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            Praise for Best and Edwards:

            ‘A remarkable piece of work … A non-fiction book with the scope of a Don DeLillo … Superbly evocative.’ Taylor Parkes, When Saturday Comes

            ‘Compelling … It transcends the routine one-size-fits-all approach to sports writing and is a splurge of ideas set free.’ Mark Hodkinson, The Times

            ‘This eloquent, sorrowful and angry book adds much to our understanding of what the game has lost.’ Sean O’Brien, Independent

            ‘Gordon Burn is one of the great chroniclers of faded glory and the sadness of fame. [He] may be the best stylist we have of northern depravity and the horrors of our benumbed culture. He has written a fine book that is less about football than a coruscating damnation of celebrity.’ Simon Garfield, Observer
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         I wasn’t sure which pocket I should put the cheque in. It was like the pre-title weigh-in, with all the fans and backers milling round. They watched me switch the cheque about, then Weaver said, ‘Aren’t you going to read it?’ ‘Oh yes,’ I told him, and glanced at the words and numbers …

         ‘Don’t spend it all at once,’ he said, and laughed. For a minute I hated the stinking money. It burnt a hole in my pocket. Then I remembered it was mine, and I was smiling.

         This Sporting Life, David Storey
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            ‘TO GET RICH IS GLORIOUS’

         

         Sha-Tin looks like a pair of trousers that have been removed in a hurry and left lying inside out. Sha-Tin is a satellite town in the New Territories, between Hong Kong and mainland China. Apart from the 38-storey monoliths in which the entire population lives, it is indistinguishable from the nearby Goodluck Industrial Estate, where a large part of the population works. The whole town looks like the backyard service area of any modern shopping centre anywhere in the world.

         The only thing that makes Bun’s Amusements (‘Roller Disco, Snooker, Video Games, Boom Boom Car’) any different from the other raw-brick bunkers that constitute downtown Sha-Tin is the reception committee waiting to welcome Steve Davis, Dennis Taylor and their party when they arrive. This is made up of a small army of broad-shouldered and – in spite of the dripping heat – tuxedoed Chinese, and the youths who seem to be the main reason for the shortwave radios crackling impatiently in their hands. With their streaked hair and baseball boots and painstakingly ‘distressed’ leather and denim, the paying customers at Bun’s immediately identify themselves as hardcore Alex Higgins and Jimmy White fans.

         ‘Stand up, Poon,’ Bruce Donkin says to Mr Poon, the proprietor of Bun’s, when the bus that has ferried Davis, Taylor and the accompanying ‘foreign devils’ from the Hong Kong Hilton finally judders to a halt. ‘Oh you are standing,’ Bruce says as Poon alights from the bus and begins clearing a path for his guests through the now urgently babbling security presence and the enthusiastically applauding crowd.

         Bruce Donkin is the export director of E. J. Riley Ltd, the snooker table manufacturers in which Steve Davis and his manager, Barry Hearn, both have a substantial holding; Mr Poon is one of Riley’s major customers.

         Eight months earlier, there had been an estimated two thousand snooker tables in Hong Kong. Now, in early September, there are probably three times that number, and several hundred of those are in clubs controlled by Mr Poon. One of the reasons Poon likes spending his money with Riley’s is because of their Unique Selling Point: every time he opens a new club, he is guaranteed a local-headline-hitting visit from Steve Davis or one of the other three players in the ‘Matchroom’ team. Another reason is that, in Bruce Donkin, he has a safari-suited, fiery-faced Englishman of the old school whose ways he understands.

         ‘Gin-tonics, Poon!’ Bruce calls ahead to Mr Poon, who is leading his guests anxiously through the crowds packing Bun’s. ‘Onetwothreefourfive gin-tonic! No drown! Plenty gin!’

         Bruce Donkin has been coming to Hong Kong for ten years. But it is only in the last year or even less that he has started to see any return on the investment of his time. A year earlier, one of the main Hong Kong television stations had shown the Hong Kong Masters, an invitation tournament in which some of the top local players had been seen playing some of the top players in the world. The demand for tables exploded overnight.

         Riley’s factory in Lancashire had been put into round-the-clock production and tables were arriving in Hong Kong by the containerload every week. New-style establishments like Bun’s, with upwards of a hundred tables, were typical of the ‘amusement centres’ which were starting to replace the backstreet snooker parlours with their inescapable ‘triad’ and underworld connections.

         After a tour of the facilities, including the bowling alley and the roller disco, where Dennis Taylor asks the disc-jockey to play ‘Everybody Wants To Rule The World’, followed by a trek through a maze of steamy subterranean tunnels, whose sides are hot to the touch, Mr Poon finally opens the door onto the room where the exhibition is to take place. It is cool and dark and full of families who applaud respectfully when Davis and Taylor are introduced. The women are wearing crisp, plain dresses and the children are well-scrubbed: they make a nice backdrop for the photographers who are happily snapping away.

         Outside the hall, however, something is going on which has the heavies jabbering excitedly into their walkie-talkie sets. The quality control introduced by Mr Poon for the occasion – prompted by a serious stabbing in one of the colony’s new snooker centres the day before – has ensured that all ‘undesirable elements’ have been kept out. But now they are on the other side of a pair of buckling glass doors, banging and chanting in their hundreds and demanding to be let in.

         ‘They are the regular customers, but some I do not know them,’ Mr Poon’s personal protector, a big Chinese called Malcolm, explains. ‘We are afraid unless some damage or disturbance comes to Mr Davis or Mr Taylor. Some of them are uneducated persons, you see.’

         ‘Let ’em in!’ Bruce Donkin bellows when the reason for the commotion reaches him. There’s another club to open in an hour. ‘We’ve got plenty of them at home.’ Sitting quietly by the table on which he is about to demonstrate the art and mechanics of snooker, Steve Davis tips a paper cup tentatively towards his lips and then away again before the water in it has had a chance to touch them, a gesture which is familiar to television viewers all over the world.

         
            *

         

         The first commercial contract Barry Hearn signed in Steve Davis’s name was with E. J. Riley. It was signed the morning after Davis won his first major title, The UK Championship, in 1980 and it was for a cue endorsement worth £25,000. Now Davis, together with Hearn’s three other players, have endorsement and promotional contracts with Riley worth £350,000 a year. Davis reportedly earns 3 per cent commission on all sales, and Hearn consistently reinvests on Davis’s behalf in the company – of which he himself is a director.

         On top of what they were earning from Riley in the Far East, the Matchroom players were also being paid to endorse Goya ‘Matchroom’ aftershave and men’s toiletries, Cathay Pacific and Camus Cognac. Camus were the sponsors of the tournaments in Singapore and Thailand as well as in Hong Kong which, for the past two years, Barry Hearn had packaged as a Far East summer tour.

