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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 there all year round if it was easier to get home from tournaments further south. My waxwork stands in Madame Tussauds on the seafront there beside Hollywood celebrities, pop stars and heads of state. I still find that incredible whenever I go past it on the Golden Mile. Little old me, a former ceramics factory worker from the Potteries, mingling with all those famous people’s replica statues. Each year at the World Matchplay I have slipped into a routine that makes me feel settled and able to produce my best form at the Winter Gardens. Instead of a hotel – and every place is always banged out during peak holiday season – for the past few years I have stayed at my own place, a private lodge at Ribby Hall on the Fylde coast near Lytham St Annes. A bit of self-catering now and again never hurt anybody, and I always feel relaxed up there.

But this time, it was different. I was more afraid to show my face in public. I didn’t venture out for walks as much as I used to, even though it was glorious weather. I was worried people would be pointing at me, talking behind my back. I wouldn’t say I became a hermit, or a recluse, but suddenly I was more aware of furtive glances, pointed fingers and secretive whispers – even though they were probably nothing to do with me, my conscience was clear and, in my own mind, I had nothing to be paranoid about.

The source of all the nastiness was my second-round tie against Dean Winstanley at the Gibraltar Darts Trophy a month earlier. On the ever-expanding Professional Darts Corporation (PDC) roster, the tournament was being held for the first time at the Victoria Stadium complex on the famous Rock peninsula. Being a keen missionary for the sport, I was happy to spread the gospel to a new outpost for darts, especially to a British colony, and I travelled in good heart after winning the UK Open title a couple of weeks earlier. The £100,000 prize fund, stumped up by the local government, was attractive too. For three days’ work, £20,000 to the winner seemed like a good deal.

Although it was later covered by Sky Sports in a highlights programme, who screen the vast majority of televised PDC dates in the calendar, crucially the Gibraltar tournament was not shown live, although it was streamed online. This meant that the lighting in the venue was not as bright, and the lux not as powerful, as in other major title events. Normally, when you are on stage at a televised tournament, the lighting is so fierce it can melt an ice cream in thirty seconds, but this was not so intense. I must have been relaxed enough with the temperature in the first round, because I beat Gino Vos 6–2 with a 115 average. Happy enough with that.

In the next round, I was up against Winstanley, a Lakeside World Championship finalist in 2011 and a Grand Slam semi-finalist in his first year on the PDC circuit. On his day, he can beat anybody, so I wasn’t going to take him lightly, and in the event I didn’t play very well. Leading 2–1, I needed 68 to check out and put a break of serve between us. Single 20, single 16, double 16 would do nicely – except that my first dart slipped down the leg side, so to speak, into the single five bed. Bugger. No matter – treble 13 would retrieve the damage, and my second dart was bang on the money, leaving double 12 (around 10 o’clock on the dial) to seal the deal.

When the dart left my hand, it felt good enough and I thought it had located the target area under the top wire – and so did Russ Bray, widely considered to be the best referee in darts. Russ, whose distinctive, rasping voice makes him instantly recognisable by ear, if not by sight, called game shot, and as I sauntered up to the board to collect my arrows, I was probably thinking ahead to the next leg. You never dwell on your last shot in darts, it’s always best to focus on the next one. I simply didn’t notice that the double 12 had nestled against the wrong side of the wire, to the north, because Russ had called it, and as far as I was aware, that was that. With the benefit of replays, zoom lenses and hindsight, of course, the proof of the pudding is that my dart missed its target. That’s the top and bottom of it. But for all the conspiracy theories that surfaced later, the truth is there was nothing more to it than human error.

What I will say is that there were shadows across the board, if not across the arena as a whole. Tournament director Tommy Cox had a lot of complaints from players about the standard of lighting that week. Look at the footage on YouTube, or elsewhere on the internet, and you’ll see exactly what I mean. When I toed the oche, half of my face was illuminated, the other half was in shadow. That’s no exaggeration, it’s quite pronounced. And Russ, like me, was also fooled by the angle when my dart landed. I’m not a player who rams every shot into the board like a spear at Rorke’s Drift – the trajectory of my throw sometimes leaves the flight sitting lower than the barrel, which can obscure a player or referee’s view. In the commentary box, they were unsure. Rod Harrington, who happened to be on air at the time, said, ‘It didn’t look in at first, did it?’ But when Russ, who was the official on stage when I hit my first televised nine-darter at the World Matchplay in 2002, called game shot, I never gave it a moment’s thought that he could be mistaken – or that there might be any repercussions for me further down the line.

