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PROLOGUE

From Pub to Parliament

As a little boy growing up in the Ashington coalfield in East Northumberland, I was a sensitive, often sickly, child. I was so highly strung that the approach of important exams at grammar school threw me into a complete funk. Just the fear of not being top in all the subjects meant that I would often worry myself into a chronic asthma attack.

These began in the summer of 1954 when I was fourteen, but by the time I was due to sit my A Levels in June 1958, I had an antidote. To calm the jangling nerves and relax the wheezy tubes the recipe was a game of darts, a bit of banter with some pals and a couple of pints of rough cider. Yes, you’ve got it in one – booze and bullseyes.

On the night before an exam I would sit hunched on a stool in the bathroom of our tiny pit cottage in the village of Lynemouth, a light year away from my parents who were lapping up telly in the main room. With my dad’s dirty pit clothes in one corner, a pile of mucky bed sheets in the other and our scruffy Bedlington terrier, Whisky, lying across my feet, I would learn, parrot-fashion, great gobbets of information about History and English till around eight o’clock. Then I would race to the bus stop, travel the six miles to Morpeth, our local market town, and dive into the brightly lit back room of the Black and Grey pub.

For the next two hours my bulging brain was on hold; I would not try to recall a single academic fact. Instead I would sip the cloudy, sweet scrumpy and play darts against a bunch of lads who worked on local farms. I did not like to play singles because I have never really liked the competitive aspect of sport. I captained the school rugby team and got international schoolboy trials and I was a finalist in the England Schools 100 yards in 1957, but I was ever the dilettante. I wanted to drop goals like Cliff Morgan or run like the great Jesse Owens. Darts was my own private theatre. I loved the bright spotlight above the board, the feel of the goose feathers on the bomber darts in the old George V Coronation mug beside the blind charity stocking. In a pairs darts match I relished the sarcastic banter when we put the whitewash on our opponents. I loved the meaty thunk of brass into flock. I loved the gut jolt when a double flew in. It was instant therapy for the grammar school’s biggest swot, Bighead Sidney. I loved just the mere fun of chucking, boozing, chatting and not thinking.

It worked. My marks got me a scholarship to Cambridge University. And I reckon that my obsessive drive to get darts on to telly and later to commentate on the sport really started in that tatty Morpeth boozer all those years ago.

It was in a Cambridge pub, The Mill on Mill Lane, that I had my most traumatic darting experience ever. First, though, we need a bit of back story. I was a pints and pub lad when I arrived in Cambridge. I had graduated from odd games of darts to regular visits to Ashington workingmens’ clubs for a few pints of Federation Special. At St John’s College I drank and sang after rugby matches in The Mitre and hit the college Buttery bar outside the dining hall after dinner each night. That’s where, on a gloomy damp February night in 1960, I met Phil Coates and the college darts team.

‘Mister Waddell, Scholar of the College, would you care to represent John’s tonight at darts against Downing at The Cricketers?’ The words were clipped and formal, as if uttered by a senior member of the MCC rather than a tubby bloke in tweeds aged no more than twenty.

I agreed. The next two or three people into the bar were invited to play and a jolly evening ensued. A year later I was the captain and had made the organisation much more professional. So much so that the St John’s Killers reached the university four-man darts final.

Which brings us to The Mill, home pitch of the Selwyn College team. The four of us entered the premises at 6.30, eager to have a drink and warm-up throw before the 8 p.m. start, our faces set like a Panzer division. The board was well lit and the Greene King ale went down a treat. The landlord swanned over and had a chat. ‘You lot look pretty good. Our team from Selwyn are trainee vicars. They hardly drink and they hardly ever practise.’

Trainee vicars, I thought, smashing in a double top. Taking on the Killers. Bring ’em on. We ordered more ale.

They came in like a bunch of extras from All Gas and Gaiters, all grey flannels and hacking jackets. Their leader wore a dog collar and was smoking a bendy Meerschaum pipe. Their drinks order was three half shandies and a glass of orange.

I was always our lead-off man and was normally deadly on double 13 to start in a game of 301. I missed by miles. Meerschaum hit double 20 first dart . . . and things just got worse. Over the next hour they took us to the cleaners. Our heaviest scorer, John Champion, managed only 23 next trip to the board and in no time we were white-washed in leg one. In the next leg we got away on the double but could not score well: John Champion got a measly 41 and did not like our groans. We did not improve. We began swearing at each other and the landlord told us to pack it in. The gentlemen of the cloth swanned on with beatific smiles. They beat us 7–3 in legs to become the champs. We shook hands limply and then got really bladdered.

We avoided our home pub, The Mitre, for a week. Imagine the scorn of the rugger buggers. ‘Beaten at darts? By a bunch of sky pilots? Jesus!’

A couple of years later, in the Premier workingmen’s club in Ashington, I first played darts for money and learned another life lesson. Since my night of shame with the trainee vicars I had not played or indeed bragged much about my darts prowess. But from the start Cliff Howe, a chunky ex-Para, and I could do no wrong. There was a spinner by the board and you had to start the game of 301 with the double it spun to. Whatever the double, I got it with my first visit to the board. Cliff backed me up with steady tons.

