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PROLOGUE

JUST PAST MIDNIGHT ON THE 1985 MAY BANK HOLIDAY, 18.5 MILLION BBC2 viewers saw Dennis Taylor pot the last black of the deciding 35th frame to beat Steve Davis in their epic Embassy World Championship final.

To anyone who remembered snooker sinking so low in public esteem that it could boast no more than half a dozen professionals, with the championship itself dormant for seven years because no one thought it worth promoting, it was amazing that the game had become a prime television attraction and that its leading exponents could become millionaires through prize money generated principally by sponsorship and television fees.

For 50 years, snooker had been a widely played folk sport whose grass roots following had always been underestimated. Now, it was right up there in sport’s major league and success would beget success.

That, at least, was the theory. Instead, snooker frittered away its potentialities through incompetence, mismanagement and worse. Through my magazine, Snooker Scene, and elsewhere, I charted the careers of the leading players and, with horrified fascination, the sport’s eternal internecine strife as it missed one chance after another to consolidate its future.

My emotional commitment to the game dated back to boyhood and one rainy London afternoon when my father and I settled into the plush fauteuils of Leicester Square Hall, which was then the 220-seat home of the professional game. From the first click of the balls, I was entranced and even now, in the imperishable action replay of my memory, I see Sidney Smith completing the first century break I ever saw.

Back home, I had a friend who had a quarter-size table we used to play on. I pestered my parents for one of my own. A few months later, by special dispensation, my father took me into his club. A full-size table looked like a 40-acre field. I played when and where I could. There was a disreputable billiard hall in an alley in the Shambles area of Worcester, where I was at school. I saw a newspaper article and entered the 1951 British Under 16 Billiards Championship.

As I had been playing on a full-size table for only three months, I was not surprised to lose in the first round, but the experience of playing in the womb-like amphitheatre of Burroughes and Watts, Soho Square, the Mecca of the amateur game, which was just as plush and even more intimate than Leicester Square Hall, sank the hook of the game deeper into me.

BBC Television, casting about desperately for Saturday afternoon sporting action, covered the final the following year with Sidney Smith, the commentator, seated in the back row. I found it disconcerting at times to hear him predict more than once a shot different to my own choice, but I won easily and Alec Bedser, the Surrey and England cricketer, presented me with the trophy. Far from making me any kind of hero at school – King’s, Worcester – this success made me more of an outsider and nurtured, in turn, my anti-establishment instincts. My headmaster, F.R. Kittermaster, an Old Rugbeian from the Thomas Arnold tradition, wrote in Sport and Society that only sports with an element of physical danger, like rugby, cricket or hockey, were ‘character building’. He was fond of insisting: ‘You came here to be made into gentlemen.’ Proficiency at billiards, the classic sign of a misspent youth, did not fit into his definition.

In practical ways, my father was always very helpful but like many parents of his generation – because this had been done to him – he was incapable of praising me to my face.

‘You didn’t have much to beat, did you?’ he said in the immediate aftermath of me winning the 1952 British Under 16 Billiards. ‘Well, what does it mean? What can you do? Who’d give you a job? I wouldn’t,’ he was to say genially of my BA Hons on degree day at Cardiff University. When I won the Welsh Billiards Championship at the age of 22, he said: ‘Yes, but you can’t make a living out of it, can you?’ He was right about that at the time, as the professional game had sunk to an all-time low.

Save for wanting to get married, I would have stayed in Cardiff, but a friend of Valerie’s father fixed me up with a teaching job at a college of further education in Halesowen on the outskirts of Birmingham. I taught English and liberal studies – though I never found out what they were – and at the time it was the only job which would guarantee me £750 a year. I was neither unselfish enough to want to devote my career to teaching nor callous enough to do it so lazily that my students would not pass their exams, but journalism was what I’d always wanted to do. In my innocence, I thought it would be better than working.

The problem was a point of entry. I was willing to start small and I could not have started smaller. I used to practise sometimes with Rex Williams who, frustrated by lack of competitive opportunities and mindful of the need to keep in the public eye, negotiated two columns, one with the Wolverhampton Express and Star, the other with its sporting pink. Each paid two guineas, which we split down the middle. Around this time, I also sold printing and stationery part-time for his father’s Blackheath Printing Works.

In the summers, tennis was my game. From when I won the under 15 singles on Malvern’s centre court under its grassy bank of spectators, I was just as keen on it as I was on billiards and snooker in the winters. The summer holidays I spent going from one junior tournament to another were irretrievably happy times with enough success for hope and enjoyment to carry me forward.

My decent serve and backhand, my slowness on the turn and my suspect forehand, particularly out wide, added up to a game unfitted for glorious achievement but sufficient to keep me in the Worcestershire team for 13 years. At County Week, the inter-county grass court championships, we travailed between groups three and five as we explored each July a succession of politely run-down English seaside resorts, Felixstowe, Cromer, Frinton, Scarborough, Budleigh Salterton, Southsea and Minehead amongst them. I was in a winning pair against Mike Sangster two weeks after he reached the Wimbledon semi-finals; I was in a losing pair to Bedfordshire’s non-playing captain, called up in desperation and borrowed gear to play his first match in five years.

In the days before Open tennis, before prize money and before sponsorship, there were a lot of tournaments. This was partly because the players did not have to be paid, except with a few unofficial pounds, meal vouchers and indulgent private hospitality. Hordes of Australians and South Africans would appear each spring to bum their way around the circuit. David Talbot, who was tennis and hockey correspondent of the Birmingham Post and whom I’d known since I was a junior, mentioned one day that he was off to Rome and Paris for the next few weeks for the Italian and French championships. I asked who, in that case, would be covering the tournaments at two other of the world’s great capitals, Sutton Coldfield and Wolverhampton. David said they had no one as yet. I asked him if I could do it. He fixed it for me with the sports editor – 200 words plus results each day.

Getting the hang of small-time freelancing, I scratched round for a few other bits and pieces and turned in my teaching job after a year. What it amounted to was that I loved sport and wanted to spend my life in it. There was no living to be had in snooker in its depressed state and even less in billiards, which was always my better game, and at tennis I was just solid county standard. I had a fair working knowledge of most sports, I could write and it looked as if it would be enjoyable.

The Birmingham Post appointed a new editor, David Hopkinson, who had made his reputation by revealing that certain Sheffield policemen had been apt to use rhino whips as tools of interrogation. He wanted to beef up the Post’s news features and thought that David Talbot was too good to waste on hockey, then an important sport with the Post’s predominantly business middle class readership. Hockey was a sport I had never played and about which I knew next to nothing, but this was no bar to the Post, at David’s suggestion, offering or me accepting the position of hockey correspondent. England v. West Germany was the first match I covered and within weeks I was pontificating with the best of them. I got to know the hockey writers from the nationals and when there was a game in the Midlands which was worth covering but not match of the day for them to attend in person, I started to work for the Daily Telegraph, The Times and The Guardian. Before long, it was not uncommon for me to churn out six or seven reports on the same match for a variety of locals and nationals.

