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Considered by many to be a genius at his peak, Alex Higgins’s unorthodox play and exciting style earned him the nickname ‘Hurricane’ and led to his immense popularity and fame. In 1972 he became the youngest winner of the World Championship, repeating his victory in emotional style in 1982.

Higgins’s story is so much more than just snooker. Head-butting tournament officials, threatening to shoot team-mates, getting involved with gangsters, abusing referees, affairs with glamorous women, frequent fines and lengthy bans, all contributed to Higgins slipping down the rankings as he succumbed to drink and lost his fortune. After suffering throat cancer, Alex Higgins now reflects on his turbulent life and career in his first full autobiography. The Hurricane is back – prepare to be caught up in the carnage.
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Born in Belfast in 1949, Alex Higgins turned professional at the age of 22. A year later he won the World Championship and repeated his victory in 1982. He has also won the Benson and Hedges Masters twice (1978 and 1981) and the UK Championship once (1983). He lives in Belfast.
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1

From humble beginnings
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The winter wind had been blowing most of the night and it had kept my mum awake. Mum was always tired in those days, looking after the family – Dad, Isobel and Anne – in a tiny council house in Abingdon Street, Sandy Row, Belfast. The girls were no sooner fed and dressed when it all started. My mum, Elizabeth, was taken to the hospital by a neighbour, and hours later, just after dark, while the cold wind still blew outside, a little hurricane arrived in the maternity ward. I was screaming at the top of my voice, which was the start of something that would get me into trouble time and time again during my turbulent life. My dad, Alex, was delighted to have a son at last, whom he could take to football matches, and later that evening he was in the pub with a cigar in one hand and a pint of Guinness in the other to wet the baby’s head. The newspaper in his pocket was folded at the racing pages and the date on the top read Friday, 18 March 1949.

I weighed in at just over 4lb, a minute kid, but strong just the same. Isobel and Anne were just as pleased to have a brother as Mum and Dad were to have a son. Isobel was so fascinated by my size that she used to put me in a shoebox and push me around the floor like it was a pram. ‘Come on baby Sandy, we’ll go for a walk and don’t you be bold now for Isobel,’ she’d say. The family used to roar with laughter when she did it. Years later, when Monty Python did the famous four Yorkshiremen sketch, I found it so funny when one of them said, ‘We were so poor, we lived in t’shoebox in t’middle o’road’ because it was so close to home. Growing up with Isobel, Anne and, later on, Jean was great. We were a close bunch and still are.

Happy memories I certainly have of my childhood, but life wasn’t easy in the immediate years after the war. Europe had been torn apart, millions were displaced and England and Northern Ireland were still on wartime rations. Food was basic, but then so was almost everything else in Belfast. There was some work to be had, but wages were very low and that didn’t leave much for luxuries, if you could get them anyway. My dad was a labourer who worked on building sites and sometimes on the tracks on the railways. He was a hard worker, very strong and lean, but he wasn’t a big man. A lot like me, I guess. My mum worked so hard to give us all a little extra. Not only did she keep the house immaculate, and all of us as well, but she had a job as a cleaner and also used to go potato picking.

I can still see Mum now, heading out of the home before we’d left for school, hurrying to catch a lorry waiting at the end of the street, which would take her and some of the other local women, and a few men, to the outskirts of Belfast. On arrival at the fields what they had to look forward to was a day spent literally bent over double, picking potatoes for a pittance. At night Mum would come home tired, sore and cold, covered in mud with her meagre wage and a few potatoes for the pot. She would then get the dinner started and eat with us after getting washed. Isobel, Anne and Jean would help with the cooking and the housework. By the time I was older, I was usually out at a local snooker hall, the Jampot, or somewhere else, earning a few bob. I grew up in a very happy family environment on that council estate, where kids got by on their wits. Everyone was into some scam or other.

We didn’t have supermarkets back then, but the local shops were fairly well stocked – mainly with black-market goods. I was always a skinny kid. Whether that was because of the basic foods we had to eat or because I was just born that way, I never fathomed, but as I made my way to put on my dad’s bets, the fellas on the street corners were always telling me that I would make a great jockey. They would gather in groups to make their wagers with the illegal bookie’s runners – there was no betting allowed off the course in those days. Horses played a big part in my life as I grew up, not least because of the rag-and-bone men, who would come round the streets. We kids would get old jam-jars and worn-out clothes to sell to them. I used to love the horses and as I fed them apples I would dream of being a jockey when I grew up. My dad used to laugh at my wild dreams of becoming a professional sportsman. He would often tease me in his broad Ulster accent, ‘Go away wit yourself young Sandy.’ He always called me Sandy, as did everyone else in the family.