Winstanley, a down-to-earth Yorkshireman and a really nice lad, never said a word to me on stage at the time. On the video footage, as I prepare to throw first in the fifth leg, he looks over his shoulder towards a PDC official statistician sitting just below the stage, presumably to ask if that last dart was good. But we were backstage, after I had gone on to win the match 6–1, before I knew there was anything amiss. Dean was upset because he had missed out on qualifying for the World Matchplay at the Winter Gardens. When he said, ‘That double has cost me’, at first I thought he was talking about the winning double, the last dart of the match. I just told him he was a good enough player to make the cut at other televised tournaments, but he was still agitated because I clearly hadn’t addressed his concern. 

Let me make it clear, from the outset, that Dean handled the whole thing very professionally. He had every right to be upset, but he didn’t rant and rave or make a great scene. If my shot at double 12 had not counted, he would have had a chance of levelling the match at 2–2, and who knows what might have happened after that? Let me also make it very clear that I don’t like winning games under false pretences. I’ve been lucky enough to win eighty-odd televised tournaments in the last twenty-five years, and I’ve always taken pride in knowing that every penny of prize money, every penny of sponsorship, every penny from private appearances has been earned fair and square. An honest day’s work for an honest day’s pay – because I remember what it was like to grow up in a household where there was very little money.

So when Dean flagged up the problem with that double 12, I was troubled. I didn’t want his career to suffer because of an honest mistake, so I offered to replay the game, or forfeit the game and forfeit the prize money. The PDC would not let me do that because replaying matches was inadmissible under the rules. Tommy Cox assured me I had nothing to worry about because Dean had not raised any concerns at the time and Russ had called game shot in good faith. I went on to win the tournament, beating Jamie Lewis 6–1 in the final, and I was happy enough with that. But on social networks the poison had already started to circulate. 

I joined the Twitter revolution relatively late in the day, and don’t spend hours logged on to find out who’s been saying what about me. I don’t consider myself famous, so I don’t lie awake at night worrying what the huddled masses and keyboard warriors might be spreading on the World Wide Web. I wasn’t really aware of any major revolt in the shires until we got to Blackpool, where the flames of controversy were expertly fanned by the press.

At this point, it’s worth reminding ourselves that cheating in darts – at least by falsifying the score – is virtually impossible. Unlike boxing, ice skating, synchronised swimming, diving, gymnastics and equestrian dressage, which are all Olympic sports, games of darts do not rely on judges marking what they see. Counting down from 501 is a quantifiable process. Basically, you can’t knowingly cheat simply because you won’t get away with it. And if the referee makes a mistake, the TV cameras will soon catch you out.

I am well aware of my responsibility to the wider image of darts, and the importance of policing the sport starts with the players themselves. Other sports set a prohibitive tariff on cheating as a deterrent, and darts should be no different. In golf you are quickly ostracised by fellow professionals if you ground your club in a bunker without declaring it, or inadvertently move the ball a single millimetre when lining up a putt. In snooker, it’s a complete no-no to move a ball as you reach across the table without calling a penalty against yourself. Cricket has clamped down hard on ball-tampering and spot-fixing. We’ve had doping, fake blood injuries with tomato ketchup, diving footballers and I even read once about an Olympic fencer who rigged his electric épée to record blows where none was landed. Cheating is not attractive, whatever the sport, so I said it at the time and I’ll say it again now: I would never in a million years want to win at darts by cheating, and I felt stabbed in the back when the business in Gibraltar reared its ugly head again at the World Matchplay.

I was incensed when I picked up a paper on 24 July and saw headlines in which, at face value, my old mentor Eric Bristow was slagging me off for being a cheat. And although the PDC had put out a statement exonerating me, it did little to lift my mood. Their statement read: 

Following speculation and discussion on various online and social media forums, the PDC can confirm it has reviewed footage of the conclusion of the fourth leg of the Gibraltar Darts Trophy second round match between Phil Taylor and Dean Winstanley, where Taylor was awarded game shot on a finish of double 12. The footage shows the dart landed outside the double 12 segment. However, Taylor and referee Russ Bray have confirmed they were unaware of this, while Winstanley did not raise his concerns at the time. 

