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Dedication


To my wife Maureen. Through thick and thin she has adjusted to my passion for the sport of darts and supported me all the way, way beyond the call of duty. Her love drives me on. Also to my very best friend Colin Barrell, who week after week turns out on a Wednesday evening to throw a few ‘arrers’; something we began more than thirty-five years ago.


IMPORTANT NOTE


Darts is an adult sport. Darts are not toys: children must be supervised by an adult during play.




FOREWORD by Bobby George


I have known Patrick Chaplin for a good number of years. We’ve even appeared together on TV a couple of times. Amongst other things, I call him the Professor because he is pretty knowledgeable about darts. (He knows nearly as much as me!)


The Professor has played for many years, more than me in fact, but mostly at a recreational level. He’s never been a trophy hunter and never performed on the world stage, yet here he is with this book to teach you how to play the great sport of darts!


To be honest, I wasn’t sure he could pull this off but I was wrong. He knows his stuff and has mingled with the experts (including me) over time, so a lot of good advice on how to play has been either learned along the way or simply rubbed off from us professionals.


In this book, Patrick includes everything you need to know to learn how to play, covering in detail the skills, techniques and tactics that enable you to enjoy every dart thrown.


That’s the way to teach it!


Luvly jubbly!


Bobby George


George Hall


Essex


www.bobbygeorge.com
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Bobby George. (Photo: Tip Top Pics Ltd)
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Dr Patrick Chaplin. (Photo: Moppix)
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CHAPTER 1


HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT


Until comparatively recently, the history of darts was, by tradition, ‘lost in the mists of alehouse smoke’.


Over the best part of the last century, various assumptions were made about the sport’s origins and a number of myths accumulated. These myths then fell victim to embellishment and journalistic licence, with the result that they eventually became ‘fact’ and distorted darts’ real history. However, it has now been historically proven that darts, in some form or another, has been played in English alehouses, beerhouses, inns, taverns and public houses since at least the late fifteenth century.


The most common form of the game was called ‘puff and dart’, in which tiny feathered darts were blown through a wooden pipe at a circular board, which usually resembled a miniature, concentric archery target.


By the mid-nineteenth century, as the nature of English fairgrounds changed from employment and agricultural fairs to an emergent form of pure entertainment, the first wooden darts with feather flights were imported from France by showmen and, with homemade wooden targets, were introduced as a sideshow ‘darts game’. As a result, darts became extremely popular. Indeed, it has been claimed that the complex and frustrating numbering sequence featured on the dartboard of today, accepted across Britain and indeed the rest of the world as ‘standard’, was devised by one such showman, Brian Gamlin of Bury, Lancashire. However, my research has revealed the more likely candidate to be Leeds wireworker Thomas Buckle.


By the turn of the twentieth century, ‘French darts’ were being imported by the toy industry, particularly Thomas Salter Ltd, and darts became popular with children. Enthusiastic travelling salesmen sold the game to public houses along the roads within their sales areas. This created demand that was complemented by the interest stimulated across England and Wales by the transient fairground communities, who left the people of the villages and towns they visited with an interest in, and even a passion for, darts.
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Puff and dart being played by young boys in the late nineteenth century. (Image: Author’s Darts Archive)
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French wooden ‘H Band’ dart. (Photo: Author’s Darts Archive)





This steady growth of darts within public houses before and immediately after World War I augured well for the future of the game and came about because brewers and licensees, having survived the onslaught of the temperance movement, found themselves faced with numerous growing or new threats from alternative leisure attractions that were taking business away from pubs. These included the dance hall, cinema and spectator sports such as football and speedway.


The drinks industry, the brewers and licensees then realized (as indeed some had done before 1914) that the playing of legal games within their premises could be a way for them to fight back. As a result, various pub games were introduced (and those already in place further encouraged) as existing pub facilities were improved or enhanced. In many cases, it was a matter of simply making space available to accommodate games, of which darts was to become by far the most popular.


Brewers and licensees created and organized inter-house darts leagues, being encouraged and urged on by in-house brewery magazines and the licensing trade press. In 1925, these elements met darts organizers in London and established the National Darts Association (NDA), its main purpose being to regularize the game. Such was darts’ popularity during the 1920s that the News of the World Sunday newspaper introduced its own darts ‘test’, originally only competed for in the metropolitan area of London. This began in the 1927/28 season. In the late 1930s, it began to spread nationwide and in the early 1970s it became an international tournament.
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A modern bristle dartboard. (Photo: WINMAU Dartboard Co. Ltd)





The interwar period witnessed a boom in the popularity of darts, not only among the working classes, but also the upper classes. However, the rigid class system ensured these two groups of darts enthusiasts never met in match play. Additionally, and contrary to previously accepted wisdom, recent research has shown that many women participated in leagues during this period, with many being more than a match for the men.


