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FOREWORD

GOOD grief, was it more than twenty-five years ago that I won my first World Championship? Back in 1990, Margaret Thatcher was still Prime Minister, Sir Alex Ferguson had not yet won his first trophy as Manchester United manager and A.P. McCoy was still to ride his first winner. I was a father of three – soon to be father of four – and now I have four grandchildren, greying hair and my eyesight’s a bit wonky. Where did that quarter of a century go?

I had described my occupation as ‘unemployed engineer’ on the entry form for the Lakeside World Championship. I was a rank 125–1 outsider, and found myself facing Eric Bristow, my mentor, in the final. I beat him 6–1. Eric may not have been the force he was in the mid-1980s, when he became the original superstar of darts, but I was very ambitious and wanted it badly. When you have been collecting £74 a week in a ceramics factory you don’t hang about if someone is dangling a cheque for £24,000 in front of you.

When I look back on the trophies, the titles and the pay cheques since 1990, I can only reflect how fortunate I have been. From living in a council house where we all had to sleep on the ground floor because the stairs were condemned, and wake-up calls from my mother – cold buckets of water were a sure-fire way to get me out of bed first thing in the morning – my life has changed beyond recognition. Darts, too, has changed from a seasonal sideshow to big business. When I won my first tournament in 1988, the coveted Burslem Open title, it was a game played in smoky halls; now, when we walk on stage, we feel like rock stars. And the sport once lampooned as a drinking competition, where competitors threw darts to pass the time in between sinking pints or shots, is now based on a more clean-cut image. Players drink nothing stronger than water on stage, and we are subject to the same anti-doping rules as Olympic sprinters. 

In the last twenty-five years we’ve had Lady Thatcher, John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and David Cameron running the country. Some of them have done it better than others. Liverpool, Arsenal, Leeds, Manchester United, Blackburn, Chelsea and Manchester City have all been champions, A.P. McCoy has become the first jockey to ride 4,000 winners … and I’ve been on an incredible journey. This book is not so much a diary or a yearbook as a snapshot of the life of a darts player who has been lucky enough to win sixteen world titles – and who would dearly love to win one more.

I’ve had my ups and downs – on top of the world one minute, in the dark depths of despair the next – and there are so many people to thank that I am scared to compile a list in case I omit any deserving names. But as you join me on the road for a twelve-month period from July 2013, my greatest debt as a darts player is to you, the public. You buy the tickets and help to sell out every venue. You drive TV ratings through the roof by following major tournaments in such great numbers on the box. You sing our names, you share our joys and disappointments, you make us laugh with your fancy-dress outfits.

But above all, you make a 55-year-old grandfather grateful to be competing in world-class fields at an age where most sportsmen would be content to watch from a safe distance. You even voted for me in such numbers that I was runner-up in the BBC Sports Personality of the Year in 2010, behind the great A.P. McCoy himself. When I retired, briefly, from darts in 2004, it was public support that made me change my mind just eleven days later. It was the public who besieged my shopping trolley in the supermarket aisles, begging me to reconsider. It was strangers from the great British public who came to my front door in the Potteries with flowers and oatcakes, pleading with me to stay in the sport.

You have made the last twenty-five years worth every second of the ride. I have come a long way from growing up in a terraced house in Tunstall where there was no electricity or running water, and we had to wash in the yard. There may come a time, before I check out for the last time on the oche, when I will need batteries to keep me going. But nothing has sustained me like public support, for which I will always be truly thankful.

Phil Taylor,

Stoke-on-Trent
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CHEAT

July 2013

AT first, I couldn’t make out what they were saying. 

It was just your usual, thirsty darts crowd having a good time, except that a handful of punters were determined to get themselves noticed. When I tried to shut it out as background noise, it sounded like ‘cheap’ or ‘chief’, but then the penny dropped. In Blackpool’s Winter Gardens – one of my favourite venues, which has brought me more success than any other stage – these voluble critics were calling me a cheat.

There may have been more than one pocket of customers trying to put me off as I released each dart, but I didn’t need to look for them. You could hear the venom behind every burst of ‘Cheat, Cheat, Cheat.’ Each one was like a dagger in my back. It was nothing to do with my quarter-final match against Justin Pipe at the World Matchplay, a tournament I had won thirteen times before. They were on my case about a controversial leg at an event in Gibraltar the previous month. It had been dredged up by someone with a grudge and fed to the Sun, who had run a sizeable story – not in the Sports section at the back of the paper, but on their news pages – insinuating that I had pocketed the winner’s £20,000 prize money unfairly.