We won three legs straight for one pound a go and were ready for anybody – except Dick Wilkie. He was a burly sea-coal collector and was in the uniform of the trade – flat cap, tartan muffler, muddy waders. He was watching a domino game on which he had a side bet. His chalk mark was next on the board. We called him over to play.

‘I’ll throw for Tot, till he finishes,’ he said, pointing to a domino player. We shrugged casually. I spun the spinner and it landed on my favourite, double 13. I got it third dart.

‘Piece of piss,’ murmured Cliff.

Wilkie, half an eye on the dominoes, tossed three darts well wide of the bed. Cliff plundered the treble 19. Wilkie missed again. In another six darts we wanted double 20 and Wilkie had not started. He stepped up to the oche and paused. ‘On a whitewash, eh? Will you give me three in a bed?’ he smiled. The domino players stopped to watch. We nodded. Surely not …

Wilkie loosened the raggy muffler. He tilted the greasy cap up a notch, clearing his eye-line. He plopped all three darts in the double 13. ‘Double or quits lads?’ he asked cheekily. We sloped off to the dance room like whipped dogs.

My obsession with darts was deepening. Trainee vicars in Cambridge. Sea-coal Charlies in Ashington. Some experiences you just can’t buy. It was on that night I sensed the sheer visceral drama of darts; the oche as the Armageddon of the rampant male ego. Like Hamlet and Iago, Wilkie was a hero figure in pure theatre.

Which brings me to my most significant early encounter with the world of darts. For this we must fast forward to April 1972 when I was very happily working as a documentary producer at Yorkshire Television in Leeds. I had just finished making a documentary about Bobby and Jackie Charlton, when Donald Baverstock, the mercurial Welsh director of programmes, called me into his office. When I got there I found waiting for me, along with Donald, was Peter Jones, also a Welshman and brilliant sports director. ‘Right, boyo, we want you to stop thinking about football for a bit and think about darts,’ said Donald with a light in his eyes. ‘I’ve told Lew Grade and the boys that we are working on a pub games show and that darts will be its main focus. Peter here is covering the News of the World championship finals for World of Sport this weekend and I’d like you to go along to observe.’

Peter nodded. ‘Twelve thousand darts fans turn up at the Ally Pally as drunk as skunks. They cheer on their heroes just like a football crowd. They have banners, gonks, rattles, the lot. It will be great telly.’

I must admit I had my doubts, but they did not last long.

At eleven o’clock the following Saturday morning I was sitting behind Peter in the scanner of the ITV outside broadcast unit at Alexandra Palace. Brilliant pale light sprayed down through the glass roof and the dartboard oche area was as impressive as a marble altar. But there was no sign of the darting hordes. The phone rang and Peter answered it. It was World of Sport asking for shots of the merry fans to use on a trailer. ‘They are not here … yet.’ Peter was apologetic.

At two minutes to twelve he was back on the phone. ‘You can have those shots now. The lads are here.’ Twelve thousand men and boys, sporting cardigans, T-shirts and tattoos, some carrying six-packs and many with leeks and dragon flags, swirled into the arena. Commentator Dave Lanning interviewed some of them.

‘Where have you been all morning?’ asked Dave.

‘In the pubs,’ came the universal reply, as if to a simpleton.

On the lips of many was the name that was soon to become synonymous with professional darts: Alan Evans.

Alan, real name David, was not exactly a hero in the mould of Owen Glendower. He was small, even in Cuban heels, tubby, had gappy teeth and played in a blood-red sweatshirt that did little to hide his prominent belly. With his fans going crazy, he took the stage in the semi-final against the reigning champion Dennis Filkins. Dennis, looking like a friendly butcher, sported a nervous grin before the match started, while Alan shouted silently to himself and kissed the red dragon flights on his darts.

Evans’s delicate style, poised like Eros, was in marked contrast to his chunky appearance. There was a balletic quality to his throwing action and he held his arrows like a surgeon about to slice – ever so delicately. His dark Celtic features snarled at a miss, soon to be followed by a war whoop that Cochise would have been proud of when he shot well. He leapt in the air giving Denis Law-style salutes to his fans. He clinched the match against Filkins with treble 18, double 16 and jumped two feet off the floor. His fans mobbed him off the oche.

It did not seem to matter that he lost the final to Brian Netherton of Cornwall.

When Dave Lanning, Peter Jones and I spoke to Evans shortly after his defeat in the final, it was clear that he had used several pints of lager as ‘fuel’. His tiny eyes slitted with emotion and he punched his chest. He was almost in tears that he had not ‘done it for Wales’. Around us the fans chanted his name.

Dave, Peter and myself, the trio who were to become the backbone of the Indoor League darts team, retired to a Wembley hostelry. Dave, who was Britain’s leading speedway commentator, was convinced that televised darts was the coming thing. Peter sipped whisky and waxed lyrical about technical wonders he could envisage: super slow mo on the flight of the missile, split screen on the face and the target. I sat back and drank it all in. My scepticism had vanished. I was convinced that Evans and lads like him would soon be stars. Inside my working-class brain was this nagging revolutionary idea. Wouldn’t it be great if darts got on to television alongside football, rugby, tennis and cricket. Inverted snobbery? Massive chip on Geordie shoulder? You bet. A few days later we learned that seven million people had watched the darts on World of Sport, one of their biggest audiences of the year.

