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Introduction


Darts. What is it? Where did it come from? And since when was dressing as a banana and watching two people throw small projectiles at a board somewhere in the far distance deemed a quality night out?


In recent times, these, and more questions – for example, why is nylon the fabric of choice for the darts pro? – have come to dominate conversations across the land. And make no mistake, we’re not just talking about pub debates. Questions about darts have been raised at the highest seats of power. MPs and lords sit on the All-Party Parliamentary Group for Darts in the Palace of Westminster, informing members of both Houses about such matters as the contribution of darts to personal development, how it can help charitable causes, and, possibly, if dartboards at polling stations would encourage people to vote. Elsewhere, the sport has been the subject of PhD theses, fans have proposed to their partners live on TV and Prince Harry has been spotted having a banging good time at the World Championship. Darts has become so ingrained in all levels of society that every good butler now needs to know how to measure out an oche – the line from which the throw is taken – from a parlour wall.


Darts, no doubt about it, is the sport on everybody’s lips. No longer does water cooler talk surround the events of the previous evening’s soap operas; these days people collect in corners to talk about Luke Littler’s uncanny expertise on treble 19, Gerwyn Price’s ribald celebrations and whether Luke Humphries should stick with the stubble or grow a full beard. Word is that nowadays even taxi drivers would rather talk about darts than who they’ve had in the back of their cab. We live in a world where a youngster is almost as likely to want to go to darts college as university. Why spend three years with your nose in a book accruing mountains of debt when a similar level of application could bring you untold riches, a truly remarkable nickname and the chance to travel the world? And, like Luke Littler, you still get to eat kebabs.


It’s only natural then that to accompany this explosion in darting affection there should be an all-embracing guide. This is, after all, a sport that has held people in its thrall for hundreds of years. In the pages that follow, you will come to understand how. Sit back, relax and take a sip from your Bullseye mug, as you learn all you ever wanted to know about such areas as darts culture, characters and clothes. Equipment, etiquette and evolution. Commentators, ground-breakers and walk-on songs. By the time you close this book you will be steeped in the art of the on-stage caller, know how to identify the first signs of dartitis, and understand how, during a crucial passage of play, to psychologically unsettle an opponent. Did sixteen-time World Champion Phil Taylor really use to break wind on stage? If so, were his actions ethically impure? You, the reader, will be judge and jury.


Who Darts Wins! will also allow you to see the game in a new light as it throws common misconceptions aside. For instance, in the latter stages of tournaments, opponents may be up on stage for well over an hour and so, contrary to the stereotype, darts players do actually need to be fit. You need muscles to carry a candelabra on stage (yes, this really did happen – jewellery-bedecked, cape-clad, two-time World Championship finalist Bobby George was known to bring a lit candelabra with him), although, admittedly, rare is the sight of a player squeezing a high-performance gel into their mouth between legs. While it’s fair to say that darts players haven’t always looked after themselves – few ran for UK Athletics in the close season – the modern player knows that stamina is a vital part of performance. Going for a lie down at the nearest Travelodge during the ad breaks isn’t going to help anyone.


More than anything, Who Darts Wins! provides a deep dive into darts’ place in our cultural life. The fact that the game has so enriched us socially explains its incredible longevity. Like a log fire burning merrily in the corner of a country pub, the dartboard is a warming sign of welcome – a focus for fun. Lifelong friendships have been formed by its side and it is this air of bonhomie that has made the game an entertainment phenomenon.


No two ways about it, darts is now more popular than it’s ever been. Bear in mind that it’s not that long ago since the World Championship was held at a chicken-in-a-basket variety club on top of a bus station in Stoke-on-Trent. It’s now staged at London’s grand Alexandra Palace in front of an audience of thousands, and millions more on TV. Held in December each year, to many the World Darts is now actually part of Christmas. The first player to adopt the walk-on song, ‘Oh Come, All Ye Faithful’ is going to be very popular indeed.


Broadcasters have found the sport an absolute joy. They don’t need dozens of cameras, there’s no VAR and weather conditions can’t interfere. Has bad light ever stopped play in darts? No. Meanwhile, darts’ popularity on television has made superstars of its players. They are as likely to be recognised in the street as film stars or footballers. But darts’ real beauty is that it’s a game open to all. It cares not for social position or access to money. Compare it, for instance, to skiing, with its equipment, its clothing and its requirement for overseas travel. In darts, you pick something up and chuck it at something else. Simple as. It’s a game of the people, for the people. It offends no one and is rarely at the centre of controversy. No one has ever tried to throw themselves under a dart. It is similarly democratic in its ease of play: you don’t need to be overly adept to have a go at darts. Most people can hit a big round thing on a wall from a relatively short distance, although it’s always worth surrounding the target with cork tiles if you have short-sighted relatives coming round at Christmas.