I liked school well enough, but I wasn’t very academic, although I did realise the importance of a good education and, contrary to common belief, I went to classes most of the time. I attended two very good schools in Belfast, which sadly aren’t there any more. As a junior I went to Mabel Street primary and then on to Kelvin secondary school. There were some tough lads in my classes, but I tended to stay out of trouble, by staying out of their way. I got on well with most of the teachers. I wasn’t an unruly kid. In fact, I was quite a good student, who liked to learn. We had an art master, Mr Clarke, who was hilarious, a real eccentric. He was six foot something and drove a bubble car. It was such a laugh to see him squeeze into it. Mr Walsh was the PE master and he used to put us through the hoops all right. Maybe that’s another reason why I was so slim. All in all, most of the teachers and kids were a good lot, although a few teachers could be cruel and sadistic. It was a different era and the standards of acceptable behaviour weren’t the same as they are now.

My first real exposure to snooker must have been when I was about eleven years old. I was determined to find a way to get some money so that my eldest sister could go out dancing on a Saturday night. In those postwar years, a lot of people couldn’t read or write or do basic maths, so to earn a few pennies kids would go to the snooker halls and keep score for the players. The nearest one to us was the Jampot club just off the Donegall Road, where I still live. The club, which the schoolmasters used to call the Gluepot club because their pupils were never out of it, was the epitome of every snooker hall you have ever imagined in the forties and fifties. We have all seen them in the old black-and-white films, dark and dingy with clouds of cigarette smoke hanging over the tables. Well, the Jampot was just like that. It was run by a lovely man, Harry McMillan, and he would let us in, although he knew that we shouldn’t be there until we were at least fifteen. But we were poor kids with nowhere to go, so rather than throw us out, he turned a blind eye. He once said that he did it to stop us getting into bad ways. At least in the club we didn’t vandalise anything or learn how to rob.

I actually started to play about one month after joining Kelvin, so I was dead chuffed when I discovered that the teachers had a snooker table in the common room. I often asked if I could practise on it at playtime, but they never let me. Honest, I’d have been happy to stay at school – but I had to play. It was in my blood. So I used to pop round to the Jampot at lunchtime. A nice man named Trevor used to let us in and tell us to go up to the back of the hall where we could play in the dark for free. Trevor was a six foot four or five chain-smoker. What I remember most about him is his black Brylcreemed hair with a parting up the middle, just like Betty Boop’s. I think Trevor helped me learn to play snooker because I was well-mannered and very keen and would do odd-jobs around the hall. Mostly I was self-taught, though. I watched and learned.

In the club the men would play a game called life pool in which they all had three lives. They would each put, say, 2/6d (12p) in the pool and then play the game till all were eliminated. The last man in was the winner and took the pot. When I was keeping score for the players I had to concentrate on what was happening on the table all the time, and it was this intense watching of the game that got me fascinated by snooker. I can still remember now that I used to think to myself that certain players shouldn’t take certain shots, and that they would have been better off going for another ball. I used to get sixpence (2½p) per game to keep score. This was supposed to be paid by the winner of the pot, but sometimes they would only give you a penny, and so I would have to mark more games to get my stake. That’s what I was really after – to get into the main life-pool game. When I had built up the required 2/6d, I used to take to the table. I preferred to play the men rather than other boys because the challenge was better, and it made me play a harder game.

These men didn’t give you any quarter for being a kid. They would play me like I was a grown-up and, needless to say, I lost my stake more often than I won the pot when I first started playing. There were some infamous hard men around and when the skinny kid won the pot they would often try to club me with their cues. Mum always gave me sixpence for my lunch and more often than not it would become my starting point to raising the money to play at the Jampot, probably another reason why I remained so skinny.

Other ways I’d get the money to play came from visiting uncles and aunties in the Shankill, who’d give me a little something for being ‘such a sweet young lad’. Hard to believe now, I know, but back then I knew which side my bread was buttered, so it was all sweetness and light with me. Getting hold of that stake money was all important. We referred to one of Mum’s cousins as auntie, and she would often visit us and give 2/6d to Isobel, Anne and Jean. More often than not, I was out on these occasions, but if I came home to be told that she had called in, I’d be off like a shot, racing after her, telling her I was Sandy Higgins, just to get the 2/6d to play another game. I’m sure she never really knew if I was related to her or not because she very rarely met me in the house. Dad used to give me 2/6d pocket money each week and that always went on a game. I’d also get some of my mates to give me their pocket money and we would split the winnings if I won. Watching the men play was my way of learning the game. I always had a quick brain and still do today. My memory is my best asset and is the secret of my success as a world-class snooker player.

Even though in those early days I spent a lot of my time in the Jampot, playing the men and hustling for Isobel’s dance-club money, I never dreamed of being a professional player. In the fifties, snooker wasn’t really recognised as a proper sport by the powers that be. Don’t get me wrong here, there were professional players who made a good living from playing the game, but the entertainment value just wasn’t there.

