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Chapter 1

HE WAS MY SUBJECT

If it was left to me, I’d erect a statue to Alex Higgins. I might have to. No-one else seems interested. I’d do it in the grounds of Belfast City Hall and on the grounds that he kept us interested for forty years. Not even Katie Price will match that. And Alex had talent.

Alas, my proposal didn’t even merit a second reading at the monthly meeting of the City Council’s General Purposes Committee. Inertia rules. Didn’t they know how lucky they were to have a sporting legend in their midst? They named an airport after George Best, for heaven’s sake. Couldn’t they condescend to a boulevard? A railway platform? All right, then, a lampost? He must have propped up a few. I’m flogging a dead horse, aren’t I? Now there’s a thought. Judging by his account at William Hill’s, he spent a plenty of time backing them.

If I can’t give you a statue, Alex, please accept this book as my tribute. You suggested many years ago that I should write it if I outlived you, so here it is – the posthumously authorised story of your life, told by and through the people who knew you best. Some of them are snooker players; most of them aren’t. All of them had a role, from the pal who agreed to supervise you when you were bound over to keep the peace, to the actor who became you and the daughter who loved you but found the words difficult to say. Each of them had a different perception. Which, if any of them, could say they had Alex Higgins to a tee? I guess you’d be the best judge of that, although pinpointing the real Alex Higgins was probably beyond you too. There were at least two versions. Readers can make up their own minds.

I’ll ask them to half-close their eyes and picture this: a shadowy figure alights on a windblown platform, hat on head, rucksack on back, weapon in hand. With a swish of his mantle, he swoops down a dark alley and vanquishes the fastest cuemen in town. Stuffing tenners into his coat pocket, he dissolves into the foggy night ready for the next duel. It’s the Wild West, it’s 1930s Chicago, it’s Don Quixote. Those who’ve read Cervantes’ masterpiece will see the similarities.

Bored by the peasant life that ensnares him, Don Quixote re-invents himself as a medieval knight resolved to spice up his life with daredevil deeds. If it means charging at windmills, so be it. If it means rescuing damsels from imaginary peril, it’s better than working for a living.

Well, guess what? Madrid erected a statue to Don Quixote – and he didn’t even exist. What are the burghers of Belfast waiting for? Needless to say, they turned out by the phalanx six months after Alex died when his stage play was showing and the champagne flowed at Belfast Grand Opera House. It was the return, by popular request, of Hurricane, Richard Dormer’s remarkable one-man epic. The actor’s wife, Rachel O’Riordan, who directed the award-winning play, told the assembled throng what a joy it was to honour a famous son of Belfast. They nodded, applauded, raised a glass and settled down to enjoy the show. The following day they forgot him again.

Maybe it’s the only tribute the city will pay. Let’s be grateful for it. There’s unlikely to be a play called Steve Interesting Davis or Ray Dracula Reardon, decent chaps though they are. Snooker isn’t sexy enough for that. The storylines don’t set the pulse racing. Not any more, they don’t.

Few sportsmen have been the subject of plays or movies because few sportsmen could enthral an audience beyond the aficionados of their particular science. A good story needs drama, ecstasy, agony, love, tears and a moral. Cue Alex Higgins. George Best fitted the bill too. By one of those strange coincidences, Alex’s funeral and the musical devoted to Best were showing at the same time. While mourners squeezed into Belfast Cathedral, a twenty-foot poster on a nearby wall advertised Dancing Shoes, the story of Belfast’s other supremely gifted alcoholic waster, George Best.

Alex was the ‘People’s Champion’, yet he died unnoticed in a warden-assisted flat. He was adored by women but spent most of his life in solitary. He pioneered the snooker revolution but was ostracised by colleagues who grew fat on the proceeds. He earned millions but couldn’t afford a roof over his head. So who was this guy? Who was Alex Higgins?

To some, he was a horrible drunk. There’s plenty of evidence to support that view. For instance, a Belfast bus driver I travelled with told me he’d ‘met’ the great man twice in his life. Alex first materialised as horizontal baggage heading towards the gutter. The driver in question, Joe Morgan, happened to be walking past Belfast’s famous Crown liquor saloon as the customer in question was being ejected. Good Samaritan that he is, Joe went to the assistance of the unwanted collection of limbs, cloak and hat groaning in the gutter.

‘Blimey, it’s Alex Higgins,’ he gasped, turning the body face-up. ‘I don’t believe this. You and George Best are the greatest sporting legends we’ve ever had.’

‘Yeah,’ came the heavily slurred response. ‘Me number one, Best number two.’

Joe was so elated by the quick-fire response that he bounced off down Great Victoria Street, forgetting that Alex was in chronic need of assistance. To be honest, he’d seen enough.

Why, you might ask, would anyone build a monument to a gutter drunk? I’d tell you to get real. Alex wasn’t always drunk – only when he was awake! In any case, this is Ireland. If you give up the booze they call you a quitter. You’ve let the side down. The Great Irish Writers tour of Dublin is a thinly disguised pub crawl. Where else do you suppose the likes of Brendan Behan, James Joyce and J.P. Donleavy found their inspiration? If we’d invented Guinness, we might have come up with Borstal Boy or Ulysses ourselves. We might have played snooker like Alex Higgins.

By the way, the second time Joe Morgan saw Alex was on the back seat of his bus one morning. He was asleep with his cue in his hand. Alex was already into his radiotherapy by then. He looked dreadful.

Yet, to Alexandra, his six-year-old great niece who sang ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ at Alex’s memorial dinner, this urban inebriate was Uncle Sandy, her godfather. To Lauren Higgins he was ‘my dad and I’ll always love him’. To Siobhan, the girl he wanted to marry, he was ‘the gentlest man I ever met’. The snooker official he decked for daring to request a urine sample may take a contrary view.

However, when Alexander Gordon Higgins sashayed into the arena, all twitch and testosterone, nobody could take their eyes off him. He was snooker’s matador, dispatching his foe with lightning thrusts before tossing his severed pride to the baying multitude. Until Alex turned it into a TV soap, watching snooker was something the elderly or unemployed did to while away the days. Listening to grass grow fulfilled a similar role. I was lucky enough to present snooker on ITV while Alex was still on song. I sympathise with Hazel Irvine and the BBC as they try to inject jeopardy into a sport which bumps along the lower rungs of entertainment. It’s roughly on a par with those low-grade antique and cookery shows which clog up the schedules. The World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association (WPBSA) needs another Hurricane to prevent snooker sliding into the nation’s subconscious. Barry Hearn might disagree. I suppose that if he can make a success of Leyton Orient and fishing against the clock, anything’s possible.

