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CHAPTER ONE


Growing Up


Danny, Dickie and Mickey O’Sullivan were three brothers known as the Fighting O’Sullivans. They were famous in their day. Mickey is my granddad. I used to play snooker with Dickie; he was tiny, a bantamweight. I was 10 years old and down the local snooker club with Dad and Dickie. You had to wear a collar after seven o’clock but Dickie had on just a T-shirt. Dad said to me, ‘Give him a shirt so he can stay on.’ I gave him one of my shirts and it was massive on him. I never met Danny, who died when he was about 60. He was British and European Champion. The three Fighting O’Sullivans. They didn’t really make money out of it, but they were well respected by people who admired what they did. That’s because the Fighting O’Sullivans took their sport seriously: they weren’t villains; they were just good boxers.


I had a close relationship with Dickie, and he was the one I knew best. I have heard a lot of stories about him over the years: how people tried to take a liberty with him because they thought he was a tiny old man and he just steamed in and did them.


Boxing was in the family. The Fighting O’Sullivans passed their skills on to their sons. All my dad’s brothers can hold their hands up. They tried to show me how to hold mine up, too, but I was never into fighting. I hated it. I had to be pushed a long way before I retaliated.


Dad, like Mickey, grew up in Hackney in northeast London. Mum – Maria – and Dad had no money when they got married, even though Mum’s family had an ice-cream business in Birmingham. They had about twenty-five ice-cream vans going at once, and even built their own. They discovered that the vans they bought weren’t suited to the ice-cream and the way they wanted it to come out, so they built their own from scratch. You’d go into a massive garage, and it would just be full of ice-cream vans.


When Mum was only 16 her parents decided it was time for her to be paired off. She even met the fella. He came over from Sicily, and Mum didn’t have a clue what was going on. She was told to get dressed, put her best gear on. She came down the stairs, walked into the living room and there was her husband to be. He was wealthy, owned two hotels, but he wasn’t going to be right for Mum. She said that there was no way she was going to go to Sicily to live the life they all lived. Italian Catholic families were strict: you know, ‘You don’t go out with this one, you don’t do this, you don’t do that.’ She couldn’t stand the thought of an arranged marriage, so she did a runner. She loved her family, but she knew she had to get out.


She ended up at Butlin’s working as a chalet maid. She was going out with a lifeguard when Dad first saw her. He’d been working as a chef at the holiday camp and was about to go off back to London, but he fancied her like mad. He left a note under Mum’s door saying he was leaving the next day but she should call him. Mum had always wanted to go to London, so she thought she’d take him up on it. She phoned him and came down with her mate. They both stayed over at my dad’s and it didn’t take him long to make Mum’s friend feel unwelcome. He wanted Mum all to himself. Soon enough, Mum’s friend left but, unfortunately for Dad, Mum went with her. She finished off the last few weeks of the season at Butlin’s, but then came back down, and three weeks later her and Dad were married. She was 17; he was 18. When they had their first kid, me, they were 20 and 21.


Because they had no money when they married, they went to live in Birmingham, which is where I was born. It was cheaper there, and Mum was close to her family, who, unsurprisingly, were slow to take to Dad at first (they love him now, though). Mum and Dad put their name down for a council flat in London and as soon as one came up in Dalston they went back down south. They made ends meet by cleaning cars in a car park: he did the outs, and she did the ins. That was around the back of Wardour Street in Soho – it was an open-air NCP car park, and they worked there with my granddad, who managed the place.


Later we lived at 105 Eton Road in South Ilford in a terrace house, opposite a massive school called Loxford Park. The house belonged to my dad’s dad before we bought it. It was lovely: the wall between the kitchen and the front room had been knocked through to make one big room, and I had my little bedroom upstairs. By then Mum and Dad had started earning quite a bit of money. Mind you, they were working all hours: they both had two jobs going at the same time. Dad had started working in the sex shops. There’d be the odd bit of hassle from the police, but I laugh at that now because it’s so minor compared with what happened to Dad later. Mum was working as a waitress in a restaurant. Both of them finished work at about 1 a.m., so they’d come home together.


My earliest memories are of loads of different au pairs who were there to look after me. Whenever I finished school they would take me round to their boyfriends’ houses and I would sit there and play with my toys. I rarely saw Mum and Dad for years because they were working non-stop until I was 7 or 8.