It wasn’t really until the 1970s, when television producers started to notice the entertainment value of the players, that the game really came into its own. I have to say, though, that since I left the circuit the game has never been the same. I know that sounds a bit arrogant – perhaps it is – but in my view snooker has reverted back to the dark days of serious and boring players. Today, there isn’t any entertainment value – snooker is played by people who are good at it, purely for the money. I never played for the money or the records. I played, and still play today, simply because I love the game. I still do some exhibitions and I always have a laugh with the crowds.

Ken Doherty is a great friend of mine and I enjoy playing him, even though he beats me a lot. I love Ken because of his wicked sense of humour. He can give me back as much as I give him in a game and he is very quick-witted. Ken Doherty and a few players like him are the lifeblood of snooker in the twenty-first century. He isn’t just a great player, but also a great entertainer, with both his wit and the way he plays his game. It is a joy to watch Ken playing. The crowds love him and he is a well-deserving champion who is a great ambassador not only for the game of snooker, but for his country as well.

After I grew a bit and could fully reach the table, I graduated to playing better snooker players, and for this I had to move to the Shaftesbury snooker club in the square of the same name. The Jampot was a bit of a rough-and-ready club, but the Shaftesbury had some class. It was there I first met Maurice Gill, who was the Irish amateur champion. I was still making my stake money by marking cards, even at the Shaftesbury, but I was so excited about the prospect of playing real snooker men. I got noticed by a lot of players and my play improved so much that I very often had to handicap myself in order to get a game. Maurice was one of my main targets, not to play, but to watch. I also used to love watching Willie Maxwell, Alan Sproule and Georgie McLachey, who was affectionately known as ‘The Bug’. These guys would play a game called sticks. An odd number of players, sometimes as many as seven, each took turns in potting balls. The winner was the one who had the highest number of points at the end of play. It was by watching these guys while I marked points for them that I actually learnt to pot balls. The time I spent at the Shaftesbury really turned me into a serious player because I learnt not only to play well, but to analyse myself and my play. I was very critical of myself and often spoke out loud my thoughts about my playing ability during matches. I used to do this at tournaments later on, to the joy of the crowds.

I might not have been considering the possibility of playing snooker as a full-time profession, but somewhere in my heart I think I always knew I was going to ‘make it’, doing something even if it wasn’t snooker. That belief stemmed partly from an odd moment that happened years before I’d even seen a snooker table. I must have been about seven years old when a gypsy woman knocked on our door and my mum, being the kind soul she was, invited her in for a cup of tea. I was watching, wide-eyed, when the gypsy returned the favour by reading Mum’s tea-leaves and she told her that there was a budding star in the family. I think Mum thought that person would be Anne, who was, and still is, a talented person. But the prophecy struck a chord with me and I never forgot that day.

My dad couldn’t read or write, not because he was uneducated, but due to an accident he had as a kid when he was run over by a lorry and suffered a serious head trauma. The injury left his brain unable to comprehend or recognise the written word, a bit like dyslexia. So from an early age I used to read the paper to him, pick out the horses and write out his bets. That’s how I got interested in betting on the dogs and horses. From what the gypsy said, I thought I would make my fortune by becoming a famous jockey. The snooker was just a means to an end, a way to earn a few quid for those luxuries kids like: sweets and pop.

Hustling and keeping score wasn’t my only source of income – as young Sandy Higgins I was known in the family as the money machine. I was up to all sorts of schemes. I never stole anything in my life, apart from a few sweets from the shop, and I always earned my money in an honest and hard-working way. Isobel, Anne and Jean would help me in my endeavours and we would sort of share the profits. I say ‘sort of’ because Isobel usually took the lion’s share.

We had a firewood round in the week where we would, or rather I would, collect fruit crates and other kinds of wooden boxes, chop them up with a hatchet, reducing them to small sticks, and then sell them to neighbours to start their coal fires. If it wasn’t firewood it would be something else. By myself or with a mate, I would sometimes go around collecting scrap metal – steel, iron, brass, copper – and sell it on in order to pay for the cinema and other teenage pursuits. Another great idea I had was to run regular weekly raffles in the six weeks leading up to Christmas. All the locals knew me and that I was honest with my raffles. I would sell the tickets all week and divide the money fifty-fifty. I would use 50 per cent to buy the raffle prizes, and I always made sure that the raffle was drawn in someone else’s house, and that the winners got their prizes. My reputation for being honest was my greatest asset and I used to make a small fortune to buy presents for the family. As I’ve said, my three sisters, Mum, Dad and I had a lot of happy times in my childhood and we were a very close-knit family. I miss Mum and Dad so much these days. Mum died in 1993 and Dad in 2003. Dad was so proud of me when I started playing professionally and the girls used to come with me on the road when I was in competition and doing exhibitions.