Darts’ positives, as you will see over the coming pages, far outweigh its negatives. In these environmentally conscious times, for example, it has a carbon footprint far less than Formula 1. Darts is also hugely helpful in developing mental arithmetic skills. Increasingly, it is being used in schools for just that purpose. Forward-thinking teachers understand that if you can take away 87 from 349 then you’re halfway to success in life. It’s surely only a matter of time before a dartboard appears in the majority of job interviews, potentially even Countdown.


But darts’ educational plus-points don’t just stop at subtraction. Finish this book and you’ll be multilingual because, even if you don’t speak any other language, you will definitely speak that of darts. You will talk knowingly of the Shanghai, the lipstick and the Robin Hood. Those who don’t speak the language will look at you oddly, potentially even cross to the other side of the road. Those who do will nod sagely at such utterances as, ‘he needs to stay downstairs to get on a double’ and ‘if they’re not careful they’ll end up in the madhouse’. In the same way, those who follow darts will understand that if ‘The Asp’ is on stage with ‘The Nuke’, it isn’t necessarily a cause for alarm. It is simply a meeting between Nathan Aspinall and Luke Littler.


During the course of this book, you may well wish to consider what your own darting nickname might be. Generally, it should be something with energy that suggests a winning attitude, aptitude for the game and potentially a link to something relevant about yourself. 2018 World Champion Rob Cross, for instance, goes under the name ‘Voltage’, which ticks all the boxes for attitude and energy and also reflects his past life as an electrician. Fortunately, very few former sewage operatives have made it to the professional level. You may also want to have a think about your favoured walk-on song. What would it be? The general rule is that it must be fun, lively, catchy and easy to sing along to. For this reason, don’t automatically pick a song by your favourite band, especially if it’s Joy Division.


Garish dress is considered similarly vital for success. Wayne Mardle played in a Hawaiian shirt, befitting his nickname of ‘Hawaii 501’. These days Mardle is a pundit and so dresses rather more conservatively. Good news for those watching in high definition. Peter Wright, meanwhile, plays in multicoloured outfits to match his trademark mohican. There’s no substance to the rumour he’s contributed to the revival of the black-and-white telly.


Should you actually fancy yourself as a player, Who Darts Wins! provides numerous handy tips to improve your play, from trying different games (round the clock, cricket, killer), to different throwing styles (between the eyes, side of the head, under the chin), and understanding the science (flights, weight, metals, trajectory). There’s even a section not only on how hard it is to achieve a nine-dart finish but whether it’s more difficult or easier than a hole-in-one, a 147 break, or getting through on the phone to a high street bank.


Should becoming a professional darts player not be an ambition, there’s always refereeing. Unlike football, a high level of mobility isn’t an issue. What is important is the ability to shout the scores loudly, preferably in an exaggerated manner with a high degree of quirk. Of course, the most famous darting cry is ‘One-hundred and eighty!’ But what of lesser scores? A good referee will find a way to put as much gusto into a bog-standard score as something more significant. Practise shouting ‘Fifty-seven!’ as you walk the dog and you too could become proficient. Ostracised, but proficient.


What’s for sure is that darts is ever-evolving. In recent times, Fallon Sherrock became the first woman to win a match at the World Championship, building on a strong tradition of top female darts players. Meanwhile, darts’ popularity in so many different countries has led to demands that it be included in the Olympics. For some reason, these demands became especially fervent in Great Britain during the period when Phil Taylor reached fourteen World finals in a row. But Taylor is far from the only great the game has seen, and we’ll take a look back down the eons at classic games and infamous clashes as we ask just what it is that makes a darting legend. In doing so, we’ll look at what was said about them, taking in quotes from the sport’s great commentators, such as Sid ‘William Tell could take an apple off your head, Taylor could take out a processed pea’ Waddell, and words from the players themselves.


With players forever seeking an advantage over rivals, we’ll also ask just how far they can push the laws of the game. What’s the limit for the length of a dart, for example? And what about arm extensions? Similarly, as the money entering the game reaches stratospheric levels and the stakes get higher and higher, will we see a lowering of etiquette standards? At present, for instance, it’s accepted that a player shouldn’t start throwing their darts while their opponent is still removing theirs from the board.


The main way of getting ahead of the field, of course, is practice, practice, practice. But even then things can go wrong. Players can be susceptible to the scourge of dartitis, where they become psychologically incapable of letting the dart go. Bad news for the player and also for other people waiting to have a go on the board.