Let me tell you how it feels to be labelled a cheat. It is probably the nastiest, most damaging charge you can level at any sportsman. It didn’t do much for Ben Johnson’s career after his Olympic gold medal in 1988 was found to have been fuelled by diesel when he was only allowed to put unleaded petrol in the tank. When someone calls you a cheat, they are basically saying that your whole career is based on a lie. That you are a fraud. That you are stealing a living. It’s not very nice. 

Initially, I tried to blank it out. I was playing well enough, I had got Pipe where I wanted him, and there was no need to let these people’s harsh criticism get to me. But, once you are aware of it, sadly it’s not easy to pretend you can’t hear fifteen or twenty grown men calling you a cheat, and I’m afraid I let it get to me. After sharing the first ten legs, I eventually managed to find another gear and won the match 16–10. But inside I was feeling ripped apart by those hurtful allegations about my sense of sportsmanship and fair play. It spoilt my week in Blackpool, even though I went on to beat Adrian Lewis 18–13 in a high-quality final with an average of 111.23. Ultimately, it was like cracking open a bottle of champagne to celebrate and finding the Bollinger was corked. It was a bitter-sweet experience and I am in no hurry to ever go through it again.

Blackpool will always have a special place in my heart. I could happily live
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EPILOGUE

July 2015

IF you have made it this far in the hope of an epilogue to warm the cockles of your heart, I can recommend a chap who knocks out happy-ever-afters like a greengrocer shelling peas. His name is Walt Disney, he has a Mickey Mouse business in Hollywood and he does sugar-coating better than a tin of Quality Street. But in the kiln fields of the Potteries, I’m afraid we don’t do happy endings to order. 

In a perfect world, I would have been happy for the curtain to fall, and the credits to roll, with my seventh consecutive World Matchplay title in Blackpool in July 2014. That week restored a lot of people’s faith – including my own – that my darts career was not in terminal decline, and it is always tempting to walk away at the top like Sir Alex Ferguson. 

Or I could have basked in the triumph of my sixth Grand Slam of Darts title at Wolverhampton, which is never a bad payday and always one of the most enjoyable weeks on the Professional Darts Corporation circuit. 

And I would love to tell you that my quest for a seventeenth world title, which fell agonisingly short in a dramatic finish at Alexandra Palace, felt almost as good as winning the trophy itself. It was a bit of a white-knuckle ride at times, but I gave the punters a good run for their money and it took a class act to defeat me in the final. 

But everyday life in Stoke-on-Trent is not a reality TV show with scenes adapted for the viewers’ enjoyment, and for darts players whose careers are often played out in the public glare there is no escape from the slings and arrows of real life. 

On a New Year exhibition tour of New Zealand and Australia, I received two phone calls – one from my son, Chris, and another from eldest daughter, Lisa – which would change my life for ever. They were the sort of calls you dread, day or night, anywhere in the world, but these would culminate in the worst day of my life. The day I had to bury my mother. 

Saying goodbye to your parents happens to us all, and I am not going to pretend it was more devastating for me than for anyone else. Deaths in the family are not a game show or a competition to see who can grieve the most. But in the first half of 2015, my form suffered another dip because my head was all over the place … and to tell you the truth, as I tell the story six months later, my mind is still racing. 

I nearly pulled out of the Grand Slam of Darts, where I was the defending champion, in November 2014. If the tournament had been any further afield than half an hour down the road in Wolverhampton, I might have come to a different decision than playing on with my mum in hospital and her condition deteriorating. 

She had been struggling with a lung infection, and consequent respiratory problems, for a few weeks before she was admitted to North Staffordshire General Hospital (I believe they renamed it the Royal Stoke University Hospital or something in 2014, but nobody I know uses that name). As is often the case when an illness takes root, her system was becoming less responsive to the medication and treatment that had kept the infection in check. Some days, when I paid her a visit, she was away with the fairies and didn’t know who I was. The lights were on but nobody was home. On other occasions she would be brighter, chirpier, ordering the nurses around and putting the world to rights from her hospital bed. In other words, the mother I knew. 