PDC tournament director Tommy Cox said: ‘I spoke with both players and the referee, and Phil offered to replay the match, which is not an option under the rules, and Dean confirmed he wants to put the incident behind him and concentrate on his next event. I would like to reassure the public that fairness, transparency and integrity are top priorities of the PDC, and this unusual episode is purely attributable to a rare instance of human error from the referee.’ The PDC now regards the matter as closed.

Closed? For me, the nightmare had barely started. Bristow’s comment in the Sun gave the conspiracy theories an air of legitimacy, and appeared to be a direct criticism of me. ‘The player knows if it’s not in and he has to declare it. You don’t want cheats.’

I couldn’t believe my eyes. It appeared that here was the man who had taken me under his wing as an apprentice, and financed the early stages of my darts career – a man I held in the esteem of a brother – calling my honesty and fair play into question. It felt like the end of the world. Later, on reflection, I came to realise that the whole episode was a sign of the times. Footballers get sworn at, and called every name under the sun, every week. They are accused of cheating by diving to win a penalty, even if the tackles nearly break their legs. Their private lives are scrutinised. And they end up in the newspapers and on internet forums based on what they achieve as sportsmen, what they eat for dinner or who they are seen with on a night out. They have become public property, and, whether they like it or not, are regarded as role models. As a darts player, I never thought the same thing could happen to me, but when you are playing on a circuit where the prize money is now above £7.5 million every year, and rising fast, I guess ‘fame’ and all its trappings are part of the ticket.

Make no bones about it, I was furious when I read that quote from Eric. I hated the very thought that he might think I was a cheat, absolutely hated it. After beating Lewis in the World Matchplay final, I made some comments to my local paper, the Sentinel, which I would later regret. ‘The World Matchplay was probably the hardest tournament I’ve ever won, and Eric saying I’m a cheat made it all the harder,’ I said. ‘I will never talk to Eric again as long as I live. I have never cheated in my life, and when someone goes out and says you’re a cheat, it breaks your heart, but I’m over it now. Eric’s still laughing and joking with everyone because he thinks he’s done nowt wrong – but in my eyes he has.’

With hindsight, it would have been better to clear the air with Eric there and then – a night out in Blackpool, a frank exchange of views, lance the boil and get it out of my system. But that August marked a break in the PDC schedule, and the next stop was on the other side of the world for the inaugural Sydney Masters in Australia so, for one reason or another, our paths didn’t cross for a while. By the time the Grand Slam of Darts in Wolverhampton came round in mid-November 2013, the ‘cheat’ business was still a running sore with me. I didn’t want to sit down to dinner with him. As far as I was concerned, the whole thing was a load of rubbish.

Ours is a sport where you can’t set out to cheat because there are three officials – one referee and two markers – either side of the board. If they don’t spot a dart landing the wrong side of the wire, does that make them cheats? Of course not. All along, I had maintained that the lighting in Gibraltar wasn’t great, that there were shadows on the board – and other players had agreed with me. But as a sixteen-times world champion, I was considered fair game for controversy. And at the back end of the World Matchplay, it was suddenly open season. 

Some of the garbage doing the rounds was so outrageous I would have laughed out loud if the allegations had not been levelled at me. Not that I practise them personally, but there are dark arts in darts – ways and means of distracting your opponent when he is on the oche – and you get to hear most of them from talking to players backstage or on the practice boards. Tapping your feet, clearing your throat, humming, sniffing, snorting, sneezing, swearing under your breath so nobody can lip-read … I thought I’d heard them all. And one or two critics even recycled an old falsehood that had lingered like a bad smell a few years earlier. 

Back in 2005, I was accused of breaking wind as my opponent lined up his third dart so he would be put off by the evil bodily fragrance drifting across the stage. A chap named Alex Roy, who had lost 4–0 against me in the third round of the World Championship at the Circus Tavern, allegedly claimed I had gained an unfair advantage by causing a stink. ‘Phil is a great player, but the fact is he is very flatulent,’ said Roy. I was so flattered, I had to look up the word to see what it meant. ‘It’s hard enough trying to concentrate, but when there is a horrific stench filling your nostrils, it’s even worse. I don’t know what his pre-match meal is, but maybe he should consider changing it. Phil says he was busy practising over Christmas, but if you ask me he ate too many Brussels sprouts with his Christmas dinner. Everyone “trumps”, but there is a time and a place for it, and he shouldn’t do it on stage. It’s very unprofessional.’