         This year, for the first time, the tour was to include an exhibition match in communist China, where the slogans epitomising the new age of individual enterprise ushered in by the Chinese leader, Deng Xioaping – ‘Go first in achieving prosperity’, Mr Deng urged the toiling millions: ‘To get rich is glorious’, he assured them – were words that gladdened Barry’s heart. They also reminded him of a slogan of his own. ‘If you’re a top player, you must earn lots of money,’ Barry likes to say: ‘The cream on the cake is, if you’re with us then you earn fortunes.’ Once more with feeling. ‘Fortunes.’

         There was no better demonstration of the gulf that has opened up between Hearn’s Matchroom team (Davis, Taylor, Terry Griffiths and Tony Meo) and the rest, than the two players who had accompanied Barry’s ‘boys’ to the Far East to make up the numbers. While the Matchroom players were being ‘limo-ed’ around Hong Kong, Kowloon and the New Territories giving demonstrations, making speeches and opening new clubs (often as many as six a day), Tony Knowles and Willie Thorne languished in the jacuzzi at the Hong Kong Club or lay in their beds at the Hilton, sleeping off what they and everybody else regarded as dead time, because it was time when they could have been out earning, and weren’t.

         Neither Knowles nor Thorne are so stretched for cash that they have to worry where the next Rolex is coming from: Knowles had won £91,000 and Thorne £74,000 in the previous season. In addition they both have large houses, large cars and thriving snooker centres to their names. But, compared to the players in the Hearn camp, they are struggling in a distinctly minor league. Barry Hearn finds this particularly gratifying in the case of Tony Knowles.

         Knowles made his name thrashing Steve Davis 10–1 the first time Davis defended his world championship, at Sheffield in 1982, and was expected to capitalise in a spectacular fashion on his youth, his talent and his striking, Italianate good looks. That he didn’t was only partly because he wasn’t sharp enough. ‘I don’t think Tony Knowles is ever going to go on “University Challenge”,’ as Barry Hearn says.

         Knowles was stopped in his tracks by what was later described as ‘a tawdry three-part extravaganza of sexual boastings’ which appeared in the Sun at the start of the 1984 world championship fortnight and for which Knowles was paid £25,000. It proved as damaging to Knowles as a commercial entity as Billie Jean King’s admission to a lesbian affair with her secretary had been to her business career.

         Mrs King has itemised what this cost her in hard cash: ‘Illingworth-Morris were bringing out a tennis clothing line by the name of Wimbledon, and I was the logical American to represent them as a spokesperson … Wimbledon cancelled it when the news broke, and that cost me half a million dollars. I also lost an existing contract with Murijani jeans – $300,000 gone. I lost a $45,000 deal with Charleson Hosiery, a $90,000 Japanese clothing contract, and my business managers estimate that for the next three years I shall forfeit $225,000 in various television commercials, $150,000 in corporate appearances, and $150,000 for coaching and training. That means, in a very conservative accounting, I have lost $1,500,000 on account of Marilyn’s suit.’

         Only five years before it would have seemed fanciful to talk about men who earned their living playing snooker in the same breath as the super-rich of the international tennis circuit. But Tony Knowles’s estimate of £250,000 as the cost of his ‘Why They Call Me The Hottest Pot in Snooker’ indiscretions is not one with which Barry Hearn would take issue.

         ‘Knowles, at the time of the articles, was approaching a good following. He’d won a couple of tournaments, he’d beat Steve in the world championships, good-looking feller … No brain but, even so, you could’ve got over that. The way it was working out, he could’ve been used by the big boys. Someone could’ve got behind him and done something. And then he sold that story an’ it just … I mean, good news for us, because it effectively eliminated another potential competitor in our marketing world. But for him, it was a disaster. I mean, we fined him five-thousand quid for bringing the game into disrepute and a lot of people on the board [of the World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association – WPBSA] were in favour of slinging him out. There was high feeling. It definitely would’ve cost him quarter-of-a-million in lost earnings. It cost him his reputation.’

         Although he couldn’t know it in Hong Kong, Knowles was only two weeks away from the second major scandal of his career, and it was a scandal that was going to hit him somewhere even more painful than his pocket. In the coming months, it was going to undermine his confidence, ruin his health and leave his game in tatters.

         At the time Hearn invited Knowles to join the 1985 Far East summer tour, however, he was two-and-a-half years away from the original uproar, which was far enough away, flying media-time, for him to be regarded as ‘clean’. It had only been about sex in any case – unkinky, heterosexual sex – which, as far as Barry was concerned, could almost be regarded as a plus. It wasn’t as if you were talking about a Kirk Stevens here or, even worse, a Higgins, whom Hearn absolutely, completely refuses to touch. He has a reputation to protect.

         ‘The imagery’, Hearn says, ‘would, to put it mildly, be totally wrong. The tour would be tainted with the wrong brush and, in all honesty, after the time I’ve spent building up the area, I couldn’t afford that.’

         Less than a month earlier, Higgins had been obliged to play his matches in the Australian Masters twenty-five miles away from where all the other competitors were playing theirs, because he was barred from entering the club where the tournament was being held. On his first visit, as the youngest ever world champion, he had been shown the door for calling a distinguished senior player ‘an old nohoper’, and evicted from his hotel for wrecking his room. Over the years, this had become something of a signature activity: Higgins, who, like W. C. Fields, never tasted liquor before he was six, is probably more unwelcome at more hotels in every part of the globe than any other person in Britain.

         Barry Hearn had only been in Hong Kong a few days when news of the latest Higgins ‘outrage’ reached him: ‘Filthy Higgins groped me in front of my mother’ was the story that had run in banner-headlines across the front page of that morning’s Daily Star. The same story had also made page one of the Sun. ‘How to ruin the image of snooker in one easy lesson,’ Hearn groaned as the coach taking the officials and players to the Queen Elizabeth Stadium merged with commuter traffic splashing through the central business district of Hong Kong.

         Barry Hearn decides who, besides his own players, gets to go on the lucrative Far East tour and who doesn’t. And he had decided, even before the 1985World Championship had been contested, which of the top players weren’t going to receive an invitation. Stevens and Higgins obviously weren’t; Jimmy White wasn’t, apparently because of legal/management problems; Cliff Thorburn wasn’t, because Hearn considers him ‘too dull’ and therefore box office poison; Ray Reardon was, although the invitation would subsequently be declined.

         Dennis Taylor was one player who was always going even before his black ball victory over Steve Davis in the 1985 World Championship final turned him into an instant, human made-for-television special. What made Taylor an automatic choice, apart from the bargain-basement fees he was then charging, were the qualities which had led ‘Cueman’ in the Accrington Observer to dub him ‘Mr Nice Guy’ almost a decade and a half before.

