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Snooker – History and Rules

Maria de Wismar


Foreword – Why Snooker Works

Snooker is silent high tension. Anyone who watches feels that this is not simply about potting balls, but about decisions being made: angles versus nerves, geometry versus time, ambition versus etiquette. One bows to the opponent, says “thank you” for the applause – and is already planning the fifth shot ahead in one’s mind. This book aims to do both: to tell where this game comes from, and to explain how it works. It leads through the history – from officers’ messes in India to the dazzling TV era – and lays the rules out so plainly that you can apply them at the table without having to search three paragraphs for interpretations.

We work close to the sources (primarily with the official WPBSA Rules 2024/25) and sort out disputed issues soberly but clearly. Humour is permitted, exceptions and referees’ practice are mandatory. For every tricky point there is, briefly and to the point: What applies? Why? What is often misunderstood? And how did the refs actually call it?

Our target audience ranges from the curious newcomer to the club and tournament player, from the sports educator to the aspiring referee. Anyone who gets through this will understand scoring, Foul & Miss, tactics – and the culture behind it: fairness, calm, respect. The rest is… precision.


Chapter 2 – Origins (c. 1875): From Jubbulpore to the World Stage

2.1 The Beginning in India

The birth of the game lies in the year 1875 in Jubbulpore (today Jabalpur), in an officers’ mess of the British Army. The young lieutenant Neville Chamberlain (not the later Prime Minister) experimented with the then widespread game “Black Pool” and added coloured balls. As an allusion to “snookers” – cadet novices – he promptly christened the new game Snooker. The name stuck, and the game spread.

Snooker is called Snooker because, at the beginning, everyone was a snooker – a beginner in the best sense.

2.2 Ootacamund: Club Culture and the Snowball Effect

Soon after, Chamberlain moved on to Ootacamund (today Udhagamandalam) in Tamil Nadu. At the Ooty Club the new variant was played with enthusiasm; from there, rules and customs circulated throughout the Empire. There was even said to have been a horse named “Snooker” there – a charming illustration of how quickly the game created an identity.

2.3 Homecoming to Great Britain

Rumours and reports about the Indian “Snooker” soon reached Great Britain. John Roberts Jr., a prominent billiards player and cue maker, contributed to its spread after a journey to India. By around 1910, century breaks by individual players were already documented; during the First World War the first amateur championship emerged (at that time still as a cumulative points total over several frames). The rules, until then inconsistent, were consolidated in 1919. In the same year the re-spotted black was introduced, which to this day provides dramatic deciders.

Briefly explained – Re-spotted Black (1919): If the scores are level after the colours, the black is re-spotted and played out. A tiny rule addition with infinitely much drama.

2.4 From the Shadow of Billiards into the Spotlight

Until the 1920s, English Billiards was regarded as the “higher” art. Snooker initially seemed like a clever cousin. Yet its appeal to audiences was different: the colour dramaturgy (red–colour–red–…) and the clear point values made the action visible. In the years to come, Joe Davis and a growing tournament structure would professionalise snooker – the step from a club game to a world sport began. (Details follow in Chapter 3.)

A Mini Glossary of the Early Years


• Black Pool: Precursor game with 15 reds and the black; served as the “construction kit” for snooker.
• Ooty Club: Colonial club in Ootacamund; central to early dissemination.
• Re-spotted Black: Introduced in 1919 to decide tied frames.


Source Note for Chapter 2

This chapter is based primarily on WPBSA history, which consistently presents the origins in India, Chamberlain’s role, the Ooty Club phase, and the early rule milestones (1919, re-spot). Where necessary, we supplement this with specialist literature, such as detailed studies of the Chamberlain tradition.


Chapter 3 – Pioneers & Professionalisation

3.1 Bringing Order to the Game: BA&CC and the Consolidation of the Rules (1919)

Around 1919, the previously partly contradictory snooker rules were standardised. In this process, the now legendary re-spotted black was also created as a way of deciding ties – a small paragraph with a big impact. This consolidation played a crucial role in turning snooker from a matter of club whim into a tournament-ready discipline.

Without clear rules, precision remains a matter of chance.

3.2 Joe Davis – Architect of the Early Professional Era

Snooker’s next epoch belonged to one man: Joe Davis. He recognised early on that snooker – compared with English Billiards – had greater appeal to audiences, and in 1926/27 he pushed forward the introduction of an official professional world championship. In 1927 he won the inaugural final at Birmingham’s Camkin’s Hall 20:11 against Tom Dennis – and began an unparalleled series of 15 consecutive titles (1927–1946). The fact that Davis even helped procure the world championship trophy shows: he did not merely organise, he shaped the game.


What made Davis so dominant?
• Position play before potting: Not just pot balls, but plan the next angle.
• Break management: Red–colour rhythm kept consistent, risk carefully dosed.
• Match economy: A long format? Davis divided the match into mental stages.


3.3 Associations and Interests: BA&CC, PBPA/WPBSA

The Billiards Association & Control Council (BA&CC) remained the guardian of the professional world championship until the 1960s. In parallel, the professionals founded the Professional Billiard Players’ Association (PBPA) in 1946 (chairman: Joe Davis). After a dormant phase, the PBPA was reactivated in 1968 and renamed the World Professional Billiards and Snooker Association (WPBSA) in 1970 – the institution that to this day publishes the official rules and regulates the professional game.

Without an association there is no reliable framework – and without players there is no association.

3.4 Between Peak Performance and Lull: 1950s–1960s

After the Davis era, the professional scene lost momentum. Disputes over revenues and structures led in 1952 to an alternative world championship series, the World Professional Match-play Championship (until 1957), whose titles are today retrospectively recognised as world championships. This was followed by a pause until 1964, when the world championship was revived as a challenge series: title holder John Pulman defended between 1964 and 1968 in seven matches, each time against a challenger. Only in 1969 did the return to a knock-out format take place – an important step towards modernity.


Challenge era (1964–1968): No tournament bracket, but one-on-one duels against the champion – sportingly appealing, but less transparent for audiences.


3.5 Television Makes the Difference: “Pot Black” (from 1969)

In 1969 the TV turbo kicked in: the BBC created “Pot Black”, a short-format snooker programme (one frame!), intended to demonstrate colour television. The coloured balls became the perfect showcase – and snooker transformed from a niche game into a crowd-puller. The series is regarded as the birth of the “modern era”; its influence on reach, sponsorship, and professional structures can hardly be overstated.

Only on television did the world see how beautiful geometry can be.

3.6 The Professionalisation Intensifies (late 1960s/1970s)

With PBPA → WPBSA as the players’ network and guardian of the rules, the return to the knock-out format (1969), and the television shop window, the circle closed: more events, clearer qualification pathways, growing revenues. These elements set the stage for the Crucible era and the great boom of the 1980s – material for the next chapter.

3.7 Mini Timeline (Selection)


• 1919: Rules consolidated; re-spotted black introduced.
• 1927: First professional world championship; Joe Davis wins (20:11).
• 1946: PBPA founded (chairman: Joe Davis).
• 1952–1957: Match-play world championships (retrospectively recognised).
• 1964–1968: Challenge matches for the world title (Pulman).
• 1968/1970: PBPA reactivated → WPBSA.
• 1969: BBC launches “Pot Black” – beginning of the modern era.



Outlook
 


In the next chapter we head into the heart of the myth: Sheffield, the Crucible, icons – and why a theatre with just under 1,000 seats shapes the longest 17 days of the year.
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