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Foreword


The main purpose of this preface is to thank Angela Patmore for making the book possible. Had it not been for her patience and persistence the author would not have yet completed the introduction. Angela’s intuitive understanding of the subtleties of the sport, her grasp of detail and, above all, her sense of humour in accepting my perversities have allowed the venture not only to prosper but finally, amazingly, to run its course.


There will be those who, doubtless, will not be amused by the title of the book, Murder in the Squash Court. It is merely, they will say, a further expression of the sterility enveloping Barrington’s attitude to the sport. What they do not comprehend, or rather, what they will not admit, is that it is that same attitude and approach which make individuals successful in almost any sphere. The top men in business have to adopt an aggressive approach which leaves precious little time for mercy, let alone sympathy. Sport at the highest professional level is a business and has to be treated as such. Playing the game is still indeed the thing, but winning the game is everything.


The average person playing squash on a social basis, or as a serious hobby, is treating the game as a mental and physical therapy and not as a matter of life or death. Although almost everyone has an inherent competitive instinct, there is not the same necessity to be successful and the enjoyment factor can and should be more overt – the game is very much the thing and winning then becomes an important part of the whole, but not the crux of the matter.


Although my feelings about the ultimate design are uncompromising and probably always will be, my love affair with the game of squash is not the slightest abated and the marvellous enjoyment I derive directly from playing is only exceeded at the moment of triumph. That, and the moment of defeat, are the two real moments of truth, of exhilaration on the one hand and despair on the other, when one realizes that all the preparatory punishment and self-denial have or have not been enough.


As I write, young Jahangir Khan, who strongly features in the text, has been winning the 1981 World Open Championship in Toronto, defeating in an attritional final the defending champion, and my old rival, Geoffrey Hunt. So Jahangir’s day has now come and the Pakistanis, so dominant in the fifties and early sixties, are once again in the ascendancy. Only the British Open remains as the last citadel, and I am certain that that will fall to the hungry young Pakistani predator in April 1982.


My own competitive fortunes have been at a low ebb since April 1981. I have been unable to play even a proper practice game. Another marvel of medical science has been performed on my right knee, and when my book is published I believe I shall be setting out again competitively, still with ambition and, inevitably, with at least the same motivation and desire for success. Above all, I look forward every day to playing the game I dearly love.


Jonah Barrington









Introduction


Squash is not just a game. For anyone who has the opportunity to become involved with squash, it builds up independence. As with any sport approached properly and with concentration, one has to be independent in that area, because it’s ruthless. You can’t turn around and ask Mummy for advice when you’re in that court. You have to stand on your own two feet entirely. You may look desperately out of the court at a coach or some other person for aid, and pray to Allah and as many gods as you possibly can. But basically it’s the individual down there in the pit who has to promote himself (or herself), and persevere, and learn all kinds of little things that are character-building.


Had I continued functioning in the way that I had up to the age of twenty-three, when I took up squash, I would have gone on to be far less mature, far less adult. Squash, and all that it entailed, actually moulded my character. Moulded, you might say, in a rather uncomfortable fashion, but in such a way that it can handle what it has to handle in this day and age. This is a cut-throat existence, and it won’t get any easier: it’ll get worse. A person has to be that much more able to look after himself, because, however one may cushion the fact, we are all competitors in the survival stakes. One cannot rely heavily on other people: in fact, one is fortunate to find three or four people in one’s lifetime who can be depended on in fair weather or foul.


As the individual searches for his identity, and becomes involved in a particular sport, he then finds his ambitions proceed. He becomes the best player in the club, say, or he gets into the county team. That makes him feel better. It might make him conceited, or puffed up with pride, and possibly even lead to a kind of self-destruction. But far more often than not it gives the person a sense of purpose and a semblance of self-respect that certainly I didn’t have when I started. That’s why, when I look back, I think, well, yes, I was bloody lucky that it all worked out, but I was the one who decided what I was going to do, and I did it, and I tackled it in a way that nobody had done before.