There were two long established agencies, Cater’s and Moxley’s, who virtually monopolised the football and cricket coverage from Birmingham because, in those pre-mobile days, they controlled the press-box phones at the main grounds, which they would hire out only to newspapers not competing freelances. But everything else that moved – hockey, tennis, badminton, squash, quite a bit of athletics – kept me productive. I could not earn £100 a year out of snooker at this stage.

It did not take me long to become professionally well regarded but fees were so poor that quantity was the only route to a livelihood. Woodrow (later Lord) Wyatt set up a group of local weeklies that included the Birmingham Planet. To convey the impression of a cast of dozens in the writing department, different bylines were appended to my three weekly columns: squash by Angus Devitt, badminton by Harold Stringer and hockey by Rory McFarlane. They paid £2 each. ‘It’s only fag money,’ my father would cry when I told him. ‘You can’t make a living like this.’

My first bylined piece for a national was in The Observer. A World Amateur Snooker Championship, first mooted in 1952 but deferred ‘until some improvement in the Billiards Association and Control Council’s [BA&CC] finances takes place’, would never have been staged if this had remained the sole criterion, but the chief Indian bigwig of the day, M.M. Begg, donated a trophy and concluded arrangements for a tournament in Calcutta. England’s representative was a Birmingham fireman, Gary Owen, with whom I sometimes practised at the Central fire station. My profile of him was published as ‘Clearing top tables’ and he duly won the title.

The BA&CC was an organisation in genteel decay. It always had been. This was exemplified by its magazine, Billiards and Snooker, formerly The Billiard Player, which was edited by an ancient retainer, Richard Holt. Certain that I could produce something more interesting, I offered my services. December 1966 was my first issue.

The BA&CC had allowed the British Junior Championship to lapse and showed no signs of reviving it, so I did it myself through the magazine, obtaining sponsorship from Accles and Pollock, who were trying to promote a new tubular steel cue. ‘There’s no doubt about it. They’ll be great for poking the fire with,’ was Fred Davis’s unpromising reaction to this technological innovation. Their theory, unfounded as it was to prove, was that young players would be readier to accept an alternative to the traditional ash and maple cues. The finals were played at their own sports club in Oldbury, near Birmingham. Watching Dennis Taylor practise, I put him among the favourites only to discover that he had lost in the Lancashire qualifying area. He was there for the billiards and won it. He obviously enjoyed it because he never played billiards again.

Editing Billiards and Snooker was not a full-time job, but it took me to London a couple of days a week. The administration of the BA&CC offices at 15 Exeter Street, just off the Strand, was in the hands of two ladies of mature years, Betty and Renee. There was also an elderly fellow – Tom, I think his name was – whom I never actually caught working. His duties were indiscernible to the naked eye except that upon receipt of a phone call from Harold Phillips, the chairman, he would descend to the betting shop beneath to place his bets.

Brought up to have at least a vestigial respect for established authority, it shocked me to witness how run-down, unambitious and ineffective the BA&CC was. Snooker’s underlying problem clearly was – as it was to remain – an inept governing body. Greatly daring, it updated its name from the Billiards Association and Control Council to the Billiards and Snooker Control Council (B&SCC) but had no idea how to harness the mass strength represented by its participants into a powerful, logically structured governing body which could develop the game.

Originally, much on the lines of the Marylebone Cricket Club, the B&SCC was a self-perpetuating oligarchy of bungling amateurs, well meaning in the main, with one or two dominant figures who utilised their involvement to satisfy their urge to exercise power. An attempt at democracy went well wide of the mark. Deciding that the number of county representatives on the control council should be based on the number of clubs affiliated at five shillings – yes, 25p – per club produced a situation in which Lancashire and Yorkshire could outvote not only the rest of England but also the rest of the world, overseas and national associations being limited to one representative each with all meetings held in England.

‘What’s wrong wi’ that?’ was the response when this anomaly was pointed out.

The B&SCC’s precarious solvency depended on facility fees from television of the order of £100 a broadcast. Chairman Phillips, a clerk at the Admiralty whose patrician bearing was more that of a First Lord, had responded to an overture from the fledgling ITV, who wanted to stage a tournament in which four professionals would play four amateurs over the best of five frames. When all four professionals – Fred Davis, John Pulman, Kingsley Kennerley and Rex Williams – lost in the first round, it was clear that lack of competition had in only a few years blunted the edge of the professionals’ games.

The professionals were summarily dropped and amateur matches continued on ITV for a few years until the Sunday Times revealed that the B&SCC, in dire financial straits and needing television fees, modest as they were, to ensure its survival, had put pressure on players to prearrange certain matches so that the fifth frame would be the decider.

One lunchtime, I was in a Fleet Street pub with two tennis journalists, Jimmy Jones and Bill Edwards, and the newly appointed sports features editor of the Sunday Times, John Lovesey. Chatting of this and that, I described what was going on, which was common knowledge in the snooker world. Lovesey was appalled and thus I became involved in an investigative story for the first time. I was appointed snooker correspondent of the Sunday Times – for the little that was initially worth – and remained so until a bust-up in 1997.

There was no betting element involved in the match fixing, but it was disgraceful that a governing body was colluding in such a deception of the viewing public. There was a furore and snooker disappeared from ITV’s screens. Phillips, who was attracting criticism for the spending of meagre resources on wining and dining, was ousted from the chairmanship by Jack Karnehm, a billiards player who was loud in his condemnation of both this and the fixed matches on television. As chairman, though, Karnehm soon became hooked on the taste of power, petty as this was, and was disappointed that I would neither collude in his lust for personal publicity nor agree with his opinions.

The editorship of Billiards and Snooker took me past the point at which I could cope on my own. I rented an office in Edgbaston, one of Birmingham’s leafier districts, set up as Everton’s News Agency and engaged Mike Brettell, who had been sports editor at the Birmingham Planet until it folded. Mike departed after a year or so to become a district freelance in Dudley and I soldiered on with a couple of not very satisfactory replacements, a nucleus of casuals and a good-natured, sport-loving secretary, Ann Jefferson.

My workload was nothing if not various. I covered some football for The Times and some rugby for the Sunday Telegraph, chiefly from Leicester, Moseley and Coventry, which were the leading Midlands sides of the day. At Leicester, I sometimes sat next to John Morris, who became secretary of the British Boxing Board of Control. I covered Wimbledon for The Times of India – 1,000 words on the Indian interest to be on the cable by five o’clock, as long as there was any Indian interest. Otherwise, I just covered the main matches, which included Ann Jones’s capture of the 1969 women’s title. I ghosted her subsequent book, A Game to Love.

Out of the blue, in January 1968, another project landed in my lap. I had walked into the Lansdowne Club in London to research a profile of Jonah Barrington, the world no. 1 squash player, for the Birmingham Post and walked out as his manager. Sharing an instinctive suspicion of officialdom and a frustration that our chosen sports, squash and snooker, were showing few signs of being properly developed, we discovered an instant kinship.