It’s a sad fact of snooker history that Alex pushed open the door to an era of unprecedented popularity and prosperity but tripped over the step. He was years ahead of the game before television showed interest. He was the interest. By the time television fully embraced snooker in 1978, Alex was already thirty and in danger of missing out. Barry Hearn, the Romford accountant who once paid him £500 a time to challenge Steve Davis, established a snooker agency and opened lucrative new avenues for his client.

Davis, although a modest individual with limited star quality, found himself endorsing coffee and men’s toiletries. Others joined Barry’s stable. They included Jimmy White who, like Alex, was a rascal. And yet Higgins, the most dazzling star of the lot, the headline grabber who put more bums on more seats than anyone in the game, could only watch with increasing frustration as fellow players filled their boots. The rewards should have been his. He once told me: ‘Watching Steve Davis marketing his own aftershave made me wonder why Hurricane Higgins missed the boat. When I’m dressed up and shaven, I’m not a bad looking bloke. It wasn’t my job to come up with the marketing ideas. I’m only a snooker player. Davis can earn as much money in his sleep as he can at the table. I still have to flog myself around the country to make a decent crust.’

The other side of the coin is that by exposing – and eventually overexposing – the game, television chipped away at Alex’s core business. He was essentially a cabaret act. He earned his fortune from challenge matches and exhibitions. His natural habitat was the working man’s club and the British Legion. In the early seventies when Pot Black was the only alternative, Britain’s industrial workforce flocked to see this rocket-fuelled phenomenon at their local saloon. Once snooker received wall-to-wall coverage, those guys could enjoy all the thrills from their armchair. Alex could no longer rely on one-man shows for the bulk of his income. He had to win tournaments to earn serious money.

With good reason, the new breed of opportunist agents were frightened of him. Alex had always worked to his own timetable, lived by his wits and made his own rules. How could he knuckle down to someone else’s? The answer is, with extreme difficulty. He boasted that he never missed a tournament, despite a black eye, a busted foot or delayed rail connections at Darlington and Crewe.

Alex should have been a marketing man’s dream. Alas, no-one had the vision, the courage or the patience to give it a go. I remember one of his agents, the unfortunate Howard Kruger, telling me that if you could market a white sheep, a black one should be easy. Nice theory, but how could you organise a photo-shoot with someone who doesn’t do daylight? How would a chain-smoking, vodka-swilling hellraiser cut it with trendy advertising executives, and vice-versa? How could you take him to dinner when there was a warrant out for his arrest? Kruger learned the hard way. Both were declared bankrupt.

For the best part of two years, Alex was my subject as we explored the man inside the man for his autobiography, Alex Through the Looking Glass. Friends commiserated with me. Why attempt the impossible? If the prospect of this squirming mass of hypertension sitting down to analyse his life seemed remote at the start, it grew more remote as he battled with depression, loss of form and the break-up of his marriage. I certainly timed it well!

That’s when I first noticed what a problem Alex had with eating. It hounded him for most of his life and contributed to his death. A few moments before he was due to appear live on ITV, he told me with obvious glee that he’d managed to force down a banana. I asked him if that was his dinner. He replied: ‘No. That’s what I’ve eaten today.’

My wife and I took Alex and an occasional girlfriend for a Chinese meal at one of the best restaurants in Nottingham. He was in his comfort zone. He liked Chinese restaurants, though for the life of me I can’t understand why. He bypassed the food. Having humiliated the head waiter by threatening him with the ‘Chinese Godfather’ because he didn’t have dim sums on the menu, Alex talked and smoked his way through the meal without once picking up a chopstick.

When the three of us had finished eating and the dishes in the centre of the table had turned cold, Alex poured their semi-congealed dregs, one by one into his own bowl. Diners at a neighbouring table, already intrigued by his presence, watched with a growing sense of alarm. So did we. To everyone’s disgust, he raised the bowl to his lips and drank its contents. That was his way of eating.

On the way home, Alex and his girlfriend sat in the back of the car. Just before we reached his hotel, I looked in my rear view mirror and saw her head disappear downwards. Alex was already in the well of the car. There was some scuffling. Fortunately it was dark so we couldn’t see what was going on. I told him we were getting close to the hotel and asked if he wanted me stop or should I drive around the block a few more times. There was an embarrassed buttoning and straightening going on in the silence before his girlfriend opened the car door and more or less fell out. Amazingly, he kept our interview appointment the next morning. Not only that, he was on good form.

Some of his thoughts that day were prophetic; others were off-beam. In view of what happened to Alex Higgins in the twenty-five years since I ghosted his autobiography, it’s interesting to re-visit them.

Whatever they say about me, they’ll never forget me. I’m a one-off; a mystery man who’d drive the world’s best psychiatrist to his own consulting couch. Snooker sustains me as well as tears me apart. Sometimes I wake up in a cold sweat wondering what would happen if I was forced out of the game; if injury deprived me of what I love best. That’s the biggest fear, not because I’d be destitute but because I wouldn’t know what to do with myself.

Playing big match snooker can be as big a turn-on as sex. There’s nothing more exhilarating than walking into a room bursting with people shouting my name. I know there’s another ten million watching on television – a vast audience who weren’t interested in snooker till I came along. I feel something wash over me that I can’t explain. My mind is turbocharged. I’m part of another world.

Sport is showbiz now. It’s all about entertaining the crowds. Where I can sometimes pot a ball that looks mathematically impossible, John McEnroe can hit a ball down the line with such precision it stays in by a fraction. Then the idiot of a line judge calls it out. No wonder McEnroe explodes. I’m made of the same stuff.

I turn crowds on like nobody else can. I need public acclaim to feed my ego. It’s a hungry ego. My feeling for the game is raw. I hit the balls while I’m still moving. I go for impossible shots nobody else would attempt. It’s the hunter hunting and the crowd shouting for more. It’s like being high. In the early days I’d play all day and all night. I’d run out of partners in those lonely twilight hours when I was wide awake and the rest of the world was pushing out zeds. I’d come alive after the midnight chimes, like Dracula. That’s when you see the real Hurricane. When daylight creeps in, it’s time for me to go.