         Taylor turned professional a few months after Alex Higgins won the 1972 world championship at his first attempt. Taylor and Higgins had known each other as teenagers in Ireland: Higgins, to the Taylor family’s horror, had once proposed to Dennis’s sister, Molly. In 1972 they both found themselves living in Blackburn, in Lancashire, but their approach to life could hardly have been more different. Taylor was steady, shy, happy to ease his way into the professional ranks by managing a snooker club in Preston. Higgins, who had overdosed on The Hustler – the film, not the book; he was never very big on reading – was unpredictable, arrogant, and apparently hellbent on self-destruction.

         In those days, Taylor was already married with a modest mortgage and two children. Higgins, by his own account, was still happy playing money matches, doing the horses, ducking and diving and sleeping rough. At one point he was dossing in a row of derelict houses in Blackburn where, he claims, he kept just ahead of the bulldozer, with five addresses in one week: 9, 11, 13, 15 and 17 Ebony Street.

         Taylor encapsulated the different kind of people they are in the autobiography published during his year as champion: ‘I’ve seen Alex abuse [vulnerable young kids] and even threaten them with physical violence – just because they’ve asked for his autograph at a moment he found inconvenient.

         ‘These are the people who, in the end, are paying for his food and drink. The time to worry about autograph hunters is when they stop. Alex gets more fan mail than any other player, but I doubt if he answers all or even most of it. He has been known to throw some of it away unopened.

         ‘Trish and I sit down at the dining-table and deal with mine. It’s sometimes a chore … but it has to be done. After all, it’s a human contact you’ve made with someone, a living relationship – you can’t just deny it like that.’

         The one thing Higgins and Taylor did have in common was that, at the end of thirteen years on the professional circuit, they had very little of any substance to show for it. In Higgins’s case, this was because, in addition to his natural fecklessness, he carried too many ‘downside risks’ to be considered seriously merchandisable. The £200,000 or thereabouts that Steve Davis earned from tournaments represented no more than about 25 per cent of his annual income. The £100,000 or so that Higgins won in a good year, on the other hand, was only supplemented by meagre off-the-table earnings. Where Davis could command £4,000 for a personal appearance, Higgins – ‘a living rebuke to everything clean, corporate and prime time’, as somebody once wrote of the mafia-controlled world heavyweight champion, Sonny Liston – was still turning out for £300 or £400 a night. When, that is, he bothered to turn out.

         This wasn’t Dennis Taylor’s problem. Taylor’s problem was that his achievements at the table didn’t merit high fees and he was therefore obliged to keep touring the country between tournaments, performing the variety act that he’d worked up over the years. In the season before he became world champion, his prize money had totalled a little over £15,000.

         As world champion, however, Barry Hearn immediately grasped that a lot could be done with Dennis. His first task was to triple and, in some cases, quadruple his fees. Barry flipped through the pocket diary that Dennis’s wife handed over to him, along with all Dennis’s other papers, and he couldn’t believe what Dennis had been going out for just three months earlier: Preston Cricket Club, £800. Chalkies, Southampton, £1000. Colerain, £400 … He cancelled the contract with Matthew Brown, the northern brewers, which Dennis had had for eleven years. He let it be known that Dennis no longer talked for nothing: anybody wanting to interview the world champion from now on would be expected to pay.

         He got Dennis a two-book contract with a hardback publisher, for a ‘biography’ and a book of jokes. Plus – and this was where Dennis was really going to start earning – he was now a member of the Matchroom team, with all that that entailed. This meant an endorsement and promotional contract with Riley, plus some shares, plus a cut of all the other contracts in the Matchroom team portfolio, which had grown to be one of the fattest in British sport.

         The conditions of membership had been laid out in advance, and Dennis readily accepted that ‘total management’, Barry Hearn-style, meant handing over not only the running of his business life, but most of the running of his domestic life as well: from now on everything, down to and including household bills, would cross Barry Hearn’s desk in Romford. Dennis’s cheque book would join Davis’s, Griffiths’s and Meo’s in Hearn’s top drawer.

         ‘Their cheque books are all in there,’ Barry would assure visitors, swivelling back in his chair and indicating the desk drawer with his knees. ‘They don’t have their own cheque books. When they want anything, they ring me. They’ve got their credit cards for their day-to-day, but y’see they’re working all the time. All they need is hotel and petrol. It works very well.’

         When, a few days after the World Championships, Barry decided he could do a job for Dennis, he had sat him down and let him have it straight: on the table they were the guvnors; off the table his word was law. ‘We meet on common ground on image, on future planning, on how we wanna work with different people, on the type of products we endorse, where we wanna be in the future, what our medium-term and long-term objectives are,’ he told Dennis. ‘There’s our common ground. But anything on the table is your responsibility. I don’t involve at all. There’s no way I’m qualified. Just as I don’t expect you to do a lot of your own tax planning either. At the end of the day, the individual’s gotta rule. But we are a very tight, a very closely-knit group. Nearly all our work now is companies. Everything is corporate. Everything is premeditated here. It’s extremely organised.’

         The Far East tour, neatly scheduled to end just as the new season back in Britain was about to begin, was Dennis’s first time in harness with his fellow Matchroom Professionals, and Barry was pleased with the way he was shaping up. The man was performing. He was proving himself to be a genuine asset in a team whose star member had long ago earned himself the nickname ‘Personality Minus’.

         Take Thursday at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club in Hong Kong. Dennis stood up after lunch and did his bits about Higgins should’ve been there only he was asked to launch a ship the day before in Bangkok and wouldn’t let go of the bottle, and about Steve Davis being so rich now that when he signs cheques the banks bounce. He even managed to say what they were all thinking, which was that the food was lousy, without causing any offence. ‘Steve was here last year,’ he said, ‘and I think we’re having the same duck.’ Afterwards, he invited questions from the floor (‘about anything but Bangkok’) and performed half an hour of trick-shots in the pool room adjoining the bar.

         Barry thought the key to it was that, after all those years as an also-ran, Dennis was now world champion and he wanted people to know he was world champion, which Barry thought was good. Dennis’s view was that if he didn’t remind audiences himself that he was now the holder of the title, nobody else would.

         ‘Colleague’ was what the rest of the party had started to call Dennis because of the signs that greeted them – ‘Welcome Steve Davis and colleagues’ – wherever they travelled in the Far East. The knowledge that Davis was on a guaranteed income three times bigger than anybody else’s also did little to soothe a number of badly bruised egos. But to Barry Hearn this seemed no more than fair because, without Steve Davis, there would have been no tour: if Davis was to pull out tomorrow, for whatever reason, the sponsors reserved the right to cancel the whole shebang. The trouble was that some of the other players didn’t have the commercial experience to realise that Steve was entitled. He was still far and away the highest ranked player in the world.

