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  To my wife, Lesley




  

    ‘The Wind Beneath My Wings’


  




  





  ‘Genius does what it must, talent does what it can.’




  

    Owen Meredith, Earl of Lytton. Poet.
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  chapter one




  They are queuing inside and out, forming a ragged crocodile on the forecourt and for a hundred yards around the aisles, boys of all ages, from six to sixty, craning and

  tiptoeing for a glimpse of ‘Yer Man’.




  No one goes away disappointed. They all get something – an autograph here, a photograph there. The girl from local radio gets her interview, and is charmed into the bargain. It was ever

  thus.




  The owners of the Belfast cash and carry have paid £2,000 – £1,000 an hour – for their star attraction, and are fawning in overdrive, falling over themselves to thank him

  for his time. For the money he smiles constantly, despite feeling like death, presses more flesh than a politician on the stump, exchanges banal chit-chat with tongue-tied fans and plays stooge to

  a Wheeltappers and Shunters comic, dressed in drag.




  This is how George Best, the most gifted and charismatic footballer Britain has produced, earns his corn these days. On a treadmill of personal appearances where his ‘team-mates’ are

  as likely to be Faith Brown and Mick Miller as Denis Law or Rodney Marsh. He has always professed to hate it, always insisted that he wanted to be judged as a person, rather than a cardboard

  cut-out celebrity, but twenty-four years after he last played for Manchester United, he is still milking the name for all it is worth. Or rather as much as his libertine lifestyle allows.




  In fairness, it is some name. There are those who say Pele was a better player (witnesses to be called later will argue that he was not). That there should even be a debate

  about it goes some way towards explaining Best’s magical, enduring appeal, and the cult status he enjoys among admirers too young ever to have seen him in his pomp.




  At his best George most certainly is not on this balmy afternoon in Belfast. The last time I had seen a smile that fixed it was accompanied by a strong whiff of formaldehyde.




  The day had not begun well. When the feet that launched a thousand chips dragged him into Heathrow for the 8.30 shuttle he was sporting the sort of eye that normally demands a referee’s

  intervention, a disfigurement which had forced him to pull out of his regular Saturday spot with Sky TV. Fortunately, Sky has become accustomed to such things and, as usual, had a replacement,

  Clive Allen, standing by. George’s wife, Alex, some twenty-six years his junior at twenty-five, accompanies him everywhere, as his personal assistant. For once, she was not her usual chirpy

  self, and mention of the ‘shiner’ saw her decamp to another part of the departure lounge. Best, the errant husband, was in familiar territory. The doghouse.




  ‘A bird rang the flat when I wasn’t in,’ he said, with the incorrigible air of a schoolboy caught in the act behind the bikesheds. ‘When Alex answered, the girl asked for

  George. Alex went ballistic, but I don’t even know who it was. I’d been on the same phone number for ten years [he changed it, sharpish], so it could have been anybody.’




  Not a good start. Mrs B, once a stewardess with Virgin Airways, was in such a state that she forgot to check them in. The flight had closed, and mere mortals would have missed the plane, but the

  Bests were ushered to the most coveted seats. The front row.




  George had done what he always does in times of marital or any other difficulty, and hit the bottle, big time. Having had no sleep (he is within the odd catnap of being an insomniac) he would have looked on the seedy side of jaded, even without the black eye, but at least he was dressed for the job, eschewing the usual shellsuit for something by Armani. Alex, too,

  looked the part as a celebrity’s moll, a minuscule pelmet of a dress showing off her svelte figure and ever-present tan to maximum advantage.




  The one-hour flight was whiled away with the Daily Mirror quizword, a ritual the Bests never miss, even when relations are strained gossamer thin. Alex’s entries tend to be from the

  Stanley Unwin school of English, and the consequent laughter is good marital medicine. The BA breakfast was viewed with distaste, and left untouched. Like most alcoholics, George eats like a bird,

  and Alex has the appetite of an anorexic. Stewardesses miss nothing, and as we disembarked at Belfast International I overheard one turn to another and, fingering an eye, trill knowingly:

  ‘Obviously he hasn’t changed.’




  At Heathrow there had been a minimum of fuss, just the one middle-aged businessman asking for an autograph, ‘for my son’. Back ‘home’, heads turn with every step, and

  progress resembles a royal procession. Three teenagers, who could never have seen Best play, are gobsmacked, the most forward of them exclaiming: ‘Jesus, it’s George Best.

  Amazing!’ He proffers a bare forearm for an autograph (‘Have you got a pen, Geordie?’ – everyone in Belfast calls Best ‘Geordie’), which is duly inscribed.




  Quickly into a chauffeur-driven Mercedes, complete with driver who makes Vinnie Jones look like Julian Clary. He is, we are told later, the strong, silent type, but in the presence of his hero

  the macho ice melts and he gabbles like an auctioneer. ‘You know, Geordie, we are distantly related.’ George has heard this one more often than ‘Last orders’.

  ‘Really?’ he responds, switching to autopilot and gazing blankly out of a window that frames the concrete-grey topography and where-there’s-life-there’s-hope bustle of the

  town he used to call home.




  At last an interruption, to prevent the mouth with wheels from completing his full family tree. Disorganized as ever, George has come out with exactly one pound in his pocket.

  The pick-up at the gig is not in ‘readies’, so a detour is required to find a cashpoint. Alex clambers out of the limo to withdraw a modest fifty pounds – ‘I didn’t

  think I should push my luck until we pay something in’ – then it is on to the venue, which turns out to be a warehouse-cum-hypermarket in an unprepossessing suburb that could have been

  anywhere, from London’s East End to Manchester’s Moss Side.




  A crowd, mostly frazzled mums with small boys in Manchester United shirts, has gathered outside, and the object of its affections switches on the smile again and the reflex ‘Hi, how are

  yous?’




  Inside, it is bedlam. Managers and their gofers are all over George (one or two indicate, out of earshot, that they would prefer to be all over Alex), but no one has the gumption to tell him

  precisely what he is expected to do. Left to fend for himself, he is besieged and, without assistance, organizes his public into something like a queue. Alex, understandably bored, looks on from a

  distance, and mutters conspiratorially, ‘Isn’t there somewhere we can go for a coffee, or something?’ There isn’t, and tedium turns to embarrassment when she is identified

  and asked to sign a few autographs herself. Rumbled, we take refuge in the manager’s office, leaving George to the masses, armed only with a Biro.




  After forty-five minutes of working the crowd, back to back with the gag in drag, he joins us for a quick break. His dad, Dickie, appears and, oblivious to the onset of writer’s cramp,

  asks George to sign a few old posters left over from his testimonial match. Then a smartly dressed man with a minor speech impediment joins the group. ‘My brother-in-law, Norman,’ says

  George, by way of introduction. ‘We call him Stormin’ Norman.’ Family gossip exhausted, Norman excuses himself to go back to work and someone says, ‘Lovely man, pity about

  the stutter.’ George does sympathize with his sister’s husband, but it is nothing to do with the way he talks. ‘You’d have a stutter, too, if you had his

  job. He’s in bomb disposal.’




  Outside again, where someone wins a transit van. ‘He’s a big lad,’ says the comic. ‘That’ll be handy for his meat and two veg.’ A hint, perhaps? While a

  growing entourage enjoys lunch upstairs, the man of the hour and his painted sidekick are spirited away to meet honoured clients in the ‘business suite’.




  In their absence, Dickie regales us with stories of Harry Gregg (the irascible Manchester United and Northern Ireland goalkeeper who now runs a hotel in Coleraine), Bobby Campbell’s

  kindness as manager when George played for Fulham, and trips to Scotland with his mates, ‘for the horse racing’. Close your eyes and it could have been Best the Younger speaking when he

  tells the tale of how he passed out unnoticed and spent the night under the table in a Scottish pub. ‘When I woke up the next morning, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven.’




