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  FOREWORD BY SIR BOBBY CHARLTON




  I don’t recall anything about George Best’s first game for Manchester United, but his second, against Burnley in December 1963, is

  ingrained in my mind. It was the second part of one of those Christmas double-headers that we used to play, and Matt Busby was shaking up the team because two days earlier we had been hammered

  6–1 at Turf Moor. So in came George on the left wing and he was pitted against a good pal of mine, the Clarets’ right-back, John Angus. Now John was a fine player, talented enough to

  have earned an England cap only two seasons earlier, and he might have collected many more had he not been unfortunate enough to perform in an era when first Jimmy Armfield and then George Cohen

  laid unassailable claim to their country’s number two shirt.




  That day, though, my mate looked anything but a world-beater as the 17-year-old George tormented him, really took him to the cleaners. I’d heard from our coaches that the wispy little

  fellow from Belfast was going to be a bit special, and now I found out exactly what they meant. All the gifts that we came to know and marvel at were on show – the speed, the balance, the

  close control and the nerve to put all the attributes together on the big stage of Old Trafford in front of a holiday crowd disgruntled by our comprehensive defeat a couple of days earlier. We won

  the game 5–1, with George scoring once and helping to set up most of the others. After that, there was never the slightest doubt that he was going to the very top.




  People still talk of him as if he was playing today. He is part of their lives and to them he was footballing perfection. Of course, nobody is that, but there were times when he did come close.

  He could do the unbelievable so often that you came to expect it. On the other hand, there were times when I wanted to scream at him for not passing the ball to me. One occasion that stands out was

  against Nottingham Forest, when he made me feel ridiculous in front of the Stretford End. So maddening could he be that I had promised myself that one day, when the game was safe and he expected me

  to run into space so that he could bounce the ball off me or even use me as a dummy, I simply wouldn’t do it for him. In this game he ran right across the width of the pitch and back again

  with the little full-back Joe Wilson chasing him as if his life depended on it. I was blazing mad, utterly furious, and I made up my mind to stand still. Then, as he came close to me with the ball

  on his right foot, I started to moan: ‘George, you greedy little . . . what a fantastic goal!’ And that summed him up for me. He was a wonder of the footballing world.




  One very personal memory of George is of an evening we spent together at a time when he was already recognised as one of the finest footballers on the planet. We had played together in a UEFA

  representative match at Ninian Park and caught the train back to Manchester from Cardiff.




  At that point I was very much a family man, while George was invariably out on the town, living it up for all he was worth. Though we played for the same football club, our lives could hardly

  have been more different, but as the train headed north we were having a nice, friendly chat and I asked him what he had planned for later in the evening. He had nothing special lined up and so,

  knowing my wife and two daughters were away for the night, I asked him if he fancied coming back to my house for supper. Not that I’m a great chef, you understand, but Norma had told me there

  was a bag of frozen scampi in the fridge and I thought I could deal with that.




  Though I meant the invitation sincerely, I didn’t dream he would accept, but he did, and we passed a lovely few hours together. George surprised me by being full of questions about my life

  of domesticity, being married, running the house, having a dog. I got the impression that he was toying with the idea of settling down himself, perhaps wanting a little bit of peace instead of

  being constantly in the glare of publicity.




  I think he revealed something of himself that I had never seen before. He was friendly and fully engaged, and perhaps a tiny bit insecure beneath the aura of glitz and glamour that had become so

  much part of his way of life. It was as though he was looking for something a bit more solid, something that was more real, and which might lead in the longer term to less intrusive probing by the

  media. Eventually I drove him into town and when I dropped him off I was left to reflect on a rather strange but enlightening evening. I hope he enjoyed it, too.




  Of course, everyone knows that George and I had a few differences about the way a professional footballer should live his life, for the good of both himself and his club, but I think the

  situation between us tended to be exaggerated. Happily, in later years we put any difficulties behind us and our relationship had grown gratifyingly warm long before his death in 2005. That was

  right and fitting because, after all, we had shared so much that was uplifting in our time together at Old Trafford.
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  From this distance, when I picture George in my mind’s eye, I can still feel the enchantment of his beautiful and natural talent. I see him selling dummies, running defenders ragged,

  scoring seemingly impossible goals, and continuing to turn on his magic in the face of relentless physical punishment. Sometimes he hit the deck, of course, but he managed to stay upright when

  subjected to the most ferocious treatment imaginable. Everyone recalls the goal he scored against Chelsea in the League Cup in 1970, when a defender tried to hack him down but he just kept running

  with the ball until he went round Peter Bonetti and scored.