To the outside world I’m a hellraiser; a temperamental genius on the lookout for trouble. That’s wrong. My mother and sisters think they’re reading about a complete stranger when they pick up the papers. Underneath it all, I’m a shy, placid person, no different from when I was a kid. I’ve made a point of not trusting anyone unless I’m absolutely sure. If you put your trust in yourself, you don’t need anyone else.

There are lots of things I don’t like about myself but I have to live with them. The Irish are fairly short-fused so many of my blow-ups were inevitable. They usually happen when I’m supposed to have my mind on the job but some busybody gets in the way. That’s when I snap and tell them to fuck off. People should have more consideration.

They say you reach your peak at this game when you’re thirty. If that’s the case, I’d better get my second wind quickly. The game’s so different now. Everything’s a five-furlong sprint so you’ve got to get into the groove quickly or you’re dead. My life’s been action-packed. I’ve done this for longer than anyone. It’s taken its toll. Now I’ve got to decided which course to take. Am I the responsible adult who should be taking things easier and enjoying the fruits of my success – or am I the hustler’s hustler till I drop? I wish I knew.

The year 1989 will be my watershed. I’ve promised myself that I’ll stop the one-night stands when I reach forty. I’ll play tournaments only, and be selective about them. I promise you, I’ll still be in the top ten, possibly top four by then. It’s good that so many young players are waiting to inherit the earth but I can hold them off for a while yet – long enough to bow out gracefully.

My business interests take care of themselves. I’ve invested money in factory units in Salford. I have a half share in three racehorses; a quarter share in a snooker club in Oldham and thousands of acres of forest in Scotland which I haven’t seen. With more foresight and better advice, I’d have been into my umpteenth million by now, with a chain of snooker halls across the country.

Alex’s moods fluctuated as fast as his feet danced from bar to bookmakers and back again. He would switch from easy camaraderie to ominous tension with no apparent trigger. You had to balance two separate people. I felt sure he must have a medical condition. Jim Meadowcroft, his ally from early days in Blackburn, came to that conclusion long before I did.

Jim is convinced Alex was at best bipolar, at worst schizophrenic. He wasn’t alone in that thought. His sisters knew such extremes of behaviour were beyond normal parameters. Jean believes schizophrenia would have been the verdict if he’d been properly examined. Of course, we’re guessing. The only time he was tested for mental illness was during his brief stay at Cheadle Royal following his first suicide attempt. Lynn, his wife at the time, is convinced the word ‘schizophrenia’ appeared on his medical report, but didn’t get a chance to check it.

True to form, Alex insulted the doctor and discharged himself on the second morning. He’d sooner suffer stoically than allow doctors within touching distance. Until the last few months he thought he was indestructible. He thought he could treat coronary obstructive pulmonary disease with a Fisherman’s Friend. He thought he could discharge himself from hospital while suffering from pneumonia and everything would be okay in the morning. Then he ran out of mornings.

Watching Richard Dormer’s impersonation of Alex in a play which he said had been partly inspired by Alex Through the Looking Glass, it made me realise what a courageous battle Alex had waged against life and all its demons – not least himself. Not only did he possess a unique talent, but he had the courage to gamble everything on it. He would stand or fall by his ability to challenge other players and beat them. What’s more, snooker wasn’t the means to an end. There was no end. There was no master plan, no finishing tape. There would be no-one to welcome him across the line and say: ‘Now you can take it easy and enjoy the fruits of your toil.’ Without his toil he was nothing. Taking things easy was a foreign concept.

Alex reminded me of the unfortunate duellist in Monty Python and the Holy Grail. Though reduced limb by limb until all that remained was a head on the ground, the hapless warrior insisted the injuries were mere flesh wounds and urged his opposite number to fight on. Alex persevered as first cancer then starvation then pneumonia and finally chronic pulmonary disease reduced him to a motionless head on a pillow.

We suspected all along that he’d lose everything he ever had – his skill, his strength, his family, his fortune, his women and ultimately his life. Perhaps ‘lose’ is the wrong word. Alex gave it all away. Not in a spirit of generosity. That wasn’t his style. He gave it away because he didn’t know what else to do with it. For those last few years, when betting on the horses with different friends in different bars was all he had to look forward to, the citizens of Belfast had forgotten, if they ever knew, that he was twice champion of the world.

To them he wasn’t The Hurricane. He wasn’t a snooker player. He was just Higgy, a local character who lived in liquor saloons, sold signed photographs of himself to fund his gambling and was frequently asked to leave the premises. Zero to hero to zero.

Although he didn’t discuss his illness or reveal anything about his attitude to death, Alex became more philosophical as his strength ebbed away. These words were among the last ones he uttered to his long-suffering sister: ‘I didn’t live my life, Ann. I only took part in it.’





Chapter 10

HE WAS MY HERO

I was pleasantly surprised to see the Clones Cyclone, Barry McGuigan, at Alex’s funeral. Belfast is a long way from Whitstable where the former World Featherweight Champion lives in rural splendour. His is the lifestyle that both of his fellow Irish superstars, Alex Higgins and George Best, would have enjoyed if they hadn’t burned the candle so furiously. Apart from Ireland and sporting excellence, Alex and Barry had little in common.

Technically, they were from different nations. Alex was an Ulsterman and therefore British whereas Barry hailed from Clones on the Republican side of the border where the Euro reigns. It’s one of those curious things that the two halves of Ireland compete against each other at football, yet they join forces for at rugby and cricket. With individual sports such as boxing and snooker, nationality is fudged.

From my travels in the north and the south while researching this book, it’s apparent that Alex Higgins was as coveted in the Republic as he was in Northern Ireland – possibly more so. For his part, Alex loved the laissez-faire feel of the south. His most feral adventures were there. His one-man shows in Dublin, Waterford, Galway, Cork were always over-subscribed. Barry McGuigan’s family were among his most ardent followers. He says: ‘I went to Alex’s funeral because he was a lovely man. He was my hero. I knew instinctively that I should be there for him. This was the end of his story. I wanted people to know how much I loved and admired the man. I accept that he had a bad temperament and serious flaws but he was a genius who brightened millions of lives. How many people can say that? It’s a tremendous contribution for one human being to make. And at the bottom of it all, he was a good person.’