  Eventually, George and the comic, who is unrecognizable in mufti, are freed from their chores to join in the banter. Still, however, there is work to be done. Someone appears with a box of

  footballs for George to sign, a task he is so used to performing that he can do it while carrying on a normal conversation, undistracted.




  When his food is served, he looks queasy, and leaves it untouched. Everyone notices, and the comedian, clearly accustomed to dealing with awkward silences, breaks this one by reverting to his

  alter ego, hitching up imaginary breasts and mincing: ‘I’ve got everything a woman could want.’




  ‘Yeah,’ says George, wearily. ‘Balls signed by George Best.’




  Later, he confides that he had been ‘as sick as a dog’ in the toilet mid-visit, and suffered throughout with a blinding headache. There is no need to ask why. He has good and bad

  days.




  Now, he just wants to get away. ‘Have you got the cheque?’ he asks Alex. She hadn’t. Having to ask for the money always embarrasses her, but she had summoned the courage to do

  so three times, to no avail. George is not pleased, and makes no attempt to disguise it. The agent who made the booking was not one of his favourite people. There is no question

  of leaving until further enquiries, and phone calls, bring satisfactory guarantees. Only then is the Merc summoned for the return trip to Belfast International.




  In the airport bar, a chance meeting with Derek Dougan, an old Northern Ireland team-mate George had not seen for years, provides the excuse (as if any were needed) for a hair of the dog which

  is in danger of becoming the full coat by the time the flight is called. Again BA’s cuisine is spurned, this time in favour of another glass or two, and a fairly typical day in the life of a

  living legend winds down with a couple of hours in his Chelsea local and a visit to his favourite West End casino, where he orders dinner but walks out without eating it, pleading tiredness.




  Back in Belfast, Lois Lane has turned a snatched, five-minute interview into George Best: This is Your Life.




  







  chapter two




  The rest of the world was preoccupied with the Nuremberg war crimes trials, the constitutional crisis in India and the Chinese civil war, but on 22 May 1946 the centre of the

  universe for Dickie and Ann Best was Belfast’s Royal Maternity Hospital, where their first born, George, was making his first public appearance. Matt Busby, incidentally, had just become

  manager of Manchester United.




  The Bests, a devoted young couple, wanted a big family (they were to have five more children) and were delighted to have made a start. Ann was a good-looking woman of pure Irish stock, and

  Dickie, whose antecedents came from Scotland, was deemed to have made a good catch when they married, in June 1945.




  George was born into a solid, working class background. Presbyterian, for those interested in such details. His father, then twenty-seven, worked long hours, on alternate day and night shifts,

  at an iron turner’s lathe in Belfast’s Harland and Wolff shipyard. ‘Mam’, who died in 1978 at the age of fifty-four, was a brunette bundle of energy who worked on the

  production line in Gallagher’s tobacco factory and played hockey, to just short of international standard, for relaxation.




  Married for only eleven months, the Bests were living with Ann’s parents, still looking for a home of their own, when George arrived kicking and screaming the first rebel yell. For a long

  time, even after his parents had found their own place, ‘home’ for George meant Granny Withers’s house on Donard Street. ‘Family life always seemed to

  centre around my grandparents,’ he says. ‘Even after we moved to Burren Way, my primary school was near Donard Street, and I was in and out of there every day.’ Part of the

  attraction was that the Withers’ first grandchild was the apple of their eye. George had been named after his maternal grandfather, who doted on the boy. By January 1949, when Dickie and Ann

  became the first, proud tenants on Burren Way, the council’s new estate off the Cregagh Road, there was a granddaughter for old George to spoil, too. Carol, the eldest of four sisters, had

  been born in October 1947.




  Dickie Best played amateur football until he was thirty-six, but it was the patriarchal George, rather than his father, who first introduced Ireland’s finest to the game. ‘The

  earliest photograph of me I’ve seen is at fourteen months, kicking a ball around at my grandparents’ house. From when I was a year old, I always had a ball. From then, I was never

  without one. I even took it to bed with me.’ Dickie smiles at the memory. ‘As soon as he could walk, all he wanted to do was kick a ball. Those photos at fourteen months were taken with

  a small box camera – I didn’t think they’d come out. Now you mention it, George has had them off me, and I never got them back. All he ever wanted to do was get a ball in his hand

  and kick it along the street. Then, when we moved up here [Dickie has lived in the same terraced council house for forty-nine years] there was a field where some flats are now, and he was in his

  element.’




  Those peerless skills were developed in a way which seems clichéd and passé to the virtual reality generation. Street football is low on street cred, to the regret of the

  nation’s youth coaches, who are left bemoaning the lack of basic ball control among even the best of their charges. ‘When we moved to the Cregagh estate,’ George says,

  ‘there were some garages at the bottom of the street and, if there were no other kids around to play with, I used to go down there on my own and kick a tennis ball against the garage doors for hour after hour. It used to drive the neighbours nuts.’




  On Saturday afternoons, after working in the shipyard until 12.20, Dickie would play football, ‘a pretty good amateur’, according to George. ‘One of his pals told me he was a

  full-back who kicked the shit out of everybody. A bit of a hard man, apparently.’ George wouldn’t know, he never saw him play. Instead, he would go with his mother to her hockey

  matches. ‘I remember thinking she was good,’ he says. ‘I think everyone regarded her as a bit of a star.’ Dickie did, for one. ‘She was good all right. They say she

  would have played for Northern Ireland, had not the war years intervened when she was at her best.’




  While Ann played, George would dribble a tennis ball between spectators, practice which was to stand him in good stead when it was his turn on the other side of the touchline. He was proud of

  his mother’s sporting prowess, but there was never the slightest chance of his following in her footsteps. Hockey never interested him. ‘From day one, all I ever wanted was to play

  football, and that’s all I did.’




  His earliest memories include ‘chasing beside my grandad, George, to a dustbowl known as the Hen Run to play my first football match’, but it was his other grandfather,

  Dickie’s dad, who took him to his first big game. James ‘Scottie’ Best was so called because he was taken to Glasgow at the age of two, and raised there, working in the Clydeside

  shipyards before returning to Belfast. ‘He lived right by Glentoran’s ground, The Oval, and he used to take me there sometimes. If there was anyone who really fuelled my interest, it

  was him. He used to lift me over, as we called it in those days. He’d help me over the turnstiles and pass me down over all the heads. They used to get a good crowd there.’ Glentoran,

  although only semi-professional, rivalled Linfield, also of Belfast, for supremacy in the Irish League. Champions in 1951 and 1953, the club regularly drew attendances of 3,000-plus. George was occasionally among them, but generally he was one for playing rather than watching the game:




  

    

      

        We kicked a ball around at every opportunity, from dawn till dusk. We did it because we loved it, but also because in those days there was nothing else for kids to do.

        There was very little football on television, and there were no computer games, or anything like that, so when it was playtime, all you had was a kickabout in the street. That’s what we

        did, all the time.




        When I went to primary school [Nettlefield Primary], which was near my grandmother’s, it was the same thing. I took a tennis ball, kicked it all the way to school, did my lessons and

        dashed home at lunchtime for a piece of toast and a cup of tea at grandma’s. Then it was quickly back to the playground for a kickabout. I was always the first kid back because my

        gran’s was just around the corner. I was there and back in about five minutes flat. The first couple back would play one against one, then two against two, and by the time everyone got

        back from lunch it was probably thirty-a-side. It was all good grounding. You learned not to give the ball away when you got it, because if you did, you might not get another kick. As it was,

        if you got six touches you were a good player.




        After school we’d play again, usually until bedtime. My parents had to come looking for me every night. As soon as it got dark, all the other kids were being called in by their mums

        and dads, all over the estate, but they had to drag me off the streets. Even when it was pitch black I’d still be there, smashing a ball against those garage doors.