When I was in junior school I often stayed with a family who lived around the corner on Richmond Road. The mum and dad looked after me and the three kids, Greg, Michelle and Lisa, were like the older brothers and sisters I never had. I was always jealous of my mates who had older brothers. They seemed to get along better at school because they knew people through their brothers. So Greg became like my older brother. He was a few years older than me, and he was the best swimmer and the best-looking kid in school. He had loads of girlfriends, and it felt so good walking home from school with him, his mate.


At his home we’d have ice-cream and Swiss roll, and I loved being there. But I still missed Mum and Dad. Sometimes Mum would come home early for something and Lisa would take me round to see her for a while, and I’d start bawling my eyes out. ‘Mum, I don’t want you to go to work,’ I used to say to her. ‘I just want to stay with you.’ I would look at her and think, She’s so beautiful, I just don’t want her to leave.


‘I’ve got to go, I’ve got to go, you’ll be all right,’ she’d say. ‘I’ll see you soon.’


That used to crack me up. I hated it. We’ve never really spoken about how I felt when they left me. I would like to speak to Mum about it, but it’s just something that has never been talked about. Her philosophy has always been to talk about the present and to move forward. My family feels there’s no need to look back. They don’t think there’s any need for that healing process, but I think that, as in all families, there’s a lot of stuff we should talk about.


Especially where Dad is now. Things have changed so much over the past twelve years. When he comes out of prison things will be very different to how he remembers them. I’ve never really sat down and spoken about that to either of them.


When I was 7 and my little sister Danielle was born, Mum stopped going to work and Dad started coming home at seven or eight in the evening, and we became a family again. Around this time I’d do anything to please my dad. Dad had just got his first shop in Berwick Street and I helped him to kit it out – all the magazines and bits and pieces. Sometimes he’d leave me with my granddad at the car park while he went off to work. I used to clean Dad’s XR2i while he was away. I remember spending six or seven hours on it and when I was finished it was always gleaming. I wanted Dad to be so proud of me; I wanted him to be driving us home, looking at the car, thinking, This is the bollocks. But I was more chuffed than he was. I think I expected him to recognise the hours I’d put in, but he never did. He never gave me recognition; he always brought me down to earth.


Once he had one shop he was on his way. Before he knew it he had a handful of shops. He was a good businessman, and was always a few months ahead with his rent. There was nothing illegal in owning a sex shop, but the authorities were always arguing about whether what you sold was legal. Sometimes they’d come in and raid you, confiscate all your stock, and then you’d have to go to court to fight it out. If you won the case, and convinced the judge or jury that what you were selling was softcore, they’d have to give you back all your gear. If you lost, you could end up in jail or at least lose all your stuff and have to start up all over again.


One day Dad was sitting at home waiting for the result of a court case. He’d fallen foul of the Obscene Publications Act, but always insisted he was innocent. It was a big test case. The solicitor and barristers were there in court to represent him, but Dad had stayed away, so sure was he of his innocence. When the phone rang, he told me to answer it and ask his solicitor if it was good or bad news. It was good news.


Dad brought his whole family into the business: he set up shops for his brothers to run, while his dad did the banking. But eventually it was decided to split up the partnership and Dad went on his own again. By now we had moved from Eton Road to the Drive – a nicer area, and a bigger house. We’d been living there a couple of years and Dad had gutted the place. He’d got rid of the woodworm, built a massive extension, and he must have spent a fortune doing it up – it was like a little palace. I loved that house, but it wasn’t too long before we outgrew it and moved again. Dad was always ambitious for us in that respect.


I don’t see much of my dad’s side of the family any more, but I have always been close to his mum, my nan. I love Nanny Iza. She still comes to watch me play in tournaments. I used to spend my summer holidays with her in Hackney and played snooker all day at Chatsworth Road with my cousin Michael, who also became a professional snooker player – though he’s never won any tournaments. Michael was a very good player, and a really nice boy, but I think he eventually realised he was never going to be a champion. In the end he became a manager of a snooker club in Witham, near Colchester.


I don’t see Mum’s side of the family much, either. Work has really cut into the amount of free time I get. Mum’s brothers still run the ice-cream vans. My granddad on her side is retired and spends six months of every year in Sicily. They’re lovely people and pleased for me. As a kid, the only place we’d go on holiday was Sicily. Every day it was like a family reunion: we’d go to a different house each day and eat pasta. We’d watch my granddad pick grapes to make his own wine. Sometimes he’d take me up to the mountain to look at his lemon trees. It was great.