Thirty-three years later, a bright April day found a motley collection of darting people in the Terrace Marquee of the House of Commons. Edward Lowy, his brother Richard and his father Stanley, the founder of Unicorn Darts, were there. Dick Allix, event director of the Professional Darts Corporation and Tommy Cox, PDC tournament organiser, busied themselves around a very fancy oche. Phil Taylor, twelve times world champion, practised menacingly, while world number one Colin Lloyd and veteran Bob Anderson accepted a cheeky Chablis from a flunky. I had a wee swallow myself.

We were eagerly awaiting the start of an ‘Exhibition for the Sport of Darts’ hosted by darts daft Bob Russell, MP for Colchester. The plan was to do our thing with tungsten and tonsil to convince members of both Lords and Commons that darts was a sport. Sport UK had a list of approved sports that featured baton-twirling but not tungsten tickling. Disgraceful! I wondered if maybe a dozen or so Honourable Members might show up and was amazed when over seventy trooped in, eager for a throw and a bevvy.

First in and first on the practice board was a four-man team of Lords, led by Lord Tom McNally, Lib Dem leader in the Lords, who pulled out a set of much-used 25-gram tungsten arrows and let fly with purpose. I was impressed. Their opponents, a team of sharp-suited Tories, exchanged pleasantries, sipped wine and it was Game On! I started fairly soft and sensible on the commentary, but then let rip. ‘I’ve heard of four lords a-leaping, but this the first time I’ve seen four lords a-tossing’. There were belly laughs from all corners. To the Tories: ‘I’ll bet you lads would not be down here supping and slotting if Missus Thatcher had still been in charge!’ I got them all going by apologising for the lack of red wine: ‘That Roy Jenkins played havoc with the stock of claret.’

The politicos had a ball. The Tory shadow Minister for Sport hit a ton, and Richard Caborn, Minister for Sport, went out in two darts from 97. At around half past three the lads reluctantly went back to running the country. Dick, Tommy and I sipped the last of the free wine and cosily looked back over the years. Both had managed great players in the past: Dick was with Eric Bristow and Tommy had Jocky Wilson and Phil Taylor. We recalled the harsh days of the great darts dispute with the British Darts Organisation. Our nostalgia was garnished with the triumph of a great day. Tommy summed it up: ‘Whoever thought us three would end up on the terrace of the House of Commons?’

The next day’s news was even better. Sport England announced that it would recognise darts as a sport, and it was certain that Sport UK would follow suit soon. And to think that a snotty BBC bigwig once told me that darts would go on the Beeb ‘over my dead body’.
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‘Skills at the arrows of Outrageous Proportions’

In the middle of 2003 the Observer newspaper printed a list of the ten funniest sports television programmes ever invented. Top of the list by a mile was the Indoor League presented from 1972–78 by Freddie Trueman and produced for most of that time by me. The brash, raucous show was our tribute to the unsung heroes, male and female, of shove ha’penny, table football, bar skittles, arm-wrestling, bar billiards, pool and darts. In 1973, the television critic of The Times, Stanley Reynolds, was amazed that over three million people tuned in at lunchtime to watch a show he described like this: ‘It has all the recherché values of It’s a Knockout and the heady atmosphere of floodlit rugby league.’

We were well chuffed by this backhanded accolade. The massive pool of working-class viewers was exactly what we were aiming at. In fact, series four of the show got figures of nearly eight million when it went out in early 1975. It was a custard pie flung in the face of the viewers and they licked off every scrap. Freddie walked out in a suede cardigan, smoking a pipe and toting a pint of ale. He greeted the viewers like pals: ‘Na’ then lads and lasses are yer ready for pottin’ and slottin’, tossin’ and bossin’ to win a hundred quid?’ He always signed off with his catchphrase ‘I’ll sithee’, and, till he died in mid-2006, people kept coming up to him and saying the line with a wink.

The show was mapped out in May 1972 in a posh office at Yorkshire Television in Kirkstall Road, Leeds, and four people were involved. Donald Baverstock, the programme controller, had developed the title and the general idea when watching his rather staid father get all worked up playing bar skittles. Peter Jones was a very good darts player and was well aquainted with the top players in South Wales. I was the reigning all-Yorkshire shove ha’penny champion and had served my apprenticeship at the sport in the red-hot Durham City Super League. John Fairley, head of local features, was to be the executive producer, and he, like all of us, played skittles and shove ha’penny for a couple of hours and helped consume a full crate of Double Diamond. The meeting ended with Peter and I reporting enthusiastically on the atmosphere and fan mania at the News of the World darts finals. We all agreed that the darts would be the jewel in the crown of the Indoor League and that the great Freddie Trueman, lately embarked on a career as a stand-up comedian, would be the perfect presenter.

Next day, in my role as producer of the new show, I briefed a team of researchers and set them the task of finding local stars in the various sports. We hoped the show would eventually go national, but our first batch of champions was from the north. We held the heats of the Indoor League on the YTV nightly news show Calendar and some real characters walked in through the studio door. A very young Willie Thorne, destined to become a snooker star, showed us his skill at pool and presenter Richard Whiteley could hardly stop laughing at one of our shove ha’penny players. He called himself Buffalo Bill and he dressed in full cowboy regalia. In one holster he had a six-gun – and in the other his five shiny shoving ha’pennies! Mind, on the shiny wooden pitch, Bill was no laughing matter.