Beyond his playing ambitions, Jonah was taking it upon himself to transform a minority middle class sport into one of mass participation in Britain and to extend its frontiers internationally. In those days, squash professionals coached, re-strung rackets and played in one or two tournaments a year for derisory prize money. The great Hashim Khan’s racket contract was £50 a year plus free rackets. Jonah wanted to be the first travelling tournament professional and to do so he had both to help set up tournaments and gather a troupe around him. My accountant, Tony Hughes, and I set up Squash Rackets Promotions, whose first venture was to bring over from Australia for a 15-match series Geoff Hunt, who had just beaten Jonah for the world amateur title.

To show how clever we were, we had 15 sell-outs and broke even, an outcome which could be attributed to some venues being able to accommodate no more than 50 uncomfortably confined spectators, all this being prior to the advent of glass-walled courts. Jonah, who was underwriting this project, was slaughtered 13–2 but beat Geoff in an epic British Open final, which was then the sport’s premier event.

I left contract negotiations to Tony. Meetings echoed to his cry of ‘But what are you going to give him for his name?’ as he concluded the deals with Dunlop, Banbury Squash Courts and others, which might not seem very special now but certainly were then. I wrote a couple of books with Jonah, the alternately biographical/autobiographical Book of Jonah and an instructional volume elucidating such arcane techniques as ‘the gobbling stride’.

Jonah was friendly with the managing director of Pakistan International Airlines and conceived the idea of a travelling circus, much on the lines that Jack Kramer had pioneered in tennis. It was no problem to obtain the players – two of whom hated each other – and the details were left to me and PIA’s London public relations manager.

‘Mr Clive, can you tell me what is happening, please? I am in the darkness,’ he began one of our meetings. So were we all much of the time, but amazingly it all happened somehow – Tokyo, Manila, Bangkok, Pakistan, Australia and home to a ten-venue British finale.

Needing a sponsor for the British leg of Jonah’s Flying Circus, I went to see Peter West, a BBC sports commentator, and Patrick Nally, a bright young marketing man, who were setting up West Nally, a consultancy specialising in the new but rapidly expanding world of sports sponsorship. They confided that they were pitching for the Gallaher account – Park Drive and Benson and Hedges being among its brands – and quickly agreed to make squash part of their pitch.

What other ideas did I have? Off the cuff, I suggested hockey’s county championship – I was still hockey correspondent of the Birmingham Post – and snooker. West Nally won the account and all three projects I had suggested were given the green light. The fruition of my snooker idea, the Park Drive 2000, placed the four best available professionals into a league spread over eighteen clubs in which they played each other three times. Peter, with his BBC contacts, arranged for the top two to contest a final of which the highlights would be shown on BBC’s Grandstand, the channel’s Saturday afternoon sports flagship. In a 1970 context, this was big news for snooker. I put pictures of the four players on the front cover of Billiards and Snooker.

Karnehm hit the ceiling, incensed that I was ‘giving professionals publicity’ when they were at loggerheads with the B&SCC, the owners of the magazine. My response was that, like it or not, this tournament had come to pass and it was absurd for the magazine to pretend it had not. Karnehm persuaded the Control Council to sack me. The professionals declared their autonomy soon afterwards as the World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association.

I instantly decided to set up a rival magazine, World Snooker, whose first issue, three weeks later, also acted as the programme on sale at the 18 Park Drive venues. At that sort of notice, we could not sell the back cover to an advertiser but with the one marketing masterstroke of my career I left it blank save for the word ‘Autographs’. This proved a vital stimulus to sales. We printed 3,000 and sold out.

Fifteen months later, the B&SCC came crawling back. The circulation of their magazine had sunk so low that they could not afford to keep it going. They did not want to be seen to be failing to meet their obligations to pre-paid subscribers. They gave me £1,000 to take it off their hands and the publication united under my owner/editorship as Snooker Scene. Its first issue, April 1972 (12p), led with Alex Higgins becoming world champion at his first attempt.

About this time, Jonah and I agreed to part professionally. He was guaranteed a basic income from contracts; I felt, having so many other commitments, that the time required for organising his non-contractual activities was disproportionate to the return from any fair percentage of the fees. Managing Jonah struck me rather as national service struck some of my contemporaries: glad to have done it but relieved not to have to do it anymore.

Sportsmen are accustomed to planning their days exclusively around themselves: ‘Show me a champion and I will show you a selfish man,’ Jonah would say unrepentantly. He was usually late unless it was important to him to be on time and could be irritating in small ways, although I invariably warmed to his basic goodness of heart. Here was a man with unblinking self-knowledge who had demonstrated what it took to rise from casual mediocrity to no. 1 in his sport. He wanted not just to be better, not just to be the best, but to be outstandingly the best and was prepared, as few genuinely are, to pay the price.

Jonah was an agent of change, the harbinger of a new order in squash, and this alone was enough to put a lot of backs up. Most sporting establishments are resistant to change, largely because the people who comprise them fear that they will lose position, power, influence, the comfort of familiarity even. A succession of snooker establishments reacted in this way and I was to be at war with them for more than 30 years.

Even without Jonah, I had plenty on my plate. Cherishing the delusion that business success would be automatic if I worked hard enough, I made mistakes, one of the most costly of which was to float Hockey Scene which in less than two years lost every penny that Snooker Scene had ever made. My agency’s staff grew to six and we were doing a sizeable gross. Unfortunately, we were not ending with much of a net. It was hopeless with journalists who were not up to it and those who were up to it soon realised that there were jobs out there paying much more than an agency like mine could afford.

The classic example of this was Jim Rosenthal, who became a highly accomplished ITV Sport front man. Having kept goal for Oxfordshire, Jim knew quite a bit about hockey, but it was not a sport which attracted him and he did not much care for virtually editing Hockey Scene. He wrote a syndicated cricket column which we set up with the England opener, John Edrich, and on alternate Saturdays would cover Walsall’s matches for Radio Birmingham, for whom I had a Sunday morning programme called Scoreboard. It was obvious how capable Jim was and Radio Birmingham promptly offered him a job as a junior producer at £2,950 a year, a sum not beyond the dreams of avarice but considerably more than he was getting from me. A couple of years after that, he was recruited by BBC Radio in London, graduated to presenting the Saturday afternoon sports show and thence to ITV. Another bright young man, Richard Eaton, who covered squash, badminton, table tennis and tennis for the agency, set up on his own and spread his wings to cover the international circuit of these sports. I decided simply to re-vamp the business, getting rid of virtually everything except snooker, which was just starting to make headway.