      


    


  




  Shoes were ‘a nightmare’ for his parents, each pair lasting no more than a couple of months. The expense of bringing up two children was such that Ann Best went back to work,

  part-time in the evenings. Dickie remembers it all fondly, as if it were yesterday. ‘We had a great life in those days. It was a hard life at times, but we loved

  it.’ Wherever the Bests went, they went together. Socially, that usually meant dancing, at any one of a number of working men’s clubs in Belfast. Dickie liked a drink, but never to

  excess; Ann was teetotal until she was past forty. They had no worries yet about George. ‘We never had trouble finding him,’ Dickie says. ‘If you wanted him, you looked in the

  field at the end of the road, or by the garages, and he’d be there with a ball. Then, when they laid the football pitches on the estate, he’d be up there all day.’




  Whether he had company or not, George would be happy enough, as long as he had a ball. He had the ability to make it talk, after all. ‘If I was on my own in the street, and couldn’t

  knock a tennis ball back and forth with a pal, I would try and hit the kerbstone so that the ball would come straight back to me. That was one of the things I would practise. With the garage doors,

  I would try to hit the knob on the door. Accuracy was the key.’




  Shy, bordering on being introverted, he was prone to loneliness. By the time he was six he had two sisters, Barbara joining Carol on the distaff side in October 1952, but he could hardly share

  his growing passion for football with a baby girl. Nevertheless, his childhood was both ‘normal’ and ‘happy’, he says. ‘Someone wrote a piece in one of the newspapers

  recently – some psychiatrist – talking about my upbringing as being abnormal and difficult. He couldn’t have been further from the truth. Ours was a happy home, and the way the

  children were brought up was top class.’




  Though occasionally lonely, he was never a loner. He had his gang, and together they got into the usual childhood scrapes. One involved a rat of feline proportions which, when cornered, bit

  clean through a mate’s Wellington boot. Another nearly precluded George’s other career, as football’s Don Juan. One of the gang’s rituals involved

  jumping a stream which had a concrete slab on either bank, and a sewer pipe running between. One side was higher than the other, and the jump was always made downwards, which was much easier. Too

  easy for George, who had to be the first to try it the other way. After a run-up Fred Trueman would have deemed excessive, it was immediately apparent that the attempt was doomed to fail. George

  fell short, and landed on the pipe, wedding gear to the fore. The pain was excruciating as he staggered home, misty-eyed and preoccupied, for once, with balls which were not for kicking. Repeatedly

  urged to try again, it was one dare he would always decline.




  Daredevil yes, tearaway no. There was no lack of discipline in the Best household:




  

    

      

        It was mum who provided it. Dad was a bit of a softy. If I stepped out of line, it was mum who used to smack me across the back of the legs. I’d get sent up to bed,

        then creep back down half an hour later and they’d let me stay up for another twenty minutes. Mum was definitely the disciplinarian. When they had to come looking for me, she was always

        the one who came and dragged me in eventually. She was the one who had to hand out the punishment, but she used to hate doing it. She’d chase me up the stairs and I’d crawl under

        the bed. When she did get to smack me, it hurt her more than it hurt me, I was that skinny and bony.


      


    


  




  Dickie is amiable and chatty, but certainly not timid, and he baulks at the description ‘softy’. If he was reluctant to punish the boy, it was because his early behaviour rarely

  warranted it. ‘We didn’t have to bother too much with discipline. George wasn’t hard to work with. He didn’t give us any worries. He didn’t run about with a bad lot,

  or look for bother. If you wanted George, you looked in that field, and he’d be there with a ball. I don’t think I ever raised my hand to George at all. I can’t remember having to. His mum might slap his legs – if she could catch him. He’d run upstairs and roll himself in a ball in the bedclothes, and she’d hurt herself more than

  she’d hurt him.’




  It was a religious family, but in an entirely non-political way. All six children were brought up as Free Presbyterians, and attended Sunday school, as well as church every Sunday. But there

  was, and never has been, any of the bigotry associated with Ulster sectarianism. George says:




  

    

      

        We always went to church on Sunday, morning or evening. My mum’s dad, George, was the one that made us do it. He was the guv’nor, the religious one. He

        wasn’t a soapbox type, but he believed in Christianity, and the children had to go to Sunday school and be good. One of my sisters, Carol, is still very religious. You can’t watch

        television or play football at her house on a Sunday, and my grandad was the same. Mind you, we used to cheat a bit with the telly. When he went upstairs for his afternoon siesta, all the

        kids would crowd round the set. We had to take it in turns to keep watch at the bottom of the stairway. When we heard him get up, the telly was straight off.


      


    


  




  The religious divide has been woven, seemingly inextricably, into the fabric of everyday life in Northern Ireland since partition nearly eighty years ago, but while the socio-economic problems

  were always there, the violence, at least, was less intrusive when young George was growing up:




  

    

      

        The Troubles, as we know them now, hadn’t started then. Our troubles amounted to name calling, no more than that. The street my dad has lived on for forty-nine years

        is totally mixed. The next-door neighbours I knew are still there, and they are Catholic. The woman there, Melda, was my mum’s best friend. A couple of doors away there is another

        Catholic family, living happily next to a Protestant one. Everyone gets on so well that my dad can still leave his front door open, like he used to do when he was a

        kid.




        The only trouble we had was a bit of name-calling. You were either Fenians or proddy dogs. That’s what the kids used to call each other. That distinction was always there, but the

        way it has escalated is too sad for words. The place has gone nuts.


      


    


  




  Dickie says George has been away too long if he believes anyone can still leave the front door open in modern Belfast. On the contrary, he keeps a piece of wood not unlike a

  baseball bat behind the bolted door, and another upstairs, by the bed. There was an intruder at the house not too long ago, an occurrence unlikely to happen again. The Bests have friends in

  deterrent places.




  Despite the constant distraction of football, which always came first, George did well at his lessons. Well enough to pass the eleven-plus and gain a scholarship to the local grammar school,

  Grosvenor High. ‘He always did his homework, he had no bad habits until he went to England,’ says Dickie, with feeling.




  The celebrations were muted. The grandfather after whom George had been named, and whom he loved as dearly as his parents, died while he was sitting the exams. The fact was kept from him, for

  obvious reasons at such an important time, but he discovered it, cruelly, on the day he sat the final paper. ‘I called into the shop, to buy a couple of pencils and a rubber, and I thought it

  was funny when the woman serving said: “When is your grandfather getting married?” I actually laughed on the way out. It wasn’t until much later that it dawned on me. She had been

  asking when he was getting buried.’ Utterly distraught when his worst fears were proved true, young George walked until he could go no further, then sat under a lamppost and cried like a baby. The house that was his second home was never the same. He was to call it ‘the passing of my childhood’.




  The sadness lingers to this day, but life had to go on. ‘When I passed the eleven-plus to go to grammar school, mum and dad were so pleased,’ George says, still proud at the memory.

  ‘Most of my pals hadn’t passed, but I was going to Grosvenor High, which was the place, and they were a bit chuffed, to say the least, to think that their lad had made it.’

  Chuffed or not, Dickie never demanded academic success of any of his children. Let them find their own way, free of pressure, was his parental philosophy. It was an attitude he extended to

  George’s football:




  

    

      

        I never had any ambitions for him as a footballer. When his big chance came along, obviously I was pleased about it, but I never tried to push football on George. I

        didn’t go to watch him play and tell him he should be doing this or that differently. I left him to get on with it, and just enjoy himself. I firmly believe that’s the proper

        thing to do with children. You can encourage them, but don’t put them under any pressure. Too many parents try to fulfil their own ambitions through their kids.




        When it came to the eleven-plus, I told all my children: ‘If you get it or you don’t, it doesn’t matter as far as our feelings towards you are concerned. We will always

        love you, regardless. Try your best. That’s all you can do.’ Four out of the six passed, and Julia [one of twins born in July 1963] would have done had she not been taken

        seriously ill during the exams.