         ‘Dennis is a world champion. Davis is a legend.’ In Barry’s book, that said it all. ‘In the four months or so Dennis has been with us, we’ve moved a tremendous amount of work for him, which will make him a great deal of money this year. And if he can knock in another season as good as the last one, they might then look at Dennis as being “Mr Consistency”, the way they now look at Davis. If he can go through that barrier of just being a winner into being something a little more than a winner, then we might start to see things turn around.

         ‘But, right now, the diaries tell the difference. Dennis’s work is personal appearances, trick shots, that sort of stuff. Davis’s work is endorsements, company days, promotion back-up. If you’ve got a product you want to be a winner, you go with a winner that’s consistent. If you wanna entertain people, you go with an entertainer.’

         As Dennis worked through his routine at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club, Steve Davis wandered listlessly among the deserted tables at the back of the crowd. As he stood weighing a pool ball contemplatively in each hand, he was buttonholed by a member dressed, as everybody else in the club was dressed, in a dark business suit and a dark silk tie.

         ‘It must be strange for you … er,’ the man started, hesitantly. ‘Well … erm … having to step back. As it were.’

         ‘Sorry?’ Davis was now examining one of the balls minutely, as if it was the ball that had suddenly started to speak.

         ‘Now that you’re no longer … you know … champion.’

         ‘Oh I’m not jealous at all, if that’s what you mean.’ He smiled at the man sweetly. ‘Dennis is much better at all this than I am … No, it’s just made me realise how important it is and want to win it much harder.’ He spun the pool ball on the table, stopped it spinning with the tips of his fingers, picked it up and spun it faster.

         ‘Who was it could burn a hole in the cloth doing that, Steve?’ The speaker now is a plump woman with a cigarette smouldering in the fingers of her raised right hand. Janice Hale is writing up the tour in her ‘Diary’ in Snooker Scene.

         ‘Oh come on, Janice,’ Davis says, sinking to his elbows on the table. But Janice, on the scent of what has all the makings of at least a small ‘par’, is not to be deflected.

         ‘No,’ she says, ‘wasn’t it Norman Squire?’

         Davis sighs, and cradles his head in his hands. ‘I’ve no idea,’ he says. And then, inconsequentially: ‘I’d like to see him pick his nose.’

         
            *

         

         The pattern in Hong Kong is that the Matchroom players perform exhibitions and officiate at club openings in pairs. Davis and Taylor are the ‘A’ team obviously, with Terry Griffiths and Tony Meo bringing up the rear. Only four months earlier Terry Griffiths had been the team number two.

         Griffith’s attitude is that it doesn’t bother him that Dennis, so long relegated to the sidelines, has suddenly leapfrogged him in the rankings. What does bother him is that people keep insisting – or, worse, insinuating – that it must be eating him up inside.

         Arriving in Hong Kong from Thailand, Griffiths had been coralled into a room at the airport for the obligatory press conference, along with the other five players – ‘Welcome Steve Davis and colleagues’ – on the tour. He had been dragged away from two friends he hadn’t seen for some time and who had come to meet his plane, only to stand around and mouth the usual, yes, he was looking forward to Hong Kong, yes, he was sure it was only a matter of time before Hong Kong produced a world-class player, blah blah.

         So he’s standing there listening to the others saying how, oh yes, they’d really enjoyed Bangkok, and watching the interviewer nodding – doing ‘the noddies’ – sympathetically, and suddenly the microphone’s there and the camera’s turning and the noddies are being directed at him. And he thinks: Wait a minute. What’s this all about?

         ‘So how did you enjoy it in Bangkok, Terry?’

         ‘I didn’t enjoy it at all,’ he says. ‘I lost,’ he says. ‘How do you enjoy it when you lose?’

         ‘Oh … I see you’ve got a new hairstyle these days. Where’d you get that then?’

         ‘In a butcher’s shop.’ Just like that. No smile. Not even a flicker. There’s no going back now.

         ‘Dennis Taylor’s up there with Steve Davis having an interview. Do you find any animosity between you because they’re up there in the limelight as a result of them being in that classic world championship final that everybody’s still talking about, and you’re down here? Do you feel anything about that?’

         ‘I hate Dennis. I’ve always hated him. I just put up with him for three weeks because we’re on the tour.’ Cut.

         Terry doesn’t hate Dennis. Ever since he came from nowhere to beat Dennis in the 1979 world championship final, they have been the best of friends. They have taken their families on holiday to Disneyland together. But increasingly lately – in fact over the last couple of years – Terry has stood around in amazement listening to himself saying these sorts of things. Stupid things. Being lippy. Putting people down. Putting them on. And he has decided that it isn’t good for him and it isn’t good for his game. He has decided, as soon as this tour is over, that he is going to try to get back to being how he used to be. ‘What did everybody used to say I was like, now?’ Terry wonders aloud. ‘They used to say I was a very easy-going person. Happy-go-lucky. Even though I was burning inside to play and to compete and to win. I always seemed so relaxed and easy-going. And, really, that’s the type of person I’ve been all my life, and I’ve just changed the last few years. Possibly because I hadn’t had any success for a while, which is something I’d never really experienced in my career before, even as an amateur player.

         ‘I found I was too tense when I was playing. I found I was having all these strange feelings. I wasn’t being able to think clearly under pressure, which I’d never experienced before. Freezing when you can’t see the simple things that you normally see straightforward. I was the type of player before that, when I was under extreme pressure, I always was a better player. I thought clearer, my adrenalin started flowing and I normally performed that bit higher. But the last few years it’d changed. So now I’ve got to try and get that back. Because, at the end of the day, when you’re under pressure, no matter what walk of life you’re in, the type of person you are will come out then. Which is why I’ve decided to try and change my life overall as a person.

         ‘I just feel that I haven’t been treating people the way I used to treat them, you see. I mean, I don’t talk to people the same as I used to. I dunno why. It’s just the way you go in life somehow. But I think it’s obvious it has to do with my relationship with Barry and the boys. I mean, every time you see them, it’s a leg-pull. Everything’s a leg-pull. Everything’s a send-up. All the time, you know.

         ‘They’re all good boys. It would be wrong to say I don’t like them, because I do. But I think that being with them a lot has changed me as a person. Because Barry is an East End Londoner; Steve is an East End Londoner, and I’m from West Wales and we’re completely opposite people, you know. I mean, we’ve got different views on so many things. Our lives are so different. I tried to mix the two lives up together as best I could, and I found it very difficult.

         ‘In the beginning, Barry took me on for my skill as a snooker player and, hopefully, as a professional person. He was going to manage me, he was going to make money out of me, he was going to make money for me, it was as simple as that. But Barry’s a very dominant sort of a person. Very aggressive. Steve’s a very aggressive person when he plays snooker. They are very cynical in many ways. I mean, I don’t see anything wrong in it. But it’s just not the way I am, you know. I wanted to stay as I was. But then you just get carried along with what happens. You just sort of get hooked up in it.