Then it was time for our big weekend. In mid-October 1972 I walked into the Queen’s Hall in Leeds and was gobsmacked. Even before a dart was tossed or a skittle toppled, the atmosphere was superb. Our champions prowled and took liberal swigs of the free ale. The set was a three-ring circus with sports going on simultaneously. Giant figures of Andy Capp and his wife Florrie and their pals looked down on the action like working-class gods. Once the action started, Freddie Trueman, pipe and pint in hand, kept tabs on the games like an anxious concert secretary hoping the ‘turns’ were up to scratch. They were.

Without any disrespect to the other sports and their stars, I have to say that our darts competition was something else. The contestants had none of the first-night nerves of some of the skittlers and bar billiards players. The darters practised with icy precision. Many of them knew each other and exchanged edgy banter. They all drank, some copiously.

They also had form. John Walker of Hull, fresh-faced and aggressive, had been to the finals of the News of the World. Charlie Ellis from Wyke near Bradford was the favourite. He had craggy features and pure white-blond hair. Dave Lanning dubbed him ‘The Viking War God’. Charlie had his own special darts room in his local pub where he often played money matches for up to £250. But in the end a twenty-seven-year-old lad called Colin Minton from Easingwold near York took the title and the £100 first prize. He told Freddie that he had been playing since he was about eight in his dad’s pub. They had to put a beer crate under the board so he could climb up and pull his arrows out. We had stumbled on a sporting subculture.

Over the next few weeks we edited the tapes and sent some of the material to the ITV bosses in London. They thought the show was wonderful and it was agreed to make a second series for a national audience. I drafted the scripts and Freddie was due in the studio soon afterwards to record the links. We had a meeting with John Fairley and John Wilford, the editor of Calendar, and had a read-through of my scripts: ‘Hello and welcome to the first television show to break the huddle round the dartboard and the pool table and bring you the champions of the tap room.’ I was aware of a feeling of concern in the room. Fairley and Wilford were shaking their heads.

‘It doesn’t sound like Freddie,’ said John W.

‘It sounds like bloody Panorama,’ said John F.

I did not know what to say. Fairley did. He called down a secretary and told her to stand by with her shorthand pad. He looked hard at me. ‘Right, Sidney, talk exactly like you tell your stories in the bar about Alan Evans and Co.’

I twigged immediately – and Fredspeak was born. ‘Hey up lads and lasses. I hope tha’s got a soft seat ’cos you’ll be trampolining on it soon when you see the lads and lasses we’ve got ruckin’ and chuckin’ arrers here at Indoor League…’

It was one thing getting the script right but quite another getting Freddie to deliver it. It did not help that at ten o’clock on the first morning of recording links our star turned up with the hangover from hell. He had done a successful stand-up gig at the Fiesta night club in Stockton and had celebrated late and large. Still, after ten minutes in make-up and a shot of black coffee, he looked OK. He raised his pipe and began rehearsing the links. ‘I don’t talk like this,’ he wailed.

‘You do now,’ said Fairley dryly.

To be honest, Freddie rehearsed the lines with some aplomb and the odd bit of self-mocking mugging. But just as we went for a take, somebody mentioned continuity. On tape Freddie always had a partially filled glass of ale, which we had to match in the studio. But where to get beer? I dived into the YTV bar and pleaded with the steward to let me have something, anything. The result was that Freddie was supplied with Newcastle Brown Ale as ‘continuity’ and was topped up and slurring by noon. We had to call it a draw.

Series one went out in the North in spring of 1973 and was well received. For series two, we moved the venue to the Leeds Irish Centre, one of the biggest workingmen’s clubs in Britain. We gathered there on the last weekend in August 1973 with great expectations and the potters and slotters did us proud. A bar staff of about a dozen, in wellies and aprons, began pulling pints for players and punters at 10.30 a.m. Half an hour later they pushed up the grilles on serried ranks of ale. It was free to players and, as usual, the darters were first in the queue. Six hours later the staff called a one-hour time out on serving beer and a voice behind me said ‘Eighty-one pints.’ I turned to look at a little Irish lad in a suit. He shrugged at me and said: ‘There’s nine of us.’

The two days fulfilled my every dream. In the women’s darts, the world number one player was Jean Smith who played in a Para’s beret! She was also certified blind; not allowed to work with machines because of defective eyesight. In the bar billiards, headmaster Taffy John was dapper and dignified and every inch a star. In the shove ha’penny, Neil Cleminson, a biology researcher under David Bellamy at Durham University, out-Lanninged Dave Lanning by describing the Huddersfield champion as ‘the Spassky of the sliding small change’. Fraser Davey also excelled in the arm-wrestling commentary by describing a posy Chelsea lad as ‘the Narcissus of the knotted knuckles’. I pleaded with table football commentator, Keith Macklin, to try to match the zany nature of the other commentators, but my pleas fell on deaf ears. I was not just playing ‘Mr Producer’; then, as now, the commentary on ‘sport in miniature’, like darts and table football, which can be repetitive, must have vibrancy and attack in the patter. It is why the Dave Lanning style, littered with puns, became the benchmark and why Dave is still in business.