Alex, good? Well it’s different. Many would be astonished at that view. Perhaps the goodness was submerged under an ocean of insecurity. Alex had programmed himself to be a lone ranger in a hostile world. He had to be selfish to survive. He had to prove himself every day. Most of the people he met were foes. He trusted few. You don’t have to be good to be popular, but you do have to have to be witty, charming, exciting or original. When the mood took him, Alex was all of those.

Barry McGuigan emerged from a similar background to Higgins and George Best but followed a different path to iconic status. He’s ideally placed to assess the slings and arrows of Irish fortune – to enlighten us why two of its three major sporting heroes destroyed themselves while the third survived sane, sober and intact.



Although they had different passports from me, Alex, George and I were compatriots. I’d always been a Northern Ireland boxer. Another fighter, Paddy Doherty, and I were unique in representing both countries. Although I’m from the south, I boxed for Northern Ireland in the Commonwealth Games at Edmonton in 1978. That’s because my father’s family were from the north.

My own little town, Clones, was originally meant to be in the north but after a big struggle, it ended up in the Republic. Ireland was a dangerous place in the 1980s. Although I won BBC Sports Personality of the Year, I turned down the MBE twice because I lived on the border. We called it Comanche country! I’d taken a British passport but my family was Irish. I was conscious of the possible effects on them. They offered me the OBE as well but I turned it down.

Funnily enough, five of the six roads that lead out of Clones take you into the north! I had trouble all through my career trying to work out whether I was British or Irish. I’ve always been Irish but I’ve tried to eliminate that sectarian line across the border. It never meant anything to me. Alex was of a similar persuasion. I couldn’t speak for George Best but it never struck me that he had religious or nationalistic leanings. He just wanted a good time! They both did.

I turned pro during a very dark period in Northern Ireland’s history. The kerbstones were painted red, white and blue on one side, green and white on the other. King Billy versus the IRA. I thought, my God, I’m not going to contribute to that!

My dad always sang ‘Danny Boy’ before I boxed, but I wouldn’t wear any colours that might segregate the audience. I wanted people to support me without feeling threatened. Sport was a great unifier. Alex and George appreciated that – especially Alex, who milked it for all it was worth. What you have to remember, though, is that Alex took himself out of Ireland before the Troubles. So did Dennis Taylor. They were tucked up in Blackburn. I was in the middle of the riots!



Alex once told me his greatest achievement would have been to turn the crowd support he commanded into some practical use for the sake of Northern Ireland, but confessed he didn’t know how to go about it: ‘Barry McGuigan proved it could be done. He achieved what politicians have failed to do since the dawn of time – bridge the Great Divide. The plight of the ordinary man in Belfast worries me. Things weren’t so bad when I was a lad. What I see today makes me weep. We’ve got one of the nicest cities in the world. It’s full of close-knit families and people with warm hearts. They care about each other, yet they tear each other apart. I was only a humble snooker player, so I wouldn’t know how to stop the violence and the hatred. The safest thing for me to do was keep playing snooker. I didn’t have the same driving commitment as Barry. I admired him for that.’

Barry continued:



The advantage of snooker and boxing is that they’re contained in a hall, not a stadium with 50,000 people. Unless you’re up against a fellow Irishman, all the spectators are on your side. Alex never had to tippy-toe that neutral line like I did. There was no question of politics in his case. He played in the all-Irish championships because that’s what snooker players did. I know he caused a huge stir when he threatened to shoot Dennis Taylor. That was just splenetic bad temper. I’m sure it wasn’t nice for Dennis but we all know what Alex was like. He hurt many down the years but it was forgotten a couple of days later – at least by him!

Unlike Alex, George Best was innocuous. There was no side to him. Verbally, Alex could be brutal but physically he was a weak individual. He ran away from most fights. Despite his aggressive attitude and his drunkenness, everybody loved him. It was amazing how he got away with it.

My family were all Higgins fans. We’d been plagued with boring snooker players who showed no sign of human emotions, then in blew this powerful gust of wind and the game was suddenly transformed. Flair and speed replaced the snail. Laughter and tears replaced the stiff upper lip. I made a point of watching Alex live when I could. He transcended sport. Few people are capable of that.

The effect in our household was electrifying. My grandfather, Johnny Rooney, and all my mother’s brothers were big snooker and billiards players. Grandad was an exceptional player. He raved about Hurricane Higgins, the new sensation. Me too. We all knew he was bonkers but that enhanced his appeal.



I was eager to know how and why Barry avoided the alcohol trap which killed Best and damaged Higgins. When it comes to the twin pleasure/curse of boozing and betting, few indulge more enthusiastically than the Irish. I’m in awe of two nations whose menfolk begin drinking when the pub doors open at daybreak and stick at it, with minimal solid sustenance, until closing time – and after.

Some bars are stunning – notably the historic Crown Liquor Stores in Belfast, which is so ornate it feels like a cathedral and so charmingly partitioned it feels like a carriage on the Orient Express – and have a special ambience which makes them popular from Moscow to Melbourne. However, many others are dark, soulless, frequently men-only establishments where ‘craic’ is conspicuously absent and customers spend all day transferring their stares between industrial supplies of the black stuff and the next race on the telly. Alex’s local, the Royal, is a bit like that – a functional alehouse with bland furniture and puffy-faced customers. It warms up on karaoke nights – if that’s your bag.

It was noticeable that many of the people with whom Alex surrounded himself either had a drink problem or had suffered the side effects of alcohol – blood pressure, heart trouble, etc. They include his parents, several ex-snooker players and most of his Irish friends on both sides of the border. His sisters could be enthusiastic tipplers too.

So what is it about the Irish and booze? Is it a national disease or do we exaggerate it? The former snooker referee Len Ganley was an alcoholic. Still is. You don’t get rid of it. Len has an interesting theory: ‘Unlike Englishmen, the Irish never learned to be satisfied with a quick one after work. It’s a foreign discipline. Irishmen go to the pub after work and don’t come out. It’s always been like that. It’s something peculiar to the Celtic nature. Women are often the worst. Some of them can drink men three times under the table. In Ireland, if you give up the booze they call you a traitor. You’re letting the side down!’

Barry McGuigan is teetotal – and not just because he was a professional sportsman. Boxers get bladdered too. He’s teetotal because he was sickened at an early age by the corrosive effects of alcohol.



They say the Irish have a low vitamin D count and therefore a genetic vulnerability to alcoholism and addictions in general. In the 1970s, Clones had a population of 2,600 but boasted twenty-four pubs. There was only one main street and a couple of side streets. The drink/driving laws reduced the impact, but there was a lot of misery. You could see it in almost every family.