While I was trying to make my way in journalism and broadcasting, I was still investing as much emotional energy and practice time as I could into my own game for my experience was, as it has remained, that there is no commentary, no incisive editorial, nothing in my professional life which could reproduce the visceral satisfactions of competition. I won six Welsh amateur billiards titles, lost in five English Championship finals and reached the World Amateur Championship semi-final in Auckland in 1975. I travelled to Melbourne in 1977 with high hopes, having just had an epidural injection for a niggle in my lower back. It felt fine until, on my second day in Melbourne, it seized up. I could hardly move; physiotherapy, osteopathy and another epidural made very little difference. I spent most of my time lying on my bed gazing at the ceiling. Dosed up to the eyeballs on painkillers, I played with an improvised half-upright stance and somehow reached the semi-finals again, but my heart was heavy. Instinctively, I sensed that my back problem was very serious. In fact, I was never the same again. By spending a fortune on physiotherapy, I gained intermittent relief, but it was never more than a few weeks before my back gave way again. To protect it, I stood more and more square on, but this affected my eye–arm alignment and I started hitting across the ball. My standard deteriorated rapidly and I was frequently sunk in gloom.

I did enjoy one bizarre success. In the late ’70s, a Canadian Open used to be staged at the Canadian National Exhibition Centre in Toronto. Once, it could not be accommodated in the main building and was instead played in the middle tent of three in the grounds, with a circus on one side and a non-stop steel band on the other. The highlights of the circus included a man being shot from a cannon every hour and an elephant dancing. The snooker MC nevertheless took his responsibilities seriously: ‘I must ask you to be very quiet because the least distraction can upset the players,’ he solemnly told the audience prior to each session. On another occasion, Terry Griffiths was introduced as ‘from Wales, England’.

Even in the main building, it was very hot and noisy, with snooker players battling against the relentless thrum of the air-conditioning plant and myriad lights from other attractions. Every hour, there was a fashion show with electric organ accompaniment; the Mounties had a show which entailed frequent use of police sirens. Anything less like the Crucible would be difficult to imagine, but most of the top players competed because the tournament circuit was not yet very extensive and the standard was astonishingly high in the circumstances. Snooker was the main attraction, but there was also a billiards event, which I won in 1980. In a field of variable quality, I beat Long John Baldry’s pianist in the first round and Steve Davis in the final.

Eventually, there was no alternative to surgery, a fusion at the base of my spine. It transpired that my bottom disc had worn away to just a few flakes. This was at a time when the professional game was opening up. Amazing to relate, there was even some prize money coming into billiards. I knew that even my best snooker would not win titles, but it was certainly good enough to win sufficient matches to obtain a respectable ranking and, above all, enjoy competing. Naively, I thought that once an operation had taken the pain away I would be able to regain my old standard. I turned professional on what proved to be this unfounded assumption. There was no pain but neither was there the natural twist in my back which would have enabled me to regain my original alignment. On top of this, the balance of my eyesight changed to make me preponderantly right-eyed.

With nothing else to do, I might just possibly have sorted these problems out, but snooker was taking off in a big way and so was my television and radio career. It was no situation for a part-time player. There were a few isolated moments when I seemed to be getting somewhere – I beat a young John Parrott and the 1977 UK champion, Patsy Fagan, and was ranked 48th – but they did not last long. My game never felt right and to cap it all I was to have problems with my knees as well, having two cartilage operations on my right and two on my left.

I battled on long after I had lost all confidence in my snooker before retiring in 1991. I persisted with billiards, which was lower profile with fewer quality players and not so demanding in terms of practice. I reached three world quarter-finals, two in India, to which I made five trips, falling ill with stomach problems each time. I did struggle up to ninth in the world rankings but always had a sense of a wonderful future behind me.

The bedrocks of my working life out on the circuit became four interlocking freelance contracts with BBC TV, BBC Radio, The Guardian and the Sunday Times. For example, the way this worked at the Crucible was to commentate on two of the day’s three sessions and supply radio with reports of 40–50 seconds every hour on the half-hour when I was available. Somewhere amongst the television and radio commitments, usually including pieces at close of play for morning output, I wrote two stories for The Guardian, one for first edition with a 7.30 deadline, the rewrite at close of play. On Saturdays, I performed similarly for the Sunday Times until I moved to the Independent on Sunday.

Janice Hale, who joined the agency in 1971, put her heart and soul into Snooker Scene and virtually ran it administratively, as well as developing into a very able journalist and broadcaster. Sometimes when she was out on the road on her own, she was given a rough time by establishment figures who wanted to get at me through her. On the other hand, she could drink most of them under the table, with which process she frequently extracted much useful information. I could see something going seriously amiss with her for about a year before she cracked into a full-scale nervous breakdown in 1993. She retired into private life and married shortly afterwards.

Subsequently, no one could have wished for better or more loyal supporters than Phil Yates and David Hendon. Apart from all our freelance, television, radio and newspaper work, there was Snooker Scene to produce every month. I had started this as a simple journal of record of what was happening on the table, but it became a crusading vehicle for getting the game openly, honestly and efficiently run, an objective which at best bobbed about on a distant horizon and at worst dropped out of sight. Taking Wisden and Private Eye as our models, we sometimes made our point through hard reporting, sometimes through satire. At times, our crusading made me part of the story, a position in which few journalists feel comfortable, but we had some fun as we battled and each successive WPBSA establishment came to loathe us heartily. I was working for a living, a good one, but I was also living for my work.
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JOE DAVIS SETS THE BALL ROLLING

IF YOU WANTED TO PAINT HIGH CEILINGS IN MICHELANGELO’S DAY, it paid to know the Pope; if you wanted to be a professional snooker player just after the 1939–45 war, you needed Joe Davis’s papal seal of approval.

The governing body, the Billiards Association and Control Council, was like most British sporting governing bodies of the day: patrician, patronising and lazy. It declared a player ineligible for amateur competition if he so much as served a cup of tea in a billiard hall. In this way, Fred Davis, Joe’s younger brother by 13 years, automatically became a professional on his 16th birthday.

But as far as the tournament scene went, Joe had it all sewn up. If anyone wanted to compete professionally, there was only one way: Joe’s way. He had been responsible for the game’s emergence as a public entertainment; he had developed, virtually in a vacuum, many of the breakbuilding techniques which came to be taken for granted; he was, said Fred, a very good player before anyone else knew how to play the game.

Joe was chairman of the Professional Billiard Players Association (PBPA); he was a one-third shareholder of Leicester Square Hall; if there were any endorsement contracts, he had them; and in the early years of television it was with him that negotiations were conducted.

For this was a business, a cartel almost, of which Joe was effectively the godfather and from which newcomers could be excluded on his say-so as somehow not the right type. Through his force of personality, he controlled the game.

It had been Joe and his friend, Bill Camkin, a Birmingham billiard table maker, who had originated the World Snooker Championship in the 1926–27 season. As with billiards, the senior game, there were no third party prizes to play for, no sponsorship. Players sank or swam through gate money. Matches usually lasted a week, three days minimum.

‘It is doubtful whether snooker as a spectacular game is sufficiently popular to warrant the successful promotion of such a competition,’ the BA&CC secretary, A. Stanley Thorn, had sniffed in 1924 when a snooker championship had first been mooted, but Camkin could see from his halls in Birmingham, and Davis from his family’s around Chesterfield, how popular the shorter, sharper, more gambling-orientated snooker was becoming at the expense of billiards.