However good the other sports were, the men’s darts competition was the Prix d’Honneur. Reigning champion Colin Minton was back and so was Charlie Ellis, his hair a deeper shade of gold as befitted a ‘Viking War God’. Alan Evans prowled the practice boards in his blood-red shirt, exuding menace and supping lager purposefully. Near him was twenty-year-old Tony Ridler from a famous darting clan, who had won the all-Newport Singles at the age of thirteen. Tony’s mouth twisted on release and seemed to blow the darts into the treble 20. On another board a snaggle-toothed Cockney giant slurped beer at an alarming rate and pounded the doubles. He was Ron Church, ‘The Leaning Tower of Shoreditch’, and was clad in a holey cardigan that was new during the Great Fire of London.

On a corner board was probably the most interesting bunch of all the darters. After the first series had gone out, I received a very cocky letter from very cocky Cockney. A bloke called Olly Croft announced himself as supremo of London, and indeed England, darts and offered to bring three star players north to show the rest how to play. I introduced myself to Olly, who was wearing a maroon blazer with a darty badge and looked a ringer for Mr Pickwick. He had mutton-chop whiskers that met under his chin. He introduced me to a stout lad called Tony Bell and to Willie Etherington, who was built like a rugby league forward. He pointed at his third champion, who was practising, and said: ‘That’s Tommy. He’s going to win.’

I knew a bit about Tommy O’Regan. He was an ex-jockey and had been national darts champion three times. He was drinking large gin and tonics and in twelve attempts at double top hit the target eleven times. ‘Best of luck, gents,’ I muttered, meaning ‘cocky Cockney bastards’.

What happened over the next two days on our championship oche is still a joyous blur. The standard was marvellous, the banter between the players, especially Evans and the Cockneys, inspired, and the commentary great. I had alongside me as my assistant John Meade, recently hired from a Scarborough newspaper, and in the middle of a brilliant semi-final between Evans and Ridler he scrawled a note for Dave Lanning. Suddenly Evans banged in a 180, the first of the competition, and Dave read out John’s line: ‘This Taff hath skills at the arrows of outrageous proportions.’ We laughed and danced around the scanner. We knew we were on to a real winner.

The Evans/Ridler match was our zenith. Alan won the first leg in 15 darts and hit a 180. Tony replied with 17 darts and also a 180. Alan won the decider in 18 darts. We were so excited that we sent a tape of the match to World of Sport and they ran it. It was a great trailer for series two, which went out in October 1973 and got well over three million viewers.

The final did not live up to our expectations. A confident Tommy O’Regan beat a nervous Alan Evans. Olly Croft shook my hand and smiled. I was not sure what to make of him. He spoke with a rough Cockney twang and was reckoned to be the owner of a profitable tile company. He told anybody who would listen that he wanted to be the ‘Alf Ramsey of Darts’. His dictatorial attitude to the players when he did become darts supremo was to be at the heart of the dispute that ripped darts apart twenty years later.

Series two of the Indoor League went out nationally at lunchtimes for thirteen weeks from October 1973 and was a smash hit. It got around three million viewers and the ITV network committee asked for more. The team celebrated in fine style. A few days before Christmas, Peter Jones, John Meade and I took a train to London from Leeds for one mighty boozy jolly, the TV Times Television Pro-Am Darts Spectacular at the Taverner’s Bar at Lords. We got on the train at about 11 a.m. and headed straight for the buffet car. Given that it was going to be a long day, Peter and I stuck to cans of trusty old McEwan’s Export. But John started on brandy and sodas just after Retford and was pretty fresh, as we say in Yorkshire, by the time we got to London.

The bash was brilliant, with a host of stars like Acker Bilk, no mean chucker, and Anita Harris pairing up with the darts stars. Freddie Trueman joined us and Dave Lanning was the host. Acker Bilk paired up with Alan Evans and won the tournament. By the final, John Meade was pretty pissed but well in control. Suddenly boxer Joe Bugner joined our company and John greeted him effusively, slurring just a smidgeon.

‘Little guy, you are drunk,’ said Joe with a smile.

John pulled himself up to his full height of five foot four. His moustache bristled and his left eye rolled. He turned to Freddie and shouted: ‘Pick me up Freddie, I want to hit him.’

Freddie obliged. He held up John like a puppet and John threw pretend punches at Joe. The usual après-darts fun had started. Cliff Inglis of Plymouth, an England international darter, decided to raise the bar. Cliff asked Freddie to stand up against the board, turn sideways and put a cigarette in his mouth. Freddie obliged again. We were all agog. Cliff had taken drink and now cranked up the tension by downing a good half of a pint of bitter. He then let fly and whipped the fag from Freddie’s lips. Before the applause died, Cliff asked one of the hostesses, a busty lass, to step up. She did and at Cliff’s suggestion took off her bra.

Cliff asked somebody to put a one pence coin on her left breast. We all gasped. Cliff lined up the arrow, let it rip and it clipped off the coin. Cue genuine appreciative applause. I’ll draw a curtain over the rest of the proceedings.