But doctors had warned me she was not going to get better. Although she would have good days and bad days, the bad days would be more damaging than the good days would be restorative, they said. 

Although I say so myself, I played all right at the Grand Slam if you consider my mind was elsewhere for much of the week. In the group stage I beat Richie George, son of former World Championship finalist Bobby George, 5–0 for starters, and eased past Christian Kist, a Lakeside world champion, 5–1 with a 114.65 average. By the time I had maintained my 100 per cent clean sweep against Andy Hamilton, I had qualified for the knockout phase with the best record of any group winner, rushing straight to the car from backstage each time to spend a few minutes at my mum’s bedside. 

By the time I had beaten Peter Wright (10–4), Michael Smith (16–3) and Mervyn King (16–9) to reach the final, I was the only unbeaten player in the competition. And although my 16–13 victory against Dave Chisnall to take home the £100,000 top prize was too close for comfort, I should never have given ‘Chizzy’ a look-in after winning the first five legs without reply. Dave’s confidence was sky-high when he hauled himself level at 10–10, but I always felt that one more break of throw, one more little purple patch where my concentration didn’t wander, would do the trick. In one way, it’s a powerful distraction when you walk on stage knowing that your mother is lying in a hospital bed, struggling to breathe. But on the other hand, playing darts for a living can be a form of escapism, a release from things going on in the background of your personal life, especially when you win and play well. It gives your morale an artificial lift. 

The Grand Slam trophy is a sizeable piece of equipment – an ornate, sterling silver chamber pot, and I knew exactly what I wanted to do from the moment I lifted it on stage at the Civic Hall. I would drive straight to the hospital, and perch it on Mum’s bedside cabinet, so it was the first thing she would see when she woke up in the morning. 

As it happened, she was still wide awake when I made it back to the Potteries shortly after 11.30 p.m. It had been one of her good days. I strolled on to the ward, with the nurses marvelling at the visitor who was clutching the most expensive bed-pan in the NHS, and told my mother: ‘Look, I’ve brought you a present.’ Bright as a button, she replied, ‘Yes, I know you won. I’ve been expecting you – but don’t leave that thing there, it takes up too much room.’ It was a magical moment to see her eyes light up, if only for a few seconds. 

Within a couple of weeks, however, her condition was giving me renewed cause for concern – enough to pull out of the Professional Darts Corporation’s official World media launch at the Tower of London. And when the time came for me to set off for London, to chase that seventeenth world title, her last words to me were typical of her approach to everything: ‘Go and get the job done, go and get it won. Off you go.’ 

I would have loved to get her a VIP seat near the stage so she could come and watch me play one last time, but I knew she would have none of it. The only time she had been to see me play at a major tournament she had an angina attack because of all the stress and anxiety. And there was usually no need for me to ring her up with news of how I had got on. Even if I was straight on the phone backstage, somebody – usually one of my kids or cousins – would always get there first. I used to joke with her that she had more connections than the Kray twins. Mum was happy enough to record my games and watch them back later, when she didn’t have to worry about the result. 

Speaking to the press before my first-round tie at Ally Pally with a tricky German customer, Jyhan Artut, I put on a brave face and announced that, if I was ever going to win a seventeenth world title, this was my best chance. In terms of work commitments, I had three clear weeks to prepare for the tournament, my form in the second half of 2014 had been very good and I was practising well. I had also abandoned the previous year’s experiment of renting an apartment just off the North Circular and basing myself in London for the duration of the World Championship. I had no intention of turning another bachelor pad into a heartbreak hotel. 

Of course, my bravado was all an act. Or at least, I was like a swan on the river: calm and serene at face value, but beneath the surface, mentally I was paddling furiously to stay afloat. Before my first-round tie with Artut, I told the Daily Mirror I wanted to equal Roger Federer’s seventeen tennis Grand Slam titles, Jack Nicklaus’s eighteen golf Majors and A.P. McCoy’s twenty champion jockey titles. ‘What will happen first – me winning a 17th seventeenth world title or Federer winning his 18th eighteenth Grand Slam? Get your money on Taylor,’ I blustered. ‘Federer is probably the greatest tennis player of all time, but he’s not going quietly and I admire him for that. He’s a winner, he’s got that winning mentality in his DNA. I like to think we’ve got that in common. 