For the first championship, the nine entrants paid a five guinea entry fee and advanced a five guinea sidestake. Half the entry fees were to be divided 60/40 between winner and runner-up with the other half going to the BA&CC. After expenses, the profit from each match, if any, was to be shared between the two players.

Under these terms, Davis pocketed £6 10s for beating Tom Dennis 20–11 in the first final. The BA&CC, pleading shortage of funds, used the players’ half of the entry fees to buy a trophy, the one that is still competed for annually in front of millions of television viewers. The Billiard Player, the official magazine of the day, awarded the occasion a mere four paragraphs. There was no master plan to develop snooker. ‘We were all scraping and scrattin’ to get a living,’ Davis was to tell me 40 years later.

Davis promoted snooker as best he could, but it was uphill work. With the 1931 championship attracting only two entries, the title match was played in the back room of Dennis’s pub in Nottingham. Gate receipts being certain to be affected by as one-sided a contest as he could have made it, Davis was content to do enough to win 25–21. By 1937, though, snooker had advanced sufficiently – and billiards declined – for Thurston’s, the forerunner of Leicester Square Hall, to switch its main attraction, the Daily Mail Gold Cup, to snooker.

For the first time, Joe had a serious rival, the Australian Horace Lindrum, nephew of Walter Lindrum, the only billiards player Joe was compelled to admit was in a different class to everyone else. From 27–24 down in their 1937 world final, Davis won 31–27. Lindrum’s freshness and inspiration would soon start to burn out as the burden of the family name and reputation began to weigh heavily upon him, not least because his overbearing mother never let him forget it. He remained a class player, but at the point where winning or losing became the issue he tended to fade.

Fred, Joe’s younger sibling, began to emerge as his main rival, running him to 17–14 in their 1939 world semi-final and 37–35 in the 1940 final, at which point Fred went away to war and Joe toured the country for war charities, mostly playing in clubs and public venues but also working up a trick shots act which he presented at the London Palladium and in various variety halls.

The first post-war championship was a triumph for Joe, particularly financially. Full-house crowds of 1,200 for the final twice a day filled the Royal Horticultural Hall, London, for a fortnight. Each player took away the unheard-of sum of £1,500 for his trouble. There was radio commentary – no simple task with the position of so many balls to describe – from Joyce Gardner, a doyenne of the women’s game. ‘Ooh, you are a good player, Joe,’ she trilled as he completed one of his six century breaks.

Joe’s victory over Lindrum, 78–67, fulfilled his ambition to hold the title for 20 years and retire undefeated. His motives were an excessive fear of losing, particularly to Fred, and a conviction that it was in his own commercial interests. Instead of rising above the bad old practices of the early billiards greats, Joe perpetuated them. The idea was to win the championship, not enter the following year and, finally, take the lion’s share of the gate for matches with whoever did win it. As every tournament except the championship was handicapped, Joe could also protect his reputation by giving starts. If he won, this emphasised how good he was. If he lost, even conceding only 7, then, of course, he was, after all, giving a start. Four defeats by Fred were his only losses on level terms in his entire career.

Such an attitude seems barely conceivable now, but it had been common since the days of John Roberts junior, who in the late nineteenth century grandly offered the BA&CC a venue, a table and a trophy for their championship – but declined to play in it. Everyone knew he was the best player and that his personality was stronger than the game’s administration. Joe had absorbed all those lessons, but his retirement from championship play was soon to devalue the championship itself. In less than ten years, professional snooker was to decline from the peak of the 1946 final almost to the point of extinction.

Joe continued to play so well that it remained clear for almost another 20 years that he was still, apart from sporadic threats from Fred, the best player. To rule as the king in exile was an ideal situation for him.

His assumption that Fred would immediately succeed him as champion proved misplaced. The 1947 championship was played in various venues in the early part of the year so that the final between Fred and Walter Donaldson could be the opening attraction for Leicester Square Hall in the autumn. Fred expected to win and saw no reason to practise through the summer. Donaldson, a Scot who had done nothing in his pre-war career to suggest he would be a threat, had been too hard for Lindrum in the semi-finals and prepared himself single-mindedly for his great opportunity, locking himself away to practise each day in a friend’s loft. He won easily, 82–63.

This was the first of the eight consecutive finals they contested, Donaldson winning only once more, in 1950. Most of the season, though, was occupied by handicap events sponsored by newspapers, the Empire News and the Sporting Record (both now defunct), and the News of the World. These were round robin events of three or even six day matches. In fact, Fred Davis held so strongly to the view that a mere three days did not provide an adequate test that he declined to play in the News of the World tournament in the 1949–50 season.

Prominent in the cast with the two Davises and Donaldson was Sidney Smith, who had lost to Joe in the 1938 and 1939 world finals. He had become the first player to compile a total clearance – all 15 reds with colours, plus the colours in sequence – on 11 December 1936 but, as this happened to be the date of Edward VIII’s abdication speech, Smith’s feat, to his mortification, did not register on the day’s news agenda.

This merely confirmed Smith’s long held view that the fates were against him and that their malign influence could be mitigated only by unflagging endeavour and parsimony. His staple income came from the club exhibition circuit: Labour clubs, Conservative clubs, workingmen’s clubs, social clubs, church institutes; any of the 15,000 clubs of all sorts in Britain that had a billiard table.

He would start with billiards, not leaving off until he had made a 200 break, and proceed to a few frames of snooker – ‘frimes’, as he called them in his strangulated accent – and trick shots. Many tours were on behalf of charities, such as Missions for Seamen, where his fee would be determined by a percentage of the take. To this end, he was an inspired auctioneer of miscellaneous gifts to the cause.

Repeat bookings seldom far from his mind, he never forgot the name of a club secretary, was invariably receptive to any offer of a bed for the night and when none was forthcoming thought nothing of waiting half the night on a station in midwinter to catch the first morning train home or to his next port of call. He wrote a column for the Sporting Record and coached at every opportunity, even between sessions of his matches at Leicester Square Hall, in which he was a one-third shareholder with Joe Davis and a table maker, Bob Jelks. When he was sitting out during his matches there, he habitually counted the number of spectators, not only because he was a shareholder but also because as a front-rank player he was on 20 per cent of the gate, below Fred on 25 per cent and Joe on 30 per cent, but above the stragglers at 15 per cent. On many a day, his calculations would not have taken him long.

Snooker’s television success story could not have been predicted from the BBC’s first outside broadcast from Leicester Square Hall on 8 October 1950. The facility fee was £75 and the entire budget, including £50 for sound-and-vision lines and £5 for contingencies, was £160.

Michael Henderson, the pioneer producer in this field, was keen in that black and white era that ‘there shall be numbers on all balls except white and black – six numbers on each ball’. The Composition Billiard Ball Supply Company obliged, although that first transmission proved they were too small to be readable except in intense close-up.