When I was a kid, Dad drank too much and Uncle Seamus was an alcoholic. So was my old trainer, Frank Mulligan. He was dried out fifty-two times! He wasn’t the greatest trainer but he attached himself to me because, while he had a purpose, he had the motivation to keep off the booze. Frank and his drinking problems were the reason I left that stable.

After my disappointment at the Olympics, I was getting ready to box against West Germany in an important amateur competition and Frank was back on the drink. I gave him two days to get off it, otherwise I was going to Belfast to work with Gerry Storey, the national coach. Nothing changed so I had an acrimonious split with the club. Drink destroys people and ruins lives and yet there’s supposed to be something macho about it. Alex thought drinking was fun. It played a large part in wrecking his relationships and his family life.

When my dad stopped drinking, he couldn’t sleep properly for six months. His tipple was the hard liquor – whiskey. I didn’t see it because he never drank in front of me. Frank Mulligan was a whiskey man as well. He fell into hedges and got knocked down by cars. It was awful. His poor old mother used to put him to bed and take whiskey up to him. It was the only way of keeping him ‘safe’. He used talk about the DTs and seeing rats running up walls.

I was an impressionable kid. I worked with my mother in the grocery shop when unemployment was rife in Clones. They handed out the dole on Fridays. On Saturdays, you’d see mums carrying children on their hips and crying. Their husbands had spent the money in the pub. They asked for goods on tick. Mum always obliged. I swore I’d never go down that road.

That made me a loner. Boxing was swimming with booze and boozers. It was almost a professional asset. I guess there was no great harm if they could control it but my fear was that I’d turn out like my dad – or worse. I’m a fairly compulsive individual so I figured the best thing was not to drink at all.

Alex wasn’t so lucky. He grew up in a sport which encouraged smoking and drinking. It was part and parcel of life in a snooker hall. And when he got out of those places, he’d join other Irishmen sitting in dingy pubs all day. They drank but rarely ate. It was a dangerous way to live. I’ll probably get slaughtered for saying this!

Some of that alcohol dependency was provoked by the Troubles. People lived in fear. Families huddled together and stayed indoors. The men huddled together in darkened pubs and clubs which were more like air raid shelters. No-one wanted to be noticed. You wouldn’t dare go to the other side of town. In that atmosphere, drink was a solace. Alex missed most of that but the legacy lingers along every street in Belfast and Dublin. Drink is an essential part of our culture.

To find out more about that, I met a former inspector of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, Alan Beattie, at his old headquarters in Bangor. Alan told me that drink was officially recommended for police officers during the height of the shootings. In fact, it was a prescribed medicine.



In the sixties we sometimes worked 22-hour shifts with no overtime. We’d sit in a small police station in Armagh, Newry or Londonderry waiting for the violence to erupt, sleeping on camp beds with an hour off for tea. We were encouraged to have a couple of vodkas to help us relax. When we were dealing with riots every night of the week and being shot at with Thompson sub-machine guns, we needed something.

Squaddies from the army brought a drink culture with them. Even I started drinking because of the stress, and I’m from a Presbyterian family with no history of alcohol. I was downing vodka and beer. It got out of hand. Lots of policemen were alcoholics and that included George Best’s sister Julie who worked for me briefly. I didn’t know she was an alcoholic when she joined. Julie lasted a day and a half. She couldn’t cope and had to take four years leave. George’s mum was alcoholic too. Before that she was a very good athlete.



Illegal shebeens sprang up all across Northern Ireland. They were the breeding ground for extremists from both sides. It was one of Inspector Beattie’s duties to police them. That meant closing them down and confiscating the drink. Eventually, Sir John Hermon, the RUC Chief Constable, ordered a crackdown on the three evils within the force: drink, dames and debt. Gambling was, and is, another art form in Ireland. It might, indirectly, have cost Alex Higgins his life. He squandered enormous amounts of money and time in the betting shop when he should have paid more attention to his life-threatening condition. Having once been flattered to have Alex in his camp, Barry McGuigan was appalled to see his hero disfigured.



Alex came to all my fights in Belfast. When you consider he was living in England at the time, it was quite a commitment. He saw me win the world title against Pedroza and he also saw my last fight when Jim McDonnell beat me. Alex came into the dressing room before the bout and gave me a big kiss. It was slightly disconcerting, but he was a massive fan. He contacted me all the time. He said he liked my style of boxing. I suppose it was a bit like his style of snooker. After that we met at award ceremonies from time to time but I became concerned because he started to look seriously unwell.

It was tragic to see him end up the way he did. The reason I started the Professional Boxers Association was to try to prevent sportsmen destroying themselves like that. I was sick of rags-riches-rags stories. Too many guys like Higgins went to hell and back.

Maybe I’m an idealist but I firmly believe that people who’ve given their lives to sport and become national heroes deserve to have a comfortable retirement. Surely the least we can do is to repay them for the entertainment they provided? It was obviously difficult with Alex Higgins. He was incorrigible. I wanted him to have a good life but there are some people you just can’t help. If you gave him money, he’d blow it in the bookies.

Trying to analyse his temperament, you’d have to say that Alex created chaos where there wasn’t any. Mike Tyson was similar. Friends and family say he would have liked a quiet life. Alex used to say it but I’m not sure it’s true. I don’t think he could have handled normality. People who’ve ridden the roller-coaster at the highest level find it difficult to put their feet on the ground. It’s like a class ‘A’ drug. Only the most grounded, level-headed people can handle it. When fame and success aren’t there any more, it can drive you insane. Sportsmen whose days were neatly compartmentalised while they were performing found those days shapeless once it was all over. The routine goes. People recognise them for a few years, then a new generation comes along and asks: ‘Who’s that, Daddy?’

I count myself extremely lucky to have had the benefit of a solid foundation. I have an incredible wife and family who help to keep me straight. I don’t drink, I don’t blow my money, I don’t go looking for birds. I’m not a party animal. Put me in Alex’s place and it wouldn’t have been so easy. Without a family and being the compulsive personality I am, I could have exploded. I’m anally retentive about temptation. I was afraid of booze and gambling because they might take me off the rails, so I didn’t go near. I like my kids around me. That’s more important.