‘Champions don’t let go of their desire to compete and win – it’s the last thing that leaves them. I don’t want to sound big-headed, but for 25 years, winning is all I’ve ever known. I’m not turning up at Alexandra Palace to pull a cracker and put on a party hat – I’m going there to win.’ 

To be fair, I gave it my best shot. I was the only player in the tournament who averaged 100-plus in every round. My 3–0 win to dispose of Artut was clinical enough but nothing special, and beating Mark Webster 4–0 in the second round was satisfying because he had knocked me out in the quarter-finals a few years earlier. My task in the third round, however, would be a different kettle of fish altogether. Kim Huybrechts had been making waves on the PDC circuit and I was increasingly aware that part of his act was to rub opponents up the wrong way and get under their skin. In football, I guess you would talk about players ‘getting in the faces’ of their rivals. It’s a legitimate approach, although I would argue that it strays close to the borders of sportsmanship. 

Huybrechts was bang in form. He had knocked Michael van Gerwen out of the Grand Slam with a scintillating performance including a nine-darter, so I decided my best tactic was to fight fire with fire. I warned him: ‘I am not going to bow down for anyone. These young kids have so much energy, and keep pounding away, that they don’t fear anyone. But I have the experience, I have the game, I have a record of finishing the job.’ I needed to draw on all that experience, three times coming from a set down before breaking Kim’s throw to go ahead in the final set with a 96 checkout. That was a pivotal moment. I could see it in his eyes. It was like slapping him in the chops with a pair of freshly baked Belgian waffles. The first time I took the lead in the whole match was also the last, but it was enough to edge a tight contest 4–3. 

In the quarter-finals, I landed a thankless task against crowd favourite Vincent van der Voort, the fastest thrower on the circuit. Look, I love Vincent to bits, he’s a lovely fella and I understand why the fans take to him. But he lets go of the darts so fast, like machine-gun fire, that you never get a moment’s respite. By the time you’ve retrieved your arrows from the board and toddled back to the end of the oche, it’s already your turn to throw again. 

And I knew, from seeing him wince backstage on the practice board, that Vincent was suffering from a bad back. He was in agony, but you can’t afford to show sympathy to a wounded opponent – a lesson that sunk in when I went 2–0 up, only to lose nine of the next eleven legs to find myself 3–2 down. In fact, I missed eight shots at a double in the sixth set and I was lucky Vincent didn’t make me pay. In the end, I was grateful to get out of there with a 5–3 win. My relief was palpable afterwards, when I told Sky Sports: ‘His back’s gone, he’s hobbling, he can hardly make it up the stairs and in my head I’m thinking, “Come on, he’s in trouble” – but he still kept churning out 180s and putting me under pressure.’ 

There was another Dutchman, my old sparring partner Raymond van Barneveld, lying in wait on the Saturday night in the semi-finals. They say familiarity breeds contempt, but I still love playing Barney on the big occasion. Since 2007 we had faced each other in two finals at the World Championships, and this was our second meeting in three years in the semis. It’s a great tribute to the standards of the PDC’s old guard that we are still in the shake-up at the business end of the major tournaments. 

In the first semi, Gary Anderson had knocked out the holder, Van Gerwen, and as we were leaving the players’ room to go on stage, Gary said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow night in the final.’ Barney’s missus, Sylvia, was just behind us and she was none too pleased. For a few moments she had a face like thunder, but I know Gary did not mean to be disrespectful or disparaging about Barney. There isn’t a spiteful bone in his body, and I know it was only a jolly throwaway remark, not a calculated attempt to get under Ray’s skin. 

As it happens, Barney didn’t bring his best form to the oche until he was right on the back foot. When I went into an early 2–0 lead, it was a bit of a walk in the park, to be honest, but then the real Barney turned up. Although I ran out 6–2 winner, to reach my twentieth World Championship final, it was nip-and-tuck once Barney got into his stride and levelled the match at 2–2. Later, I kept reading that I reeled off four sets in a row to win it, but it felt like I had to beg, steal or borrow them. For all that, Gary was right: I would see him in the final. And there was no repeat of the push-me-pull-you nonsense that provided the unpleasant postscript to my previous semifinal meeting with Barney at Ally Pally. He was gracious to a fault in defeat. 

There’s no point in cursing the three missed shots at double 12 when I had the chance to go 5–3 up. 