  Eventually you could see that he was beginning to lose some of that scintillating edge that set him apart from just about every other player in the land. It did grieve me when he stepped aside

  from United at the age of only 27 because it’s not often that you get truly great players, and so it’s tragic, in a sporting sense, if they don’t fulfil their potential as a

  result of their lifestyle.




  Having said all that, his fans couldn’t have loved him any more than they did, something that never stopped for the rest of his life. To so many people George was the ultimate footballer;

  he brought to the game a true sense of wonder, exquisite moments of sheer joy, and for them there will never be anyone to match him. In the final analysis, I can only give thanks that I knew and

  played alongside George Best and, like everybody else, had been spellbound by the timeless glory of his unique gifts.




  Sir Bobby Charlton, October 2012




  





  FOREWORD BY DENIS LAW




  The first time I laid eyes on George Best, on the training ground in the summer of 1962 following my arrival from Torino, he was 16 years old and

  just one of a posse of young hopefuls dreaming of a gilded future at Old Trafford. But long before he was called up by Matt Busby for his first-team debut in September 1963, it was blatantly

  obvious that he was on a different plane to the other kids, with no disrespect to them. There was always something special about the little fella from Belfast, a spark, some magical ingredient that

  was difficult to define but absolutely clear cut. I knew, the Boss knew, and pretty soon the world would discover that George Best was something else, a talent that didn’t come along every

  day, nor even every decade – perhaps once or twice in a lifetime, if you were lucky.




  So even though he was only 17 at the time, it was no great surprise to me when he was brought into the team for the visit of West Bromwich Albion. That day he was up against a decent and very

  tough full-back in Graham Williams who, as I recall, dumped our lad on the seat of his pants a time or two. But George just got up and got on with the game – and that’s when I said to

  myself that he had a real chance of making the grade. Ability is important, of course it is, but attitude is vital, too, and this newcomer couldn’t be faulted on either count.




  It’s a fact of football life that sometimes a player can be fabulous in training, absolutely dazzling, but when he runs out in front of 60,000 people on a Saturday afternoon, he just

  isn’t the same performer. It’s as though all the confidence drains away when he finds himself in the spotlight. But George, he just stepped into that massive arena and played as though

  he was training at The Cliff. He wasn’t overawed in the slightest, nothing fazed him. Then when he returned for his second game, against Burnley just after Christmas in that same season, he

  did enough to convince us all that he was no flash in the pan, that he was a truly great player in the making.




  Of course, nobody is perfect and, as a footballer, although he was one of the very finest the world has ever seen, there were times when he would infuriate you because he wouldn’t give you

  the ball after you had busted a gut making a run for it. Jimmy Johnstone of Celtic and Scotland, another fabulously gifted winger and, I would say, one of the most magnificent talents of all time,

  could be like that, too. They were both wonderful people and I loved them dearly, but I must admit that their occasional disinclination to pass the ball could annoy you, make you feel just a little

  bit frustrated. True, quite often George stunned us by scoring fantastic goals out of nothing when we thought he should have parted with the ball but there were also times when he didn’t

  score but might have passed to someone in a better position.




  How did he handle his elevation to stardom on a personal level? I have no idea. I was six years older than him. I was married with children, and he was single. We just did our training, did our

  job and then went our separate ways. I was an old man to him in those days. It wasn’t until long after we had retired that I became much closer to him as an individual, by which time the

  six-year age gap didn’t make a scrap of difference.




  What I can tell you is that, by nature, he was no Big-Time Charlie. The whole publicity thing was thrust upon him by the press. He was always a good lad, and a modest one, but it just so

  happened that his rise to worldwide prominence coincided with the beginning of showbiz razzmatazz entering the world of football. The Second World War was now well behind us, the Swinging Sixties

  were under way, and the media needed a figure like George. He was dubbed the fifth Beatle, and in the spring of 1966 his public profile was changed forever, after coming back from our 5–1 win

  over Benfica in Lisbon wearing his sombrero. After that, they never left him alone, not as long as he lived.




  So much has been made of his lifestyle away from the game as the years went by that I don’t need to comment on it, but I would like to say something about a widespread impression that has

  grown up, that George was somehow discontented with his teammates after United won the European Cup in 1968. It’s been attributed to him that he was approaching his prime while many of us

  were content with what had been achieved, that we had lost our ambition and were ready for the knacker’s yard. Rubbish! I was there at the time and I take serious issue with that suggestion.