Mum’s family are proud people and she’s no exception. She’s so tough, like a tiger. She might be quiet, but deep down she’s a fighter. She will keep going and won’t give in. She’s got that old Sicilian mentality: if she hasn’t got a job she’ll scrub toilets for a living. When we lived on the fourth floor in our first council flat in Dalston Mum used to scrub out the lifts when her mum and dad came down because they stank of piss. She didn’t want her family to think she was living anywhere that smelled. She also never wanted her parents to think she’d married beneath her. Dad says she’s just like the wife in The Sopranos.


I started playing snooker on a little six-by-three-foot table at my uncle Peter’s house when I was about 7. When Dad saw how keen I was, he said, ‘Right, as a Christmas present you’re going to get a snooker table.’


I did pick it up really quickly and loved it from the off. I used to wear people down with playing: they got so bored with me and my snooker. Darren, my friend who lived next door, was about four years older than me and I’d go into his house and say, ‘Come on, come on, play snooker with me, please, go on.’


‘No, I want to paint my cars,’ he’d say. He used to like painting little toy cars black.


So I’d either sit there painting his cars black with him or he’d have to come and play snooker with me.


When he agreed to come over I kept him at the table for about four hours. We’d only stop when Dad came in and would say, ‘Right you’ve got to go to bed now.’


That was it – from then on I was playing snooker non-stop.


By the time I was 8, Dad was taking me along with him to the Ambassador’s Club in Dean Street in the West End. Dad was working up in Soho in the shops. He’d either drop me off at the club and ask the manager to keep an eye on me for an hour or so, or he’d play with his mate, Steve Godfrey. Dad had never played snooker before I got into it, but then he got the bug and started going to the club. He would play a couple of frames with me, and then I’d sit down and watch him and Steve play a couple. At first the table seemed massive. And it wasn’t even a full-size table: it was a ten-footer (full size is twelve-by-six). There were full-size tables in the club, too, but they all looked the same to me – bloody huge. I saw each table like you’d see a bowling green: I couldn’t believe how long and green it was, and how fine the cloth was and how big the balls were. It just looked beautiful. I couldn’t believe it. I could just about get my head over the table. My arm was always stretched as far as it would go because I was so small. Officially, you weren’t even allowed in a snooker club unless you were over 16, and it was only because Dad joined and became a regular in the club at Green Lanes in Ilford that they let me play. Dad and I would go down to the club for four or five hours on Saturdays and Sundays, but he never learned how to play properly. Snooker just wasn’t his game: he’s got no natural ability for it at all.


I was the youngest kid at the club. Most of the lads there were in their late teens or early twenties. I loved being around adults, and I’ve always got on with people who are a lot older than me. When I was 10, most of my friends had already left school. The kids in my year were into skateboards and childish stuff, and they bored me. I think that might have been why I was so lippy when I was young. I was constantly hanging around adults, and I’d hear them talk and argue back with them. When I was little I could be a pest, and people would get the hump. Eventually I learned that I had to keep my mouth shut – but it took me some time.


At the snooker club I soon discovered that people wouldn’t let me get away with my lippiness just because I was younger than them. If I was down there, they expected me to behave like an adult. When I got to 10 or 11, I was told that I couldn’t carry on how I’d been behaving. They told me, and my dad, that I had to have respect for the managers who were there, and if I was eating dinner, I couldn’t throw my potatoes around – which is what I used to do in the early days. The busiest time of day in the club would be lunchtime, and I’d be there on my school holidays flicking beans and egg around. They’d complain to Dad, quite rightly, that they had a business to run and here was a little kid throwing food over their customers.


I was banned from Pontin’s one year. I’d gone down there with Mark King, another snooker player. We used to have a handful of Pontin’s festivals each year – one was at Prestatyn, one at Puckpool on the Isle of Wight, another at Hastings, another at Camber Sands. About a thousand snooker players would turn up and we’d play over the course of a week. Dad didn’t have the time to go to Pontin’s because he had the businesses to look after, so he’d say to Mark King’s dad, ‘Bill, I’m paying for the chalet, there’s your spending money, there’s Ronnie’s spending money, there’s Mark’s spending money, just keep an eye on Ronnie. Make sure he behaves himself. If he doesn’t, ring me up and I’ll have a word with him.’


‘Fair enough, no problem,’ Bill would say.