         ‘All of a sudden you’re going up to people you’ve never met before and who are possibly not too comfortable in your company anyway, because you’re a known person, and you’re putting them on; pulling their leg. It’s just a continual piss-take. If you want to sum it up in one word, it’s that. And really, I dunno, it doesn’t seem the right thing for me …

         ‘I just feel I used to be more of a giver in life, if there was such a thing. I used to enjoy people’s company. I could chat to people, have enjoyment with them, and people used to feel comfortable in my company. That’s what they used to tell me always. That’s because I’m pretty much of an open person. And I used to find, by being nice to people and possibly giving more than taking, emotionally I used to feel a lot more secure. I used to feel very comfortable inside for it, and therefore my mind was peaceful at all times.

         ‘Since I’ve gone the other way, I’m the complete opposite. I’m blanking people out and I’m saying things to people … not nasty, but that type of thing, setting people up like that all the time, taking away from people instead of giving. And I think that’s one of the main reasons why my snooker has gone bad, because my mind was never at peace with itself. And if your mind’s not at peace you can never play snooker or do anything else, if it comes to that. And the more I think about it, the more and more I’m going to change.

         ‘I’m very lucky in some respects, in that I’ve got videos at home of every television appearance throughout my whole career. And I watch those and I think back, not to my actual play, but to my emotions and feelings at the time. I think a lot about it and I’ve changed a great deal over the last few years. And really, being truthful, I don’t really like the kind of person I’ve turned into. It’s difficult to put into words, but I really want to be the same person as I was before I turned professional. I’ve got to try and be more like I used to be.’

         Terry Griffiths went from being an insurance salesman in Llanelli to being world champion and a national celebrity in the space of just eight months. In those days, in the late 1970s, he was pink and jolly and almost beefy. He quickly became a favourite with the television audience for his unaffected, unapologetically provincial charm.

         The player who stepped off the plane in Hong Kong was pale and harrowed, off on his own and singing and talking animatedly to himself. If it hadn’t been for the fact that his face was famous from the television, people would have moved out of the way when they saw this strange, mumbling person approaching.

         Even Barry Hearn admitted that Terry looked ill, but he attributed it to the homesickness that Griffiths quickly learned was one of the penalties which offset the rich-pickings of fame.

         Griffiths was 31, a family man with two children, still collecting insurance money ‘on the knocker’, when he decided to turn professional. It wasn’t for the glory. All his instincts told him that the life of a successful snooker player wasn’t any real life. His problem was, he had a question and it needed an answer: he had to know if he could play against the best players in the world and beat them. He wanted to know if he could stand up to that kind of pressure. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life regretting that he hadn’t taken his chance.

         He agonised. He made up his mind and changed it again. He was constantly forcing himself up to the brink, only to pull back. His wife was always particularly unkeen. And in many ways the six years since he won the championship had been a period of proving what he anyway always suspected: he didn’t want the life as a professonal if he was going to be successful, and he certainly didn’t want the life if he wasn’t going to be. He was in a double-bind.

         ‘When I became world champion the first year,’ he says, ‘I suppose all my questions had been answered for me. Then I just got caught up in the life, in the snooker circus: I was working all the time and I was earning a lot of money. I was earning a fortune. I was bringing money home I’d never seen in my life before. And it was all very nice. But that soon wears off.

         ‘All of a sudden my kids were saying: “When are you coming home again?” you know. “You’re not going away again.” All this. And really, after a year, it got to me bad, mentally. Oh Christ. Because your diary just fills up. I mean, from a man who had worked all his life, all of a sudden I’m out in the bloody glamour world seven days a week, and I found it very difficult, people coming on to me all the time. I found it very hard to handle.’

         He had been given his first taste of what life was going to be like as a celebrity on his first day back in Llanelli after hardly ever being off the television for two weeks on his way to winning the world championship in 1979.

         ‘I went into my local club when I got back home, somewhere I played every day, and did what I always did, put my name up on the board. And they go: “Oh look at this, boys, the world champion here’s put his name up on the board. I’m not coming off the table to let the world champion on.” And it just went straight through my fuckin’ heart. I never went in the club again. Ever. Although it’s still in my town. I couldn’t accept it, you see. They all just changed towards me in a day.’

         Griffiths either won or came close to winning every tournament he played in during his year as champion. But then, defending his title at the Crucible in Sheffield, he was eliminated in the second round by a young player whose concentration, competitive spirit, and fluent, flawless technique were to haunt him. Griffiths’ rivalry with Steve Davis over the next few years was to develop into almost an obsession.

         After beating him in the world championship, Davis went on to whitewash Griffiths 9–0 in the 1980 Coral UK semi-final, and the following year inflicted a humiliating 16–3 defeat on him in the final. Asked to give his opinion of Davis’s abilities on television after this match, Griffiths said simply: ‘I think he’s the best that’s ever played the game.’

         Davis and Griffiths completely dominated the 1981–2 season and, when it was over, Griffiths – against the advice of everybody whose opinion he respected – signed a management contract with Barry Hearn and became a member of the Matchroom team. In the first year, Hearn tripled Griffiths’ income and halved his work. But, almost perceptibly, Griffiths stopped being the player he was. He stopped getting the results. He started the slide down the rankings that would-take him from number two in the world in 1981 to number eight at the beginning of the 1985–6 season. By the end of it, he would have dropped a further two places to number ten.

         Ray Reardon, world champion from 1973–6 and again in 1978, isn’t alone in tracing the beginning of Griffiths’ decline to his signing with Barry Hearn. ‘Griffiths when he went there was a natural player. But you see Terry’s doing things that he didn’t used to do. He’s altered his cueing. He’s made it longer. Why? He’s getting shorter or something? And he stands differently. And he’s staying down longer after each shot. So where’s the natural flair? Because Welsh players do have a natural flair. All gone.’

         Griffiths’ tinkering with the mechanics of his snooker is one of the symptoms of the self-consciousness which descended with the realisation that there was a player in the world who was not only better than him but so much better that, to ever have any chance of beating him, he would have to raise the entire level of his game.

         ‘I don’t care what anybody ever says about the past greats,’ Griffiths says, ‘I don’t think anybody has ever played to the standard that Davis has played, given today’s pressures in life. I just found it difficult to accept that there was a player better than me in the world. I couldn’t really accept that as a person. So I’ve tried to learn from him and perhaps tried to do different things that he does. Perhaps looked at Steve and thought: I should be more like that. I’ve tried all different things over the last few years to try and better my game. And, of course, what happened was that, instead of staying second-best and trying to go first, I went the other way down. I tried to alter so many things I went the other way and I wasn’t even getting at Steve Davis because all the other players were beating me first.’