The average person who goes into a squash court may have been very unsuccessful in sports at school, but suddenly here is something that the person can actually do, and with an enormous number of equally inept people, because squash is easier to learn than most sports. I think that in itself is a terrific encouragement. That the person in question might not ever go on to distinguish himself or herself within the club or win so much as a club tournament doesn’t in any way diminish the importance of being able to get on the court and have a real competitive battle with someone else.


I do think that the competitive instinct is inherent in most people. Almost everyone loves to compete, but many have been daunted and discouraged from competing as children because they simply weren’t good enough. And when you’re not good enough as a kid, you’re discarded. There can be few worse psychological experiences for a child than having to stand there while teams are selected, and be picked last. A couple of children, whenever teams are chosen, suffer this degradation. I was lucky: even at my worst I would be chosen somewhere near the middle and, had I wanted to, could probably have been fairly near the front, were it not for a spark of Bolshevism in me. I would do my best not to do well, so as to irritate. But to be the last chosen, to be the fat one, or the thin one, or the one that can’t run, the one that nobody wants – this brings home to a child that life is savage.


It so happens that many of these young people go on, in their adult lives, to play squash. How does one begin?


Basically, if you want to improve at squash, you should work out on the squash court. A person with more than the bare minimum of time to spend may consider running, exercising with weights, skipping, circuit-training, swimming and other kinds of background work, but if all you have is minimum time, then it should really be spent in the squash court. Which means, in the initial phase, learning to hit the ball correctly.


I would always advise the beginner to take half a dozen lessons. I think it’s very sensible actually to be taught forehand and backhand swings and the grip on the racket. For five years I held the racket like a hammer before learning the correct grip. There are variations, of course. Individuals will always do their own thing, and do it successfully. For many years, Hashim Khan held the racket well up the shaft, like an executioner with a chopper, until a substantial stomach forced him to change. If nothing else, though, six basic lessons will ensure that you don’t go around executing your opponents and therefore running out of them very rapidly. There will be an element of safety in your swing. It also helps to be aware of the most important fundamentals. Getting to the centre of the court, serving, maintaining position near the central area, getting the ball up on the front wall, and to the back of the court – these things can be cleared in the mind of the beginner very easily by a coach, and most coaches will emphasize the same fundamentals. Without plumbing technical depths, the beginner then has some kind of background and an introduction to the game – it’s all very well having an introduction from a book, but there’s nothing better than on-court demonstration, and somebody on hand to advise where one is going wrong and how it can be rectified. The book acts as a most useful back-up or reminder.


Those first half dozen lessons are very important, and will save all sorts of heartache and hysterics later on, because unfortunately one can get into awfully bad habits, and carry on until they are ingrained. There might be a surge of ambition later, but by then one may have become distressed by the thought of all that time spent doing things badly, and dismayed at the prospect of trying to break deeply rooted bad habits. So six lessons to start with. Then, to satisfy the competitive instinct, there should immediately be a competitive element. It’s no good instructing somebody to go onto the court and hit the ball on his or her own for two months before playing anybody, because the main objective behind going to the squash court is to play. That’s what the person wants to do, and that’s what he or she should do. There’s definitely going to be somebody else around those courts equally bad who is dying for a game, so there’s no embarrassment. The great thing is to get in there and play.


As the months go by, a playing improvement will come automatically, but this can be accelerated if the beginner is prepared to sneak craftily onto the court once a week for half an hour and practise the strokes. Forehand down the wall, backhand down the wall, forehand dropshot, backhand dropshot, forehand volley, backhand volley – basically the six most constructive strokes in the game. Learn to hit those six strokes properly, with the common denominator of trying to hit them straight and tight to the walls, and, whether you’re hitting deep or hitting short from up in the air, this will produce a big improvement. Gradually one then constructs more, puts more into practice sessions and learns how to use the side walls. It’s a combination, in the end, of all the time that’s available on the court, playing and practising.


Eventually one reaches a standard where one can not only play with another person but also practise with another person. This is when you have both learned how actually to feed the ball and respond accordingly. But initially, because of the shambles that will ensue after you’ve hit the ball, it’s better to be in the court on your own if you’re going to practise. Remember, though, that the play element has to be there; it’s vital. Competition is the key.