      


    


  




  If grammar school was a blessing, it soon proved to be a mixed one for young Master Best. It was never going to work out. For one thing the school played rugby, not football. For another,

  getting to and fro necessitated a fraught return journey which took George, and his Protestant blazer, through a Catholic enclave. Most important of all, he missed his old mates:




  

    

      

        I was always getting into trouble, always being kept behind in detention to do my lines, and when I came out of school, on my own, I had to walk

        through this Catholic area with my Protestant uniform on, and it was like running the gauntlet most afternoons. But that wasn’t the reason I left. It was a combination of the fact that

        I couldn’t play football there, and that most of my pals were at the secondary school. There is no point being at a grammar school if you are unhappy and not working well. That was the

        bottom line really. I didn’t want to be there, so I wasn’t learning anything.


      


    


  




  For a year he played rugby, at fly-half, ‘and quite enjoyed it’. So much so that he used to climb over the wall to watch Ireland’s Five Nations matches in the days when they

  played within a long touch kick of Burren Way, at the Ravenhill ground, which is still used for B internationals today. It may seem strange, scarcely believable, that the greatest talent British

  football has produced played rugby at such a crucial stage in his development, but such things are not unknown. John Toshack, a distinguished striker with Liverpool and Wales, played only rugby

  throughout his schooldays in Cardiff. Coincidentally, also at fly-half.




  Mostly at Grosvenor, George played truant:




  

    

      

        The work wasn’t really a problem. I was up to that. My two best subjects were English, which I loved, and arithmetic. There were a couple I didn’t like.

        History and geography I found boring. But I felt out of place. The other kids were all strangers to me, and I couldn’t wait to come home to meet all my pals from the estate. Basically,

        I just didn’t want to be at the grammar school. The routine became regular. We’d break for lunch, and if we had to be back at one o’clock, I’d go in the boys’

        toilets at two minutes to one and hide until everyone had gone into class. Then I’d climb out over the roof and head off for the afternoon.


      


    


  




  He would hide his bag-cum-satchel behind the dustbin at his Auntie Margaret’s house, then walk up the Upper Newtownards Road and into the city centre, wandering around the

  shops until it was time to go home for the pre-prandial kickabout.




  Truanting eventually cost the reluctant grammarian his scholarship and, with great relief, he was transferred to Lisnasharragh Intermediate, a secondary modern school which was nearer to home,

  played his beloved football and reunited him with his friends. ‘The first day there, I can remember my first lesson was art. I went in, and all the girls were drawing and all the boys were

  huddled in a corner, picking a football team to play for the school that weekend. I went across to see what they were doing, and they asked me if I wanted to play. That was the start of it. I was

  in the school team.’




  Inwardly, Dickie must have been disappointed at his son’s downgrading. Outwardly, it was a case of c’est la vie:




  

    

      

        I think the journey to and from the grammar school bothered George more than he lets on. He had to get a bus through a Catholic area, and you know what kids are like.

        He’d go through with his badge clearly visible, and they’d throw stones and call him names. Now George didn’t look for trouble, but if trouble came along he didn’t run

        from it. If someone had a go at him, he’d have a go back. I remember him telling us one day that he’d got chased and he gave the kids some abuse back and timed it so that he

        jumped on the bus just before they could catch up with him. He was much happier at Lisnasharragh, which is just over the road. He was top of the class, or near it, in most things, and of

        course they had a football team, which is all he was ever really interested in.


      


    


  




  By the age of eleven or twelve, the game had become an obsession. Family holidays – mostly trips down the coast to Bangor – were unwelcome diversions from the

  latest make believe Cup Final. All the boy ever wanted, come Christmas or his birthday, was a football or a pair of boots. There was one exception. When he was eleven, he wanted a bike which, times

  being hard, was bought on hire purchase. Dickie shakes his head, recalling what happened. ‘He’d only had it three or four days that Christmas when a friend of mine called Bud McFarlane

  asked him to deliver a message. It was icy out, and George took the bike against my advice. He was going down this steep hill, and of course he came off. The bike was badly buckled, and we had a

  bit of a row about that, but Bud paid for the repairs.’ Any debt was made good with handsome interest. Bud McFarlane it was who ‘discovered’ George Best nearly four years later,

  recommending him to Bob Bishop, Manchester United’s Northern Ireland scout.




  At the age of eleven, the fixated youngster was having to be dragged off the local pitch, behind the sewage works, almost every night. ‘Sometimes, on a cold winter’s day,’

  Dickie reminisced, ‘he’d come home and his laces would be frozen solid. We’d have to cut them off. I used to keep him outside and hose him down to get all the mud off him before

  I’d let him in the house. Only then could he have a hot bath.’




  George Best was never one for heroes, but by now he was supporting Wolverhampton Wanderers, chronicling the halcyon days of the Stan Cullis era, alongside events closer to home, in a treasured

  scrapbook. ‘Because I used to go and watch Glentoran with my grandad, I stuck the reports out of the Belfast Telegraph on the Glentoran games in the front of the book, and then used to

  turn it upside down and use the back of the book for Wolves reports. In those days, they were playing the Russians and all the top teams from Europe, and to me they had to be the team

  because they were playing the glamour games, against the foreigners. I didn’t really have an individual hero as such, but I suppose Peter Broadbent, the England

  inside-forward, was close.’




  George’s choice of an English club to support was not as strange as it might seem today. Wolves were the Manchester United of their day, winning the League championship in 1957–8 and

  again the following season before missing out on a hat-trick of titles when Burnley pipped them by a single point in 1959–60. That year, they had to be content with the FA Cup. As well as

  their domestic success, the pride of the Midlands also blazed a trail for English clubs in Europe with a series of prestigious, high-profile matches which brought Honved, Moscow Dinamo, Moscow

  Spartak and Real Madrid to Molineux. These were ostensibly friendly fixtures, but were played in an undeniably competitive spirit. Broadbent, still revered in the Black Country, was the archetypal

  playmaker, who called the shots and scored goals, too. He would have won many more than his seven England caps had he not been in competition for a place with the great Johnny Haynes.




  By the time he was thirteen, young George was beginning to acquire a following of his own. When he played for the school, passers-by would stop to watch the six-stone weakling who looked as if a

  single sprint would exhaust him, yet tackled with the best of them and dribbled with the ball magnetized to his mesmeric right foot. Friends and acquaintances were telling Dickie: ‘Your wee

  fella is going to be a good player, make sure all the clubs know about him.’ They were wasting their breath. This was never one of football’s pushy dads:




  

    

      

        I just said: ‘Let’s leave him alone. If he has any talent, someone will see it.’ After George had gone to Manchester United, I met a mate of mine from

        work, out for a walk with his kids. He said: ‘Your boy has gone to Manchester, I hear. How did you get him over there?’ I said: ‘I didn’t get him over there. All I did

        was give him permission to go if he wanted to.’ He said: ‘My boy is going to be a good player, and I’d like to push him.’ I told him: ‘Your

        best way to push him is to leave him alone. Let him go out and play his football and enjoy himself. If he’s got talent, someone will see it.’




        I hardly ever watched George play as a youngster, and people often asked me why. Not watching him was my way of letting him develop his own way. I never believed in putting pressure on my

        children. I wasn’t the type to make them be what I wanted them to be, wanting to bask in reflected glory, if you like. But I was always quietly proud of George and his football.


      


    


  




  That Best was better was never in any doubt. The boy had always sensed it. ‘It sounds corny, and a bit arrogant,’ he says, ‘but I believe great sportsmen are born with a gift,

  and I was always better than all the other kids, as far back as I can remember. Obviously you don’t realize how much better, but I always had something a little bit extra, or a little bit

  better. Others were keen, but maybe not as fanatical as I was.’