I regret that Alex faded away. You hope the last fifteen years of his life never come to you. When the curtain comes down, no matter how good you are, you must have alternatives. If not, you end up bitter and twisted. That can only lead to trouble. That’s partly why Best, Gascoigne and Alex Higgins went wrong. Drink did the rest.

The irony is that people living in the streets of south Belfast didn’t even know he was dead. It upsets me that he died on his own. He had two ex-wives and two lovely kids but nobody was around when he needed them. I feel gutted about that.





Chapter 11

HE WAS MY PLAYMATE

From the train window, the countryside around Dublin in December had little to recommend it. Flat, muddy and, apart from intermittent residues of snow, monotonously grey. The train pulled up at Newbridge where Sheikh Maktoum of Dubai has his stud farm. However, that wasn’t my destination. I was being met by someone describing himself as ‘a one-armed taxi driver’. Could there be such a phenomenon? Was it allowed?

As I climbed into Tom McCarthy’s four-wheel drive, I had my answer. Tom lost his arm at the shoulder in a motorbike accident when he was sixteen. He’d run a variety of businesses over the years, including snooker clubs and a lap-dancing club, before finally settling on taxi driving. I wasn’t unduly fazed until Tom picked up his mobile as he drove. Apparently you can do that in Ireland.

Alex’s sisters told me I had to meet Tom McCarthy. Alex thought highly of him. The fact that Tom was a driver and knew the Republic like the inside of his trouser pocket was an obvious attraction to Alex but a thirty-five-year friendship needed something more substantial. I should have guessed what brought them together. It was Tom’s arm. Or lack of it.

When Alex agreed to open the Noggin Inn Snooker Hall at the height of his notoriety in 1980, part of the deal was a one-armed match against Tom. Alex strapped his left arm behind his back and the pair entertained a large gathering with the strangest show in town. Tom clipped a cut-down version of a snooker rest onto his prosthesis to give himself a stable bridge hand. He was capable of breaks up to 90. Ironically, he didn’t play snooker when he had two arms.

Tom and Alex became instant friends. They signed an unwritten pact to turn Ireland into their playground. It so happened that Tom’s Uncle Liam was a racehorse trainer and his cousin an amateur jockey. That was music to Alex’s ears. He could see pound signs.

I should point out that the cousin in question, Dermot Browne, was eventually banned from racing for ten years after a doping scandal. Dermot was a ‘needleman’, the term for someone who injects horses with sedatives to slow them down. Alex was regularly on the phone to Dermot for tips. Having made his selections, he rang Tom at his snooker club in Waterford to get the bets on. It could be £500 here and £1,000 there – often with the warning: ‘Hurry up, babe. This thing’s off in ten minutes!’ It didn’t seem to occur to him to do the errand himself. They’d divvy up the winnings – if there were any.

Said Tom:


We must have lost £250,000 over the years. Alex got good info from Dermot and other jockeys he befriended, but as soon as he had a winner, he blew it on the next race. If there wasn’t a next race, he turned his attention to the dog track. It was a crazy way to live. Alex bust a gut to get to whatever meeting was on, be it in Dublin, Cork or Galway. Distance meant nothing because I did all the driving. He did the drinking and the fighting.

When he was world champion, I brought him to Ireland for a week of exhibitions. He cleaned up £30,000 in five days. It all went on the horses. We had lots of disagreements about money. He didn’t keep any aside for petrol or food. He didn’t know what tax was. His view was that tomorrow could look after itself. The here and now was all that mattered. I got sucked into it because it was exciting and I was easily led. Alex had an incredible way with him. It was difficult to say no. He told me how much he missed our adventures when his body couldn’t take them any more. If I ever complained about money problems, he’d say: ‘You think you’re having a lean time? I haven’t had a fuck in four years!’

Then he’d reminisce about Siobhan. He never stopped talking about her. He was a womaniser but it sometimes took second place to gambling and larking about. Like Shay Brennan when he went clubbing with George Best, I benefitted in the female stakes. We knew we wouldn’t be left out. If Alex or George got the best looker, we’d get her pal. Alex was fussy about his women. They had to be stunners. He had a thing about blondes. He’d say: ‘See that one by the door? She’ll do.’

Then he’d move in with the chat-up lines. To be honest they weren’t great. If he didn’t make an immediate impression, he’d get bored and leave. Once he had his cancer, women weren’t the priority any more. He’d done his shagging. It was the betting office, Vat 19 and a joint. He wasn’t an alcoholic though. He’d binge drink but he could go without it.

Life’s one big party in the south. The pace may have been too slow for Alex but he was feted here more than he ever was in the UK. He loved being a big fish in a small pool. He loved the hero worship. Alex was the reason I took up snooker. He was a magnet for me. Watching him gave me goose pimples.

Mind you, getting him to venues on time was a nightmare. One summer afternoon when we had a little time to kill before an exhibition match, we took my kids to the seaside at Tremore. Alex made a beeline for the dodgems. The chance to drive a car was irresistible! He crashed around in his baseball cap loving every minute. A crowd gathered to watch. Time was marching on but I couldn’t drag him away. Eventually I did and we set off for the exhibition. Alex pushed the passenger seat back, put his stockinged feet on the dashboard and rolled a joint. Then he nodded off. It was par for the course. Later, he woke up and quickly sized up where we were:

‘Look, Tom. There’s a bar! We’ll pop in for a drinky.’

‘Alex, we’re supposed to be on location in ten minutes.’

‘They can fucking wait, babes. It’s Alex Higgins.’

I’d stayed on the ring road to avoid temptation. It didn’t work. He had a mental map of pubs and betting shops across the Republic:

‘If you take the next left, there’s a William Hill’s half a mile up the road.’

‘Your socks stink.’

‘Okay, babes. I’ll get some new ones from Louis.’


By Louis he meant Louis Copeland who supplied him with all his clothes. We’ll hear from him later. Alex usually had the last word. He had a solution to most crises, which was just and proper since he created most of them. Tom brought two instances to mind. The first was an appointment with Cliff Thorburn in the Benson and Hedges Masters at Goffs, the most famous bloodstock saleroom in Ireland. The hub of their Goffs empire is an auction arena in County Kildare about thirty miles from Dublin. It has tiered terracing so it doubles marvellously as a bull ring for snooker. When Goffs is full, as it usually is for the closing stages of the B & H, the atmosphere’s more electrifying than Wembley or the Crucible. Alex and Tom got into a spot of bother before the Thorburn match.