When I started my squash career, I possibly had an A-grading in willpower and determination, but for what I’ve always called the shop-window ability for the game, I had a B-rating. Geoff Hunt, Qamar Zaman, Jahangir Khan, Gogi Alauddin, Stuart Courtney, Michael Corby and many others whom I’ve passed and left far behind have A-ratings. I didn’t have that. I didn’t have an A-rating in natural athleticism. I didn’t have a D, true, but I had a B. In other words, there was enough ability there to work on, but I didn’t have Rod Laver’s ability, or Nastase’s, or Ali’s (but then neither did anybody else). I was more of a Kevin Keegan, less of a Pele. You might say Keegan improved because he worked so damned hard at it; that despite formidable talents he hadn’t quite as much ‘gift’ with the ball as some players, yet he was so ambitious and hungry to succeed, and so full of common sense in his approach, that in the end he got better and better and better, until he’s become a world-class player.


I’ll always remember going to Stockton some time ago and reading something in the tournament programme, which had evidently been written the year before, in which players were invited to assess their rivals. I remember it because I found it extremely irritating. I had rather a low rating. All they could say about me was that I got nervous – which was a fact, especially at that stage. They didn’t say anything to the effect that ‘he’s a great competitor’, or ‘he’s a great retriever’, or even that I was particularly fit, because it was at that time fashionable to refer to Hunt as the quintessence of fitness. All they talked about was my mediocre racket ability, and that I didn’t have this, that and the other quality. After I read it I thought, well, my God! I’m not a good player. I can’t be good, yet I’ve beaten these people who made the assessment year after year after year: many of them are young enough to be my children. I’ve been effectively world champion six times and won God alone knows how many other big tournaments. Why do I win? How have I ever won? Well, there are a number of ingredients, but basically what I do on the squash court is to make better use of my ability than they make of theirs. Their frequent sweet hitting of the ball is not used to a proper purpose.


Many people outplay me in the knock-up, yet when it comes to the actual game, they can’t do it. My strange left-handed style confuses them; and for x number of reasons, by the time we’ve played for forty-five minutes to an hour, they have become thoroughly demoralized not only physically but mentally. More often than not in a practice game I have to stop and coerce my opponent into greater effort because I’m getting fed up with having the game given to me. My practice partner will come to a grinding halt, not because he is absolutely shattered, but because he doesn’t really want to play me any more. Then I have to start calling him rude names and mouthing obscenities at him to gee him up, and he’ll have another go. This often happens. It’s worth remembering that my former matchplay coach, the great Azam Khan, had a better volley and dropshot than Hashim, yet when it came to an important match Hashim always won the frigging thing. If the ball didn’t go dead, Hashim was there. It made no difference about dropshots and volleys. (Interesting, too, to reflect that Brian Phillips, seeing the Khans in action, described them as ‘jet-propelled frogs’.)


There are elements that go to make up a great champion which are far beyond the ken of the best sports scientists in the world, and beyond the understanding of the best trainers and coaches. There is a vital ingredient that a champion has to have, and can produce himself, but that they can’t tap. Willpower is an element; fear, and the ability to deal with it, is an element. When people talk about talent, they refer to what they can see: to the tangible aspects of sports performance. What they don’t appreciate are the intangibles. They don’t appreciate what is going on in the mind. I don’t think the sportsman’s mind can be monitored by these awful people in Eastern Europe and the USA and other countries where sports medicine has become so far advanced. I don’t think the human mind is accessible to psychologists, psychiatrists and trick cyclists running around telling sportsmen what they can and cannot do, and putting them through psychological tests. Thank God they can’t monitor the mind to the same degree that they can monitor the body. The mind is marvellous and mysterious and they will never ever come to terms with it completely. I’ve had all manner of physical tests. Scientists and their technology can virtually tell you what your physical potential is from the age of five, and they know all about my fast- and slow-twitch muscles and my (for them) perplexing results in physical tests. What they don’t know about, and what nobody could monitor with me, was what went on upstairs: the potential of my mind.