One time, after I’d become professional, I was playing in a local club and Anne decided she was going to bring me my lunch each day. Anne knew that if she didn’t bring me something I wouldn’t eat all day. On this particular occasion it was steak and onion sandwiches, but when she got to the club she saw I was very busy playing, so she just left this brown-paper-wrapped sandwich on the counter and told the man behind what it was. He was too busy watching me and didn’t hear what she said. A few minutes later he noticed the parcel sitting on the counter. Well, your man panicked and started shouting that there was a bomb on the counter and we should all get out while he called the bomb squad. So we all walked over to take a look at this supposed deadly device and I just picked it up and started to unwrap it as they all put their heads in their hands waiting for the bomb to go off. ‘It’s only my sandwich, you idiots,’ I said, and went back to the table to finish the game, cool as you like. Well, I would recognise my own lunch, wouldn’t I?

When I told Anne about it later she said it would have been funny to see the papers the next day with the headlines ‘Army bomb squad blows up the Hurricane’s lunch’. We still laugh about it today. There are so many great stories to tell about my sisters and me and I love them so much. Jean and Anne still live in Belfast and still look after their Sandy. Thank God.

Isobel went to Australia about thirty years ago with her husband and since then they have made a good living with their own glazing business, specialising in coloured glass. Isobel’s daughter, Julie, is now married to Francesco Quinn, the son of Hollywood film legend Anthony Quinn, and lives in Los Angeles. Anne still sings when she isn’t running her hairdressing business, where Jean also works. Hairdressing has been a big part of our family. Before she moved away, Isobel also owned a salon. Perhaps that’s part of the reason I’ve always cared about how I look. The girls would never hear of me going out not looking my best.

Anne, Jean and I often meet up for a drink and a chat about the old days. One story I want to tell you is about the time I was playing across the border in Ireland. It’s a bit unsavoury, I admit, but it makes me laugh. Unlike a lot of the other snooker players, I used to stay behind and have a drink to socialise with the people who had come to see us play, instead of just picking up my appearance money and going home. That’s what the majority used to do, but I don’t think that’s on. Never have. Anyway, I was talking to a group of people and one fella asked me to give him a lift home as he wanted me to meet his wife.

Now this chap was a greyhound breeder and after a few more drinks I parted with £200 for what was described to me as the new ‘Mick the Miller’, a famous greyhound who won the Derby twice. I took the hound outside and as I opened the door of my Mini Cooper it jumped into the back and laid down, so I thought it was a great dog. You see, although I owned a car, I couldn’t drive. Still don’t. So I always had someone to drive me to the matches but, as you can imagine, there isn’t a whole lot of room in such a small car for two adults, plus my cue. So a dog that immediately, and quietly, settled in the back was ideal. I thought I was on to a winner – no hassle and with electric speed – so I’d been told. Now I couldn’t look after this thing, so I took it round to Anne’s house and told her I had a big bunny rabbit for her to keep for me, and then in comes the dog. Well, it took one look at Anne, growled at her and then jumped on the settee and claimed it for himself.

Whenever Anne went near him, he’d growl and she would back off. Now Anne is telling me to get this animal out of the house, so I give her a few hundred quid and leg it out the front door before she knows what’s happening. Anne knows about as much as I do when it comes to looking after greyhounds, so she thinks the dog must be hungry and that’s why it’s growling. In her wisdom she decides that the dog would like to have a bowl of beef broth, which she’d made that very evening. Not surprisingly, she didn’t have any dog food in the house. So she gives the dog a big bowl of the soup and goes to bed. The next day she wakes up and comes downstairs to find that the dog has shit everywhere. None too pleased, she gets her next-door neighbour to help her put the lead on the dog, which is still growling, and drag it out of the house. Little did she know that the soup had given the animal diarrhoea.

So they take this growling, shitting greyhound on a walk, and as they pass through the churchyard they notice a wedding is taking place. They peek a look into the church from the main entrance, with the dog lagging behind them. Well, at this point the dog decides to unload himself of the rest of the contents of his bowels, right in the entrance of the church. It wasn’t exactly the place, or the time, for such behaviour and so Anne and the neighbour try to drag the dog away, but it is too late. They look at each other in horror as they see the bride coming up the aisle and out of the church … straight into the mess. Well as much as it was disgusting, they both fell about laughing and dragged the dog along as it continued to leave a trail along the path.