  Bestie never gave the slightest indication to us or to Matt Busby that his teammates were letting him down or that they were past their best. Quite simply, he didn’t have that way of

  thinking. Never in a million years. I believe the impression that he was unhappy with us was created by the media somewhere down the line. It was planted into his head, it was said over and over

  again so that it grew and grew, until eventually the myth became accepted as fact.




  I don’t deny that with the benefit of hindsight the team was not as good as it had been, that replacements were needed for one or two of the older players, that a couple of top-quality

  signings were needed to freshen things up. But don’t forget that after winning the European Cup, we almost reached the final in the next season – and we would have, but for an appalling

  refereeing decision in the semi-final against AC Milan. So where’s the lack of ambition there? Where’s the lack of competitiveness?




  In fact, I believe George was far more frustrated about having to play so many games with a debilitating knee injury. He was one of a group of us – including myself, Nobby Stiles and John

  Fitzpatrick – for whom the medical treatment on offer didn’t turn out well. Injuries have an effect on the body, of course, but also on the personality and how you face everyday life.

  George was not helped by that, and I think that contributed massively to some of his difficulties.




  The fact that he could still score 26 goals in a season, which he did as late as 1971/72, while nowhere near fully fit – and while not living like a monk, to put it mildly – makes me

  certain that, for all his achievements, we never saw the very best of George. After his cartilage operation was unsuccessful, he went on the blink at 26, exactly the age that a footballer should be

  approaching his peak years. Now it shouldn’t be forgotten that he started young, and gave United a decade of deathless memories, but what might he have achieved if fully fit? The mind

  boggles.




  As it was, he was one of the greatest footballers the game has ever seen, certainly among the top ten of my experience. Unhesitatingly I’d place him in the illustrious company of Di

  Stefano, Puskas, Pelé, Bobby, Eusebio, Greaves, Beckenbauer, Maradona and Cruyff. So on the whole, George Best didn’t do too badly, did he? I feel proud and privileged that he was my

  teammate and, ultimately, my friend.




  Denis Law, October 2012




  





  INTRODUCTION




  To many admirers of George Best, particularly those blessed enough to have watched him regularly during his pomp of nearly a decade, illuminating

  football fields the length and breadth of Europe with his incandescent talent, there is one abiding frustration. It is not that the Irish phenomenon gave short measure by leaving the elite echelons

  of the game at a time when his star should have been at its zenith. No, the vexation arises from the persistent notion that in some way he sold his public short.




  Clearly, a few more years of his sublime genius would have been a golden gift, to an ailing Manchester United in particular and to the football world in general, but even a cursory examination

  of his record reveals that Best scaled dizzy heights and over a lengthier period than some of his most waspish critics allow. His tangible achievements include two League championships and an

  integral role in lifting the European Cup, a triumph that meant so much more to the Old Trafford institution than merely the gathering in of another trophy, no matter how gilded its status.




  The true glory of Wembley 1968 represented the fulfilment of a quest that began a dozen seasons earlier, when Matt Busby and his Babes blazed a trail for English clubs in continental

  competition, in the face of small-minded opposition by the domestic authorities. Along the way United encountered the starkest of tragedy, suffering the devastation of the Munich air disaster, in

  which virtually a whole team of exquisitely gifted, compellingly potent young footballers lost their lives.




  It was a calamity from which any club might never have recovered – but when it did, when Manchester United clawed its way to the very pinnacle of the club game, completing a uniquely

  emotional sporting journey by overcoming Portugal’s mighty Benfica on that balmy, draining, unforgettable spring evening at the famous old arena, George Best was somehow the personification

  of all the collective excellence that had gone before.




  Of course, he was supremely skilful with the ball at his feet, a veritable wizard. Mostly, too, he was intelligent in the application of his ability, even if occasionally he might drive his

  teammates to distraction as they waited in vain for a pass that never came. Physically, though slightly built, Best was brave beyond measure, routinely soaking up horrendous punishment from the

  mere mortals whose task it was to suppress his magic, and invariably bouncing back for more.




  But beyond all that, he was daring, possessed of a devilish twinkle that communicated his natural joy at elevating the game to an irresistibly exciting level, and that was precisely the quality

  that rendered him the perfect heir to the perished Babes.




  ‘Genius’ is a term so chronically overused to describe sportsmen and women that it is in danger of being comprehensively devalued. It should be rationed scrupulously, reserved for

  the truly sublime rather than being squandered on the merely remarkable. However, there should be no hesitation in dusting down the word for a rare fitting recipient, and such a man was George

  Best.