There is no point in crying about the three missed darts at double 16 when I had the chance to level the final set at 1–1. 

There is no point in lamenting the 55 missed doubles I scattered across the board. Fifty-five? I’ve never missed so many game shots in a single match before in my life, but what’s the use in complaining about it now? 

And although I wish I had completed a nine-dart finish in a World Championship final – and I went bloody close in the penultimate set – there is no point in wishing the rest of my life away. 

Of course I would have loved to win that seventeenth world title, but my real achievement was reaching the final. I had a fantastic run, I sailed a bit close to the wind at times, I gave it everything – and I came up just short. Just as my semi-final with Gary Anderson in the 2014 World Matchplay at Blackpool was a classic that could have gone either way, the same could be said of the 2015 World Championship final at Alexandra Palace. 

Gary became the first Scot to win a version of the world title since LesWallace in 1997, and I was genuinely pleased for him, but I felt like a winner, too. To compete, right down to the wire, at fifty-four, after my previous campaign at Ally Pally had sent me into a massive cycle of introspection and self-analysis, was no mean feat. I don’t mean this to sound conceited, but there aren’t many people of my age who compete for the biggest prize in their sport. I remember Tom Watson missed a putt to win the Open at Turnberry in 2009, when he was nudging sixty years old, but there is a reason why you don’t get many world champions in sport who are pensioners. When I clawed my way back from 6–4 down in the 2015 World Championship final, taking the next two sets to send the match into a decider, I felt my energy levels rise again and I thought, ‘I’ve got you now, Anderson, you little bugger.’ It’s to Gary’s immense credit that he found the mental toughness to close out that final set. That’s what champions do. 

But I was upset by criticism, from certain quarters, about two aspects of the match. It is worth pointing out that Gary has never uttered a word of complaint to me about either matter, so for anyone trying to drive a wedge between us, pay attention. With the final deadlocked at 4–4, Anderson’s first two darts of the ninth set landed in the treble 20 bed and his third was bang on target to make it 180 for starters. Remarkably, his third dart dissected the first two, only to ricochet off both barrels of the arrows lying neatly in the bed – and all three ended up on the floor for a no-score. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that before, certainly not in a World Championship final. Some people seem to think I should have deliberately missed the board with my next throw, or tossed my arrows on the floor as a gesture of ‘sportsmanship’, but this is professional sport. We were playing for a £250,000 winner’s jackpot, the biggest pay cheque in darts history. Let’s get real, it’s not a tea party out there. And as it happened, Gary recovered from that outrageous misfortune to take the next two sets. If the haters want to believe that some form of justice was done, let them carry on hating. 

I was also mortified to be accused of turning my back on the world champion when Gary hit double 12 to clinch the title shortly before 11 p.m., when we had been on stage for more than two-and-a-half hours. Yes, I turned to pour myself a glass of water because I was melting under the lights, but there was no way I was going to photobomb the biggest moment of Anderson’s career. What was I supposed to do – kiss his feet? Grab the nearest set of bagpipes and wheeze a few bars of ‘Flower of Scotland’? Some players in big finals jump all over the winner – ‘Look at me, what a great sportsman I am’ – but in my disappointment, I did not want to get in the way of Gary’s celebrations. It is remarkable that, even after such a dramatic showpiece, a few critics went looking for a negative aspect. 

It was way past midnight before I had fulfilled all my post-match media commitments and headed for home. Barely forty-eight hours later, I would be returning to London – to board a flight for the other side of the world, as I embarked on an exhibition tour of New Zealand and Australia. With Mum’s condition stable – she had now moved into a nursing home in Trentham, where the care was excellent – I must admit I was rather looking forward to it. 

Invercargill is the furthest mainland town from Britain in the world. It’s 11,810 miles from Stoke-on-Trent. Lovely place. Warm, friendly people. Local brew is a nice drop of nectar. Wonderful part of the world to visit. But for the Brits, it’s also like falling off the end of the earth. And it’s the most remote spot on the entire planet to receive a phone call warning of an imminent death in the family. 