When she got home Anne decided to take the dog to the vet. She drags the poor animal along the road to the surgery and it’s still growling at her. The vet examines the dog and tells Anne that it wouldn’t win any raffles if it bought every ticket, never mind a race. I had been sold a pig in a poke and it cost me another £25 to have the poor animal put to sleep. Apparently, the dog was in great pain with its back legs and it was better to have it put down rather than let it suffer. That was in the early 1980s and Anne has only recently forgiven me for it. She spent the money I had given her on a new settee, a new carpet and gallons of air freshener and disinfectant.

In the late fifties and early sixties things in general became a little better, but the area where I grew up wasn’t a priority for the council, and so my life just became more humdrum with future prospects looking increasingly dismal. In 1964 I left school, without any certificates worth their salt, but I did get some good reports. I applied for and got a job at the Irish Linen Company in Belfast. This huge factory was owned and run by Sir Graham Lorimer, a well-known industrialist. My wages were £2 11s (£2.60p) a week and I considered myself lucky to get that job and work for such a good company. I gave Mum £2 a week for my keep and kept the eleven shillings for myself.

My main job was to take Sir Graham’s messages around the factory and around town. A ‘runner’ I guess you’d call it and I was very proud to have the job. I was given money from petty cash to get the bus and sometimes, if the message was really urgent, a taxi. Now, Sir Graham was a wise old man, a bit like Midas in the respect that everything he touched turned to gold. Some of that gift must have rubbed off on me. All day long I would think about nothing except playing snooker, and when I finished work I would go straight to the Jampot and play till they closed. During the day I would pocket the expenses money and run from one address to another. I was a fit lad and I’d get the job done all right. I was never reprimanded at work for being late or not pulling my weight, but by going about it that way – using my wits – by the time I was done for the day I’d have enough money to start playing a frame as soon as I arrived at the club.

I have to tell you that by this time in my life I was like any other teenager, fed up with authority and of being poor without any real prospects. My relationship with my mum and dad wasn’t too good either. I was under a lot of pressure to join my dad labouring, but I didn’t fancy that. I wanted to better myself and Mum and Dad were always going on at me to stop gambling in the snooker halls. ‘That is no way to make a living,’ was their common refrain. To be honest, I never fancied working for a living. I preferred to stay out most of the day and all of the night. I would often come home with the milk as the house was rising, and I’d quietly slip into my pit like a vampire for a few hours’ kip.

My mum used to try all sorts of tricks to get me out of bed. Her favourite was to pretend that the house was on fire, but one day that little trick backfired on both of us, if you’ll excuse the pun. Mum had been out to the shops and on her return she was met by a pall of smoke coming from the front room. She rushed outside and called on the neighbours to help, which they did by forming a line and filling up buckets to pour on the flames while waiting for the fire brigade. Someone asked her if I was up yet and she suddenly realised that I was probably still in bed. Well, she rushed inside and up the stairs into my room. Sure enough, there I was happily asleep in the land of Nod.

‘Quick, Sandy, will you get out, the place is on fire!’ she shouted as she shook me.

I looked around to see if there was any smoke, but the fire was being contained by the buckets of water and the smoke hadn’t quite reached my room.

‘Oh Mum,’ I said, ‘will yer ever leave me alone with your tricks. I’m not getting up.’

‘Oh please, Sandy, please will you ever get up, the house really is on fire this time.’

I must have sensed the panic in her voice and it was that that woke me up. I thought I would check it out and as I got to the top of the stairs I could see the smoke and people rushing around with buckets. Mum grabbed my arm to take me down with her, but I broke free and went back for my suit – I wasn’t going to let a good piece of tailoring go to ruin. I’ve always liked to look sharp.

I loved my parents, but I was fed up with being told what to do and, like so many other teenagers, I rebelled. This just led to more arguments and so I decided to leave home and seek my fortune on the mainland. I got talking to some mates one day and one mentioned an advert in the paper for stableboys at a training yard in England. I wrote a letter to Eddie Reavey at the stables in East Hendred, Wantage, Oxfordshire. Now Eddie was an Ulsterman himself and liked to give the Belfast boys a chance, so he invited me over for a month. I wanted to become a champion jockey but I had no illusions about it. I saw being a stablelad as a means to an end. My mum and dad didn’t really want me to leave Belfast – for all we were arguing a fair bit, we hated being apart at any time.

I was about fifteen and a half years old when I got the boat from Belfast to Liverpool. The whole family came to see me off. Mum and Dad were very upset that I was leaving. Dad kept saying his only son was going away and he would miss me so much. Mum was in bits. As for me, I was so thrilled to be going away to England and seeking my fortune that I didn’t really see my parents’ tears and the pain that they were feeling. I had a plan, and I was single-minded about achieving it. I don’t see that as being selfish – something I’ve been accused of often, I’m sure. I see it as taking an opportunity to make your own things happen in life. That’s what I was trying to do. That’s what I’ve always tried to do.