  Look beyond the lurid, fast-living image and set aside, for a moment, the alcoholism that was destined to transform his life so tragically – certainly, that is the approach adopted in this

  volume, which seeks to celebrate his extraordinary gifts rather than embark on cod-psychological analysis of his personal problems. They have been examined ad nauseam in the past and receive no

  more than passing reference in these pages.




  Like Stanley Matthews before him, Best was the symbol of footballing excellence for a whole generation. There were other magnificent players, including Bobby Charlton and Denis Law, his fellow

  members of Manchester United’s glorious trinity, but in the hearts and minds of the majority of 1960s and ’70s match-goers, the mercurial Irishman was on a pedestal of his own.




  As Matt Busby, his Old Trafford mentor, put it: ‘George had more ways of beating a player than anyone I’ve ever seen. He was unique in his gifts.’ Unfortunately, he was

  singular, too, in that he was the first ‘pop star’ footballer, whose every off-field action was scrutinised by the media. Relevant advice was scant, there being no precedent to his

  situation, and eventually the ceaseless attention, in which he revelled at first but subsequently reviled, goaded him inexorably towards self-destruction.




  Despite that, despite everything, the game he illuminated so brilliantly remained his defining passion to the last. He was addicted to alcohol and he was addicted to women. But most of all he

  was addicted to football.




  George left unanswerable questions behind him. How great might he have become but for the bottle? Had Matt Busby been younger and in more robust health, less scarred by past trauma, might he

  have imposed sufficient discipline to inspire the most naturally gifted player of modern times to scale even loftier peaks?
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  At this distance – it is nearly half a century since he first pulled on a United shirt and almost four decades since he bade farewell to the Red Devils – it simply doesn’t

  matter. For seven or eight seasons George Best gave untold pleasure to countless admirers from every corner of the globe, created so much that was ravishingly beautiful and left a hoard of precious

  memories. By any reasonable reckoning, that should be more than enough.




  





  1




  BAG OF BONES WITH A GOLDEN GIFT






  1946 – 1961




  As the poisonous clouds of global conflict began mercifully to clear and a bright-eyed, deeply dignified new manager puffed thoughtfully on his

  pipe as he surveyed the bomb-ravaged Old Trafford football stadium in south-west Manchester, a boy was born to young parents Dickie and Annie across the Irish Sea, in Belfast’s Royal

  Maternity Hospital. The first of the two new arrivals was Matt Busby, formerly an enterprising, constructive wing-half with Manchester City, then Liverpool, and now embarking on a fresh career path

  which was to lead to a destiny both tragic and glorious; and the baby was called George Best. Their futures were to be linked inextricably, passionately, triumphantly, if sometimes frustratingly.

  Together they would etch deathless chapters into the endlessly evolving history of the unique sporting institution that is Manchester United.




  George entered the world on 22 May 1946, the first of Dickie and Annie Best’s six offspring, whose births would be spread over the next two decades. In the immediate aftermath of war, it

  was a time of severe austerity, with the rationing of many staple commodities; but although the Best household was poor, it was by no means destitute, thanks to the couple’s fierce work ethic

  and the presence of a loyal and supportive extended family. For the first two-and-a-half years of his life, the future footballing icon lived at the home of his maternal grandparents, George and

  Elizabeth Withers, sleeping in the converted attic in Donard Street, off Ravenhill Road in East Belfast. Not surprisingly, the youngster was immensely close to his Granda, after whom he was named,

  and his Granny, with whom he spent countless hours as his father and mother were so long at work.




  Dickie was an iron-turner in the Harland and Wolff shipyard, alternating day and night shifts by the week; in the ceaseless battle to make ends meet Annie took a succession of part-time jobs,

  typically in tobacco and ice-cream factories and in a fish and chip shop. Though every hour was precious, and leisure time especially rare, the Bests were always a sporting family. Dickie played

  football as a pugnacious little full-back until his mid-thirties, and there had been a time when it seemed he might rise further in the game. At one point he was on the books of the eminent North

  Belfast side Cliftonville, the oldest club in the country and former champions of the Irish League, but in the unforgiving economic climate of the day he simply couldn’t afford the lost

  overtime that performing regularly at that level would entail. But Dickie was not one to feel sorry for himself and he was content to turn out in the lower grade, while doing his duty by his

  family. For her part, Annie was a talented hockey player, only marginally short of international standard – in fact, she went for a Northern Ireland trial, only for the outbreak of war to put

  a temporary end to the matches, just as she would have been reaching her peak.
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  Thus it hardly came as any surprise when George, who had started to walk at the age of ten months, showed an early instinct for kicking a ball. Indeed, a family picture taken at around 15 months

  in Donard Street reveals a remarkable similarity in style to that which would later become familiar the world over. There is the crouching gait, the absolute absorption in the task at hand, the

  irresistible impression that the ball is utterly under the command of its diminutive master, even the hint of an incipient body swerve.