In sport one talks about application and determination and the talent for thinking under pressure. These may be nurtured and developed through discipline, but they have to be there. These talents are not something that people can see, or that they are even particularly interested in, except for a tiny minority who have actually delved into the subject. But these ingredients are vitally important. My mentor and coach Nasrullah Khan had two extremely arthritic knees when he won the Veterans’ tournament 9-0, 9-0, 9-0, in a matter of minutes.


The following chapters are not, in the accepted sense, instructional. You will not find in them details of how to execute a reverse angle or a boast: these physical details, and instructions on stroke-play, may be found in my earlier books. The following chapters relate much more to the mental side of squash, to the talents you cannot see, but which divide the champion squash player from the also-ran. They are described alliteratively, so that you can remember them: Fire, Fitness, Fastness, Feel, Force, Fibre, Fear, Flair and Faith. You could say these are the Nine Points of the Lore.









The Cast








	Gogi Alauddin


	‘The Little Spider’. Weighs in at 8 stone 12 lb. and has a 28-inch waist. A Punjabi, from Lahore. Son of a professional (Ahmad Din). Won British Amateur in January 1971, retaining title the following year. Turned professional and was twice runner-up and three times semifinalist in next five British Opens. Lost to Barrington in 1973 and Zaman in 1975. Spidery touch strategist troublesome even to Hunt.







	Jonah Barrington


	The author. Born Morwenstowe, Cornwall, 29 April 1941. In September 1964 was hardly able to get into a minor county team like Cornwall. Twenty-six months later, World Champion. Became first Briton to win both Amateur and Open titles in 1966-7. Won six of the seven Opens from 1966 to 1973, and scores of other titles. Turned pro in 1969 and toured with his own troupe of professionals. Pioneered clinics and coaches British squads to international success.







	Bomber Harris


	Training partner to Jonah. Ex-Air Force PTI, doing rehabilitation work at RAF Chessington. Jonah first met him when he was training the national badminton squad at RAF Innsworth around 1971.







	Ken Biscoe


	‘The Bear’. 5 foot 11 inch ex-brickie Ken was born in January 1938, in Sydney. Won Australian Amateur six times between 1960 and 1967. Won British Amateur at second attempt 1962. Turned pro (with Hunt) in 1971, finishing third in British Open in 1974-5. Now an elder statesman of the game, Ken was the inspiration behind squash in Australia during the 1960s. Marvellous technique and speed, and master of the ‘gut-ripper’ boast.







	Geoffrey Hunt


	The Old Foe. Born in Melbourne on 11 March 1947. Won British Open as amateur in 1968-9 and was runner-up in 1969-70. Four times Australian Amateur champion, and once British Amateur champion. Turned pro in 1971 and won British Open title in 1973-4. Won first official World Open in 1976. Had also won first World Amateur in 1967 (winning again in 1969 and 1971). Beat Jahangir Khan in 1981 to win record-breaking eighth British Open. Mobility and temperament supreme. Outstanding sportsman appreciated more in UK than in Australia.







	Hidayat Jahan


	‘Hiddy’. Son of a club pro (Mumtaz Khan). Pathan. Born in Quetta, settled in Lahore. Weaned on badminton, tremendous wrist. In 1967, nearly killed on train journey to Pakistan Amateur squash team trials in Karachi when KO-ed by signal post. Took revenge on signal post by savaging many rivals. Reached semifinal of British Open in 1975 after turning pro. Murdered Zaman in Karachi in November 1976 in Pakistan Masters quarter final. Warrior type, but blows hot and cold.







	Aftab Jawaid


	Born in Gurdaspur, East Punjab, settled in Quetta where his father was a squash pro. Member of Khan clan. Between 1964 and 1970 was British Amateur champion three times and runner-up in British Open three times, losing once to Taleb and twice to Barrington. First Pakistani to reach British Amateur final and was for three years undefeated by another amateur until Barrington beat him in 1966 British Open. Renowned for hypnotic length game and interminable patience. Uncle of Qamar Zaman.