That ferry journey marked my leaving childhood in more ways than one. Accompanying me on the boat, the Ulster Queen, were Dermot Wisdon and Davy Copeland, both already recruited by Reavey and, at twenty, both a lot older than me. They had spotted a pretty girl of about eighteen boarding the ferry and had their eyes on her. But they settled into a few drinks in the bar first, and as I was too young to drink, I slipped out and stole the girl from under their noses. She and I hid in a lifeboat, where I had my first taste of sex on the high seas. Dermot and Davy went bananas when they realised we’d disappeared but I made sure I didn’t surface until just before we docked in Liverpool. To this day they don’t know exactly what happened with the girl. I just told them I had fallen asleep. My big adventure had begun in the best possible way.
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A racing certainty
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It is probably fair to say that racing is the great sporting love of my life, even more than snooker and that’s saying something. Racing has always been deep down in my heart. I’ve never fallen out of love with racing, unlike snooker. That’s the story that is going to unfold over the course of this book.

As a kid I had big hopes of being a jockey in England and started at the Reavey stables with that in mind. I had ridden a bit in Belfast on wild unbridled ponies at a place called Barnett Park, about four miles from the city centre. These animals had no head collar, no reins, no bridle. If you could get close enough, you would grab a pony’s mane and jump on as they took off under you. When things got hairy you would just throw yourself off, rolling when you hit terra firma. So I had a little bit of experience with horses. Well, you have to start somewhere.

Davy Copeland, who’d been on the boat over with me, after he’d been visiting friends and family back home, was one of the top stablelads. He mostly stayed in the yard and was in charge of a group of us. Basically, Davy got to do most of the best jobs, while the mere minions, including me, did all the mucking out and menial jobs. Like me, he had been recruited through an Eddie Reavey advert, five years earlier, and was a very amiable man and a very good jockey.

Most of the lads stuck together within their own groups, that is to say we looked after certain horses together, so it made sense to socialise within that group. I used to take off most nights to the youth club in the village to dance. We also used to play a fair bit of darts – so much so that Davy and I, along with some of the other lads, joined the local Rose and Crown pub team. At the oche, Davy was the main man, and whenever we played he used to wipe the floor with me. He was, and still is, a very good dart player.

That said, I wasn’t half bad myself, and I saved our team many a defeat by coming good at the last minute, which is a typical Higgins trait. We used to take our girlfriends along with us when we played away. I didn’t have a lot to do with girls then, but I did like to try my luck when I saw a filly I fancied, as my experience on the boat proved. Davy had a regular girlfriend, Wendy, and she often introduced me to other girls, mostly because Davy and I would usually go into the village together, so it was either me playing gooseberry or Wendy fixing me up. You see, there was a very strong camaraderie among the lads, not so much because we were mostly Irish and from the same background, but more that we were all away from our families. We missed the warmth and safety that a family atmosphere gives you and so we became our own little family away from home and looked out for each other.

Wendy fixed me up with one of the village girls one night. Her name was Susan and I really fancied myself with her. We went off to the Rose and Crown and at closing time we walked back to the stables. I was sure my luck was in and so we all went to our ‘house’, by which I mean our little lovenest that we’d built in the back of one of the barns, hidden behind a wall of straw bales. It was like a front parlour. It had a settee and a couple of old moth-eaten armchairs, a coffee table with some candles on it and a rug that had seen better days. It wasn’t much, but I felt sure it was bound to wow the lovely Susan straight into my arms.

Needless to say, I tried it on after we got comfy but Susan wasn’t having any of it. The old Higgins charm wasn’t working that night, or most other nights, to be honest, as far as women were concerned in those days. Hard to believe, I know. Well, I ended up getting the hump and giving Susan a mouthful of my thoughts on how I expected the evening to go. This lovely, feisty girl stared straight at me, folded her arms and, with a look that only a woman can give, laid into me with her own verbal outburst. Well, I could see that I wasn’t going to win the match this time, so I turned on my heels and, giving out to her again, marched off to my bed. As I walked away all I could hear was Davy and Wendy laughing like a pair of those fairground clowns. Davy Copeland never lets me forget about that night.

We would finance our nights out with some very ingenious ideas. Although I didn’t play a great deal of snooker during that time at the stables, sometimes we would go down to the youth club, where I would win us our beer money for the night by playing the local lads at snooker. I would usually try to win games in record time to get to the pub and the girls quickly. Other times we would simply use our devious minds to come up with quick and clever ideas to get the money. One little stunt we used to pull was to climb over the fence of the Plough pub, fill a few carrier bags with empty beer bottles and a few soda siphons, then pass them over to one of the other lads. As everything was reused and to make sure you brought them back, beer bottles, pop bottles and soda siphons had a deposit on them. So we used to nick the bottles from the back of the pub and then take them inside to redeem the deposits. The Plough was well known for its card school in the room out the back, and we would often get our stake money this way for the poker games. In all the months we did that, not once did anyone catch us out.