  In January 1949, when George was in his third year and his new sister Carol was 15 months old, Dickie, Annie and the two children left Donard Street for a home of their own, a newly built

  terraced house in Burren Way, part of the sprawling Cregagh council housing estate. That was where George grew up with Carol and remained until he left for Manchester United in 1961. It was where

  his affinity with football mushroomed into the magnificent obsession that would lead to fame, fortune and, ultimately, dissolution and tragedy.




  His love affair with the game was fanned by both his grandfathers. George Withers took him to his first game at the Hen Run, a dustbowl of a venue in Wilgar Park, and James ‘Scottie’

  Best – the nickname a reference to his Glasgow origins – accompanied him to his first major contest. Scottie lived close to The Oval, home of Glentoran, one of Belfast’s leading

  clubs, and while George was still tiny, in time-honoured fashion he became used to being hoisted over the turnstiles, then passed over the heads of adult supporters down to the fence, in order to

  get a clear view of the action. Yet for all his relish of such exciting excursions, playing football was always overwhelmingly more important to George Best than merely watching it. As he grew, at

  every conceivable opportunity there would be a ball at his feet, often of the tennis variety. If he had to carry a message, he would dribble all the way to his destination and all the way back, and

  such was the boy’s devotion that when he was very young he even took his ball to bed with him.




  A little later, when he became involved in kickabouts and games with other lads, all other considerations went out of the window. Sometimes his parents had to drag him indoors at bedtime, and

  often he would be so caked in mud from the pitch that he would have to be hosed down outside before going for a hot bath. Nothing deterred him, not even Belfast’s often savage winter weather,

  and there were occasions when he returned home with his laces frozen solid, so that they would have to be cut away in order to remove his boots. When there were no formal games, his family always

  knew where to find him, either on the field behind the local sewage works or by the garages at the end of Burren Way, where he would play for hours, on his own if necessary, honing his skills

  ceaselessly.




  A quarter of a century on, when he was playing in the United States, awed American admirers would ask him how much time he had put in to achieve his remarkable control. They were enquiring about

  his dedication to his craft, unfamiliar with the British culture and failing to understand that for many youngsters playing football was not just the cheapest form of entertainment, it was the only

  form. The fact was that any small boy from George’s era and before, who was consumed by love of the game – as countless millions were – carried a tennis ball in his pocket and

  spent every possible moment kicking it. A wall or a door was always a welcome aid, but so adept was the scrawny Irish lad that he pinged it against uneven kerbstones, even garage doorknobs, until

  he could cope with every irregular deflection imaginable – which explains how, in his heyday, he was able to befuddle and infuriate opposing defenders by knocking the ball against their shins

  and taking the rebound. At first they thought it was luck, until he performed the same trick so many times that they realised they were the victims of sublime technique, perfected long ago on the

  pavements and in the alleyways of the Cregagh.




  Yet, although during his days at Nettlefield primary school, near his old home with Granda and Granny Withers, George was renowned in the area as a magical manipulator of a football, there was

  widespread scepticism about his ability to make his living from the game because he was such a skinny bag of bones. Even his parents were convinced that he was too frail, though they knew that

  within those protruding ribs beat the heart of a lion. He, too, was conscious of his extreme spareness and later recounted that girls laughed at his lack of stature. That would change!




  George’s beloved Granda Withers had long been suffering from cancer, and died on the day George was due to sit his 11-plus examination. The family plan was to keep the demoralising news

  from the boy until he came home after completing his test but, on the way to school, George called at the local newsagent, where he thought the shop assistant said to him ‘When is your

  granddad getting married?’ Of course, this didn’t make sense, but he thought nothing of it and went on to take his exam. Then suddenly it dawned on him that the question had actually

  been ‘When is your granddad getting buried?’ He rushed home and his darkest fears were realised. He had lost something of a soul mate, a lovely man with whom he had spent a vast chunk

  of his childhood, someone who had always encouraged him and spoken up for him, and he was inconsolable.