The format was for Joe Davis and Walter Donaldson to finish the frame in progress – everything was done live in those days – and for a competition then to take place in which each in turn would try to make a break. Another professional, Albert Brown, was cast in the humble role of scattering the pack from behind with a break-off shot for each in turn.

To this day, I can remember Smith, the commentator, saying sorrowfully: ‘No, Joe’s shaking his head,’ as the break-off shot left the cue ball touching one red and with no glimmer of a chance of potting any other.

Henderson shied away from the very form of lighting which makes snooker attractive today, when the well-lit shots of the non-striker in his chair are often emotionally very informative. He did not see it that way. ‘We gave pictures of what a snooker hall really looked like,’ ran his producer’s internal report. ‘If the audience were to be lit, we might as well do it in the studio.’ Of course, years later, this is exactly what Pot Black did.

Human error caused one element of that initial broadcast to go awry. Henderson asked for ‘a microphone [to be] hidden in the overhead lighting to pick up the balls and the remarks of the players’. A sound engineer found that this ‘picked up some hum from the lighting fitting’ and unilaterally decided to place it out of harm’s way.

‘The microphone was actually placed at one end of the room on top of the scoreboard,’ reported Henderson. There, it did not pick up any hum, but it did not pick up the click of the balls either, still less any remarks.

Still and all, it went down well. F. Hirst, a viewer from Manchester, wrote in to report that ‘reception in this area was very clear’ and Henderson, as was the BBC’s meticulously courteous way in those days, sent thank you letters to everyone – even Albert Brown.

The next broadcast on 17 October 1950 featured authentic matchplay, an arbitrary slice of the three-day match in the News of the World tournament between Joe Davis and Alec Brown. Retirement was rare in the professional game then; players in decline simply received more start. The extent to which Brown was no longer considered a threat was reflected in being given 30 start. This inspired him to practise like a demon and he duly slaughtered everyone. Most of the transmission consisted of Joe unsuccessfully playing for an improbable number of snookers.

The producer, Alan Chilvers, summed up: ‘The match did not provide very good television material as Alec Brown was five frames ahead and increasing his lead, with the result that it was very difficult to work up any enthusiasm for the play itself.’

Once the viewing public had briefly marvelled at professional techniques for their own sake, it soon dawned on television producers that professional matches of such epic length, at least best of 37 running up to best of 145 for the world final, could not be relied upon for dramatic climaxes. A couple of frames out of so many was meaningless, so snooker tended to be covered on a Buggins’ turn basis as a duty to a minor sport. Drafting in Raymond Glendenning, the doyen of football and racing commentary, only made matters worse.

‘Why was Glendenning chosen?’ demanded a memo from the director of television, George Barnes. ‘He did it amateurishly and made mistakes which no viewer who knows the game would condone.’

Ted Lowe, appointed Leicester Square Hall’s manager for its post-war re-opening, whose duties embraced everything from selling the tickets to introducing the players and cleaning the toilets, took to sitting with Glendenning to guide him along and one day found the microphone thrust upon him when the master wordsman was stricken with laryngitis. There was no commentary box and he was seated only four rows from the players. So it was that ‘Whispering Ted’ developed the characteristic style that was to serve him till retirement in 1996.

In all, there were 17 telecasts from Leicester Square Hall. From snooker’s point of view, the basic idea seemed to be merely to get snooker on the air somehow or other. The professional establishment never seriously considered budging from their standard fare of three day matches, so the chance of anything dramatic happening, particularly as all transmissions had to be live, was slight. In the absence of planning, the BBC simply came along on a date convenient to them and covered whichever match happened to be in progress. Their penultimate transmission was from John Barrie v. John Pulman, who were vying for bottom place in the News of the World tournament on 3 December 1954.

The Leicester Square Hall era ended on 29 January 1955, an occasion presented by one of the BBC’s most highly regarded broadcasters, Wynford Vaughan-Thomas, who was reminded by internal memo that he would need a dinner jacket and would be expected to ‘evoke a tear or two at the end’.

John Clark, 78, who had been in charge of the scoreboard for the very first match at Thurston’s in 1901, was invited to perform this function for the last. ‘Truly a great honour,’ his wife wrote a few weeks later, ‘but is it not worthy of a small fee?’ Apparently, it was not.

The advent of such a major new source of entertainment as television and the imposition of a new entertainment tax were making snooker a very tough market in which to make a living. The closure of Leicester Square Hall had been prompted by the expiry of the lease from the Automobile Association and the low likelihood of snooker generating the income to cope with the proposed increase. Like Burroughes and Watts, it was a delightful venue, redolent with atmosphere and history but belonging to a period in which professional snooker was a cosy little world in which everyone knew everyone and regular patrons and front row ticket holders were easily recognisable.

The News of the World, to whom Joe Davis contributed a column for more than 20 years, invested only £1,500 in their annual tournament, in return for which their name was illuminated in neon on a prime West End site for the duration of the 28 three day matches which the event comprised. This was one of the sponsorship bargains of the century.

The players were extremely grateful for any prize money – £500 for the winner – to supplement their often meagre earnings from the gate. In addition, Joe had a unique bonus scheme: his father-in-law, ‘Bonky’ Triggs, would write out a cheque for £114, £110 or whatever it was every time Joe made a century there.

On 22 January 1955, just before it ceased its 54 year career as the shop window of the game, Joe made the first officially recognised 147 in an exhibition there against an adversary of long ago, Willie Smith, who had won his two world billiards titles in 1920 and 1924. E.J. ‘Murt’ O’Donoghue, a New Zealander who both hustled in and owned billiard halls in Australia, had made a 147 – witnessed and signed for by 135 spectators – in Griffith, New South Wales, in 1934, but Davis’s maximum met the criteria for official recognition: that it be made on a table with championship-size pockets in a public venue with a certificated referee officiating.

Even Davis’s 147 was not recognised at once because the professionals had by then cut themselves adrift of the bumbling BA&CC. The professionals invented the ‘play again’ rule whereby the non-offender had the option of requiring his opponent to play from the position left after committing a foul. For this reason, although it had been irrelevant to this particular frame, the BA&CC pettily refused official recognition but relented in April 1957 and adopted the rule itself in 1958.

Earlier, the pros had fallen out with the BA&CC over money so violently that they decided in 1952 to organise their own world championship. All the leading players (except Joe) entered the PBPA’s World Matchplay Championship, which was regarded by the public as the genuine article. The BA&CC stubbornly organised its own for which there were only two entries: the cussed New Zealand veteran Clark McConachy and Horace Lindrum, who was so far past his best that Joe and Fred had both been handicapped to give him 23 start in the Sporting Record tournament two years earlier.