You couldn’t make it up. Breaking wind on stage to order? I’ve never heard such tommyrot. I’m sure there’s a joke out there about an ill wind that blows in such wild accusations, but it’s no laughing matter when it’s your own integrity on the line. And slurs about being a cheat can destroy careers unless you’re careful. As it happens, somebody may have been making it up. Alex subsequently complained one or two press guys had egged him on about the farting story, and had put words in his mouth, so to speak. 

Fortunately, a phone call from Keith Deller not only lifted my mood but put Eric’s damaging comments in the paper into a more enlightened context. Seven years before I won my first title, Keith had become the first qualifier to be crowned world champion when he beat Eric in the final with a 138 checkout. Treble 20, treble 18, double 12 – there it is again, double 12 – is still called a ‘Deller’ by commentators. Like Eric, he does a lot of work for Sky Sports as a ‘spotter’ in the production trucks behind the scenes: spotters are the expert former professionals whose knowledge of players’ preferred scoring shots and the combinations available help the director and cameramen to predict where the next dart will land – they are an essential part of any live TV production.

Keith and Eric still appear at exhibition nights all over the country, often travelling to venues in the same car, and in conversation Keith asked how I was getting on with my old mentor in the light of the Gibraltar affair. I think I muttered something about life being too short to hold grudges or fall out with people when he told me, ‘He never used your name, you know.’ Sorry, what was that again? Keith told me he had been sitting next to Eric in the car when he took that call from the Sun reporter. Yes, he had said we don’t want cheats in darts. And, yes, he had said a player should declare it to the referee if he is credited with the wrong score. But did Eric use the name Phil Taylor? Not according to the bloke sitting next to him and ear-wigging the conversation. Not according to the man himself. That does not prove the question was directly about the incident involving me in Gibraltar, but as far as I’m concerned it means Eric did not slag me off. There is a big difference between making a point of principle and a personal attack on a friend. The next time I saw Eric I told him, ‘Look, bud, I know what you said – I may have got the wrong end of the stick.’ We are fine now.

But it doesn’t change the disquiet I felt about people in the crowd at the Winter Gardens calling me a cheat. It spoilt my week. Mud sticks, and I’m grateful that the vast majority of people who come to watch darts have accepted an honest mistake for what it was. I had offered to forfeit the game against Dean, and to hand back my prize money. I’m not sure what else I could have done in retrospect. I certainly would not want any of my fellow players’ integrity to be questioned when they go on stage because it hurts. We all enjoy the rock ’n’ roll crowds having a good time, but there is a football element to some of the chanting and ‘banter’ that we could do without.

The PDC ban football shirts and colours from tournament venues to make sure there is no tribal rivalry between factions of rival clubs in the audience, but the punters will always have their favourites, or want one player to win more than another. That’s human nature, and nobody can grumble about that. But I have seen players come back into the practice room in tears after they have been ripped to pieces by the crowd – from shouting out as they release the dart, usually on a checkout, to the kind of personal abuse you would not tolerate in the pub. As we attract bigger audiences, we have to accept that among 10,000 paying customers there may be a handful of wrong ’uns. You get them at football, you get them on big nights of boxing, but it’s not easy to land a dart on target, with only millimetres of margin for error, when these people are giving you an earful.

For months afterwards, I could not understand why people wanted to nail me to the cross. I’m just a plump darts player from Stoke who has won a few matches down the years. I’m just a working man who has earned a decent living. I don’t feel famous. I live a dull life. I don’t fall out of nightclubs at 4 a.m. three sheets to the wind. If I’m not playing darts, I’m usually tucked up in bed before the ‘bongs’ on News At Ten. I don’t know why they picked on me over the Gibraltar Trophy. My manager Barry Hearn says I should take it as a compliment – although people hissing ‘Cheat, Cheat’ below the stage didn’t feel like much of a compliment at the time. I don’t know if the story helped to sell any extra newspapers, but I guess the fish and chips enjoyed it.