So we arrived at this Pontin’s at Brean Sands, and Mark and I got to the swimming pool and were dive-bombing. Then we’d try to get into the disco – he’d stand on my shoulders with a huge coat on. Just silly kids’ stuff. One day the older kids were urging me on: ‘Go on, lob an ashtray,’ they said. I was only 10, and so I’d chuck the ashtray and think it was really funny. Not surprisingly, people got the hump.


There was a snooker player there called Fast Eddie because everything he did he did fast. They also called him Sunbed Eddie because he was always working on his tan. He was about 16, a good-looking kid, and he used to pull all the birds. He came up to me and started pushing me. I had a glass of Coke in my hand, so I just looked at him, and threw it all over him. He went mental and chased me all over the holiday camp. I was running between the fruit machines and the Space Invaders, out of the amusement arcade, and through the ballroom where they were playing bingo. I still had the glass in my hand, so I smashed it on the ballroom floor, thinking he’d stop because of the broken glass in his way. I must have thrown it right by an old granny, and she complained, saying that this little kid had thrown a glass at her. I never did; I’d never throw a glass at an old lady. Yes, I may have thrown one at a young player for a laugh but never at anyone I didn’t know, not in a million years.


I was reported for it. John Williams, the referee, used to run these Pontin’s events and I heard that he was going to kick me out, so I went looking for him. When I found him I asked him if it was true that I’d been banned.


‘That’s right,’ he said.


‘But I’ve not even played in the junior competition,’ I said.


‘Nope, you’re banned. Get off the site.’


I was in tears. I was shitting myself at the thought of going back home to Dad and telling him I’d been thrown out. So I decided to keep quiet and tell him I’d been beaten in the second round.


‘All right? How you doing?’ Dad said, when I got home.


‘Yeah, I’m all right,’ I said.


‘Cor! You’re back early, ain’t you?’


‘Yeah, I didn’t do no good in the junior. I got beat so I thought I’d come home.’


‘Oh, right,’ he said.


Two or three hours passed, and my head was spinning. We were having dinner when he said, ‘You think I’m some sort of doughnut, don’t you? I know why you’re home this early – you’ve been a naughty boy, and you’ve been thrown off the camp.’ That was it. There was hell to pay. I got a slapped arse. He took me to the cleaners.


As a result of the incident, I was banned for one year and made my first appearance at the ripe old age of 10 in the Sun.


We appealed against the length of the ban and had to go to Coronet House in Leeds, which was where the governing body for the amateur game was. Some other players were there for ticking off, too, and they’d all brought lawyers to help them out. I just had my dad, but he was brilliant. He stood up and said, ‘I don’t care if he threw the glass underarm or overarm, we all know he did it and no one’s disputing that. All I’m here for is to plead against the severity of the ban.’ Dad knew it would break my heart. He knew how fanatical I was about the game. Eventually, they reduced the ban to six months. As you can imagine, it still broke my heart.


I can remember my first century break like it was yesterday – it’s the ultimate goal for every kid who’s into snooker. I was only 10, the youngest ever to make a century. I came running out and told Dad I’d just made a hundred … and he went, ‘Yeah? Well?’ as if it were nothing. So I ran to the manager of the club and told him. He freaked out, and said, ‘Right, get the newspapers down here, ring up the snooker magazine.’ I was a miniature snooker celebrity. It became big news in the snooker world.


It was the best buzz I ever had. As soon as I got over a hundred, I was so excited that I wanted to miss. It didn’t matter what I scored once I got to a hundred; I just wanted to get out there and tell everybody that I’d made a century. In the end, I cleared the table for 117.


Even though Dad wasn’t impressed, I trusted him. He had the Midas touch with people. He knew that others could look after me and guide me better than he could in this area. And whoever he picked would excel. He helped out a lot of snooker players who were up-and-coming amateurs or slightly over the hill and in need of a few bob. Dad would say to them, ‘Look, here’s two hundred quid a week and here’s a car, practise when you like, it don’t matter to me. Whatever you win, just give me a drink out of it. All I want you to do is take my boy to tournaments and keep an eye on him.’


I remember Tony Puttnam won eight hundred quid and he said to Dad, ‘I’ll give you half of it,’ and Dad said, ‘No, I don’t want any of your money. Just keep it.’ He thought it was a fair deal – they were sharing their experience with me, and I was learning from them all the time.