Lindrum had taken this as an affront to his dignity and refused to play. The potential humiliation of losing in receipt of such a large start was too dreadful to contemplate. His mother, though, could think only of having his name on the illustrious trophy and this duly came to pass when he beat McConachy, who was essentially a billiards player, 94–49, in a fortnight’s match at the Houldsworth Hall, Manchester. Lindrum was considered a renegade. In Australia, he described himself as the ‘undefeated champion’ but he never played in England again and only shortly before his death in 1974 was his personal breach with Joe bridged.

The ‘real’ world championship continued much as before through a series of week’s matches spread throughout the season with the final in early April at Blackpool Tower Circus. Initially, these were so popular that this capacious venue could be filled two sessions a day for a fortnight, even with one player already holding a match-winning lead in the best of 145 and dead frames being solemnly played out. In 1950 and ‘51, it was decided that the market would bear only the best of 97 and thereafter only the best of 73.

BBC TV visited one of these finals, installing Ted Lowe, without the aid of a monitor, ‘so far up in the gods that the only way I could even tell who was at the table was by Walter’s bald head. As for what they were doing . . .’ Another year, two lion cubs were born in the animal quarters during the final. One was named Fred, the other Walter.

Donaldson, disillusioned with dwindling returns and the slog of it all, retired to his Buckinghamshire farm and converted his billiard room into a cowshed. Born in Coatbridge, he had originally come south to manage billiard halls for the Davis family in Chesterfield. A dour, uncompromising Scot with a dour, uncompromising game, he was not eagerly sought after for exhibition engagements. Even when he was world champion, he drove only a modest Ford Popular.

Alec Brown also drifted out of the game, as did his unrelated namesake, Albert, a former Birmingham bus driver who, in his fast-bowling youth, had taken five wickets for Warwickshire against the Indian tourists in 1935. Barrie Smith, who on the basis of ‘That’s enough Smiths’ – the professional ranks already boasting Willie and Sidney – played professionally as John Barrie, also drifted away. Prone to absent-mindedness and later depression, he once broke off at Leicester Square Hall with the yellow. Kingsley Kennerley, who had failed to fulfil the exceptional promise of an amateur career, which had included English titles at both billiards and snooker, continued to coach and plough a decreasingly productive furrow on the club exhibition circuit.

Sidney Smith eventually succumbed to the pressures of incessant striving, scrimping and saving. In the latter days of Leicester Square Hall, his cue action became so eccentric that even Joe, not noted for his sympathetic nature, offered to try to sort him out. Smith, deeply frustrated by being in the shadow of Joe for so long, rebuffed him. Having scraped together just enough to retire, he severed all contact with the game.

A Canadian, George Chenier, and a South African, Peter Mans (father of the 1978 world runner-up, Perrie) both showed useful form in the 1949–50 season but neither was attracted by the financial potential of a second visit. Jack Rea, an engaging Irishman who had been working as a marker in the billiard room of the East India Club, was one year given his chance in section B of the News of the World tournament, the winner of which qualified for the main event, and went on to win the £500 first prize with the aid of what proved to be excessively generous handicapping. As the professional scene fell apart, it was fortunate for him that he had the personality to turn club exhibitions into a form of cabaret, his gift for repartee and an impressive range of trick shots helping evenings go with a swing.

Rex Williams, who had turned professional in 1951 at the age of 17 as the youngest ever English amateur champion, was confidently expected, not least by himself, to become world champion and possibly would have done in different circumstances. In the short term, though, the gulf between professional and amateur standards at the time was illustrated by his 39–22 defeat by the ageing Alec Brown on his 1952 championship debut.

Amidst the exodus of has-beens and never-wasers and the continuing presence of not-quites like Rea and Williams, the chief championship rival to Fred Davis emerged as John Pulman to whom Joe was still giving 14 start in the News of the World tournament. Their two Blackpool finals were closely contested with Pulman, 31–29 ahead going into the last day, having a great chance to win in 1956. Pulman loved wine, women and, at times, song, but in retrospect believed it had done him no good to spend two hours in bed with the daughter of a snooker dignitary just prior to the resumption of play. Fred won that session 5–1 and the match 38–35.

Pulman won the title in Jersey the following year, but it was an empty triumph. The promoter was unable to convince Fred that it was financially worthwhile playing. There were only four entries. Pulman beat Rea for a title he was to hold unchallenged until 1964. So low had professional snooker sunk in the esteem of a public bored by endless permutations of the same few players – with Joe, the best, not even competing – that for seven years no promoter would gamble on staging the game’s premier event.

A much truncated version of the News of the World tournament was staged for a couple of years at Burroughes and Watts, Soho Square, but this 180-seat match hall was given over almost for an entire season to the English Amateur Championships and other events under the auspices of the B&SCC. Staging one match every afternoon and another every evening, six days a week, the London and also the Home Counties qualifying rounds would occupy several months prior to the competitions proper, which would also feature the survivors of other area eliminators.

Burroughes Hall was steeped in history. It was there in 1907 that Tom Reece, playing a match with Joe Chapman of 500,000 up, swiftly obtained ‘anchor cannon’ position with the three balls grouped around a corner pocket. With the object-white on one of its jaws and the red on the other, Reece maintained a cannon sequence which took him to his target with an unfinished run of 499,135.

This took six weeks of afternoon and evening sessions. Reece, who did not much care for Chapman, favoured him with such remarks as, ‘How do you find the table?’ and ‘What sort of chalk do you use?’, as he forged relentlessly on. Gentry arriving from lunch or dinner found the atmosphere congenial to a pleasant doze. Chapman, recognising the inevitable, departed long before the end.

The anchor cannon and subsequently the pendulum cannon, in which the two balls were actually trapped in the jaws, were banned, much to the disgust of Reece, a cannon artist and billiards purist who was to greet the rise of snooker with unconcealed derision. ‘A game to be played in clogs and corduroys, a splendid game for navvies in their lunch hour,’ he sneered.

Not just Burroughes and Watts but their competitors, Thurston’s, operated their match halls on the sites of their showrooms for tables and equipment. A Hitlerite bomb demolished Thurston’s – although Leicester Square Hall re-opened on that site in 1947 – but Burroughes continued unchanged. I never played there without a sense of awe, and most other players felt similarly. It had a plush, uniquely intimate ambience and a sleekly smooth-running table with strict pockets. Nevertheless, Burroughes and Watts, like much of post-war Britain, was living in a time warp. It epitomised all the traditional, gentlemanly, complacent, inefficient qualities that exposed the fiction that Britain was the centre of the universe and that the world owed it a living.

The reality of this hit home in 1967 when Burroughes and Watts was bought by the Hurst Park Syndicate, whose chief figures were Jarvis Astaire, a property magnate with boxing interests, Sam Burns, a bookmaker and boxing manager, and Terry Downes, whose boxing career included a world middleweight championship. Property was their game and it was abundantly obvious that a prime site in Soho Square could be utilised much more remuneratively. Hurst Park then sold the equipment and repair side of its purchase to a northern firm, E.J. Riley, for £55,000, not a huge sum even in 1967. Bruce Donkin, who spent a lifetime in snooker as a referee, MC and, predominantly, in trade areas, was then appointed by Riley to supervise the takeover.