During World War II, darts crossed the globe as members of the British armed forces entered various theatres of war. Darts played a great part in maintaining morale throughout those dark days; the game even being played in prisoner of war camps. Allied servicemen and women stationed in England enjoyed the camaraderie of the local pubs and many were introduced to darts there. Some, including the Americans, Canadians and those from Australasia, took the game, or at least the spirit of the game, home with them and in some cases this became the nucleus of the eventual growth of darts in their countries.


A new national darts association, the National Darts Association of Great Britain (NDAGB), was formed in 1954. The NDAGB organized numerous events across Britain and helped set up some of the first county teams and leagues. However, despite the NDAGB’s endeavours, the lack of radio and television coverage meant the sport returned to the pub and dropped out of general view for nearly twenty years.


In 1973, the British Darts Organisation (BDO) was formed in London and over the next decade and a half the sport was transformed from a pub game into a national pastime (and passion). With the innovation of split-screen technology and a swarm of eager sponsors, it then became a rip-roaring televisual success. This, in turn, led to the creation of the first darts superstars, including Eric ‘The Crafty Cockney’ Bristow, John ‘Old Stoneface’ Lowe and John Thomas ‘Jocky’ Wilson, all of whom became household names and remain so even today.
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Scotland’s Jocky Wilson, twice World Champion. (Photo: Steve Daszko)
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John Lowe, three times World Champion. (Photo: Tip Top Pics Ltd)
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Eric Bristow, five times World Champion. (Photo: Harrows Darts)





Such was the power and influence of the BDO that in 1977 members of that organization were instrumental in helping coordinate setting up the World Darts Federation (WDF), a global organization for the sport of darts which, at the time of writing, boasts over sixty-five member countries. The BDO also organized the inaugural World Professional Darts Championship in 1978, which is still contested today.


However, in the early 1990s a ‘split’ occurred in the sport when sixteen of the top professional players, their managers and a number of representatives of the darts industry broke away from the BDO to form the World Darts Council (WDC), now the Professional Darts Corporation (PDC). The purpose of this new organization was to focus specifically on the professional game, while the BDO continued to look after the grass roots of the sport and went on running its own major events. Thus, darts players and fans are today in the envious position of having two codes playing to more or less the same rules. Both bodies organize quality tournaments throughout the year, which, especially in the case of the PDC, are screened regularly on television.


In the mid-1970s, the Sports Council calculated that more than six million people in the UK played darts at either a casual or competitive level. That equated to well over ten per cent of the population. Although this number has reduced over the subsequent four decades, the popularity of darts both as an active sport and non-participative spectator experience still runs high and pub, county and super leagues continue to flourish. In addition, darts, despite the rise of computer games, is still popular as a home recreation and, although essentially an adult sport, children can still enjoy darts either under supervision by their parents or by using safer forms of the game that feature magnets or Velcro.


For well over 100 years, modern darts has been a feature of pub, club and home life in England and since the 1930s in Northern Ireland, Wales and Scotland. In the past five decades, the sport has developed to such an extent that it has become a global sport.
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The London Fives (or ‘Clock’) dartboard. (Photo: WINMAU Dartboard Co. Ltd)





Electronic or Soft-Tip Darts – Part of the Family


While this book concentrates on the standard, English dart game as played throughout the world and administered by the BDO, PDC and globally by the WDF, it is recognized that other, more technical versions of the game exist.


Since the 1980s, electronic versions of the game played with soft-tipped darts have been developed, particularly in parts of the USA and in Japan. For electronic darts, the same darts are used, except that the points are made from a tough durable material (acetyl) rather than steel. In many areas of these two countries, soft-tip darts is more popular than the English steel-tip game. In parts of Europe where the traditional game of darts never reached, the electronic, pay-to-play game has been adopted. The machine, the target area of which is the same size and design as the standard, deducts the scores automatically as each dart strikes the scoring area.
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A soft-tip dart. (Photo: WINMAU Dartboard Co. Ltd.)





The basic principles of how to play, stand and throw are the same. Thus, soft-tip players will benefit from this book.


It must be said that, despite the best efforts of a number of electronic darts manufacturers, this version of the sport has yet to make any substantial inroads into the darting communities of the British Isles. The British simply do not take kindly to their game being messed about with.


The Game of 501


This book concentrates almost exclusively on what is known as the game of 501 as played on the standard (trebles) dartboard and regulated by the BDO and PDC in accordance with rules determined by those governing bodies. Although described in depth in Chapter 5, the game is basically one of reducing the score of 501 to zero in the least number of darts and, of course, quicker than your opponent. Each game is concluded on the double that reduces 501 exactly to nothing.


There are numerous other games that can be played on the standard dartboard, including adaptations of other sports including bowls, cricket and football but such games are rarely, if ever, featured in serious tournaments. Instead, they bring an element of fun to a casual evening of darts or are a pleasant digression for the serious player during his or her lengthy practice sessions. A small selection of these alternative dart games is included in Chapter 10.