Although Dad never praised me to my face, I now know that he was dead proud. I’ve met people who knew my dad and they’ve told me he said, ‘My son is going to be World Snooker Champion.’ These people would say to me, ‘Yeah, well, everybody thinks their boy is going to be World Champion, but you are. So he must have known what he was on about.’ Even Gazza mentioned my dad the first time I met him.


Gazza was my hero, the governor on the pitch, and when I eventually met him we had a good session together. We were at Goodison Park. Rangers were playing Everton in a testimonial, and I’d played in the pre-match celebrity game. Gazza came up to me afterwards and said, ‘All right, Ronnie? I met your dad years ago and he was trying to get me to come over to the snooker club. I couldn’t make it, but he said to me, “Gazza, you’re the bollocks at football, but my son is going to be World Champion at snooker.” And I remembered the name because I love snooker. Later I was sitting in my hotel room with Paul Allen one day watching the telly and you came on. I jumped up and said to him, “That’s the fucking kid that that fella said was going to be World Champion.” ’




CHAPTER TWO


On the Road


I won my first tournament when I was 9. It was just a little tournament that we used to play in every week down the club. There were five or six players in every tournament, and you never used to win any money, just a trophy and a voucher that allowed you six hours’ free time on a table. I was made up about the free time, even though I didn’t need it because Dad always made sure I had my table paid for. But what I really wanted was the trophy, and I didn’t get it. I was gutted. They said, ‘Sorry, we haven’t got a trophy ready, but we’re having one made.’ And I waited and waited. It must have been about two months; I never thought it was going to come. I kept asking them where it was, and they kept promising that it was coming. One day a group of us were sitting there – it was like a social club with ages ranging from 10 (me, by now) to 25 – and this crappy little trophy was delivered to the club. Nick Terry, the resident professional, told me that when you get a trophy you’re supposed to kiss it: ‘So give it a kiss,’ he said. You’re having a laugh, I thought, I ain’t fucking kissing that. He said, ‘Let me show you how it’s done,’ and he started kissing it. I’ve never been one for kissing trophies, I’ve never had the urge, and I only do it for the snapshots now. But I love picking them up, holding them, touching them and looking at them. I’ve always been trophy mad.


Trophies have always been more important to me than money. A few years later, when I was 14, I got five hundred quid for winning a tournament in Leeds. Again, they didn’t give me a trophy, and I stood there thinking, Where is my trophy? I want something to remember this win by. I’m going to spend the prize money so I want something to put in my trophy cabinet. I came home gutted, on the verge of tears. I didn’t even bother telling Mum that I’d won. I just moaned, ‘Mum, they never gave me a trophy.’


I may have won my first tournament, but my attitude wasn’t improving any. When I was young, I had such a bad temper: I’d be f-ing and blinding whenever I missed a shot – as long as Dad wasn’t there. When he came in the club I’d be all goodie-goodie. But people in the club told him about my attitude and my verbals. They’d say, ‘You’ve got to have a word with him. You can’t have a little ten-year-old going round the club f-ing and blinding, and smashing his cue on the floor whenever he misses a shot.’ He’d come in the club, and if I was laughing and joking when I was playing he’d just give me one look. It would put me on edge straight away. It scared me when I saw that look. He’d never say anything in front of other people, but in the car on the way home he’d say, ‘This isn’t on. I come in here and see you messing around on that snooker table and I’m paying five quid an hour for you to go in there not to fuck about. If you want to fuck about go round your mates’ on your bike. Next time I come into the club, I don’t want to know if you’re winning or losing. I just want to see a dead-pan look on your face.’


And, of course, he was right. And I listened to him. I had to. If I didn’t, and I fell flat on my face, he’d always say to me, ‘Well, I did tell you. I’m not right all the time, but ninety-nine times out of a hundred I am, and I don’t want you to go through all these pitfalls in life.’ He just wanted me to do the right thing: concentrate on my snooker instead of playing cards and the fruit machines, and messing around in general. He always wanted me to take my sport seriously, even when I was 10.


As soon as I started competing in tournaments I realised that my attitude had to improve if I were to have any chance of winning. I had to learn to sit there and concentrate while the other fella was at the table. In snooker, you have to accept that you’ll miss balls, and try to avoid showing your opponent that you’re wound up because he’ll feed off that, which will just wind you up even more. If you start losing your rag when you’re playing, in the end you don’t know what day it is. Even today my temperament is hardly the best in the world, but it’s a thousand times better than it used to be. These days I often come out of a game I’ve lost so eaten up by it that I say something silly – usually that I’m going to quit. I’ve learned that only somebody who loves the game as much as I do is going to make those kinds of comments.