         To many of the other players, Griffiths’ introspection is taken as evidence that he doesn’t enjoy playing any more. ‘He’s not happy. He’s not enjoying life and he’s not enjoying snooker,’ Tony Knowles said late one night, sitting in the cocktail bar at the Hong Kong Hilton. It was Knowles’s opinion that Terry Griffiths is the most knowledgeable player in snooker, but that at that moment he couldn’t beat a blind man.

         ‘Before, Davis was the one he had to beat. He had to beat Davis,’ Knowles continued. ‘That’s all there was to it. Now there’s two players. Davis and Taylor. He’s concentrating. Concentrating all the time. It’s stress. He’s grey. His face is gaunt. His eyes are set right back. His eyes are out of the back of his head. Big black circles underneath them. His brains are scrambled. Somebody should tell him to take a holiday. Go away for a few weeks and forget about it.’

         Knowles had spent the evening with other members of the touring party ‘yam-sing-ing’ on a junk in the harbour. They had challenged a group of local policemen to see who could down the greatest volume of the sponsor’s cognac (retail price £40 a bottle) in a single swig. Yam-sing-ing is not something you would expect to find Terry Griffiths doing, any more than you would expect to find him in a cocktail lounge in the early hours.

         Griffiths isn’t only teetotal. He’s a loner who, much to Barry Hearn’s distress, refuses to go along with many of the ‘corporate’ decisions of the Matchroom team. Some time ago it had been decided that keep-fit – swimming, executive treadmills, Nautilus machines – was the thing. But after a year of it Terry pulled out. Not only that, he took up smoking again, which Barry thought was just diabolical. Terry felt that not smoking was affecting the way he was playing, which Barry knew of course it wasn’t. It was psychological. But he thought that perhaps Terry wasn’t strong enough to get over that, and gave in.

         Apart from an 1100cc Yamaha motorbike which, again, Terry insisted on buying despite disapproving noises from Barry, smoking is his only vice. In Hong Kong, he was only ever seen at exhibitions and matches; the rest of the time he kept to himself. ‘You haven’t spent that twenty quid I gave you in Singapore, have you?’ Barry ribbed him one morning at a players’ briefing in his suite at the Hilton. He had asked Terry if he needed any more ‘spending’, and Terry had said no, he was alright.

         Part of the reason for the distance Griffiths had put between himself and the rest of the party was the fact that he was home-sick; partly it was because, being a veteran of these Far East trips, he had seen it all before, and partly it was to dissociate himself from what he regarded as the inappropriate behaviour of some of the other players.

         ‘Out in Hong Kong I didn’t like some of the things that was happening with some of the other players,’ he would say, once he was home. ‘There was different things happening there with some of the players which I didn’t really want to be part of. Off the table, I mean. On the table, of course, it’s quite straight-forward: we all hate each other and we all want to win. It’s that simple, really: there’s no “ifs” or “buts”. But off the table, it’s very difficult to go on tour with other top players for three weeks and become friends. There’s a lot of things that happened there which weren’t really what I thought should be happening. There’s a few players that clashed out there and I found it very uncomfortable being in their company.

         ‘The type of person I am, you see, I just wanted to tell the people. But I found it very difficult, because they’re snooker players and if you say things they take it in the wrong way: they think it’s because of snooker, whereas I really wanted to tell them what I thought they should be doing, because I thought they were doing wrong. But if you do that they take offence, you know. So what I did then was, I just kept away from it as much as possible. I mean, the other boys didn’t like it, because they think I should be doing all what they’re doing. But I do what I want to do.’

         For the four nights of the Hong Kong Masters, Griffiths was a shadowy presence in the partitioned area backstage at the Queen Elizabeth Stadium in which Camus entertained their guests. He let himself be glad-handed, and tried to smile and party-chat politely, but never for a second stopped exuding a puritanical Welsh disapproval of all the free booze, free food and free cigarettes. He has made an effort to acquire the silken, snaggle-free technique which commonsense tells him is the only way to deal with gatherings of this nature, but it is yet another part of being a ‘known person’ with which he is still struggling to come to terms.

         ‘You go into a packed room now’, he says, ‘and you do a Steve Davis. You go round and you say hello to everyone, you smile and your mouth opens and closes and you just sort of … shut off. Well I just can’t accept that, you know. As a person, I can’t accept it. I like to go in there and talk to people and be with my mind at peace. But I mean, it’s very, very difficult. No wonder people get caught up in bloody drugs and what-have-you in this world. I’m not surprised … I never criticise. I know there must be reasons for it. I feel sorry for them more than anything else.’

         One night, hanging around the hospitality area, Bruce Donkin tried to encourage Terry by reminding him that the exhibition he was stopping off to perform with Tony Meo on their way to the airport marked the end of his commitments in Hong Kong. Eighteen hours later he’d be back in Llanelli with Annette and the kids. ‘Is that for Riley Leisure as well?’ Terry said, and smiled his pale, piercing, unambiguous smile.

         On the afternoon of the next-to-last day of his visit, a Saturday, Griffiths gave a coaching session at the stadium. A handful of enthusiasts had been expected; twelve hundred – mainly Chinese boys aged fifteen and under – turned up. The irony of a player who hadn’t won a major tournament for six years telling others how to play perfect snooker wasn’t lost on him. But then neither was the humour of having to have everything he said translated into Chinese.

         The simple exercise of striking the cue ball perfectly in the centre so that it travelled over the spots to the top of the table and then back to the tip of the cue, seemed, in its purity and inevitability, to hit an especially responsive chord in his audience, who appeared as wonderstruck as if he had just provided them with the clue to some great truth. It is the sort of simple stroke every club player can achieve in practice but only those at the top of their game can achieve consistently under conditions of extreme stress.

         The distance between perfect execution and the flawed motor action that is the result of anxiety, lapses of concentration, over-confidence, nerves and a thousand other unfathomables, is one that every player of the first rank is constantly striving to close. Terry Griffiths knows enough about Zen theory and the principles of yoga to know that it is only a thin line that separates victory and defeat. He does meditation at home and before a match. ‘Everybody wants to win. That’s what we’re all playing for. Everybody wants to win all the time. But sometimes you play bad and you lose and the disappointment can be … well it can be pretty bad, you know. You can’t really put it into words. You get a very empty feeling inside. You feel you’ve let people down.

         ‘But if you look at me after I’ve been playing, you can’t really tell if I’ve won or lost. People find it difficult to see the difference. My feelings are my own, you know. I’m not really the type to jump about, because I know what the other side is like, and I’ve tried to balance them out. Next day you’re going to be somewhere else and you may be down at the bottom of the pile again. It’s a hell of a long drop once you get yourself up high, and then when you drop down … I’ve found it’s better to try and keep more of an even-keel.’