As you might have gathered, darts is never boring. It’s a constantly moving juggernaut, stopping only momentarily to allow more and more people to jump aboard. For the fan, that journey is never less than entertaining. For the player, it could well take them across the world, from Amsterdam to Dubai, Berlin to Sydney, and Blackpool.


Right now, you are about to embark on a journey of your own. A journey through the greatest sport the world has ever seen. We wish you safe passage. And remember – who darts wins!
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Game On!


Imagine the scene. You’re a traveller in the fourteenth century. You’re cold, you’re tired and you’re so hungry you’ve started to chew your horse’s mane. And then, in the distance, through the rain and the murk, you spot an inn. Its windows are lit by a warming glow, there’s a waft of freshly baked pie, and there, hanging on the wind, is a cry – ‘Ethelred, you require 132.’


You tie up your nag and venture inside. There, before your eyes, is the very sight you were hoping for – a group of happy revellers throwing short stubby arrows at the base of a barrel. For this, my friends, is darts Middle Ages-style.


While darts historians are thin on the ground – for some reason wars, uprisings and revolutions seem to grab academics’ attention – there are plenty of records of darts initially starting out as a game played by soldiers. Some say it was played by the very archers who won a famous victory against the French at Agincourt. Could it be that five-time World Champion Eric Bristow’s ancestors fought at the 1415 battle?


With established board-makers not yet up and running, the soldiers’ target tended to be the end of a barrel or a tree trunk. With wood cracking as it dries out, different segments could be used as scoring areas and, in the case of a slice of tree trunk, it’s not hard to draw a line from its growth rings to the board we recognise today, while the reward of hitting the centre of the target also relates closely to the ancient sport of archery.


In the days when entertainment was somewhat limited, it’s unsurprising that the popularity of such a simple and accessible game spread into public houses. Meanwhile, although health and safety regulations were several centuries away, it was deemed wise that the arrows be shortened. And it was a jewel-encrusted set that Anne Boleyn is believed to have gifted to Henry VIII, albeit to hurl at defenceless animals while out hunting rather than a night at the Nag’s Head with the locals. Whatever Anne’s intentions, ultimately it was a gesture that seemingly did little to persuade Henry not to have her beheaded.


Darts’ popularity would eventually upset the guardians of law and order. With games of chance outlawed on licensed premises, they took little persuasion to classify darts as a game where luck was the predominant factor in the result. Those who had seen the game up close knew this to be nonsense, and so it was that, in 1908, five hundred years on from the game’s germination, that Leeds licensee Jim Garside took it upon himself to challenge this new law. Entering the hearing, the publican of the city’s Adelphi Inn had with him not just a dartboard but the city’s leading arrow-chucker, William ‘Bigfoot’ Annakin – seemingly even in 1908 it was a requirement for leading players to have a nickname, in this case, as you might have established, relating to a pair of extremely large feet.


Garside had brought his outsized pal for a reason: not so he could tread on the magistrate but so he could challenge the clerk of the court to a game. Unfortunately, walk-on songs weren’t a thing back in 1908 and so the showbiz element of Bigfoot’s entrance was sadly lacking. We can assume, however, that, as a Yorkshireman, he’d have plumped for ‘On Ilkley Moor Baht’At’. Throwing first, Bigfoot comfortably hit the 20 segment three times. The clerk, on the other hand, could only get one dart in the board. There’s no record of an ancestor of Sid Waddell livening up proceedings with a feverish commentary. The magistrate wished to check that Bigfoot’s throw was no fluke. He of the large feet promptly slotted three more darts into the 20. Suitably convinced, the beak declared in favour of the innkeeper. Had he not done so, the game of darts may not have grown into the giant it is today. William Annakin’s part in that progress, like the size of his feet, should not be underestimated. Without him, the pub leagues from which future stars appeared might never have happened.


At this stage, boards of multiple different designs were being played on across the country, some rather more bizarre than others. Perhaps the oddest of all was the Grimsby board. While every other board stopped at 20, the Grimsby, which was also larger than standard, went up to 28. Handy if you were on a finish of 56. Like many other boards of this period, the Grimsby had no treble segments and no outer bullseye, and in fact it wasn’t uncommon for such boards to be used for league play in small pockets of the country right into the 1970s. By then, however, the ‘clock’ dartboard, thanks to television’s growing interest in the game, had taken root as by far the most popular around. In use since the 1920s, so in fact a relative latecomer to the party, its trebles made for quick and high-scoring games – it’s not hard to see why it won over broadcasters eager to bring a fast-moving, exciting and easy-to-cover sport to the masses. The clock board’s combination of black, red, white and green segments was also aesthetically pleasing. It would have been an unenviable task to televise darts with an all-black board, several of which were actually in existence. The Manchester log-end dartboard, which remarkably is still used in specialist leagues in the area, is a case in point. Not only is the Manchester board black, but it measures just 10 inches across, the numbering is completely different, and, traditionally made of elm, the board needs to be kept wet between use otherwise it will crack. Aside from that, it’s ideal for the medium of television.