  At thirteen, going on fourteen, George started playing for the local youth club, Cregagh Boys. He was still ‘unbelievably thin’, his body a ‘disaster area’, but his legs

  were strong, and if the girls ridiculed his physique, so what? He was on first-name terms with the ball, which was all that mattered. The Cregagh Boys Club team was run by the late Bud McFarlane,

  of bicycle fame, who was also reserve team coach at Glentoran. ‘Bud was the one,’ George says, ‘who started telling me I could play, and that I could make it big time. The best

  advice I had was from him. One day he said: “You’re a bit weak on your left foot,” so all that week I practised with a tennis ball and my left foot. Come the Saturday, I played

  with a plimsoll on my right foot and a boot on my left. I never touched the ball with my right and we won 21–0. I scored twelve – all with my left foot.’




  Scoring a dozen goals at a time, with his ‘wrong’ foot, he was creating quite a stir. But not, strangely, with the Northern Ireland Schools selectors. George Best

  was never considered good enough to win a schoolboy cap, a slight Dickie has never forgotten:




  

    

      

        People here still can’t believe it. Lisnasharragh didn’t play in a competitive league as such, they only played friendly games against other schools or boys

        clubs, and perhaps that counted against George. What did happen was that Bud McFarlane arranged a match between Cregagh Boys Club and the probable Schools international side. I slipped out of

        work to watch, which I didn’t do very often, but the game was only five minutes away from where I was working, so I went along to have a look. George was just about the smallest player

        on the pitch, but he stood out head and shoulders above the rest of them. Cregagh won 2–1. After that, they put him in the possibles squad. In one of the trial games they were 2–0

        down and brought him on and he scored two goals, but still he didn’t get a cap. I think it was because of the school he played for.


      


    


  




  Fortunately, George’s mentor, Bud McFarlane, had influence, and Bud had a friend. Bob Bishop was a salt of the earth character with whom Bill Shankly, Jock Stein and Alex Ferguson would

  have had common cause. Teak tough, having worked as a riveter in the shipyards, he was really at home only among working men or football folk, and in the latter case only at the unspoiled, grass

  roots level. Bishop helped to run the celebrated Boyland Youth Club, whose success as a nursery for England’s First Division had just seen him appointed, in 1961, as Manchester United’s

  chief scout in Northern Ireland. It is impressive testimony to his excellence as a talent spotter that he was United’s eyes and ears in Ulster for the next thirty-seven years, until his

  retirement, at the age of eighty-six, in 1987. Jimmy Nicholson, Sammy McIlroy, David McCreery, Jimmy Nichol and Norman Whiteside – internationals all – were among

  his discoveries.




  At Bud McFarlane’s behest, Bishop had taken George to one of his weekend training camps for Boyland boys, held just outside Belfast, at Helen’s Bay. Bishop liked what he saw, but was

  not sure. A scout from Leeds United had already been to watch George in a match, but left midway through the first half, telling McFarlane: ‘That boy will never make a player. He’s too

  skinny.’ The poor man was never allowed to forget it but, in fairness, such stories are legion. Kenny Dalglish, a Rangers fan as a boy, was watched and rejected by the club he dreamed of

  joining, and Coventry City told Kevin Keegan he was ‘too small’. Bishop was more circumspect. He watched George time and again, then asked McFarlane to play him against a better class

  of opposition. A special match was arranged, Cregagh Under-15s against Boyland, who fielded an older team, including seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds. It was a day George is unlikely to forget.

  ‘They wanted to see if I could handle it against bigger boys because they were still worried about my size and weight. I only weighed about six stones. I was still skinny when I got in the

  first team at United, but when I was a kid it was pitiful.’




  Again, Dickie just had to be there. ‘Normally, I didn’t go, and by the time George was fifteen I don’t think I had seen him play more than six times, but obviously this was

  important. George was just fifteen, and he was up against a big lad of nearly eighteen, but he played really well and scored twice.’ That clinched it. Bob Bishop was convinced. He sent Matt

  Busby his famous telegram: ‘I think I’ve found you a genius.’




  Old Bob was to die, in June 1990, with one great regret. ‘George really was the best,’ he said. ‘When he first went to United, he was like Little Lord Fauntleroy – butter

  wouldn’t melt in his mouth – and it’s a shame how he turned out. George should have been a millionaire. I often thought if his parents had come over from Ireland and sorted him

  out, things might have been different. McIlroy, Nichol and Whiteside’s parents all went across. There are things you don’t do when your parents are about.’




  The reasons Dickie and Ann Best stayed in Belfast will become apparent later. Back in Easter 1961, the questions that remained were rhetorical. Dickie had to be formally approached for his

  consent for George to go to Old Trafford. ‘Only if he wants to go,’ came the inevitable reply. They hardly had to ask. There would be a trial for two weeks during the school holidays,

  they said, and another Irish boy, Eric McMordie, would be going with him. He never heard the second part. Already he was up on cloud nine, telling grandad George that he was off to Manchester

  United.




  







  chapter three




  Potential genius or not, Manchester United treated the fifteen-year-old George Best in such an offhand way that they nearly lost him before he had kicked a ball for them.




  In marked contrast to the painstaking nursery scheme that is Alex Ferguson’s pride and joy, and which is serving the club so well today, United’s youth development system in the

  early sixties was easy come, easy go. There was much more raw talent out there in the pre-computer age, and if one good boy fell by the wayside, so what? There were plenty more fish in the Irish

  Sea. So it was that George Best and Eric McMordie were left to find their own way from Belfast to Old Trafford, without a chaperon or anyone to meet them on arrival in England.




  The story begins on a hot July day in 1961. The scene was replicated in the film In the Name of the Father, where the young Gerry Conlon, played by Daniel Day-Lewis, and his mate board

  the ferry for a new life weighed down with trepidation and a few quid of dad’s hard-earned. George’s mum, Ann, had also dug deep to equip him with his first pair of long trousers.

  Barely five feet tall, shorts had sufficed until now, but they were hardly the right travelling gear for the budding professional footballer. Great Adventure or not, it was an experience George

  recalls without affection:




  

    

      

        Eric and I didn’t know each other, which didn’t help. It was not as if I had one of my mates for company. It was all a bit frightening

        really. We were a couple of soft kids who had never been out of Belfast before, and to be invited to Manchester United, one of the greatest clubs in the world, was intimidating, to say the

        least. It made it so much worse that we had to get on the boat and travel overnight on our own, with no mums and dads. In those days, kids were much less confident, less worldly, than they

        are today, and that was asking a bit much.




        At fifteen you would have thought the club might have had someone travel with us, but even when we docked at Liverpool there was no one there to meet us. We were so nervous and

        inexperienced, we didn’t know what we were doing, but we made it to Lime Street station and got a train to Manchester. Again, nobody met us. We were told the club would send a taxi, but

        if they did we missed it. When we got one of our own and asked for Old Trafford we ended up at the cricket ground, where Lancashire were playing at the time. It hadn’t occurred to us

        that there were two Old Traffords, and that it was the cricket season.




        When we finally arrived at the right place, we were immediately on the move again. Dear old Joe Armstrong, who was the chief scout, and a lovely man, took us to the training ground. This

        was before they had the modern complex where they train now, called The Cliff. They were using somewhere in Stretford at the time.




        Because we arrived in the morning, after travelling all night, they thought it would be a good start to introduce us to the Irish players at the club. We met a guy called Sammy McMillan,

        who played a few first-team games, and two Northern Ireland internationals, Jimmy Nicholson and Harry Gregg. Harry was a legend – everyone’s hero back home. To me, he looked like

        Superman. To two kids like us, he was a giant. I remember looking at him – and Jimmy Nicholson was a well built lad, too – and thinking: What chance have two little waifs like us got of making it in a game full of men like these?


      


    


  




  Tired, after twenty-four hours on the move, and utterly overawed, the two ‘waifs’ were finally transported to their digs, a terraced house in the Manchester suburb of Chorlton which,

  although he would have ridiculed the notion at the time, was to be George’s home, on and off, for more than a decade. Mrs Mary Fullaway was a widow with a three-up, three-down council house

  who boarded a couple of Manchester United players at a time in one spare room to help make ends meet. George was not the first, but he was to be the last. Recalling that first meeting, she said:

  ‘I wanted to sit him down and fill him full of meat and potatoes. He was so thin, so tiny. He looked more like an apprentice jockey than a footballer. I didn’t give him a hope of making

  it.’