There are also a few regional dartboards, such as the small Manchester Board, the Yorkshire Board and the London Fives board with thriving leagues, playing to different rules than those now considered to be standard. Examples of these dartboards and one or two others you may come across in your darts travels are referred to in Chapter 11.


Darts Today


So, a very warm welcome to the great sport of darts.


Darts can be played successfully and enjoyably regardless of age, gender, ability, disability, class or creed. It can be played anywhere, down the pub or club, at an academy, at small venues or large auditoria and in the home. It can be played on your own, one-against-one or in teams. Darts is both a social recreation and a serious sport where the financial rewards for professional players are today higher than ever before. Thus, darts can take you as short a distance as from your home to your local pub or club or to the four corners of the world.


The level at which each participant plays is his or her choice but, of course, to succeed at any level demands dedication, commitment and a full understanding of the rules, protocols and etiquette. It is easy to learn but, as professional Bobby George often tells players new to the game: ‘Darts is an easy game to play but a difficult game to play well.’


Thus, the purpose of this book is not only to help you all learn how to play darts and master the basics but also to help those of you who are looking to improve your current game and maybe even look to becoming a professional – a star of the future.




CHAPTER 2


GETTING STARTED


Unsurprisingly, the majority of adults are introduced to darts in their local pub or club by engaging in a game at the invitation of friends or associates already familiar with the social benefits of ‘throwing a few arrows’. Others may be introduced to the sport via a parent or older sibling who is already playing at, and possibly for, their local pub. They may even have played darts from an early age at home.


Darts is played in a spirit of friendly rivalry in the casual ambience of the pub but the more serious competitive nature of the sport will be experienced if the player progresses to a team format. There may be one or more levels of league play (‘A’ and ‘B’ teams) and beyond local pub and club leagues lies the Super League structure. Beyond that are the countylevel leagues from which players are selected for their ultimate goal, which is either to play for their country or to move into the ranks of the professionals and have the opportunity to earn a good living from the sport they love – or both.


In addition, as darts is an indoor sport it can be played almost anywhere. For those looking to play at home, there is guidance below detailing how to create a professional set-up under your own roof.


Choosing a Pub, Club or Academy


Deciding on a pub or club might be a simple matter of popping down to your local or, as above, joining a parent or sibling at their local and developing a love of darts. For aspiring players aged under eighteen, there are a growing number of darts academies around the country that cater for and train young people away from the perceived bad influence of playing in a pub.


These academies are usually run by experienced players and are supported by local companies and/or members of the darts industry, who provide sponsorship in the form of equipment and clothing. These companies are fully aware these young players are not only their future customers but may be among the next wave of new players to attain semiprofessional or professional level and, in effect, secure the future of the sport.


Details of some of the academies available to young people are shown in the appendix Useful Contacts.


The Venue – What Will I Find There?


When you go to play darts in the pub, club or academy there should be nothing for you to do except arrive with your darts. The playing area, or in some cases the playing areas, consisting of the dartboard, the oche (or throw-line) and lighting, will all be in place, set up in accordance with the standard rules of play.
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A typical pub oche set-up in Chelmsford, Essex. (Photo: Chippix)
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Youngsters learning to play at a Steve Brown Darts Academy in 2014. (Photo: Steve Brown)





Wherever you play darts you will find the dartboard (or dartboards) hung on the wall with the centre of the bullseye exactly 5ft 8in (1.73m) from the floor. The 20 segment will be at the top of the board and, vertically below it at the bottom of the board you will see the 3 segment. Each dartboard will be firmly affixed to the wall or be securely fitted in a two-door dartboard cabinet. This ensures that there is no movement of the dartboard, either during play or when darts are taken out after each throw.


The dartboard will usually be in a position that affords other players, customers or members to see the action. In some pubs or clubs where the sport is extremely popular, you may well find a dedicated darts room.


The standard distance from which to throw a dart is 7ft 9¼in (2.37m). This is marked by either a fixed line in the floor or a raised oche (sometimes called the throw line or toe line). The oche length is determined by a plumb line dropped from the bullseye; that is from the face of the board to the floor, from which point the approved distance is measured horizontally along the floor at right angles to the wall.


Where that measurement terminates is marked with the oche line, behind which the player stands to throw his or her darts. No player is allowed to step over this line until they have completed their throw. However, players are allowed to move along the oche and imaginary extensions of that line in either direction as far as they wish in order to have a better view of part of the dartboard that may be obstructed by one of their preceding darts.
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A standard oche set-up. (Image: David King/Darts501.com)





Playing Darts at Home


If you are keen to set up your own darts area at home and practise to your heart’s content, it is very important you ensure it complies with standard rules of play. If you plan to play on a regular basis and perhaps join a club or league you will put yourself at a distinct disadvantage if, say, the length of your oche at home is an inch or two shorter than you would find at the pub. Probably the only thing you cannot replicate at home is the background noise.
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