         Griffiths also knows that there only has to be one brick unsound or missing, only one joint weakened, for the whole edifice to come tumbling down. ‘When you’re wrong in your attitude’, he has said, ‘everything’s bloody wrong then. The cameras keep moving all the time. The table’s hopeless. People keep moving up and down the steps. The other player is getting in your way. The referee keeps getting in your way. Everything’s wrong. It all goes then. Of course there’s nothing wrong in all these things. It’s you who are wrong.’

         He qualified for the final of the Camus Masters by beating the Hong Kong player, Stanley Leung, and his own team-mate, Tony Meo. The final, in which he was to face Steve Davis, wasn’t played until Sunday evening and, in the hours leading up to it, everything, as far as Griffiths was concerned, was going wrong.

         Some see it as being symptomatic of the anxieties that have plagued him that he has become obsessive almost to the point of neurosis about his hair. It is tempting to read symbolism into the fact that what was once worn long and floppy is now chopped, blown and lacquered into something stiff and solid that seems to balance precariously on the top of his head.

         Predictably, it was on his hair that most of Griffiths’ anxieties seemed to focus on the Sunday that the final was to be played. Trevor East, the executive producer in charge of snooker at ITV, had flown in intending to take a few days’ holiday. But he had decided to get a crew together at the last minute and grab some ‘colour’ footage of the players out and about in Hong Kong. They strolled up and down picturesque alleys and along the harbour on a Sunday morning that combined dense, dark heat and lashing rain, and all the time Terry worried about his hair. He also worried about the fact that he had promised to give some coaching to the son of a friend and all this was making him late.

         ‘What am I going to do now, look at the boy, is it?’ he said distractedly when his friend eventually arrived to pick him up at the hotel. The friend, John, a successful architect, was a non-smoker and Terry immediately realised that he had forgotten his cigarettes. He patted the pockets of his shirt and his trousers repeatedly on the way to the Hong Kong Cricket Club as if the cigarettes were going to miraculously reappear.

         When they arrived at the club, John ran to fetch an umbrella and Terry decided he was getting a chill. He hadn’t slept all night. There had been a disturbance in the corridor at four in the morning with some of the boys. Then he had woken ten minutes before the filming was due to begin. Not eating, not sleeping, that had been the story of this tour. If he didn’t get some sleep, he said, he was going to die tonight.

         John’s son, and a group of his friends – all Chinese – hung back shyly when Terry asked which of them wanted to be first to have a go. None of them, it seemed, had played snooker more than a few times. For two hours, as the boys took their turn at the table, he demonstrated the rudiments of the game: hit the ball on the centre line; never hit the ball hard when you can hit it soft; always keep the cue straight; relaxed muscles, relaxed body, a slack grip and a smooth cue delivery; the secret of steadiness is the bridge hand.

         ‘Stillness … relaxed but solid … rhythm of your mind … no tightening up … you keep smooth and slack in the back … the main thing is, don’t go quick at it.’ And in the act of telling it, he relearns it.

         ‘I started at fourteen,’ he tells the boys. ‘It’s taken me a long time to get bad.’ An hour and a half later he goes out and makes two breaks over 90 on the way to beating Steve Davis 4 frames to 2.

         The crowd at the Queen Elizabeth Stadium is made up one hundred per cent of the ‘civilised populations’ who would never have darkened the doors of the old snooker parlours in the bad parts of town but who have responded enthusiastically to the new family image of the game.

         Among them is Mr Ivan Au whose new 88-table, 50,000-square-feet snooker centre in outlying Kwai Chung Davis and Meo had opened the previous day. There had been banners and Buddhas and red ribbons for the honoured guests to cut with ceremonial scissors that had been presented to them on cushions covered in plum-coloured velvet. There had also been enigmatic warnings, such as ‘Youth no dusty white chalk’ and a larger-than-lifesize, giltwood-framed photograph of the Matchroom team, in which a wad of chewing gum as big as a tennis ball gleamed on Tony Meo’s tongue.

         With the Davis-Griffiths final duly completed, the audience at the stadium are treated to a Barry Hearn special. All six players, he announces, with exaggerated winks to where the people from Camus and the other VIPs are sitting, will now make an attempt on the world record for the machine-gun shot – a trick shot in which the white ball is played slowly towards a pocket and a series of red balls are fired off in the direction of the same pocket before the white has had a chance to drop.

         Very quickly five players are eliminated until there is only Tony Knowles left. Twice he goes for nine reds, and twice he misses. Barry Hearn, meanwhile, whips the crowd up into a frenzy. Knowles gets the nine reds at his third attempt and – ‘Will he do it folks?! If he gets this, Tony Knowles will be the holder of the new world record!’ – goes on to take ten. Pandemonium ensues.

         ‘Is he pie-and-mash, or what?’ Willie Thorne asks nobody in particular, as ‘Flash’ Tony stands centre-stage, basking in the cheers and the applause.

         ‘Snooker Scene would be interested to know if this is a world record for the machine-gun shot or not,’ Janice Hale will later note sternly in her Snooker Scene ‘Diary’. ‘Have any of our readers seen it with more than ten reds in an exhibition in front of a proper audience? Practice efforts do not count.’

         As luck would have it, she need search no further than Dennis Taylor’s autobiography, published that same month. ‘I once potted thirteen reds at this trick, which is some sort of record,’ Dennis writes on page 15.

         ‘The man who brought humour back to hairdressing,’ Barry booms, as Terry Griffiths surfaces from a crowd of autograph-hunters and finally boards the bus which has been waiting to take the players back to the hotel. ‘The only man in snooker who thinks a blow-job means a hairdryer and three brushes,’ he continues, as the bus begins to leave the stadium behind.

         
            *

         

         ‘I don’t necessarily believe in all this “heavy pressure”. I think bollocks to it,’ Barry will say when he is asked about Griffiths’ mental attitude and state of mind.

         ‘I think I’d like that type of heavy pressure for that type of money. I find it very difficult to believe that people can’t get motivated in our world, because God has decided to give us a living of enormous magnitude. I mean, we’re a very protected sport. Very protected.

         ‘Terry gets homesick. He’s always got homesick. But it’s no problem. ’Cause he promotes now the same as he’s always promoted. Now, should he at some point in the future decide that he doesn’t want to go on being away from home the way he has to be if he’s going to do the job, that would have to mean goodbye. Of course. Absolutely no question about it whatsoever. No question whatsoever about it. Because, any player, whether it’s Steve Davis or no matter who it is, it wouldn’t be tolerated. If they expect to be managed properly, then they have to behave properly. And if they don’t …

         ‘I mean, everybody always has the choice to say “I don’t want to do that”. But the moment they do means they’re in breach. And the moment they’re in breach means they’re not managed by me. Simple as that. It’s a very black-and-white situation.

         ‘It’s entirely possible that as the game gets more and more international, Griffiths is going to have to be away from home more often and for longer periods. It’s more than likely, in fact, that this is exactly what’s going to be the case. But wherever they play, and whatever they do, is my decision. And the day it’s not my decision … I mean, I know Griffiths gets homesick an’ all the rest of it, but I have to be realistic.