Sure enough, I was in Invercargill, a week into my trip, when my son rang to inform me that my mother’s condition had deteriorated steeply and the end was nigh. The promoters were fantastic when I had to abort mission and Tommy Cox who I have know for 25 years and was organising the exhibition tour away from his one mum me PDC pulled out all the stops to get me on a plane home within hours. I can’t even recall my route home because everything was such a blur, but I remember I was changing planes in Australia when the news came through that my mother had passed away on 16 January 2015. I didn’t sleep a wink on the long-haul flight home, and once I was back in the Potteries, there was no time for jet-lag, either. I wanted to know what had happened, why Mum had gone downhill so fast, and then there was her estate to sort out. 

I was particularly distressed to find out that, only a few days before she died, Mum had woken up to find someone rifling through her purse, right by her hospital bed. Somehow she summoned the energy to shout at the intruder to get out. How anyone can stoop low enough to steal off a dying pensioner in hospital, I’ll never know. 

From taking the call in Invercargill to the funeral at St Mark’s Church, Basford – where my father was buried – on 11 February 2015, I somehow managed to get by with little sleep and I was running on pure nostalgia. Clearly it was a mechanism for coping with the sadness, but I could remember things that happened when I was four or five years old better than I could recall what I was doing last week. My mind wandered back to episodes like hiding in the pantry, with Mum holding her hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t call out, when the landlord called to collect his rent and we pretended nobody was home because there wasn’t enough in the kitty to pay up on time. And you hanker for the days when your main meal of the day was a tin of tomatoes with a couple of slices of bread for dipping. I’m glad I look back fondly, and realise the bond with my parents was so strong, because it highights one thing that makes me fear for the future in this country: Respect for your parents seems to have gone out of the window. These days, if you ask one of your kids to put the kettle on or to tidy their bedroom, their first instinct is to call ChildLine and report you for parental cruelty. Unless we learn to respect our parents again, and that becomes the central pillar of family life, we’re all going to hell in a handcart. 

At least we gave Mum a memorable send-off – with lashings of respect. My old chum Joe Longthorne came down from Blackpool and sang her favourite song, ‘Somewhere’, at the service. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house. I could try to fob you off and tell you that I kept a stiff upper lip throughout the funeral, but I would be lying. When I was standing right next to the coffin, and Joe was singing his heart out as if he was on stage at the Royal Albert Hall, I just dissolved into tears. It was a moving ceremony, and I came away grateful that Mum and Dad had been reunited, but my one regret is that I didn’t have time to mingle among extended family and friends at the wake. By the time we had arranged a date for the funeral, a new Premier League season was already underway. Straight after the service, I had to climb in the car and make the 250-mile drive to Bournemouth, where I was due to face my old pal Adrian Lewis the following night. 

It was a strange Premier League campaign for me, not least because it was the first one in the tournament’s history where I failed to qualify for the play-offs. Looking back, I still believe I was one of the four best players in a field where the standard remained improbably high. In fact, over the fourteen weeks, my tournament average was 102.50, and in one match with Raymond van Barneveld, I lost despite averaging 115.80, comfort away the highest-ever losing average on TV which is nuts. But I drew a couple of games 6–6 where I should have wrapped it up, I lost a couple which could have gone either way and there was one appalling performance, against Barney in Sheffield, where I didn’t even turn up. I apologise to those who bought tickets, or backed me to win at the bookies, that night. 

But I will always treasure my 7–2 win against Adrian Lewis in Bournemouth on 12 February. I’ve absolutely no idea how I managed it, not a freaking clue, because my head was still all over the place from the funeral twenty-four hours earlier and I was playing through bleary, tearful eyes and, more or less, from memory. Let’s be clear: Adrian did not step aside and allow me to win. He was trying, all right, and the stats show he didn’t play badly. Give or take hitting the doubles, there wasn’t much in it. But I could not have wished for a better opponent, or a better man, to share the stage. Ade knew what I had been going through, he knew how raw the occasion would be for me, and he was a gentleman. The perfect rival. When he planted a playful kiss on my head after the winning dart, I knew he wasn’t just larking around. It was a gesture that said, ‘I’m here for you, pal.’ If you’re reading this now, bud, thanks for getting the tone just right. I’ve had some good nights in the Premier League down the years, but for pure emotion, that one was very special. 

There are worse things in life than missing out on the Premier League play-offs. My manager, Barry Hearn, softened the blow by telling the press I was not going to let old age wash over me like the tide, and that I was doing a better job than King Canute at turning back the waves. 