Let me just say I did not receive one piece of abusive correspondence about it through the post (for those of you who remember the time when we used to write letters) and I received nothing on Twitter that I felt my family should have been shielded from. But it’s amazing how darts has become public property all of a sudden.

Once more, for the record: I am not a cheat. I’d rather stick pins in my eyes than win a tournament unfairly.
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ERIC

FORTUNATELY, my relationship with Eric Bristow was not damaged in the long term by the ‘cheat’ nonsense in Gibraltar. It would take an earthquake to undermine such a long-standing friendship beyond repair. The only way it has changed over the last twenty-five years is that we don’t see as much of each other as we once did because we are both so busy.

My defining memory of Eric will always be sitting up in bed, in our twin room at the Lakeside Country Club, eating fish and chips on New Year’s Eve before the 1990 World Championship, listening to everyone downstairs having a ball. We must have looked like Morecambe and Wise in that sketch where a police car goes hurtling past, siren blaring, and Eric says, ‘He’ll never sell any ice cream going that fast.’ It was our custom to set aside one night of the year, usually in the build-up to Christmas, to go out and enjoy ourselves, have the odd shandy and a game of cards, let down our guard and forget about darts. But at Christmas, we always fitted the turkey around practice on the board – not the other way round – and when it came to New Year, with the World Championship upon us, there were no party hats, no streamers and no waking up with a sore head on 1 January. When it came to business, Eric always knew when it was time to be deadly serious.

I’m always a bit baffled when I meet strangers and they flatter me with praise about being the greatest player who ever hit a bullseye because, for me, Eric Bristow was the original superstar of darts – and he always will be the king. To be honest, when I first watched him on TV in the early 1980s, I didn’t particularly like the bloke. He was brash, arrogant and came across as a bit too cocky for my liking. It is well-documented that Eric became my mentor and coach after we played county matches together for Staffordshire. He was a hard taskmaster at times, and we fell out more than once, but it was he, more than anyone, who was responsible for drumming it into me that winning is the greatest medicine known to mankind.

We couldn’t believe our luck in the Potteries when the Crafty Cockney himself upped sticks from his manor in Stoke Newington and relocated to Stoke-on-Trent. As the great Sid Waddell once observed, it was like Jesus Christ forsaking the Holy Land and settling in Milton Keynes. And I couldn’t believe my luck when Eric adopted me as his protégé. Throughout countless hours, which must have run into thousands, on the practice board, we always got on like a house on fire, playing hard before shaking hands and doing it all over again the next day. He was like a lion teaching its cub to hunt until the cub was ready to go out and fend for itself in the wild.

I don’t think Eric expected me to turn out as successful as I became, but he always wanted me to win. I guess his reputation was on the line as much as mine, and it reflected well on him as a mentor when I lived up to his bravado. When his career as a world-beater was curtailed by ‘dartitis’ – the equivalent of golf’s ‘yips’ – I sometimes wondered if I was living the legend he had left behind. But I will always remember the day in 1988 when he offered to sponsor me as a professional so I could play in tournaments all over the world. It was a big step, which involved me taking voluntary redundancy from my job at a ceramics factory making beer pump handles. There was no contract as such, no legal formalities. He just said, ‘Pay me back if you win anything.’

Until my first world title in 1990, when I beat Eric in the final at Lakeside, just about every penny I earned in prize money on the darts circuit went towards paying Eric back. If I rang him from a tournament and told him I had reached the semi-finals, he would just snap, ‘Ring me back when you’ve won a final’ and slam the phone down. It was his way of keeping me hungry. We hardly spoke for six months after the 125–1 rank outsider had beaten him 6–1 in that Lakeside final and I had played him exactly the same way he had taught me to compete – like a bully, keeping the pressure on at every opportunity, never giving him the chance to bite back like a rattlesnake.

We didn’t socialise much or meet up for a coffee to pass the time of day like bored housewives. We were friends because of one common denominator – darts – and most of our disagreements have been about darts. If he lost against a player he felt he should have been beating with his eyes closed, he would often take out his frustration on me. Then there would be a protracted silence between us, running into weeks, until I lost a match he felt I should have won and he would appear over my shoulder and snarl, ‘Get back on the practice board, you idle git.’ I never resented him for it, and I’ve always thought we got on more like brothers than best mates. As an only son, I look up to Eric as the older brother I never had.