	Azam Khan


	Former matchplay coach to Jonah. Born in Nawankilli on 20 April 1926. Younger brother of Hashim. First game was tennis, coaching at Royal Pakistan Air Force base at Peshawar. Under duress became Hashim’s practice partner at squash in 1952. Won British Open from 1958 to 1961. Owner and coach at New Grampians Club, Shepherd’s Bush. Superefficient Azam was a marvel of disciplined ball control and possibly best-ever tactician.







	Hashim Khan


	The First Great Hunter. Born in 1914 in Nawankilli, a Pathan of the Kamil Mohmund tribe, son of British Army club steward in Peshawar. Learned by watching officers play. Emerged from nowhere in 1950, holding racket half­way up grip, to crush the great Mahmoud el Karim in straight games, conceding five points, for British Open title. Won Open seven times and was runner-up to cousin Roshan once between 1950 and 1957. Unlovely but relentless style. Astonishing speed and naked aggression.







	Jahangir Khan


	The Young Pretender. Potentially the greatest ever. World Amateur champion at fifteen and runner-up to Hunt in 1981 British Open at seventeen. Son of Roshan Khan and brother of the gifted Torsam, who died playing squash despite a heart condition. Jahangir possesses all the qualities of a champion, lacking only experience. Signalled his arrival at the top by beating Zaman 3-2 in 1980 Pakistan Open and then conquering Hunt in early 1981 in Munich and Chichester.







	Mohibullah Khan Jr


	Born in Nawankilli. Won British Amateur in 1973-4 and 1974-5 while still a teenager. Turned pro (with Zaman) after British Open in 1975. Widely tipped as Hunt’s successor, lost to him in first official World Open final in 1976 after five games and 128 minutes. More conventional than Zaman but has a punishing game. Once astonishingly mobile, his health and fitness are now sadly suspect.







	Nasrullah Khan


	The one and only beloved ‘Naz’. Guru to Barrington during his triumphant years as world champion, and elder brother to Roshan Khan. Started as a tennis pro and brilliant rackets champion of All-India, and was already in his thirties when he arrived in England in 1953. Beset by knee trouble which greatly hindered his competitive career in Britain, but was Open Veterans’ champion from 1965 to 1967 and in 1969 whilst coaching Jonah to victory. Illustrious coaching years at Junior Carlton, Royal Aero and Lansdowne clubs and made the latter a squash metropolis.







	Roshan Khan


	Father of Torsam and Jahangir and younger brother of Nasrullah, by reputation one of the greatest stroke­players in squash history. Son of a Rawalpindi pro, won Pakistan championship in 1951 but was thwarted in his ambition to compete internationally against Hashim. As an unknown at the Lansdowne beat el Karim 9-6, 9-0, 9-1, and beat Hashim in British Open final in 1957. Became at the same time North American Open champion and a superb exponent of the hard ball game.







	Ahmed Safwat


	A ‘touch artist’ in best Egyptian tradition. Son of a diplomat, came to England in 1962 and won two junior county titles. Reached last eight of British Open in 1973. Combines competitive and club coaching careers. On court is remarkable for his powerful bandy legs and creative obsession with side walls. Also plays chess.







	Abdul Fatah Ahmed Abou Taleb


	The great Egyptian showman who deposed the Khans and broke their hold on the British Open. Three times Open champion from 1963 to 1965, his own reign ended when he met Jonah in their 1966 British Open quarter final. Toured with Jonah’s professional troupe in 1970. A dazzling stroke-player who could usually compensate for any lack of pace by sheer racket ability. Unable to come to terms with his loss of world Number One positions, he declined far too rapidly.







	Qamar Zaman


	Born in Quetta in April 1951. Son of a tennis and squash pro (Mohamed Ayub). Dropped tennis at fifteen to concentrate on squash and reached semifinals of British Amateur at first attempt in December 1972. Won British Open in 1975 while still an amateur, restoring title to the Pathans. Style confounds all textbooks in its unorthodoxy and scope. Zaman in form and in the mood is a veritable Merlin, but recently he appears to have lost some of his relish for winning. Suffered annihilation at the hands of Jahan in Pakistan Masters quarter final in 1976. Nephew of Jawaid.
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