We’d been out on the piss, pulling birds and backing horses. It wasn’t the ideal preparation. The tournament director Kevin Norton, was fuming. Alex and I went to the Cadean Hotel for a quick change of clothes but they tried to stop me getting in. Alex shouted: ‘If Tommy doesn’t get in, I’m not playing. Stick that up your arse, Mr Norton!’

He was speechless. Alex got changed and I climbed into the courtesy car with him. We reached the venue with moments to spare. I could hardly stand up. Alex wasn’t much better but at least he had a table to lean on. In no time he was 5-0 down to Thorburn. He carried on drinking through the match. He had more during the break and just when you thought he was dead and buried, he sauntered back into the hall to beat Thorburn 6-5! Only Alex could do that.


The second example takes us to a nightclub in Waterford. With a sozzled Alex and Tom among the undistinguished clientele, there was a fair chance it would degenerate into a free-for-all.


We ended up brawling with a bunch of loudmouths over a woman Alex was chatting up. He just barged past her fellah and went for it. We were on the dance floor with the music blaring and these guys trying to knock Alex into the middle of next week. I dived in to help but in the scuffle, my false arm flew off. One of the women we were fighting over fainted and fell to the floor. She thought I’d been amputated in battle! Security men muscled in to revive her and escort us out of the nightclub. To everyone’s astonishment, I carried my arm with me. They couldn’t understand why I wasn’t in pain. Alex’s waistcoat was a bigger worry. It was the one he wore while winning the world title and it was badly torn. He turned to me as cool as you like: ‘May I present you with what’s left of this waistcoat, Tom? You can get it stitched. You won’t need both armholes anyway!’

We all fell about. I did get the waistcoat stitched and wore it for a while before auctioning it for charity.


When Ireland tried to pay tribute to Alex’s victory in the 1982 world final, it backfired horribly. Alex was celebrity-in-chief at the Texaco Sports Star Awards in Dublin’s Burlington Hotel. Tom recounts the unsavoury details of that evening and the morning after.


We’d just sat down to dinner when Kathleen Watkins, the wife of RTE’s chat show host, Gay Byrne, walked over to ask Alex for his autograph. Big mistake. He said: ‘Can’t you see I’m fucking eating?’ She tried to apologise but he was abusive. Pestering him for autographs while he was doing something else always set him off. He couldn’t go for a piss without being bothered. I told him he was out of order. He said: ‘This is what my life’s like, babes.’

Word spread through the dining room like wildfire. Everyone was looking. Nevertheless, he got his award. It was a carving of Alex holding his cue. Really nice. We stayed for ten minutes, then Alex decided to leave. Neither of us had our wives with us and everyone else was paired up. It looked like a boring night. He said: ‘I’m not fucking staying. Let’s go into town and get a few birds.’

We left his trophy at reception and went. We must have done half a dozen nightclubs dressed in our monkey suits. Our favourite was the Lower Deck in Portobello where all the great singers performed. Alex was mobbed everywhere he went. Women were lining up. We picked up two nineteen-year-olds and took them back to the Burlington. The night porter stopped us in the lift. He said no ladies were allowed. Texaco had booked the rooms only for Alex, me and friends. You can imagine Alex’s reaction: ‘What do you mean, you arsehole? These are my fucking friends!’

He went berserk. The porter said he wasn’t putting up with that kind of abuse, whether Alex was world champion or not. He called security. The security guy told us we’d been ejected. We asked to be allowed into our rooms to collect our stuff. The security guard said he couldn’t let us. The night porter would do it. We were furious because we knew he’d fling everything into the suitcases and was bound to miss stuff in the bathrooms. We sat there with the two girls waiting for the porter to come back. It was very embarrassing.

When he did, Alex turned on him again: ‘Give me my fucking trophy and book us into the Gresham.’

The porter gave him the eighteen-inch trophy and said: ‘You’re not like your father. He was gentleman compared to you.’

Alex saw red and chucked the trophy at him. The bloke ducked and it crashed into the mirror behind him, shattering into fifty pieces. We grabbed the girls and ran out to hail a cab. When we got to the Gresham they said they were full. We tried two more hotels but it was the same story. The porter had us knocked everywhere. We ended up at the Skylon on the airport road. It was a seedy, run down place. All they had was a room with two single beds. We pushed the beds together and shagged the girls at the same time. We were all pissed out of our heads.


Tom and Alex had their pick of the best looking women in Ireland. They had their pick of everything. In different ways, he and Alex paid a heavy price for their hellraising. There were however, occasional acts of altruism. One of the most remarkable sequence of events, even by their standards, began at Galway Races in 1997. Tom recounts the story:


We had a week at the races, interspersed with snooker exhibitions in which we played each other one-handed. We were a big draw. Alex played with different hands behind his back. One of the venues was a pub called Sally Long’s. It was sold out. A guy called John O’Hare who was in the audience asked us if there was any chance we could visit a handicapped day centre in Ballybane and say hello to some of Alex’s supporters. I told Alex he ought to. I have a mentally handicapped brother so it was close to my heart. Alex said yes. I drove him there the next day.

It turned out to be a nine-hour bender. Alex played snooker with handicapped youngsters all day and into the evening. He was brilliant with them. Very few people have seen this side of his nature. There was no money involved. He did it purely as a favour. They topped us up with drinks. Everyone was getting merry, including the staff. Alex posed for a photograph with a group of youngsters. They were thrilled.

We said goodbye to the carers and went to get in my car. To our horror, it was empty. All the gear had gone. Alex said: ‘Fucking hell, Tom – we do a good deed and we’re robbed! Where’s the justice?’

Alex had lost all his Louis Copeland suits, his briefcase, his money and his cues. We went back inside and called the police. Meanwhile Alex rolled himself a giant spliff. It was the size of Winston Churchill’s cigar. The smell was awful. The Garda arrived. One was a rookie. Alex said: ‘Let’s get this sorted. We’ve been robbed. Two or three grand in cash, five top quality suits and all Tom’s gear. That’s what we get for doing a good turn.’

‘Don’t you be worrying, Alex. We’ll sort it.’

While the officer was taking notes, Alex blinded with him toxic fumes. I dragged him over and whispered: ‘We’ll get nicked, Alex. Put it out!’

‘Tom, fuck off!’

‘Alex, I’m telling you.’