When I was a kid, my temperament was only like that in the snooker hall. Outside, I was much more laid back. I used to like kicking a football around with my mates. I was always competitive and never liked losing at any sport – football, table tennis, golf – but nothing used to wind me up like snooker did. I hated the opponent being at the table when I’d missed a ball. I used to get so cheesed off, thinking, I want to be potting balls, not picking them out for this fella.


At school I was quite shy. I was never the centre of attention, and nobody really got to know me. I was especially shy with girls. I didn’t have a real girlfriend until I was 15. I’d had opportunities with one or two girls, but I didn’t have the bottle to ask them out. I hated school, hated getting up in the morning, putting on my gear and walking there. Because I knew I was going to school to do nothing. I could sit through a lesson and flick through the books, but I never gave it 100 per cent. The only lessons I had any interest in were woodwork and PE. I couldn’t wait to get to woodwork, do the drawings and get the saw out. I made a beautiful snooker case; the only problem was that I got my inches mixed up with my centimetres. As I was making it I said to the teacher, ‘My case ain’t this wide, you know,’ and he insisted it was all right because I’d done the drawing to scale. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I’ve got a case at home, and it’s nothing like this.’ ‘No. You carry on, you’ve done it right.’ Sure enough, it came out like a giant’s cue case.


However much I hated school, I never bunked off because I was terrified of what Dad would say. I knew if I didn’t go a letter would be sent home, Dad would get the hump, and he’d give me one of those looks followed by a heavy smack on the bum. I wouldn’t be able to sit down for a good couple of days afterwards because it would be so sore. I was never grounded, never told to stay in my bedroom. I was just smacked or told I wasn’t allowed to play snooker for a couple of weeks. I suppose it was more effective than grounding me because it was stopping me doing the one thing I loved.


I always did my lessons at school, and then got out of there as quick as I could. I ran out of the nearest exit, straight across the busy Redbridge roundabout, instead of going down the subway, to make sure I didn’t miss the bus, the 148, which left at 3.24, nine minutes after the bell went. If I missed that bus, I’d have to wait around, and that was unbearable because it would cost me another half-hour at the table. When I got home, I’d throw down my school bag, grab my cue, ring up the cab firm (I can still remember the number!) and he’d be straight round for me. I’d be in the snooker club for 3.50. I started that routine when I was 9.


Dad left me twenty quid every day, which was the cab fare there and back, plus spending money. He said, ‘Eat what you like at the club, play as much snooker as you like,’ and he paid the bill at the end of every week – which would always be at least a hundred quid. He didn’t mind how much I spent as long as I behaved myself.


But I didn’t. And in spite of all the money Dad was putting their way, they didn’t like me down at the club. For some reason, plenty of people just don’t like me. It happens less now, but it still happens. There are always people who want to give me a hard time. I don’t know what it is. I find that I connect with certain people, and often they’ll be very different from the people Dad connects with. In the past he’d introduce me to people and I’d think, No, thanks, they’re not for me. Dad always got on with everyone, and in that respect he’s very different to me. I’m basically a quiet person, and it’s only when I get to know someone that I open up and can have a laugh with them.


Eventually, when I was 17, soon after winning my first big tournament, I was banned from the club in Ilford for taking in my own food. I used to go to Marks and Spencer to buy my sandwiches and fruit salad because all the food at the club was fried. Monica, the wife of the owner, came up to me and said, ‘You’re not allowed to bring your own food in here, love.’ She always called people ‘love’, but there was nothing loving about the way she treated me. ‘If you want to eat your own food go out of the club and eat it there. Not in here you don’t, love.’ She was telling me off in front of everybody, really talking down to me.


As she went off tutting, I called out after her, ‘Monica, you ain’t got a spoon for my yoghurt, have you?’


She flipped, absolutely did her nut. Everybody was laughing, and she went bright red with fury.


That was the end of me at that club. Ron, her husband, came over to me, all stern-faced. ‘You can’t come up here no more, the way you speak to Monica.’ But it was nothing to do with the way I spoke to Monica. I wasn’t nasty to her. It was simply that she loved Ken Doherty.