  That day had another far-reaching consequence, too. An extremely intelligent boy, George was the only member of his class to pass the 11-plus, thus earning for himself a much-prized place at

  Grosvenor High grammar school. Though Dickie and Annie had to make sacrifices to pay for their son’s new uniform and bus fares, they were exceedingly proud of his achievement and duly he

  started at his new school. Soon, however, he was beset by problems. He missed his old friends, all of whom were attending a secondary modern closer to home, and he was devastated that Grosvenor

  High played rugby to the exclusion of football. It has been written frequently that he despised the oval-ball code, but actually that was far from the truth. As a nifty and able fly-half, he did

  well at rugby and enjoyed it, but he just couldn’t accept that there was no opportunity to play the game at which he truly excelled.




  Disturbingly, too, he faced a daunting journey to and from school because his route took in a Catholic enclave and he, as his blazer proclaimed for all to see, was attending a Protestant

  institution. George had been brought up as a Free Presbyterian, and thus was rooted on the Protestant side of Ulster’s great divide, but there was never a shred of religious bigotry about the

  Bests. They lived in a street where Catholics and Protestants mixed freely and happily, and at that point, in the late 1950s, the modern Troubles were not under way. Still, though, there was an

  undercurrent of resentment in some communities and George was subjected to a distressing daily dose of name-calling and cap-snatching that could not have been pleasant. Eventually he worked out how

  to time his runs to the bus stop to coincide with the vehicle pulling out, so he wouldn’t have to hang around as an easy target for abuse.




  As a result of all this the boy was unhappy, which was reflected in serial truancy – he had a rebellious streak even then. There was also a telling drop-off in his academic performance,

  which was worrying because he had always shone at English and mathematics, and was potentially an outstanding student. He resorted to various ruses to skip school, including the sucking of large

  quantities of red wine gums to simulate tonsillitis, a devious ploy which lasted only until he was dispatched to hospital for the removal of his tonsils. In the end he was offered the choice of

  being demoted from the top grade at Grosvenor High or switching to Lisnaharragh Intermediate, where he could rejoin his chums and play football regularly. That proved to be one of the easier

  decisions George would make in his life, and soon he was thriving at the secondary modern, not only on the football pitch but in class, too.
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  George Best, hunched in the middle of the front row, was the undisputed star of Cregagh Youth.




  Away from school George starred in whatever group of footballers he found himself, notably for Cregagh Youth. There wasn’t an ounce of conceit in the boy, but he would have had to have

  been a dunce not to realise that he was way better than all his contemporaries, and regularly he distinguished himself against older and bigger opponents. He fantasised about scoring the winner in

  the FA Cup final for Wolverhampton Wanderers, the English team he had followed ever since seeing them in action on a neighbour’s television in a series of prestigious floodlit friendlies

  against some of the crack continental sides, the likes of Spartak Moscow and Ferenc Puskas’s Honved. That was in the days before Matt Busby and Manchester United had become pioneers in

  European football, and although George would never pull on the golden shirt of Wolves or figure in an FA Cup final, he and Busby would sample together the ultimate triumph any club could

  experience.




  Still, for all his natural gifts, George continued to be widely considered too delicate and waif-like to make the grade, and it remains one of the most howling of all sporting clangers that he

  was never selected to play for Northern Ireland Schoolboys. Happily, however, Bud McFarlane, who ran Cregagh Youth and was also a coach with Glentoran, wasn’t so sure. He had faith in the

  prodigy from Burren Way and arranged a match between his own team, including George, and a side of probables for the international schoolboys side. Though he was the smallest lad afield, he was the

  best player by far and he inspired a 2–1 victory, but still it didn’t earn him that elusive cap.




  Now tales of the Best prowess spread far and wide, but though legions of scouts from top clubs such as Leeds United hailed his talent, invariably they scorned his stature. With school-leaving

  age rapidly approaching, his father saw no alternative but to find him a job outside football, and to that end lined up a printing apprenticeship with the Belfast Telegraph. Even George was

  becoming resigned to that fate but, finally, along came a scout who recognised that some time soon the uniquely brilliant 14-year-old would fill out, and that the result would be one very special

  player, indeed. The seer in question was Bob Bishop, Manchester United’s new man in Northern Ireland, who had already sent Jimmy Nicholson to Old Trafford and in time would add the likes of

  Sammy McIlroy, Jimmy Nicholl, David McCreery and Norman Whiteside to his roster of protégés.
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