Although we had laid my mother to rest, there remained the small matters of the coroner’s inquest, tidying up her estate and going through the last rituals of my divorce from Yvonne. It was not easy to devote all my best endeavours to the day job, so I cannot be too disappointed with my performances in the summer of 2015. As runner-up in Dubai, I narrowly missed out on that beautiful coffeepot trophy again, but in Frankfurt Adrian Lewis and I won the World Cup of Darts for England – our third triumph in four years as a pair, no less – and I won the inaugural PDC World Series tournament in Japan. 

We were warned that Japanese crowds might be a bit reserved, and quieter than the rock’n’ roll audiences we enjoy in Europe … but don’t you believe a word of it. They get stuck in and have a great time. And when the darts is finished, they all pack their rubbish into plastic bags and take their litter home with them, leaving the venue as spotless as they found it when they walked in. Japan is the tidiest place I’ve ever visited. There’s barely a speck of dust on the pavement. No wonder Tokyo was awarded the Olympic Games in 2020. They will win the gold medal for housekeeping, that’s for sure. Oh, and it’s true what they say about those Bullet trains. They go bloody fast. I was sorry to leave the tidiness, respect and efficiency of Japan behind. I’m not sure I’ve quite got the hang of sushi yet, but I’ll be back to have another go at it. 

I was particularly pleased to win the World Cup of Darts again – not so much for myself, but for Ade. When I have been down in the dumps over the last couple of years, for whatever reason, he has been a great prescription for laughter. I love playing the pairs format with him, simply because it is just good fun, and that trophy is no more than he deserved for his performances, his sense of enjoyment on stage and his good company behind the scenes. And, by the way, it was nice to beat Scotland in the final. Gary Anderson and Peter Wright are top lads, but when I pull on the England shirt and they represent the Auld Enemy, it’s war! 

By far the biggest fixture of the summer, however, was at the coroner’s court on 7 July. The coroner, Ian Smith, was absolutely brilliant. In a sensitive atmosphere, he was kind and thoughtful, explaining in easy-to-understand language what had happened, why it had happened and the factors contributing to my mother’s death. In the months building up to the hearing, I had become a bit anxious, a little agitated, that something was amiss, but now I understand that the wheels of legal process in the coroner’s office don’t turn as fast as the wheels on Lewis Hamilton’s Mercedes in Formula One. The pathologist, Dr Daniel Gey van Pittius, explained that the tablets Mum had been taking for more than twenty years to ease the symptoms of her rheumatoid arthritis may have exacerbated the lung infection which ultimately killed her. I don’t pretend to understand all the medical science involved, but I do know that pulmonary fibrosis, a condition that forces the lungs to shut down, is usually fatal. When I finally got a death certificate, with the coroner satisfied that she died from natural causes, it was time to let Mum rest in peace. 

Five months after the funeral, I finally felt able to visit the grave where she lies with my Dad. It hadn’t seemed right to go to the cemetery and pay my respects when I didn’t even know why she was there, but now I can make the short pilgrimage across town in the knowledge that Mother Nature simply called time on her. Now, when I think of Joe Longthorne singing ‘Somewhere’ at her funeral, it makes me smile instead of turning me into a blubbering wreck. Now, when I see a pensioner tootling around town on one of those electric scooters, I think of Mum riding into town with her little dog to do the shopping. Towards the end of her life the arthritis had spread her fingers and toes and she was riddled with chronic back pain, but you would never have known she was in agony. 

In a way, I’m relieved she is not suffering any more. But life still seems so empty without her. Whenever there had been a problem in the family, everyone used to pile round to her house and she would sort it out. If there was a birthday to celebrate, there was always a slice of cake or a warm welcome at Taylor Central in Burslem. She was the glue who held our dynasty together. As recent experience has taught me, deaths in the family do not just cause grief or pain – they can also be a catalyst for division. 

In a masterpiece of bad timing, four days after the coroner’s inquest, the Sun ran a particularly intrusive story alleging a rift in the family. I am not going to wash my dirty linen in public here, except to remind you that there are two sides to every story – and sometimes the devil is in the detail you don’t see, not the selected highlights that appear in the public domain. 

Life can be tough, but it’s not a crime to be happy. I hope I can find happiness in the remainder of my career – preferably including a seventeenth world title – and if I’m not a better darts player, or a better person, now than I was a couple of years ago, I am mentally tougher. It’s like the old adage:What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. 

I believe it’s called staying power. 
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