of redemption, driven by a crushing guilt, to build another team and avenge the deaths of his ‘Babes’. A devout Catholic, Sir Matt had built his first church on the rock of Duncan Edwards. Now that Duncan was lost to him, Sir Matt was looking for another rock. Enter George Best.
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George savours the moment as Manchester United celebrate the 1968 European Cup victory that finally realised Sir Matt Busby’s dream.
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George in full flight – the greatest player I have ever seen.





As in my recent book about Muhammad Ali, I’m going to combine my thoughts about George’s life with excerpts from the television interviews I did with him (sadly only four out of five survive, but more of that later) as well as interviews with other people, like Sir Matt and Sir Bobby Charlton. I’m also going to revisit the first book I wrote on George, which has much in it that is still relevant. The current book differs from the Ali book in that it is not a detailed biography, but more a look at the forces, both within and without, that shaped and defined George and ultimately led him down such a destructive road. But it is also a book about a time and a place which I was lucky enough to experience and which, without him realising it was created and personified by George Best.


It is a story with a mythic tone. A young boy touched by the gods, led to a destiny he had little control over.




Chapter 1


MY FOOTBALLING LIFE


‘Some people believe football is a matter of life and death. I’m very disappointed with that attitude. I can assure you it is much, much more important than that.’


Bill Shankly




 


LOOKING back after more than eighty years, it is difficult to get a true picture of what went on. Life seen through the distorting picture of fading memory. Yet certain things remain clear enough. With me, it is retracing the steps which led me to the moment I became enraptured by a game. I can still remember diving full-length through deep grass and a cowpat to take a catch when I was eleven and making my debut in league cricket, playing with men. The onrushing team-mates who sought an embrace backed off when they saw me covered in manure. I can recall scoring my first goal for Darfield Road Juniors, the ball bouncing off my shin pad and into the net, a clumsy, fortuitous goal which the local paper nonetheless described as ‘a well-placed left-foot shot from schoolboy Michael Parkinson making a promising debut in the senior league’. I remember the phrase because I wrote it.


Most of all, I can remember the first time my father took me to see Barnsley play. I recall the slog from the bus station to the brow of the hill, the first sight of Oakwell and the beginning of a lifelong addiction to soccer. That was in 1940. My father told me later that at half-time he asked me what I thought, and I said it was all right, but I wanted to go home. He insisted I stay, committing me to a lifetime of watching, playing and writing about the game. Looking back, I have been aware of how fortunate I was to have lived through an era when the game changed from the days of my dad digging coal alongside colleagues who played for Barnsley on a Saturday, to a time when a combination of wealth and celebrity gave players riches and fame beyond imagining. It has been like watching a two-up, two-down in central London being replaced by the Shard.


Over the years I have enjoyed writing about my beloved Barnsley and the joy and humour of it all without understanding that the reason why I became addicted to the joy and humour of it all was because of the joy and humour of it all. The body warmth of the crowd on the terrace, the smell of Woodbines and last night’s beer. The memories, many of them apocryphal, that have passed into folklore. Like the time one of our defenders, suspected of heavy drinking, walked backwards to take a free kick and fell into the terrace. As the ref ran over to assess the damage, a fan shouted, ‘Leave him be, ref, he needs a rest.’ The time the trainer, running onto the field to treat an injured player the crowd believed was faking injury, was advised, ‘Don’t revive him, bury the sod.’ Most remarkable of all, the comment of the Chesterfield fan standing next to our group when Tommy Capel – the Chesterfield skipper – decided to nominate his brother to take a penalty which would decide the match. The brother missed by a mile and, as the ball sailed into the Spion Kop, the Chesterfield supporter was heard to exclaim, ‘Nepotism, bloody nepotism.’ Generally speaking, the section of the terraces we frequented in those days was, at best, a two-syllable neighbourhood. It took until the next home game for assiduous research to reveal what was meant, after which we used the word more and more, sometimes without quite making sense. For instance, when our centre forward George Robledo was signed by Newcastle, Uncle Jim, who liked playing with words, defined the player’s insistence that Newcastle also sign brother Ted as ‘nepotistic’. We nodded our heads in sympathetic agreement as our neighbours regarded us with a mixture of bafflement and awe.
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