I’d played at that club in Ilford since I was 9 years of age and was their best punter. Well, my dad was anyway. He’d go in there, there’d be twenty people, and he’d buy everyone something to eat and a cup of tea. He kept the place buzzing. Ken had only recently come over from Ireland a year earlier, but the place was full of banners celebrating all things Ken – well done for winning this, well done for winning that. When I won the UK Championship, which is the second-biggest tournament in the world, and Ken won the Regal Welsh, which is not nearly as prestigious, it was plastered all over the club, ‘Ken Doherty, Regal Welsh Champion’, on beautiful paper in classy printed letters. For me, they put a scrap of paper on the wall scribbled in pen, ‘Congratulations Ronnie O’Sullivan, youngest ever winner of the UK Championship’. Ken would also get free time, but they wouldn’t give me five minutes until I had my own match table put in.


By the time they chucked me out, I’d had my own four-grand match table fitted in there. I said to Ron and Monica, ‘Fair enough, but I’m taking my table.’


‘No, you can leave the table there,’ said Ron.


‘You’re having a fucking laugh, aren’t you?’ I said. ‘The table fitters will be down next week and they’ll take it away. No problem. Sweet, thanks, Ron,’ and that was the end of that.


When I was growing up and people were saying that I could be a snooker champion I never thought about the money I could win; I just wanted to be on the telly. I wanted to be famous, to be recognised. I wanted to walk down the street and for people to shout, ‘Oh look, there’s that snooker player,’ and come up to me and shake my hand. I used to dream of a time when I left school and would be able to go into a nightclub and a girl would recognise me and come and talk to me and say, ‘Oh you’re that Ronnie O’Sullivan,’ and we’d get chatting away, and before I knew it, it would be, ‘What are you doing tomorrow night? We’ll go out for dinner!’ ‘Oh, yeah, sweet!’ I wanted a situation where I didn’t have to make the first move and talk bollocks. That’s why I wanted to be famous – because I wasn’t very good at interacting with people, and I thought it would make life easier.


I was a funny mix: big for a 10-year-old and reasonably tough, but also a soft touch. I played football for the school and they’d pick on me because I was a little overweight and couldn’t do any press-ups. They called me Fatty and laughed in my face, and I’d run out of the school hall in tears. By this time we’d moved from North Ilford to South Ilford, but I was still at the same school, just opposite our old house in Eton Road. I’d run straight out of the school into our old house, which was now owned by a friend of Dad’s. I couldn’t stand it any more. Dad eventually had to talk to the football manager and ask him why his little boy was coming home crying his eyes out.


I wasn’t unpopular at school, but I wouldn’t say I was popular either. I had one really close friend, my mate George Palacaros, who I still see now, and play football with. He works with computers and has set up a football website called soccertutor.com. He wants to do one with me called snookertutor.com, which would look at the different techniques used in playing snooker, different things to practise on a table, how to warm up, everything. I’ve known George since we were 8. We became friends after having a fight.


I went to Highland School in Ilford, and everyone was talking about who was the hardest kid in the school – me or George, who was also fairly quiet and shy. Kids can be nasty, and the school was cliquey, and I always seemed to be the one who was started on and bitched at. Little cliques were always ganging up on me and even though they bullied me, they also thought I was quite tough. Because when I turned, I really turned and went ballistic. One day they said to me, ‘George is coming back from Cyprus soon, he’ll have a fight with you, he’ll do you, he’ll bash you up.’ Inside I was nervous, but I tried to put it out of my mind.


I’m not a fighter now, and I wasn’t much of a fighter then, but I have got a bit of aggression. If I lose my temper I’m physically quite strong. I certainly don’t know how to throw a combination, but when I’m wound up I’m a bit of a street fighter. However much I tried to forget about George coming back to school I couldn’t get it out of my mind. When he finally returned I looked at him and thought, He’s nothing special; he’s just a quiet little kid. Soon after we were barging each other coming in from the playground, and that’s when we ended up having a fight. I threw a punch from somewhere, and he went on the floor. I couldn’t believe it. Everybody shouted, ‘He’s done George! He’s done George!’ I got some respect for that. People looked at me differently. From then on, nobody messed with me at Highland School.


When I went on to senior school I got some grief there, too. My reputation from junior school went ahead of me. After the fight with George, I became known as the toughest kid at Highland. I wasn’t a bully, but I used to like Bruce Lee films and I’d practise my martial arts on the other kids. Even though I hated real fighting, if people wanted to have a go at me, I wasn’t going to let them walk all over me. I had to stand my ground to stop me being trodden on. I was nervous as hell when it happened, but I knew I couldn’t back down. Most of the time, it all came to nothing, but I ended up having four fights at senior school. One every year.