He knew he could only push me so far then I’d snap. I kept nudging him but he didn’t care. Everyone was turning a paler shade of green as the bonfire burned in Alex’s hand. The police didn’t even notice. You could hardly see the rookie for the cloud hanging over him. A voice came from inside it: ‘I remember sitting up till two o’clock in the morning watching you play.’

Alex nodded. He was virtually blowing smoke up the copper’s nose. Poor guy couldn’t see what he was writing. I was getting more and more worried. Alex said under his breath: ‘It’s okay, babes.’

They were so gobsmacked to find that Hurricane Higgins was the complainant, they completely disregarded the fact that he was in possession of illegal drugs. Alex was very clever though. He could read body language. He knew he was safe. Anyone else would have been locked up! The Gardee spent half an hour questioning us then said: ‘Okay, Alex, we’ve got all the information we need. We’ll do everything in our power to get your stuff back.’

Sean, who runs the handicapped centre, informed us in the middle of all this that there was a gypsy camp behind the building. Alex threw up his arms: ‘Fucking hell, babe, that’s where the gear is! We’re going down there, Tom. You’re coming with me.’

‘Not in a million years. You can go on your own.’

Sean warned him against it. He said they were a rough lot. We could get into serious trouble. Alex brushes him aside: ‘They’ve got the fucking gear. We’re going in. If I have to go on my own, I’ll go on my own!’

He got his way. We drove into the camp together. It was inhabited by pavees. Ireland doesn’t recognise them as an ethnic group. They’re classed as a social group. They reckon 60 per cent of the raw material in Irish steel comes from the scrap they gather. The site was a real mess – prams, pushchairs, bikes, engines, dogs, the lot. They know a stranger the moment he sets foot on their land. Alex got out of the car wearing his blue crombie overcoat and his Stetson.

‘Hey, boss, I wanna see the head honcho.’

The pavee replied in shelta language. Something to the effect of: ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ There was a lot of mumbling and jostling. A group of them gathered around us. I felt very uncomfortable. Alex gave them the low-down.

‘You’d be doing Alex a big favour, boss, if you can get the gear back. We’re skint. All we’ve got is what we stand up in.’

‘Okay, Alex. Leave it to me. I’ll put the word out.’

We get back into the car and I tell Alex it’s a waste of time. The idea that travellers would help you find the stuff they probably stole in the first place was a joke. ‘You’ve no chance of getting it back even if they have got it. By the way, look in the mirror.’

‘Why? What’s going on?’

‘Don’t look behind. Just in the mirror. There are three pavees behind us. They’re ripping the engine out of a car – and they’re all wearing Louis Copeland suits!’

I pissed myself laughing. Alex couldn’t see the funny side.

Sean had booked us into a hotel in Galway. We had no money but the hotel agreed to look after us. Next morning, the local radio station announced: ‘Hurricane Higgins robbed in Galway.’ We’re sitting in reception in the same clothes, unshaven and broke. Alex sighs: ‘How bad does it get, Tom?’

Then this chap and his young son walked over to us and asked Alex if they could shake his hand. The father had been a fan all his life and was sad to hear the news. Was there anything he could do to help? Alex responded quickly: ‘You haven’t got ten grand, have you, boss?’

‘Here’s my card. I’ll be in my office at 2.00 pm. Pop in and I’ll see what I can do.’

He was a bank manager! He gave us £3,000. Alex had to sign and give his account number. The guy put it down as a short-term overdraught and gave us the cash. Alex returned the compliment:

‘Boss, you’re a real gent. Can I shake your hand?’ He takes out a piece of chalk and says: ‘Give that to your young son from Alex.’

Then, turning towards me: ‘Tom, I think we’re at the races.’

There’s another twist in this amazing tale. Radio Galway announces that our gear’s been found. It seems too good to be true. The Gardee tell us they’ll bring it to our hotel. They arrive with two black sacks of waterlogged clothes. Alex opens the sack. There’s no sign of his briefcase or cash, although it was hard to identify anything in all the mud. They’d taken all the valuables and tossed the rest into the river. It was hopeless. Our dreams were dashed. Alex thought for a minute:

‘How far is Cork?’

‘We’re in Galway, Alex. We’d be on the road for a week! I’ve also got my wife blowing her top.’

‘No, babe, just listen. We’re going to see Oliver Reed.’

That’s how Alex’s mind works. There’s always a plan B. After so many years on the road, he knows where there’s a bolt hole if things get difficult. It’s the same with his cannabis and coke. He always knew a collection point. He lived the way he played – always five or six moves ahead. He picked up the phone: ‘I’m gonna stay with Oliver for a few days. Are you coming or what?’

‘He’s the last person I need to see right now!’

But I succumbed. I’d met Oliver once or twice. I drove Alex to Castle McCarthy (no connection) where Oliver lived. There’s one pub in the village – O’Brien’s. He meets us there, gives us big hugs and says: ‘This is the bloody life. Let’s have a real drink.’

I could tell Oliver only wanted ‘Hig the Pig’ for entertainment. He treats Alex like a pet. He started teasing him. Before I knew, Alex was throwing shapes. I was sitting between them and it was obvious Oliver was looking for a fight. As usual, Alex was rising to the bait. I warned him to calm down. I said someone would get hurt and it wouldn’t be me. I told him:

‘I’m going home. I don’t want to ruin your friendship with Oliver. He’s a prick.’

‘Okay, babes, you go home. I’ll be fine with Ollie.’

I had my doubts. Oliver was a nutcase. He used to strip off in the garden and drink naked in the pissing rain. Sure enough, I got a phone call when I was driving home. It was Alex.

‘I need your help, babe. This cunt’s gone mad. He’s trying to kill me.’

Oliver had pulled the branch off a tree and was chasing Alex around the garden, trying to beat him with it.

‘I’m serious, babe. This is heavy shed. You need to get down here fast! I’m in the room.’

‘What room?’

‘The fucking bedroom! I’ve locked myself in.’

He rang me a back a few minutes later to say Oliver was jabbing kitchen knives into the bedroom door. Thankfully, his wife Josephine was there to calm things down, otherwise anything could have happened. Oliver wanted a session. Alex didn’t. Those sessions are what killed Oliver in the end. He said afterwards that he had hardly any recollection of chasing Alex with lumps of tree. Alex made his escape the next day. He caught a train to Dublin and stayed there with a friend. Then he made his way to Louis Copeland’s for a new load of clobber.

It was
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