Although he comes across as straight-talking and abrupt, if not actually blunt, Eric is as bright as a button. Anything to do with numbers, he’s the sharpest tool in the box. Ask him the route to any checkout and he’ll come up with the combination in a flash – ‘A 149 finish? That’ll be treble 20, treble 19, double 16’ – before most of us have even worked out that 149 comes after 148. That’s why Sky Sports value him so much as a ‘spotter’ in the production truck backstage. And don’t underestimate his brain power where sport is concerned. He knows his football – I’ve no idea how a bloke born in the East End comes to support Chelsea, although he stayed loyal to his roots with that ‘Crafty Cockney’ nickname. (He borrowed it from the name of a bar from somewhere in California. Santa Monica, I think.)

Our sport has changed a lot since he was cock of the walk and I was making toilet flush handles and beer pump handles in a factory. When you watch footage of big tournaments now, the venues are often immersed in a fog of smoke. I’ve never been especially militant about passive smoking, but recent medical check-ups have revealed damage to my vocal cords. Doctors are pretty certain that’s the legacy of playing in pubs, clubs and big venues full of tobacco smoke before the government introduced smoking bans in public places in 2007. I don’t know if it will have consequences for me further down the line, but if anyone doesn’t believe in the potential of passive smoking to seriously damage your health, I would invite them to wake up and look at the evidence.

As I’ve previously intimated, the public perception of darts players has also changed a lot since Eric’s rivalry with Jocky Wilson and John Lowe set new standards for the game. It was a fantastic compliment for the sport when Eric was signed up to appear in ITV’s annual caper round a camp fire in the Australian bush, I’m A Celebrity, Get Me Out Of Here! Of course, I was looking forward to seeing how he would get on if he was selected to perform one of the dreaded bush tucker trials – those exercises in public cruelty where contestants are expected to eat raw kangaroo testicles, witchetty grubs, crocodile nostrils and ostrich prostate glands while having buckets of cockroaches tipped down their boxer shorts. All with your genial hosts, Ant and Dec, standing over them like a pair of giggling schoolboys. To be fair, it’s great television, isn’t it?

In truth, I felt sorry for the bush tucker. If you put innocent bugs, insects and rodents in a sealed chamber with Bristow, there’s only going to be one winner. I thought Eric handled it all brilliantly. When you put a dozen celebrities – some of them more famous than others – in the jungle, you soon unmask those who are playing to win and those who are true to themselves. I did wonder if the heat, boredom and basic diet would get to Eric and a dark side of his personality might come to the fore, but he came across exactly as the person I had known most of my adult life: straight-talking, honest and a man who doesn’t suffer fools gladly. On too many reality TV shows, you get devious, manipulative people who play one character off against another. But Eric played it straight down the line. What you saw is what he is really like.

When he told that girl from Coronation Street, Helen Flanagan, that her skin was pimpled without make-up because there was too much chocolate in her diet, he didn’t intend to cause offence – that’s his natural charm! And when he told TV chef Rosemary Shrager to get back to the kitchen, I don’t think he was being gratuitously sexist. He just has a gift for it. That’s the congenital bluntness I know so well from our time as master and apprentice. The only time I’ve seen Eric’s character change is when he’s had a few pints, but he’s not a violent drunk. Let’s just say the nectar makes him even more belligerent than normal.

Towards the end of 2013, Eric was featured on prime-time television again, in an award-winning documentary series on ITV about sporting icons. They got him absolutely spot-on. (Even now, thirty years on from his career being at its peak, a bar or members’ club comes alive when he walks into the room.) But more than anything, the programme was a reminder of Bristow as a world-class wind-up merchant. If he was on stage against someone who was playing better than him at the time, he would get under their skin and beat them. He had the nerve to plant a kiss on Bobby George’s cheek and he had the nerve to beat Jocky Wilson in front of a baying Scottish crowd when a full can of beer, intended for Eric, hit the backboard.

It’s a shame to admit it, but you couldn’t get away with winding up your opponents so blatantly now. The younger players simply wouldn’t put up with it – they would just laugh in your face on stage and tell your fortune to your face back in the practice room afterwards. Eric’s main rivals, at the height of his success, were people like John Lowe, Jocky and Bobby – that generation was full of respect. Don’t get me wrong, they were great characters, but the new posse of talent on the PDC circuit simply won’t put up with any showman’s bluster these days. They just want to beat you, have the shirt off your back and the tattoos off your arm if they can. 