‘Never mind the programme, get the publicity,’ is an old telly adage and soon after the Christmas bash I went to London for a meeting with Dave Lanning and Peter Jackson, the editor of TV Times. My brief from Donald Baverstock was to get Freddie Trueman’s photo, bare-chested and with our winners’ gold medals round his neck, on the magazine cover. It helped no end that Dave was a senior member of staff at TV Times and the deal was cracked within fifteen minutes.

Dave and I celebrated at two of his favourite watering holes. First we went to the headquarters of the Bilk Marketing Board, a club owned by Acker Bilk and brother Dave. There we had a swally and discussed Acker’s considerable prowess with the arrows with his proud brother. Next stop was the Capricorn Club in Goodge Street, which Dave jokily referred to as ‘an upholstered sewer’.

The ‘Cap’ turned out to be not so bad. It was a place where committed topers, tired journalists and general low-lifes went when the pubs closed at three in the afternoon. OK, the carpet was a bit tatty and it was a bit dingy but the clientele, regulars and out-of-towners, looked pretty well heeled. As we edged our way to a table by the small stage, one or two people greeted Dave. Soon we were supping of Fuller’s best bitter, deep in discussion of great darts matches. The music should have given us a clue – it was ‘Green Onions’ by Booker T and the MGs, but we were far away on the oches of the mind.

Then a shapely black female leg clad in a mesh stocking and attached to a black suspender belt wiggled and flexed between us and our pints. We took no notice, continuing to fling phantom darts and debate why Evans did not use the bull route out from 82. There was a gasp from the audience and we looked up. A red G-string was dangling inches from our noses. Dave raised his drink. ‘Cheers, Susie, darling. Buy you a drink in just a tick. We’re discussing business.’ To me he added: ‘Friend of mine.’ He returned to the darts match but the statuesque Susie was not to be denied. She tossed her G-string on to our table and presented her ample breasts to us. We got the message and sat back to enjoy her show. I looked around the room and blokes were shaking their heads at the poor sad pair at the front. Gays? Blind men? No, simply two darts nuts. After her act Susie joined us for a drink then shot off into the Soho maze to do another job. By now Dave and I were feeling no pain; he was on white wine and I was on whisky. Dave recalled some of his best speedway lines such as this gem he flung in when Barry Briggs was just leading a race: ‘Come on Barry my son, there’s two Aussies up your pipe.’ Then he looked me right in the eyes and said: ‘You know, Sid, you could commentate.’ I hoped it was not just the booze talking.

A few weeks later and we were back at the Leeds Irish Centre for more potting and tossing. This time I really had to earn my corn as producer. The first day went well until about 4 p.m. when my female personal assistant came up to me in tears and said she was quitting. She had fallen in love overnight with an arm-wrestler and was leaving her husband and heading South to set up a love nest. I swallowed hard and wished her all the best. I did not predict the riot…

It began around the table football area. Two black players, favourites for the tournament, were playing two white lads whose fans were a bit the worse for drink. The black lads scored the winning goal, one of them gave a victory air punch and it connected with the chin of a fan of the opposition. Cue an almighty ruck. Several of our giant cardboard figures were sent toppling and so was a camera. I rushed to the table football area and rapidly hustled Leeds United’s Terry Yorath – acting as our referee without the knowledge of Don Revie – away from the fracas. Just as I got Terry into the green room, things got worse. A fight at an Irish wedding upstairs joined our fight and soon the scene was like a saloon brawl in a western. As Dave Lanning quipped from his eyrie above the darts: ‘We seem to have a new sport here at Indoor League.’

There was no course of action open to me as producer but to stop proceedings for the day. We cleared the premises and I checked out the damage. It was minimal: a camera casing had a slight crack and our standing figures were fine. I had a chat with director Peter Jones and he suggested I ring our boss John Fairley, while he asked round about alternative venues for the next day’s action. John told me to set in motion any moves I saw fit. Peter had been successful in finding another large local workingmen’s club. It was the Belle Isle club in Beeston, about four miles from the Irish Centre. I rang them, and the club arranged a special committee meeting for eight that night.

It was like a scene from the Wheeltappers and Shunters. I sat across a table from the committee wearing my best dark pinstripe suit. They wore solemn expressions, waistcoats and watch-chains. I started my plea with the words: ‘I have been a fully affiliated Club and Institute Union member for sixteen years.’ I proudly waved my membership card of Lynemouth and District Social Club, which my dad renewed every year. It hit just the right note. Faces relaxed and a deal was cut. We would start moving the outside broadcast equipment in there and then, and there would be no fee. I convinced them that their bar takings would go through the roof. I shook hands all round and left.

The men’s darts was won by a Welsh giant called Leighton Rees, who had a Bobby Charlton comb-over, a giant beer belly and a thirst to match. By the end of the final Leighton had drunk at least eight pints of lager and a couple of large brandies. After the match a group of us sat with him and his bosom pal Alan Evans and Leighton lit up a huge cigar. ‘You’ll be ready for a real drink now, but,’ said Alan. He was. As producer I had a hospitality kitty and the Welshmen tore a hole in it. It was worth every penny. As we staggered out, a committee man and the club steward stopped me. The bar takings had gone through the roof, they told me, and added that I could bring my ‘circus’ back any time.