The origin of the now familiar dartboard numbering system is hard to establish. The person commonly held to be responsible for the abject misery of the 20 being surrounded by numbers 1 and 5, and 19 by 3 and 7, and so on, is a chap from Bury, a carpenter by the name of Brian Gamlin. There is some dispute over this, however. As a death certificate for Gamlin has never been produced, how can it be proved that he ever existed? Some say it was in fact Yorkshire wireworker Thomas Buckle who came up with the sequence. It’s surely only a matter of time before a Netflix drama on the mystery is produced. Whoever did invent it clearly came up with a system that rewards accuracy and punishes sloppiness. Only a bona fide Deadeye Dick can make it to the top in darts. Anyone else is destined for a lifetime of 26s, 45s and, on a particularly bad day, a soul-destroying 3 from three darts. Some boards did skip this rather disheartening element by having scoring sections in multiples of five – clockwise they would repeat the sequence 20, 5, 15, 10 four times. Others, remarkably, felt that the clock design made the game too easy, producing boards with the width of the double and treble beds halved. Get stuck on double one on a board like that and you could be there for hours, potentially days. Elsewhere, some felt the game wasn’t high-scoring enough, resulting in the Quadro board with – you guessed it – a quadruple bed, and top reward for three darts of 240. Strange to think this board did actually feature in a few professional competitions during the ’90s, but it had died a death by the end of the decade. Unsurprising really. The Quadro board looks cluttered in comparison to the classic board, and players stopping to work out new and different finish combinations was hardly conducive to the flow of play. While some players did score 240, it failed to carry the same ring as the classic ‘One-hundred-and-eighty!’, and no one achieved the Quadro holy grail of a seven-dart finish.


Darts and its origins will always be a thing of some mystery. The definitive route to the board we have today, and those who are responsible, simply isn’t there. But really, does that not add to its fascination? The fact that the game goes back through the ages, and has evolved slowly as if it is alive, is all part of its deeply mystical DNA. The negative reaction to the sudden arrival of the Quadro board emphasises how darts, its tradition and culture, isn’t something that can be messed with overnight. Mathematicians have long toyed with the number arrangement on the dartboard, and in fact have created eminently more sensible systems where the numbers go from odd to even around the board, doing away with the most common complaint about the ‘Gamlin/Buckle’ system – the four consecutive odd numbers (7, 19, 3, 17) at the bottom of the board that lessen the skill when searching for an odd number to leave an even finish. An odds/evens set-up would also separate conveniently close neighbours 16 and 8 on the bottom south-west. But no such board has ever been adopted by the game’s governing bodies.


Understandably so – potentially, there would be riots on the streets. Mess with the dartboard and you mess with civilisation itself.


However, it could be argued that the traditional board does inherently favour the right-hander. Throwing across the board at 16 and 8 creates a natural angle for a right-handed thrower, which is perhaps why the sport’s most notable leftie, James Wade, prefers double top. Some have suggested that, if the board was made to suit right- and left-handers, the 10 and the 5 would also be neighbours, creating the equivalent of the 16 and 8 for southpaws. But of course, as in life, the vast majority of professional darts players are right-handed. The board was always going to be set up that way.


Having sorted out the numbering and style of the board, you’d think that might be it. Finally, we can get on and have a game. Far from it. There now remain the not insignificant questions of how high the board should be hung and how far away you should stand to throw. Truth is, you can stand as far away from the dartboard as you like – you can chuck your dart through a window from outside if you want – but naturally, to score as highly as possible the player wants to be as near to the board as possible. After much discussion, and with the distance from the board varying depending on which town you were in at any one time – anything from 7 feet 3 inches (Newcastle) to a mere 6 feet 6 inches (Nottingham) – the standard was set in 1978 at 7 feet 9¼ inches. Obvious, really. I mean, why wouldn’t it be? 7 feet 9¼ inches – such a lovely round number. The figure was essentially a compromise: in some countries, players were throwing from 9 feet away. There was also a feeling that 6 feet or so made the game too easy. And so there we have it – 7 feet 9¼ inches. Although doubtless there were still old-schoolers insisting on the proper measurement – the length of three crates of ale.
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