As head lad, Davy had the privilege, along with some of the other experienced lads, of riding the horses out to exercise each day and the lesser lads used to envy them that, especially as those of us left behind had to clean out the muck and put fresh straw in the stables. After this we would wash down and sweep the yard ready for the horses to come back. Now most of us got on very well, but there was a bit of conflict from time to time and I wasn’t immune to that, surprise, surprise.

There was a lad from the Republic of Ireland who fancied himself a bit. He was what was known as a travelling head lad. He would accompany the horses when they went to race meetings and was in charge of the lads while they were at the courses. His name was Michael and he didn’t like me. He lived in his own caravan with his wife at the stables and one day he just pissed me off big time. I can’t remember what started it off, but you can be sure it was something quite trivial. Anyway, he took a swing at me first and as it landed I swung out and caught him on the side of his face.

I recovered quicker and laid into him, as he did into me. So there we stood in the middle of the yard, punching the crap out of each other with the other lads cheering us both on. After a couple of minutes Davy came on the scene and pulled us apart. He gave us both a dressing down and made us shake hands. I didn’t want to, but in the end Michael kept pushing his hand forward and eventually I took it. Michael left the yard a few weeks later and moved on to somewhere else, but it wasn’t over the fight. He was just a travelling type of man. I heard that he died of a heart attack at the age of fifty.

After doing our chores in the morning, a few of the lads would head down to the village of East Hendred where we’d meet the other lads coming back with the horses after their morning run. We’d take the horses and walk them through the village, or sometimes we would ride them back to the stables after giving them a bit of a rest. My first-ever ride on a racehorse was on a 15-hands-high filly named Bonnies Trust. I loved this horse and she seemed to like me as well, but that wasn’t true for all the horses in the yard. One in particular absolutely hated me.

Hunters Gold was a fast, strong and often moody horse. You see, horses know if you are frightened of them. If they sense this or any kind of caution, you are in trouble, because a strong horse will take full advantage of it to have a go at you. Hunters Gold must have smelt the wariness on me, for from the very moment we met he hated me. If I was walking another horse in front of him, he would deliberately move up and bite me. Mum sent me a jumper for Christmas and that bloody horse bit the shoulder out of it in sheer spite. The other lads thought it was hilarious and Davy offered to get Wendy to darn it for me, but Hunter had ripped the whole shoulder off – there was nothing to darn.

One morning I was walking down to the village as usual and Davy met me with Hunters Gold. Now I don’t know if he thought of it as a joke or not, but he gave me the rein to that bloody horse. I took no chances. Being all too aware of the damage his teeth could inflict, I stood as far away as I could without letting go. I also tried to avoid any direct eye contact with him as I felt that was maybe setting him off. But all my precautions counted for nothing. Being a cold morning I had on my duffle coat and as I started to walk him, suddenly the local milk lorry came roaring past revving its engine. Hunter spooked. He reared up and stretched the rein, trying to break free. I was pulled off my feet and spun round, my left arm coming out of the coat. As I fell on the ground, reins still in hand, Hunter started trampling on the coat arm and got caught up in it. His leg went inside the arm and he tried to run off, dragging me for a few yards before stopping. Davy caught up with us and calmed him down, thank God, before any more damage was done. I had a lucky escape that day, I know it. I often wonder what might have happened to me – whether I’d ever have had a snooker career if my arm had still been in that coat sleeve as those flashing hoofs came clattering down on it. My bones would have been smashed to pieces, I’m certain, and my cuing action would have been totally different. Who knows what that might have meant.

Despite the best endeavours of Hunter and a few other inmates of the stables, I loved those horses. There is nothing on this earth like feeling the power and strength of a racehorse beneath me. I have met many racing-car drivers and motorbike riders in my time, and they too talk of the exhilaration of being in control of a powerful machine at speeds that defy the imagination. I admire them so much, but they have no idea of the feeling of having a powerful animal in your control. A speeding car or bike can be stopped fairly quickly, but a racehorse is something extra to contend with. These beautiful, graceful creatures have a natural instinct for speed and, mixed with their love of the open air and freedom, they are a force to be handled with great skill. Their brains are quick and their legs quicker still, and there is no greater experience than to be onboard one of these creatures when they are let go to reach their cruising speed. I miss that excitement and the adrenalin rush very much.