  That first night, George would not have argued. ‘It had been such a frightening day. Having to fend for myself in such overwhelming circumstances was too much. Everything seemed to be a

  terrible problem, even our accents. Nobody understood what the hell we were talking about, which was so embarrassing for a youngster. Poor old Mrs Fullaway just couldn’t understand a word we

  were saying. We decided to lock ourselves in our bedroom, and I remember turning to Eric and saying: “D’you fancy going home?” That first night we decided we wanted to go home, we

  weren’t going to make it.’ A fitful night’s sleep in strange beds merely served to heighten their sense of alienation, and their resolve. In the morning they told Joe Armstrong:

  ‘Thanks, but no thanks.’




  

    

      

        We had to get two buses from Mrs Fullaway’s, one to Trafford Bar and another from there to Old Trafford, and the embarrassment started all over again. You had to

        tell the conductor a dozen times what ticket you wanted, because he couldn’t understand your accent. When we got to the ground and told them ‘We want to

        go,’ they didn’t really argue. They just said, ‘Okay, if that’s what you want to do.’ We didn’t tell anyone at home, in case they tried to stop us, and

        that night we went back to Liverpool and did the reverse trip. United wouldn’t give us the tickets, we had to buy them out of the little money we had.




        Anyway, I just turned up the next morning at my mum and dad’s house, knocked on the door and they freaked out. They assumed I must have done something wrong and got sent home. I

        said: ‘No, we were just homesick, we wanted to come back.’


      


    


  




  Dickie Best was not, and is not, the type of man given to ‘freaking out’, but he did require a more detailed explanation than the one word ‘homesickness’. It had been his

  son’s heart’s desire to play for Manchester United. What had gone wrong to change all that in the space of twenty-four hours? The more he looked into it, the less impressed he was with

  United’s cavalier treatment of the next generation of ‘Busby Babes’:




  

    

      

        George and Eric McMordie had never been out of Belfast in their lives before, apart from trips to the seaside at Bangor, twelve miles away. Now, at fifteen years of age,

        they were expected to find their own way across to Old Trafford. No wonder they were a bit scared by it all – George probably more so than Eric, who was a nice lad, but worldly-wise for

        his age.




        When they came back after just the one day United wanted to know why, and I had a message to get in touch with Joe Armstrong, the chief scout. We didn’t have a phone in the house at

        the time, so I made the call from a box and reversed the charges. Joe said he was disappointed that the boys didn’t give the club a chance. I said I could hardly believe that none of their young trialists had been homesick before. Anyhow, he said: ‘We’d like your boy to come back and give it another go. Would he come?’ I

        said: ‘Only of his own free will. I’ve never put any pressure on him, and I’m not going to start now.’


      


    


  




  Dickie Best knew his son. The softly, softly approach was the way to bring him round. He said nothing at first on his return from the phone box, playing on young George’s curiosity.

  Eventually, the question burst out of the boy. ‘Dad, what did Mr Armstrong want?’




  Dickie, detachment personified, said: ‘He’s just disappointed that you didn’t give it a better chance, that’s all.’ Deliberately, there was no mention of the

  invitation to try again. Time for a little parental psychology first.




  George had been ‘skulking’. There was no call for that. ‘You have been over there, you’ve come back, and you’re hiding in the house,’ dad chided, gently.

  ‘Why? No one thinks any the less of you for coming home. You’ve done nothing wrong, you were just homesick. We don’t think there’s anything wrong in that.’




  There was tea, and sympathy, in the cosy kitchen at Burren Way, as father and son sat at the table, poring over the sports pages of the Belfast Telegraph. Judging the time to be right,

  Dickie went for it. ‘George, would you like to go back to Manchester?’




  ‘Yes, I would.’




  ‘Well, they’re talking about you going over at Christmas, for the holidays.’




  ‘No dad, I want to go back now. I’m ready now.’




  ‘You understand that if you do go back, you’re going of your own accord, under no pressure from us?’




  ‘What do I have to do?’




  Dickie suggested a letter, stressing the boy’s strong wish to play for Manchester United, would probably have the desired effect. George asked him to write it for him.




  

    

      

        I left it for a couple of hours, but George was full of the idea now, and said: ‘Dad, are you not going to write my letter?’ So I wrote the

        letter. He said: ‘Can I see it?’ so I gave it to him and asked him if he was happy with it. He was, so I sealed it, addressed it and said: ‘Here you are, you put a stamp on

        it and post it when you want to post it.’




        The following day, we were going to Bangor on the train, my wife and I and the younger children, and George said: ‘Can I go with you?’ I said: ‘Of course you can.’

        Anyway, we were halfway up the street when George said: ‘I’ve forgotten the letter,’ so he ran back for it, and we posted it in the post office in Bangor.


      


    


  




  More important correspondence may have arrived in the Old Trafford mailroom, but none springs readily to mind. Had the letter not been written, or had it received no response, George Best might

  still have spent his life in newspapers – but as a printer.




  Like any dutiful parent, Dickie wanted his boy to have something to fall back on in case a career in professional football failed to work out, and had been nudging him towards the print trade.

  George was not averse to the alternative. ‘I was only interested in football, but I had taken the exams to become a printer before I was first invited to Old Trafford. I had passed them, too,

  so I had a job waiting for me, just in case.’ At Dickie’s behest, the apprenticeship was kept open for six months after George had joined United, but long before the offer expired it

  was evident that it would not be taken up.




  The missive from Bangor had done the trick. There had been an inquiry at Old Trafford into why the ‘genius’ Busby had been promised had not materialized, and it was with some relief

  that Joe Armstrong reeled in ‘the one that got away’. The prodigy was deemed sufficiently important for dad’s letter to warrant a telegram in response – and no boats this

  time. There was a pre-paid air ticket awaiting collection at Belfast’s Aldergrove airport. George Best was taking off.




  Not that air travel was without its pitfalls. When the ingenuous fifteen-year-old arrived at Manchester Ringway there was again no one to meet him and, having no idea where to go, he followed

  the crowd and found himself in the biggest car park he had seen in his life. This time, though, nothing fazed him. He was ready. He was going to get there, and get on, come what may. ‘I was

  determined to stick it out, and fortunately, quite quickly I met a couple of kids who were just like me, and we sort of clicked and got on well right from the start.’ Those early brothers in

  arms included John Fitzpatrick, the combative Aberdonian who followed Best into the first team and played his part in the 1968 European Cup run, Jimmy Ryan, now back on the coaching staff at Old

  Trafford, and Peter McBride, a young wing-half who never quite made the grade and drifted into obscurity, first at Southport, then briefly at Bradford Park Avenue, after making just one first-team

  appearance for United. George smiles at the memory of the gauche new boys, trying to hide their self-consciousness. ‘We all arrived at the same time and we were all homesick, and a bit

  scared, because it was our first time away from our families. We became good pals, and have remained so over the years.’




  Back at Mrs Fullaway’s, this time the landlady without the lingo was a sympathetic surrogate mum who spared no effort to overcome the pangs that afflict strangers in a strange land. Losing

  a couple of her charges after just the one night was an affront to the Fullaway hospitality. George would be happy this time, or else.




  Best senior was still worried. What was happening over there? How was the boy getting on? Not having a phone with which to maintain regular communication hardly helped. Nor did United’s

  attitude when it came to the rearing of apprentices:




  

    

      

        From various conversations I had with Joe Armstrong, the chief scout, I know they preferred parents to stay away from their boys while they settled in.