Back at Yorkshire TV I was flavour of the month, despite my riot. A week before the new series of Indoor League was due to go out, Alan Whicker himself stopped me in the corridor. I had produced half a series of Whicker’s Women with him in 1972 and we’d got on reasonably well. ‘I see you managed to get Freddie Trueman’s picture on the cover of TV Times. That’s more than you ever did for me,’ he said. I shrugged and mumbled something about that being showbiz. He winked and strode on, dapper as a penguin heading for a garden party.

A couple of weeks after the recording of the Indoor League series three, Alan Evans came to Leeds to film some trailers. We had a liquid lunch and met the film crew at the Irish Centre at about 2.30. The plan was to shoot Alan hitting 180s and giving his famous Denis Law victory salute. There was only one problem: Alan chucked a few darts that were nowhere near the treble 20, and said he needed more booze. He’d had four pints of lager over lunch, but I went to the bar and got four more! He swilled most of the first new pint down in one. He proceeded to hit 140s at will, but no 180s. On the eighth pint, almost weeping with effort, he planted three darts in the 60 bed. We all cheered madly – except the cameraman. He looked up sheepishly from his eyepiece and sighed: ‘Sorry, Sid, we ran out of film just before the last dart!’ I gritted my teeth and went back to the bar. We tried for two pints longer, had no luck and packed in. There was a silver lining though. Alan and I went to Batley Variety club where he signed twice as many autographs as the headline act, singer Lovelace Watkins.

Looking back on that exciting time puts the standard of today’s players into perspective. In 1973, 180s were as rare as rocking-horse droppings. Now they are like flies in a farmyard. At the 2006 Stan James World Matchplay tournament in Blackpool, the thirty-two players notched up 232 in seven days’ play. But just look what we started.



I was now totally fascinated by the subculture that we had uncovered in the world of darts. So it was with eager expectation that I attended the first ever World Masters Individual Darts Championship at the West Centre Hotel in Fulham in late August 1974. Olly Croft, by this time honorary secretary of the British Darts Organisation, which was running county and international darts, was the main organiser and the sponsors were Phonogram, the record company. On offer to the selected twenty-two world stars was the biggest cash prize in the game – £400, plus a hi-fi set! The News of the World winner up till that time won a car, and not a cash prize.

And what a line-up of players there was. There was the bearded, wild-eyed Ceri Morgan from Glamorgan, who had very religious parents but was very fond of the ale. Warming up, I spotted Harry Heenan, a bar manager from Glasgow, taking a dram as he caned the doubles. The soft Devon voice of Cliff Inglis rippled from a corner, and I wondered if he’d celebrate here, win or lose, by knocking coins off pert nipples like he had done at the Christmas Pro-Am. Representing the Isle of Man was John ‘The Jug’ Craine who I had seen sink enough pints to fell an ordinary mortal at the last Indoor League. But by far the most focused bloke around was the teetotal George Lee of Surrey. Evans and Rees had described him as a ‘hustler’ and coming from them that was a massive compliment.

Despite being a big bloke, Lee was beautifully balanced on the oche. In his first match against Fred Turner of Hertfordshire, he won the first leg with a 100 finish, treble 20, double top. He never looked at his opponent, spending the time between his own shots staring at his flights or nodding to pals in the crowd. This was the most hyped and beer-fuelled crowd I had yet come across in darts. I was told there was a lot of big side-betting, and the fans were certainly very vocal. Cries of ‘Light ’em up George’ and ‘Get him off your back’ punctuated the respectful silence that fell when the players threw. I was impressed that the shouts only happened after a throw. There was an unwritten code of sportsmanship observed by players and spectators. I was starting to feel like Hemingway at the corrida, trying to appreciate every nuance.

In the event, Lee did not make the final. It was contested between Heenan and Inglis. Heenan had a done a 13-darter in his first round match and Cliff had held off a charge of five 60s in seven darts by Barry Luckham of London. The pair matched each other, hitting scores over 100 at will. Both drank copiously but the standard did not drop. In the end Cliff, the more relaxed throughout, won and the players collapsed in each other’s arms. For an encore, Cliff got out his sharpened builders’ nails and threw them like knives into the treble 20. He offered to knock a coin off my tongue, but even though I’d had a few, I politely declined.

Evans and Rees kept mentioning money matches or ‘chasers’. Neither was a full-time darts professional, and playing county or international darts gave them plenty of pride but actually left them out of pocket. So they had taken to challenging all-comers for fifty, a hundred or two hundred pounds, with side-betting as well. And just by chance, at the end of 1974, a big ‘chaser’ was on the cards. Two Manchester businessmen, Alan Kay and Nat Basso, both big wheels in the boxing world, had decided to sponsor George Walsh of Stockport, the reigning National Darts Association of Great Britain champion. They promised that George would drive around in a Rolls-Royce, wear three-piece mohair suits and never drink or smoke – though nobody seemed to tell George the latter stipulation. They announced in the national papers that they were looking for challengers in a £500 match. They very quickly got one – Alan Evans, in his tatty red Welsh top, primed with strong lager and cheered on by hundreds.