In years to come, I believe Eric Bristow will still be regarded as the icon of darts, much as Muhammad Ali has remained the untouchable face of boxing for half a century, or Jonny Wilkinson will always be the man with the golden boot who won the rugby World Cup for England. I may not always show it, but I will always be grateful that he took me under his wing and gave me the support to help me become a success in my own right. He taught me how to prepare for tournaments, how to unnerve opponents just like he did, how to become a champion, how to feel that winner’s cheque in your hands. As I watched that documentary about Bristow, I felt a few pangs of nostalgia because I suddenly realised it was twenty-five years since he had coaxed me to my first sizeable payday, at the Canadian Open in 1988.

I can still remember the excitement, my hands almost quivering, as I took delivery of that cheque for $5,000 after beating Bob Anderson in the final – although the euphoria lasted all of two minutes. Before the sense of triumph had even sunk in, as I walked off the stage, still waving to the crowd, Eric was waiting for me. We shook hands … and then he took the cheque off me. ‘Payback, old son – your first instalment,’ he grinned. He said it was my coming of age as a professional, and that was the first time I had really felt like the full ticket: air travel, accommodation, entry fees, practising hard and then relaxing by going to watch Rambo at the cinema – it had all unfurled exactly as I would have wanted. That was not the biggest win of my career, either in terms of money or prestige, but it set a template. And Eric was the master who set it all up.

As I consolidated my place in the rankings, he would sometimes bawl me out across a practice room when I was having a pint with some of the lads on the circuit, telling me to get off my fat arse and get back to the board because I still owed him thousands. It made me feel about two feet tall, but it was Eric’s way of keeping me on my toes – and in a sense, nothing has changed. I know, for a fact, that he has forgiven me for beating him in that 1990 World Championship final, for knocking him out in the semi-finals seven years later and for going past his record of five world titles. He has never told me so to my face, but people tell me he never stops talking about me when I’m not in the room.

If there’s one person who hates me losing more than myself, it’s Eric. Although I’m a grandfather and I’m old enough to take disappointments on the chin, I know he doesn’t like it when I get beaten. He still takes it personally, like a football manager taking responsibility when his team is turned over. When I won my sixth world title in 1998, there had been a lot of uninformed speculation that Eric would be cheesed off if I broke his record, but nothing could have been further from the truth. When he was asked if he now regretted investing his own money in me as a scholarship, he replied, ‘Everybody deserves a break in life – and I gave him his.’

Every now and then, I like to think I’ve paid him back – at the bookies. More often than not, when he’s backed me to do well at a tournament, I’ve not just given him a run for his money, or refunded his stake, but left him quids in. When I won my sixteenth world title against Michael van Gerwen in January 2013, I came back from 4–2 down to win 7–4. When I bumped into Eric behind the stage at Alexandra Palace, he planted a big kiss on my cheek and hollered, ‘Taylor, you beauty! I had a few bob on you to win 7–4. Knew you wouldn’t let me down, my son.’

I’ll settle for that. As I remarked earlier, Eric Bristow is the brother I never had. Sometimes we fall out, but I’ve never lost sight of his part in my success. I couldn’t have done it without him. Eric will always be the superstar of darts.


3

G’DAY

August 2013

THE first time I ever set foot on Australian soil, in August 2012, I had not long landed when I got a phone call to say my great pal, if not my shadow, Sid Waddell, had passed away. Sid had been diagnosed, eleven months earlier, with cancer of the bowel, and deep down I knew he was fighting for his life. But as the voice of darts, the man who brought our sport to life on television, it just didn’t seem possible that he was gone. I don’t mind admitting I shed a few tears because we were so close. It put a real downer on my first trip to the land of the great outdoors, which didn’t quite live up to its billing because it turns out they play darts indoors over there like everyone else. I was devastated that I could not go to the Geordie bard’s funeral because I was 10,000 miles away, but my absence did not diminish the respect I had for him. He was probably the most intelligent man I ever met, and I will always regret that I never had the chance to say goodbye. 
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