With the horses back in their stables, there wasn’t that much to do after lunch. We could ride some of the horses if we liked, or be assigned some more menial jobs. Me, I used to skive off to do my betting. The wages for stablelads are lousy. We got just 35s (£1.75p) a week all found, but the food was good. In fact, it was too good and there was always plenty of it. I was always hungry and eating meals cooked by the lovely ladies from the village was a sure-fired way of putting on the pounds, something a wannabe jockey doesn’t need. I certainly never had the will power of Davy Copeland to eat just enough to keep the body fuelled.

Margaret Pill, Mrs Liddle and dear Mrs Hillier were partly responsible for Sandy Higgins putting on too much weight ever to be seriously considered a jockey – well, I had to blame someone for putting on two stone in just under two years. I am also by nature a fairly lazy person – now there’s something a lot of people don’t like to admit. So, in the afternoon, after a heavy lunch, I used to sneak off to the bookies near the stables in a vain attempt to subsidise my meagre wages. The Tin Hut, as it was known, was the not-so-salubrious establishment of a character named Ted Chesney and it was here that I could be found most afternoons. Eddie and his wife, Jocelyn, often caught me in there with other lads and subsequently sacked us all – till teatime, that is, when Jocelyn would come along and tell us that she had persuaded Eddie to give us another chance. Sometimes it was Eddie telling us that he had persuaded Jocelyn to give in. I was sacked and taken on more times than I can remember.

I had a great relationship with both Eddie and Jocelyn in the near-enough two years I spent at the stables. I admired and loved them both. They had a genuine affection for all the lads and girls who worked at the stables, and made us feel like we were part of a huge family. There was one particular incident that I can pinpoint as being the moment that brought me even closer to them and their family. I was riding around the yard one day when I found a purse. It had a few quid and a piece of jewellery in it and anyone finding it might have been tempted just to pocket it. I didn’t. I had seen the purse before and knew it belonged to their daughter Ann.

Ann often rode her pony Dizzy around the yard and so I guessed that she had dropped it. I took the purse into the house and handed it over to Jocelyn. She took my hand and called out to Ann. As Ann entered the room Jocelyn told her that I had found her purse, and the kid was over the moon. There turned out to be over £5 in there. I was given a reward and a huge thank-you, and from that moment on the family treated me a bit better than most of the other lads. They appreciated my honesty. The Reavey kids got on well with all the lads and we never felt that they were pulling rank on us. They did their fair share of the chores as well.

I left after about twenty-two months, when Eddie, finally at the end of his tether, called me into the house and told me that it would be better if I went back home. This time he meant it and I knew he meant it. I had had enough by then anyway. I just wasn’t enjoying it any more. I said a sad goodbye to all the lads and I knew I would miss it once I was actually back home. As for Davy Copeland, well he went on to better things. He married Wendy and they settled in the village and had three children, two boys and a girl. Davy and Wendy eventually divorced and Wendy and the kids still live in and around the village. Davy has had an illustrious career in the racehorse business. He rode a big winner – Commander in Chief – in the Cambridgeshire, and went to Germany where he became respected as ‘The Horseman’, a nickname he earned after helping to train Tempera, which Frankie Dettori rode to victory in the German Derby. After that he went to America, where he spent eleven years working with some of the top trainers and horses, a few of whom won the Kentucky Derby. I am very honoured to be able to say that Davy Copeland is my friend. We can often be seen in a few pubs around Belfast these days, reminiscing about the old times. Davy came back to his roots some years ago, when he retired from the racing business, and is now head of housekeeping at the Europa Hotel in the city centre.

I never forgot my time at the Reavey stables and I can honestly say, with my hand on my heart, that the days I spent there were the happiest of my life. I really mean that. I have had some great times in my life and been treated very well, but those few brief months I will always remember. I stayed in touch with the Reaveys and often called in if I wasn’t too far from there when I was on tour. After Eddie died, I used to phone more often and talk to Jocelyn about Eddie and the stables. They both formed an important part of how I developed as a young man and for that I will always be deeply grateful.
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London belongs to me
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It must have been around August 1966 when I arrived back home. I got a job working at another stables outside Belfast, but that lasted a few weeks only, and I went back to the family home. It was the end of the summer and Dad had organised a ten-day family holiday with his sister and her husband, so we all got the boat over to England and the train to the Isle of Dogs. We had no sooner got there and unpacked when Mum started to complain to Dad that she wasn’t happy with the place (or her in-laws), and after a few days they all packed their bags and departed for home. Not me, of course. I was quite happy to stay. We’d paid for the full ten days and I’d already got to know a number of the blokes who hung around the local snooker hall in Poplar. In fact, one of them – a certain Ronnie Bender – helped me sort out digs once I had to move. I was very happy to find a job and had no intentions of going back to Belfast. There was nothing there for me except more of the same. I liked my independence and wasn’t looking forward to being at home again at my age.
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