        Anyway, George went away in July, and by October, or it might even have been November, I’d had no contact with the club. So I rang Joe Armstrong again. We still had no phone, so I

        reversed the charges from a friend’s house this time. I said: ‘Mr Armstrong, how is the boy getting on? The only way we know he is actually in Manchester is from his weekly letter

        home.’ The alarm bells rang in old Joe’s head. Young Master Best was already regarded as ‘something special’ at Old Trafford. It would be silly to run the risk of

        losing him a second time. ‘Okay Mr Best,’ he said. ‘We’ll bring you over to see him.’


      


    


  




  Dickie was satisfied. Briefly. ‘After about a week, I got one ticket for the boat. First class. Meantime, although it was hard finding the money, I had booked two flights to Manchester. So

  when the boat ticket arrived, I rang Joe again and said: “Mr Armstrong, can you tell me what’s going on here? You’ve sent me one ticket for the boat. Don’t you think my wife

  would like to see our boy – maybe even more than I do?” He said: “Well, perhaps we can come to some arrangement.” I said: “Don’t bother, I’m sending your

  ticket back because I’ve booked two flights.” ’




  The point had been well made, and anyway the Bests, with their prodigy, were a special case. Manchester United sent forty pounds, which in those pre-inflationary days paid for two return

  flights. It was money well spent. Parental fears were soon allayed by seeing George completely at ease, and happy, in his home from home:




  

    

      

        Once we met Mrs Fullaway we didn’t have any worries about where he was living. She had two boys of her own, but had always kept boarders – policemen as well as

        footballers. Another Belfast lad, a goalkeeper called Ronnie Briggs, was there for a while, and George was very happy.




        After that first visit, we went back a couple of times at our own expense, but the club wasn’t keen on the idea. Joe Armstrong’s attitude was: ‘It would be better if you

        stayed away from the lad. Let him settle.’ For a year or so George was still a bit homesick. Now I can’t get him home!


      


    


  




  In football terms, settling in was never a problem, the technique honed on the streets of the Cregagh compensating in handsome measure for the young Best’s lack of inches and avoirdupois.

  His puny build may have sown the seeds of doubt in his own mind (‘I still didn’t think I was going to make it’), but Busby and his coaching staff knew they had a rare talent to

  nurture. George’s own fears were fuelled by the feeling that his development was being hampered, unfairly, by a protectionist rule which discriminated against boys from Northern Ireland and

  Scotland, whose respective Football Associations objected to English clubs cherry-picking their best young players, and would not allow them to sign on a professional basis until their seventeenth

  birthday. George, and his friend John Fitzpatrick, were required to play as amateurs, which meant earning their living, or at least having a job, outside the game. In reality, these

  ‘jobs’ were little more than sinecures with local employers, who were only too willing to oblige, in return for reciprocal favours when the big matches came along. Young Best, however,

  resented anything that impinged on time that could be spent playing football, and it always rankled that he had to be at work while his English contemporaries were out on the training field:




  

    

      

        Of course we didn’t think it was right. Just because we were Irish, or Scottish, we couldn’t sign as apprentice professionals. We were amateurs, which meant we

        had to have a job and train on Tuesday and Thursday nights with the other amateurs, not with the full-time professionals. The club would find you a job and you had no

        choice, you had to do it.




        I was a clerk, a gofer with the Manchester Ship Canal Company, making tea for everyone when I wanted to be playing football. I told the club I wanted to train every day with the other

        boys. I wasn’t here to make tea for people, I wanted to play football. I told them I wasn’t happy, but all they did was to move me to a different branch of the same company. Same

        work, different location. I wasn’t having that, so then they found me a job in a builders’ yard. I had to be there at eight o’clock in the morning on my first day. I stayed

        until lunchtime, then I went back to Old Trafford and said: ‘I didn’t come to Manchester to hump planks of wood.’ I quit after half a day – and still went back and

        asked for the morning’s wages.


      


    


  




  United gave in and made allowances for George Best’s extraordinary talent, which was to be the way of it for the next ten years. The bolshie fifteen-year-old had his way. Grinning at the

  memory, like the recalcitrant kid he was, he says: ‘The club came up with a solution which was totally illegal, but worked to everyone’s advantage. They found a Manchester United

  supporter who had an electrical business near The Cliff training ground, and Fitzy [John Fitzpatrick] and I used to clock on at nine in the morning, walk over to The Cliff, do our training, then go

  back to clock off. We got what we wanted – to train full-time with the rest of the boys.’




  As a bogus electrician and ‘amateur’ footballer, George earned £4 1s 9d (£4.09) a week, three pounds of which he sent home to his parents. ‘I lived on £1 1s

  9d [£1.09] a week, and thought I was rich. The club paid for just about everything – digs, meals, bus fares etc. – and when I went out I could make one drink last all night. I

  always had money left at the end of the week.’ Back in Burren Way, the financial help was welcome. ‘As a family,’ George says, ‘we were never desperately

  poor, but there was never a lot of money. Everyone had to chip in, and that three pounds was a lot for mum to get.’ Dickie is too proud to elaborate, but he was bringing up five younger

  children and, he says, ‘it came in handy, right enough’.




  George Best must have been exceptional for a club as big as Manchester United to bend the employment rules, and risk the wrath of the FA, to keep him happy, but opinion is divided as to what

  extent he stood out in fairly distinguished company. Johnny Giles, six years Best’s senior, was a first-team regular at United at the time, before going on to attain greatness with Leeds

  United. He remembers watching the youth team, but has no recollection of George Best much before his first-team debut, at seventeen. Giles, now an acerbic columnist with the Express

  newspaper, told me:




  

    

      

        For his first year or so, George was just another groundstaff lad. He was always a nice, quiet, fairly shy lad. Matt Busby didn’t have much to do with the young

        players. It was left to his assistant, Jimmy Murphy, to run the youth team, and I’m not sure, but I think it may be a myth that Matt saw George and said: ‘Don’t coach him,

        he’s a genius.’




        As I remember it, George wasn’t outstanding in the youth team, and there was a time when the other lads weren’t keen on him playing. I certainly don’t remember watching

        the youth team and seeing him as an outstanding player, and the word never went round the first-team dressing room that this was a player you had to see. George was just one of a crowd. He

        wasn’t a boy genius.




        I played two games in the reserves before I left for Leeds, and George, who was seventeen, played in both. I played on the right wing and he played on the left. One was at Old Trafford and

        the other – my last game – was at Chesterfield. I didn’t think then: ‘This lad is going to be a great player.’


      


    


  




  The case for the defence is put by the most celebrated of all the ‘Red Devils’. The name Bobby Charlton is synonymous with Manchester United the world over. Sir

  Bobby, as he became in the 1994 Birthday Honours List, insists nobody should have been in any doubt that the club had a prodigy in its midst. The word had gone round, he says:




  

    

      

        The coaching staff usually tell you – it filters through if a really good kid comes in. Hundreds of young hopefuls pass through a big club and they leave, mostly

        without making any sort of a mark, almost on a daily basis. But now and again the coaching staff will say: ‘There’s a good lad just come. All things being equal, he’s got a

        chance.’ That’s the way they talk. ‘All things being equal, he’s got a chance’ is their way of saying they’ve got a really good player.




        That’s what happened with George. Manchester United had got a lot of the best young players, mainly because we were the club they all wanted to join, so there was no shortage of good

        youngsters around the place, but when a really great young player comes along, the coaches can’t tell you enough about it. Most people in the game will immediately recognize natural

        talent and sheer ability. The question marks are against the kids who have to learn something on the way to being a good player. But some just have it so naturally that it shines out, like a

        beacon. That’s how it was with George.




        I remember Wilf McGuinness, who was on the coaching staff, winding me up by saying: ‘Bloody hell, if you think you’re a good player you should see this lad who has come in from

        Belfast.’ Joking, I told him: ‘But he can’t be as good as me. I’m brilliant.’ Wilf said: ‘No, no, it’s right.’ Humouring him, I said:

        ‘All right, I believe you.’ I didn’t, of course, but the next thing I knew George was in the first team.