One fight was with an Indian kid who splattered my nose. I didn’t know what I’d done to deserve it. He was a year older than me, and he said I’d barged into him, but it was the first I knew about it. Word got back to me that he wanted to have a fight with me at playtime. I was walking through his playground, which was for the third and fourth years, to my playground when things came to a head. A group of kids was marching towards me, and he was in the middle. I knew what it was about, but I pretended that I didn’t. ‘Please let me get out of this,’ I prayed to myself. He walked up and started pushing me. We had a fight, he smashed my nose up, which was bleeding everywhere. The teachers became involved, but now that I had blood all over my shirt I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t care: as I’d taken one on the nose, I may as well go the distance. But he didn’t want to know any more: he’d got the first dig in and he was happy with that. But I wasn’t: I ended up getting the better of him.


I went home and Mum said, ‘What’s the matter with your nose?’


It’s still bent to one side now. He didn’t break it, but he gave it a good dent.


I wasn’t a good lad. By now Dad was making a lot of money from the sex shops, and there was always cash left around the house. I started to nick a fiver out of my dad’s wage packets every other day to go and buy my football stickers. I had two boxes of these little football stickers – they were ten pence a packet. I used to take them to school and do swaps. You’d have to buy a box to get the one player who was very rare. So I thought, If I buy the box, I’m bound to get him, and probably a couple of times over, and no one else will have him, so I’ll be able to swap about fifty stickers for the ones I won’t need. I’ve always had a bit of a business head, and at school I was always doing deals.


Dad noticed the money was missing soon enough because one of the workers would ring up and say, ‘Ron, I’m a fiver out of my wages.’ This kept happening for about a month, and he thought, There’s no way I can be a fiver out every time. He kept counting and recounting, and initially thought he was going mad. Then he got a phone call from school. I’d been caught with two big boxes of football stickers, and they’d asked me where I’d got the money for them. When Dad came down to the school he said, ‘You’ve been taking it out of my wage packets, haven’t you?’ I ’fessed up. ‘You thieving little bastard,’ he said once we were out of the head’s office. I got a good hiding for that: he hit me with a slipper and I was left with a right sore bum. I never nicked anything from him again. Mind you, I got to keep the football stickers.


I was taking my snooker more and more seriously. The first time I won decent money, I was 11 and it was an under-16s competition. I went into school on the Monday and told my mates that I’d won £450. One of the teachers found out and said, ‘What do you mean you’ve just won four hundred and fifty quid?’ Then the headmaster came up to me and said, ‘Ronnie, is it true that you’ve just won four hundred and fifty pounds in a snooker tournament?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. I was so proud of myself.


‘Can you please bring in the cheque and trophy to show me?’


Back at home I said, ‘Mum, can I take the cheque in to show my headmaster?’


‘Course you can,’ she said.


So I got my trophy and my cheque, put it in my little bag, told myself I couldn’t lose it, got to school and took my rucksack everywhere I went with me – I wasn’t going to leave it in the locker. I got a call in one of my lessons. ‘Can Ronnie go and see the headmaster, please?’ So I got the whole afternoon off lessons and had a cup of tea in the headmaster’s office with his mate.


‘Can you please show my friend the cheque and trophy, Ronnie? Is it OK if he takes a look?’ Mr Challon, the headmaster, was brilliant, but some of the teachers at school had always laughed at my dreams. They used to say to other kids, ‘You’re like that Ronnie O’Sullivan, you think you’re going to be a big star. Well, he isn’t going to be anything.’ Of course, all the kids used to come back and tell me what the teachers had said. I used to tell them all that I was going to be World Champion, and school was just a waste of my time. The teachers would have a go at me because I wasn’t the cleverest of kids academically, but now I could say, ‘See? I have done something.’ Pretty soon I could say, ‘Look, I earn more money now than you do, and I’m only twelve, so don’t tell me what to do.’


I started travelling round the country with my mate Robert Chapman when I was 12, and soon enough I was earning as much as my teachers. I gave my winnings to Dad and he gave me enough back to let me play where and when I wanted. He also built me a snooker room, which cost him twenty thousand pounds. It was a huge, 35-by-25-foot room at the bottom of the garden. I had my own toilet, telly, settee. It was like my own mini-house and was where Robert and I did our practice.
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