On first opening the safe at Soho Square, Donkin found in one of its drawers six First World War hand grenades and in the other twelve glass phials of mustard gas, these to be used, it seemed, in the event of enemy invasion. The bomb disposal unit was summoned from Horsham to deal with them.

Familiarising himself with the shape of the table-making works at Bow, Donkin found some discrepancy between the rooms he knew about and the total area of the premises. Pinning this discrepancy down, he discovered one bricked-up room to be full of best Brazilian timber. Someone had over-ordered and decided that this was the best way of covering up his mistake. There was also a stack of brown paper parcels. The brown paper disintegrated to the touch. Within were pocket nets tied in sixes. These disintegrated, too. His curiosity was then drawn to a stack of manila folders on the office manager’s desk. The folders had clearly been there for variable lengths of time; the bottom two had been there so long that they had sweated into the desk and become part of it. The free-standing ashtrays in the match hall, some two foot six high and rounded at the bottom so that they could not overturn, attracted his attention. He asked for one to be emptied and discovered that this was very difficult, as they had never been emptied before. Smokers had simply continued to jam one cigarette butt after another into them, forming a compacted mass both in the bottom and up the stem. Some items had been there since 1914.

He found that there were several law firms paying half a crown (12½p) per week to store tables. Some of them had been doing this for so long that it was no longer possible to trace the owners. In the north, many Riley employees had slate paths – obviously broken-up table beds – to their terraced houses. One Manchester branch was discovered to be operating from a room so small that a cushion could not be placed on the bench for re-rubbering without putting half of it out of the window. If it was raining, something else had to be done until the weather changed.

Inadvertently, Riley also acquired a chalk factory, F.N. Locke of Merton, where liquid chalk used to be poured from jugs into small square moulds and then placed in the oven. Four weeks after the takeover, someone from Locke’s rang up to ask the whereabouts of their wages. This was the first Donkin knew that Locke’s was supposed to have been part of the deal. Unintentionally, all mention of them had been omitted from the contract.

Back in 1967, the closure of Burroughes Hall was lamented as the end of an era. So it was, but it was symptomatic of the new start which was needed and without which snooker could never have been reinvented as a public entertainment.
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FROM BUST TO THE CREST OF A BOOM

LATE IN HIS CAREER, JUST AS TELEVISION AND SPONSORSHIP were beginning to transform the players’ earning power, John Pulman was waiting to be introduced by an MC who, extolling his experience, delivered himself of the opinion that he ‘wasn’t world champion all those years for nothing’.

‘Next to nothing,’ muttered Pulman feelingly, just loud enough for a few to hear, summarising his financial return from his 12-year tenure.

The son of an Exeter billiard hall owner, he was educated at the local grammar school and worked briefly as a clerk for the Inland Revenue, an irony in view of his subsequent proud boast that for the last 50 years of his life he did not pay a penny in income tax.

English amateur champion as an unknown in 1946, when incredibly his highest break of the competition was 25, he lived at the home, with billiard room attached, of his wealthy patron, Bill Lampard, a Bristol confectioner, who launched him into the professional game. This arrangement ceased only when Pulman was discovered in bed with Mrs Lampard.

Leaving aside that he would probably never have become champion anyway if Fred Davis, let alone Joe, had entered in 1957, few world champions can ever have been so poorly remunerated. Only summer seasons at Butlins and endless club exhibitions kept him going.

‘You need a map from the AA to play on this,’ he would exclaim of one poor table after another. ‘All these cushions are doing is stopping the balls from falling on the floor,’ was another regular quip.

One club was so riled by his remarks that it filed an official complaint, stating: ‘There couldn’t have been anything wrong with the table because all our players beat him.’

Having driven through atrocious weather, he arrived at one club, wearing his tuxedo and carrying his cue case, to be met with the question: ‘Are you the snooker player?’

This was too much for him. ‘No, I’m the fucking chimney sweep.’

Amusing though its highlights and lowlights may have been in retrospect, this sort of routine, with many long days to kill and many a beast of a table to be tamed, did his game no good. Convivial to a fault, he habitually drank long and late, even after snooker’s tournament scene revived.

The handful of professionals who survived were all in the same boat. A woman who ran a club in Coventry engaged Fred Davis for an exhibition, omitting to mention that she was writing from her home address and not that of her club.

‘When I eventually located her home, the only address I had, the whole road was in darkness. I was just about ready to give up. There wasn’t a soul about except someone passing, who directed me to a club at the end of the road. It wasn’t the right one, but someone gave me correct directions. After an hour or so hunting around Coventry, I wasn’t at my most cheery, but suddenly we were there. “Lovely to see you,” the lady beamed. “We were wondering what happened to you.” ’

For five years, Davis and Rex Williams toured on behalf of Watneys, the brewers, whose representatives made the arrangements. They arrived at one club to discover it had no table.

‘Where’s the table?’ they asked.

‘We thought you’d bring it with you,’ came the artless reply.

Joe Davis maintained his BBC contacts and he and A.N. Other (usually Fred) were sometimes engaged for Grandstand, more often than not in the depths of winter when outdoor events ran maximum risk of cancellation. In that pre-videotape era, everything was shown live and snooker was fitted in between other items, usually horse races. It was stressed to the players that the frame they were about to play was not to exceed the ten, twelve or however many minutes they were to fill.

The hiatus in the professional game was especially unfortunate for Williams, who in the next 40 years or so was to play many roles in snooker’s ‘Dance to the Music of Time’, some of them simultaneously. Outstanding in his teens at both snooker and billiards, he seemed assured of a glittering future but just when he needed all the top level play and experience he could get, the professional game was falling apart. Convinced that his time would come, he continued to practise diligently on the table his father, Bill, had installed at the printing works in Blackheath, Staffordshire. His autocratic style of ownership gave Williams himself an obvious role model.

A retired chemist, Bertram Smith, whom no one ever called anything but Mr Smith, fielded out daily for the sheer pleasure of helping. In those laboratory conditions, Williams rarely failed to play to a very high standard but, out in the professional game, which another role model, Joe, was running with an imperious hand, progress had not been quite as swift as expected, even before professional snooker came to a virtual standstill. So insular had the professional game become that it was argued that there was little enough work for the handful of professionals that remained without spreading it more thinly by encouraging newcomers.

Yet even in its darker days, snooker remained popular at club and amateur championship level, with three million players in the British Isles alone and a competitive structure founded on local leagues and national associations, which in most cases dated back to the 1930s. But snooker was the last of the folk sports, very seldom mentioned and then only briefly in the national press.

The World Professional Championship was eventually resurrected on a challenge basis by Williams in 1964. No one thought any the worse of him because he was doing this primarily for his own benefit. He was the youngest and most enthusiastic of the handful of pros who remained and if he had not shown some initiative, no one else would. By the simple expedient of taking the B&SCC chairman, Harold Phillips, out to lunch
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