        I think I know what Johnny Giles means. Like him, I can only remember George in the first team. He all but missed the reserves, going straight from the youth team to

        the firsts. He was on top of us before we knew what had happened.


      


    


  




  If Charlton was taken by surprise by the speed of the tyro’s elevation, another of United’s all-time greats most certainly was not. Scotland’s Pat Crerand believes he was the

  first of the senior players to recognize that George was indeed a genius. The midfield organizer of Busby’s European Cup-winning team had just signed from Celtic when, killing time, he went

  to watch a youth match. ‘We had this fella playing inside-left, and I just couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe his ability. I went and spoke to Jack Crompton, the trainer, and

  said: “Jack, what about that bloody inside-left. Isn’t he unbelievable? I have never seen anything like it in my life.” Jack just looked up and said, matter of fact: “Oh, we

  know all about him.” You could have put your house on that boy becoming one of the great players.’




  Best himself accepts that he was not the star of the youth team – not at first, anyway. ‘David Sadler [who was to play for England] was regarded as the one who was going to be the

  big star. When United signed him, all the big clubs had been after him. Eamonn Dunphy and Barry Fry were also regarded very highly. I was well down the list.’ Sadler, now a successful

  businessman in corporate hospitality, runs the United ex-players association. He roomed with Best at Mrs Fullaway’s for six years, and they remain good friends. George, he says, is the best

  player he has ever seen, but it was probably true to say that at one time even more was expected of David Sadler. At sixteen he had been working in a bank and playing amateur football for Maidstone

  United when United beat off half the old First Division to sign the most sought-after young player in the country:




  

    

      

        Playing for Maidstone, I was doing well enough to get picked for the full England amateur side, and as a sixteen-year-old centre-forward who was

        scoring a few goals there was a bit of fuss made about me. There were a few clubs I could have joined, but I plumped for United and signed amateur forms with them late in 1962. I stayed down

        in Kent until I was seventeen, in February 1963, so after joining United I had another six months in the old National Provincial bank. It was then, when I was able to sign as a professional,

        that I first came across George and the other lads. I remember hearing one or two of them making sarky comments about the superstar southerner, and how the club had laid out a nice new

        tracksuit for me, while the others had crap stuff.


      


    


  




  Sadler was to become as good a friend as Best has ever had, but the early memories are blurred. As with Johnny Giles, there was no immediate impression of being in the presence of potential

  greatness. ‘It wasn’t like I went training and all of a sudden there was this genius there. I came up at seventeen and got straight into the youth team a year before George. Barry Fry

  was in that side ahead of him. To be honest, there was nothing special about that team. It was the next lot, George’s class if you like, which produced several players of note.’ Sadler

  also agrees with Giles on the overplaying of the idea of Matt Busby ordaining that young Best should not be coached, to preserve his individuality:




  

    

      

        I don’t think that was peculiar to George. That was very much the United way at the time. They would pull you aside occasionally and say you were doing this or that

        wrong, but they never really did coach us individually. John Aston senior was the youth coach then. I don’t know if he had any qualifications for coaching, but I would be surprised if

        he did.




        John Aston took the youth team and Jimmy Murphy the reserves. They didn’t really teach us much. They always talked in very simple terms, about keeping possession

        and so on. They didn’t really coach you as we know it now. It wasn’t just George they left alone. Their attitude was: You wouldn’t be here, son, if we didn’t think you

        had the ability to do it. We’re just giving you the chance to show that ability. In all the time I was there, they never really talked about technique. Attitude – applying

        yourself – was more important than skills. Those they took for granted.


      


    


  




  Deemed too young, and too frail, to play for the youth team in his first year, it was on his own initiative, then, that Best worked assiduously to improve the breadth of his skills. He was

  always first out on to the training pitch, always the most reluctant to leave it. The love of football, and the desire to be better than the rest, was all the motivation he ever needed, but he does

  recall one inspirational moment of great significance:




  

    

      

        When I was fifteen, United were playing Real Madrid, and I remember seeing [Francisco] Gento do something I had never seen before. It was during the pre-match warm-up, and

        the goalkeeper was drop-kicking the ball to him. Gento had a great left foot and he pretended to shoot, but he put such backspin on the ball that after it had gone about ten yards it would

        spin back to him. I watched, spellbound. I had never seen anything like it.




        The next day, in training, I had to do it. I was right-footed, but Gento had done it with his left, so I had to do the same. That was probably the start, the thing that made me determined

        to be genuinely two-footed. I made up my mind that I was going to be able to do everything with my ‘other’ foot. From then on, I worked on it all the time. I tried to keep the

        ball up with my left foot. If I could do it ten times, then I wanted to do it a dozen. After training, when everyone else had gone, I’d take out six or seven balls

        and keep working at it. I set myself tasks. I would take corners with my left foot and try to score direct. Then I would stand on the eighteen-yard line and try to hit the crossbar time after

        time. By the time I was nineteen or twenty, most people couldn’t tell which one was my stronger foot.


      


    


  




  Heading the ball was a challenge, too. Something else that could be improved by diligent repetition. ‘Our gym was at Old Trafford then – I think it’s one of the players’

  lounges now. Jack Crompton, who was our trainer, used to hang a ball from the ceiling and swing it for heading practice. Once you were finding the height easy, you raised the ball. I was shorter

  than a lot of other players, but people forget I scored a good few goals with my head.’




  Tackling, another of Best’s strengths, came naturally:




  

    

      

        That was a matter of pride. Sir Matt always said that I was probably the best tackler at the club, and that was a hell of a compliment. I actually enjoyed the physical

        side of it. I had people trying to kick me, and if they took the ball away from me, it was an insult. I wanted it back.




        I remember once we played at Birmingham, and Noel Cantwell was captain at the time. It was a really muddy day, and towards the end of the game Noel made a run down the left, someone

        knocked the ball off to their right-winger and Noel was caught out of position, with no hope of getting back. ‘George,’ he said, ‘d’you think you can get there?’

        I thought: I’ll get back all right. I was a skinny eighteen-year-old kid, in six inches of mud, but I chased this winger for fifty or sixty yards and tackled him to get the ball out for

        a throw-in. I felt so chuffed. I felt like Superman when I got up after the tackle. I got him.


      


    


  




  When it came to pace, George was always well blessed:




  

    

      

        I was naturally quick. In the training sprints, over ten or fifteen yards, the only one that could ever beat me was Bobby [Charlton]. When we worked on sprints, I used to

        have little challenges with my mates, who were the same age as me. I could run backwards and beat them when they were running forwards. We also had routines where you had to carry someone on

        your back from the eighteen-yard line to the halfway line, then switch over, and of course everyone would look for a lighter partner. Not me. I used to look for the heaviest. I didn’t

        mind slinging Bill Foulkes [the first team’s strapping centre-half] on my back, just to make it harder.




        Pre-season training was always hard work, but I actually enjoyed it. I enjoyed the competition. Whether it was cross-country or out on the pitch, I wanted to be the best. Over a short

        distance, Bobby Charlton was always red hot. Over the longer runs, the four or five miles cross-country, John Fitzpatrick was the only one who could ever beat me. I can still remember, when

        we used to turn right out of The Cliff, about half a dozen of the boys turned left and used to hide behind the bushes at the top of the final run-in. That really used to piss me off. We had

        gone all the way round, and they would join in as we came to the end of it. Mind you, needless to say not many of them went on and made it.


      


    


  




  For that first year, George clocked on and off at the electricians’, trained obsessively, cleaned the first-teamers’ boots (‘I used to head for Harry Gregg’s’),

  mopped out the dressing rooms and toilets and played on Saturdays for the A and B teams in front of two dozen zealots. Relaxation, but never distraction in these early days, was provided by his

  first serious girlfriend, Maria, who had previously been going out with Mrs Fullaway’s son, Steve. Maria’s aunt owned a cake shop in Manchester, and George found he

  could have his, and eat it, in the flat above the shop.
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