         ‘He’s quite a complicated person anyway, in his own right, is Terry. But having said that, we’re on the merry-go-round, an’ if you wanna get off, that’s fine. But you can’t sit on with one foot on the ground. You’re either going to be totally there, or you’re not there. And, in our own way, we’ve set new standards for British sports, in the way we’ve gone about it. It’s never been as professionally done’.

         
            *

         

         First Watford F.C. Then Wham! Now, thanks to the ‘open door’ policies of Mr Deng, its leader, China was about to get its first taste of another elaborately codified, highly ritualised Western craze. Like the other capitalist ventures that had preceded it, the voyage of Steve Davis and Dennis Taylor into the heart of ‘Red’ China had been hyped into a fully-fledged media event. Teams from BBC television and ITV news, Chinese and Hong Kong television, battalions of photographers, radio and print journalists were all ready and waiting in Canton.

         There was nobody, however, at Kowloon station to record Dennis haggling with an elderly tramp-like figure over a few bits of wire strung between two wheels, or catch him singing ‘Me and My Trolley’ as he waltzed his rawhide orange dress-suit-carrier through passport control. He was still singing as he bowled it down the aisle of the train – until, like everybody else, he plugged in his ‘Walkman’ for a journey that was to prove as uneventful as the foreign country flying past outside: paddy fields, water buffalo and ramshackle rural settlements for all but half a dozen of the 140 miles.

         Nobody risked any of the contents of the trolleys that sprucely uniformed young women constantly steered up and down the train, guessing that it was probably chopped dogs’ eyes or stewed cat.

         At the Canton end there was a long delay in the fetid heat of the customs hall, which Bruce Donkin filled by distributing glossy give-aways of Steve and Dennis to the tireless young wielders of the rubber stamps. They excitedly devoured the images of the pale, thin young man with the long, pale stick, and the rounder, older man with the bow-tie and the fisheye welding-goggles, and maybe some of them, the more conscientious party members, even recalled what the American economist, Thorstein Veblen, writing in 1915, had to say about the relationship between sport and Britain’s industrial stagnation – ‘Sports’, he wrote, ‘have been a very substantial resource in this gradually maturing British scheme of conspicuous waste … all this superfluity of inanities has in the course of time been worked into the British conception of what is right, good and necessary to civilised life’ – and pondered then on why it was that only seventy snooker tables had survived the Cultural Revolution.

         When he was finally cleared, Bruce Donkin slapped a Riley sticker on a government display board near the exit and gave a thumbs-up to the grinning official standing guard over it. He, rather tentatively, returned the compliment.

         Davis and Taylor had less than half an hour to change at their hotel before taking their places under the lights and in front of the cameras that were to beam them into the consciousness of an estimated 300–450 million people. Their opponents were Suen Luen Pak and Yan Jing Jing, who had cheated Madame Mao and her goon-squads and gone on developing the playful and decorative pastime of snooker at the expense of more useful social habits.

         Davis and Taylor were wearing traditional snooker evening wear; Pak and Jing were in baggy trousers and plimsolls. ‘The clash of cultures is thus epitomised’, as Janice Hale would note in her Snooker Scene ‘Diary’.

         The clash of cultures was also being epitomised just off-camera where Bruce Donkin, scorer for the evening, was smoking like a chimney and downing the gin-and-tonics which arrived at his scorer’s position in a never-ending stream. The contents of his glass only had to drop to within an inch of the bottom for a boy to appear mysteriously at his shoulder with a silver tray containing the next one. Pressed afterwards to explain how he had achieved this feat of organisational genius, the foreign devil would only tap the side of his nose with his finger and wink inscrutably.

         Although the highest break they made between them was 28, Pak and Jing performed creditably. It was a non-player, however, who proved the hit of the evening. Len ‘Ballcrusher’ Ganley is the ‘personality’ referee who is as famous with British television audiences for his lager commercials as for officiating at the major tournaments. He is an enormous man and often acts as a stooge for Dennis Taylor, who likes to announce that he is going to send Ganley back to his day job, kick-starting jumbo jets at Heathrow airport.

         To round off his act, Dennis always invites a member of the audience to lie on the table and balance the black ball on a cube of snooker-chalk clamped between their teeth. He then launches the cue-ball at the black ball, which disappears into one of the baulk-end pockets. The ‘volunteer’ for this trick is invariably a young woman. In Canton, however, it was Ganley who heaved his huge bulk onto the table. In his white gloves and patent shoes and 1950s-style tuxedo, it looked like the lying-in-state of some great world leader. It brought the house down, therefore, when Dennis Taylor stepped up and took the liberty of placing a snooker ball in the mouth of this grave and distinguished figure. So it was that Ren Ganrey, born in Northern Ireland, domiciled in Burton-on-Trent, reprobate (reformed) and grandfather, became the talk of communist China.

         The White Swan is one of three recently built, luxury-class hotels in Canton. But, despite the 300-foot stainless cocktail bar and the 40-foot waterfall splashing down a cliff-face into the foyer, it didn’t stand comparison with the Ramadda Inn in Reading or the Crest in Preston, as far as most of the party were concerned. And nowhere was this more true than of the food.

         Halfway through the first frame of the evening, Steve Davis had asked for the customary pitcher of water and had been taken aback when a trestle table containing coffee, toast, butter and marmalade – breakfast for twenty – arrived. Afterwards there was a traditional fourteen-course Chinese banquet and the television cameras were there to see how the snooker VIPs negotiated this ordeal.

         Davis, who earlier had told reporters that he was here ‘to spread the gospel of snooker, a great game which has been my first love for fourteen years’, got by by mimicking cueing actions with his chopsticks whenever he spotted the cameras moving in. Taylor, however, sat as rigid and purple as a painted Buddha, waggling his chopsticks over whatever was put before him, and closing his eyes whenever a piece of duck’s web or a sea-slug chanced to lodge between them and started travelling in the direction of his mouth.

         Afterwards, Ren Ganrey was alone in saying that he had enjoyed his meal. On production of a doctor’s certificate, he had been allowed to get away with a quadruple hamburger, from which he had carefully removed any trace of greenery or other foreign jiggery-pokery before slipping the discs of meat back into their plain, de-sesamed sesame bun. Dennis Taylor was one of the first down the following morning, impatient for the train out of China and the aeroplane home. It was barely seven but already hundreds of people of all ages were exercising on the banks of the Pearl River, which flows past the White Swan Hotel.

         Dennis watched the exponents of the ancient discipline which Cathay Pacific’s in-flight magazine on the trip over had called ‘the Chinese dance of life’ and slowly shook his head. ‘I can’t see the sense in sweating your cobblers off before you go to work,’ he said, and headed back to wait inside where it was cool.
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