The match was played at the Poco-a-Poco club in Stockport on 24 November, 1974. John Meade and I sat among the crowd of over a thousand excited fans like kids at a Christmas party. Alan was rapidly becoming a household name and had just been mentioned on Coronation Street. We’d had a drink with him in the players’ practice area and he had been bouncing. When he and Walshy left to go onstage, I reckon Alan was on his sixth pint of lager and his opponent well down a bottle of gin.

Alan went off like a train in the best of seven legs of a 1,001 match. He was hot from a 105 average in a leg of a similar match in Hull, and went into a 2–0 lead. His northern base was the Midland Hotel in Stockport and fans from there waved leeks and red rattles. Walshy was red-faced and seemed to have no other plan than to drink more gin. He loosened his tie, won a gritty leg three then drew level in leg four with this amazing sequence of shots: 180, 100, 100, 140, 100, 180, 41, 42, 48, 58, 60 shot-out. OK a bit gin-affected at the end, but it scuppered Alan. His head dropped and the bounce disappeared. Walshy coasted the next two legs to win 4–2.

As the two men exchanged brief, almost sullen, handshakes, half the crowd stood and applauded. Dozens of people ran down to the stage and flung money. The players walked through a carpet of fivers and tenners as they thanked the board officials.

That was the moment I really realised that the humble sport of pub darts was about to explode all over our telly screens. Not for the first time, John Meade and I got happily pissed with the gallant loser. Alan only got maudlin towards the end of a long night. ‘I’m playing great but why do I always come second?’ It was all about to change dramatically.

I was determined to make a television documentary about Evans and the volatile, boozy sporting world he lived in. The material for this scheme began flooding in soon after the Stockport match. On 27 December, I got a phone call from the steward of the Ferndale Labour club in the Rhondda Valley. The club was in Alan’s home village and he traditionally played a Boxing Day exhibition there for charity. Alan had played twenty-six local players, hammered nearly all of them, but excelled his own outrageous standards in the final game. He deliberately left 150 to finish the game and shot out on THREE BULLS! A week later he took the biggest championship prize in world darts – £750 for the Watney’s British Open. Then, in a money ‘chaser’ match against Yorkshire star Brian Langworth, he averaged 105.

That summer Alan went professional. He had been on the dole for long periods and for a while was a brewery drayman. ‘But after we’d put the barrels in the cellar, they couldn’t get me off the dartboard!’ he explained. Now he bought a mauve Daimler Sovereign and did a five-month tour of Butlin’s holiday camps. He averaged eight 180s a week. ‘I wanted to be a footballer and had trials with Cardiff City, but rheumatic fever put paid to that dream when I was sixteen,’ he said at the time. ‘But I am now at the start of a new dream.’

I myself had taken my television career to pastures new. I left Yorkshire Television early in 1975 and moved over the Pennines to the BBC’s new northern headquarters in Manchester. I began working with my old friend and mentor Donald Baverstock on highbrow current affairs programmes. But I was allowed the odd day off to pursue my lowbrow obsession, the Alan Evans documentary

One October evening that year I stepped out of Alan’s Daimler at Brickcroft Social Club in Rochdale and had my first taste of one of his exhibitions. He walked into the concert room and four hundred people gave him a standing ovation. How I wished I’d had the cameras along, but I reminded myself that this was basic research. I sat down at a table reserved for Alan’s guests near the stage and was given a pint of John Willie Lee’s best bitter. It had a touch of wild nettle in the flavour, but went down a treat, and the committee kept them coming. Alan joined me, by now wearing a white Elvis outfit, tight shirt and flares, with a couple of badges that said ‘Proud to be Welsh’. He drank three pints of lager quickly, signed autographs and then bounced on to the stage. After ten minutes sharp patter, in which he suggested all Lancashire men were puffs and all the women ugly, he began his night’s work.

It was magic to watch. Alan played twelve local stars and usually shot out while they were still 200 behind. He finished one leg by hitting two double 20s and another on the bull. He did this despite increasingly drunken heckling from a big ginger lad in a granddad shirt and bright red braces. ‘You’re nothing but a sheep shagger’ and ‘Taffies are all thieves’ were two of Ginger’s witty offerings. Alan left his reprisal till the very end. As he began his closing chat, Ginger shouted again and Alan pounced on him. He dragged the bloke on to the oche and gave him three darts. ‘Now put those darts where your big mouth has been all night.’

The crowd were in hysterics.

Ginger squinted at the board, shuffled his drink-affected legs and tossed a dart out of the board. Alan clapped. As Ginger wound up for his second go, Alan walked behind him and began plucking his red braces as if they were the strings of a double bass. This brought the house down and Ginger shook Alan’s hand.

‘Without prats like that, I wouldn’t have an act,’ said Alan as he collected his £100 fee in readies from the concert secretary. ‘And the hecklers are twice as bad in London.’ I scribbled down in my notebook that an Evans exhibition was a must for my film.

Before I could get started, Alan had his biggest darting achievement to date. A few days after the Rochdale exhibition, he won the World Masters title against a great field of top players. The first prize was £1,000 and he danced round the stage in his Welsh Elvis outfit, brandishing the cheque in one hand and a giant leek in the other.

In April 1976 I began filming The Prince of Dartness for BBC Northwest. I started on the
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