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ONE

Streetwise

'You play like a poof!'

These were the words my dad George said to me
when he first watched me play darts. I was eleven years
old and he'd just bought me a board for my birthday. I
was playing in my bedroom.

'I can't take you down the pub if you play like that,'
he said.

I'd never played darts before, but three weeks later
I was getting regular three-dart scores of a hundred
plus. The trouble was I had a unique style of throwing
that in my dad's eyes looked suspect. It involved
standing to the side and holding the dart lower down
the barrel so my little finger rested on the tip of it.
This hindered my throwing action. To overcome this
I raised my little finger in the air so there was no
contact with the point.

'You look like a little posh boy holding a china teacup,'
he said.

'Give it a rest, Dad,' I said to him. 'This is the way I
play, and this is the way I'll always play.'

He didn't like it, but it was a style that gave me five
World Championships, five World Masters, two News of
the World titles, four British Opens, three Butlins Grand
Masters and numerous Open wins in Sweden, Denmark
and North America, plus a host of other titles – and
pretty soon everybody was copying my throwing style.
As soon as I got good there were thousands of other
players in pubs and clubs up and down the country all
playing with raised pinkies. They thought they could be
great darts players just by lifting up their little finger.
What a bunch of wallies!

I was born in Ward 6, Hackney Hospital, East London,
at 5.50 a.m. on 25 April 1957, and weighed a healthy,
though not huge, six pounds. My mum Pamela was a
telephonist in the City and Dad was a plasterer. Mum
was the rock in our family, she was the one who pushed
me and encouraged me, and she always stood up for
me whenever I got into any trouble, which was quite
often. My dad was a bit quieter. He had his routine: the
occasional trip down the bookies, the pub on a Sunday
afternoon, that sort of thing. We lived in Stoke
Newington, where you learnt at an early age that life on
the streets was tough. I know it's a bit of a cliché but
in my case it was true. After the Second World War
Stoke Newington, like many run-down areas, suffered
at the hands of urban planners who tore down the slums
and replaced them with housing estates. These quickly
became a magnet for crime. I was lucky in that I lived
in a big three-storey Victorian house. It'd be worth a
fortune now because Stoke Newington, like most places
in the East End, has been yuppified. However, it was
slap bang in the middle of these new housing projects.

On the bottom floor of our house lived my nan, we
lived on the middle floor and at the top was my Auntie
Ethel. Nan smoked Kensington cigarettes all her life
and when I was a kid I used to sneak into her living
room and steal a few, like you do when you're young.
Later on, when I'd made it at darts and was on good
money, I lived with the guilt of stealing her fags so I'd
use my winnings to buy her packets of two hundred,
which I'd take round to her house, together with a crate
of Guinness. She drank Guinness every night.

In those early days one thing a young boy had to do,
living in London's East End, was learn to survive. Stoke
Newington was tough and you had to be streetwise to
get on. When I was a teenager I got in with a gang. My
crew was known as the Oxton Boys. We were petty thieves
getting up to mischief, but we were mere foot soldiers
compared to the bigger gangs, of which the main one at
the time was the Richardson's. They were the governors
on our patch and were led by Charlie Richardson. You
didn't mess with them: you avoided them at all costs and
if you crossed them you left the country: either that or
you'd end up dead. They were also known as the Torture
Gang. Their 'speciality' was pinning victims to the floor
with six-inch nails and removing their toes with bolt
cutters. Other tortures included whippings, cigarette
burning, teeth being pulled out with pliers, and electrocution
into unconsciousness. The electrocutions were
inflicted by an old Army field telephone which acted as
a generator. The victims had the terminals attached to
their nipples and bollocks and were then forced into a
bath of cold water to enhance the electrical charge.
Afterwards, if they were too badly injured, they'd be sent
to a doctor who'd been struck off the Medical Register.
If you saw a member of the Richardson Gang you put
your head down, kept yourself to yourself and behaved.
It was as simple as that. They used a pub just round the
corner from where we hung out.

I always walked the streets with a claw hammer stuffed
down the front of my trousers in case of any trouble.
Everywhere I went I took it with me. That claw hammer
became my best friend. It got me out of some sticky
situations because you never felt totally safe walking the
streets of Stoke Newington. Your worst enemy could
always be lurking in the shadows or around the next
corner. Our gang were a handy bunch, if a little smalltime.
I got in trouble with the police on lots of occasions
for thieving, or beating people up or stealing cars. We
loved the Mini Cooper S. If we saw one of those we'd
have it. They were great, really nippy.

My first brush with the law came when I was thirteen.
I'd borrowed a couple of monkey wrenches from
a friend and was trying to steal money from a telephone
box. There were two Turkish lads and myself. The police
caught us red-handed and I had to appear at juvenile
court, but I got away with it thanks to Mum. She'd been
advised by the police to make me admit the crime, but
she was having none of it. She got £40-worth of legal
aid and a solicitor who established that the phone box
had been tampered with before I and my two accomplices
had got to work with the wrench. My brief got
this fact by cross-examining a police sergeant who you
could see going bright red in the face as he realised I
was going to walk away free and innocent. Then I got
nicked for joy-riding. Three of us had stolen a car, but
the idiot driving it couldn't get out of third gear. We
were being chased by the cops and had to abandon it.
If you're being chased by the cops you really need
someone who can drive. One of us got caught and
grassed on the others. I remember a copper coming to
my house and saying to me: 'You're going down this
time, son.'

I got away with that as well when the police decided
not to press charges. It had something to do with the
driver being the son of a policeman, which was handy.

At weekends four of us would go out stealing. A local
menswear shop was a particular favourite of mine. It
was designed so the main window handles were on the
outside. By hanging on the handle and pulling it down
I could open the window, climb in and help myself to
whatever I wanted. I did this about half a dozen times.
Then, one night I was walking past, saw that nobody
was about and pushed my fingers under the handle and
took a tight grip to pull it open. All of a sudden I felt
a shock of pain running through my hands. The shop
owner, tired of my pilfering, had used sticky tape to fix
razor blades under the handles. I was badly cut; my
hands were a mess.

A tobacconist shop was another favourite. Attached
to the door was a tinkling bell which rang when a
customer walked in. I was a big lad, so it was easy for
me to open the door slowly and grab the bell so that it
didn't ring. Then I slipped inside and helped myself to
as many fags as I could physically carry. By the time the
shopkeeper realised some of his stock was missing I
was long gone. I was particularly good with a knife, and
if ever there was a small gap between a door and its
frame I could get a blade in there and flip the lock.
Sheds were a particular speciality. I could get in any
shed.

One thing our gang prided itself on was cleanliness.
We used to break into people's houses and we never
damaged a thing. We were good thieves and we did a
job properly. If we were going through a chest of
drawers, we started at the bottom and worked our way
up; that way we didn't make a mess of the place. We'd
never soil the beds or urinate up the walls the way they
do now because we had respect for the houses we were
robbing.

We were in a house at lunchtime one day, and all of
a sudden the distinctive waft of cooking came floating
up the stairs. While I and a couple of others were rifling
through bedroom drawers, downstairs our partner in
crime was cooking. I shot down and confronted him. I
was furious. 'What the fuck are you doing here?' I said.
'Let's get everything and get out, you daft sod, before
we get caught.'

The smell was so good and so overpowering, however,
that we all sat down to a full English breakfast, which
was a rare treat back then in the late sixties – and because
we were good thieves we even washed the pots and put
them back where we found them afterwards. I bet the
people who owned the home didn't even realise we'd
made a meal when they got back.

The guy who cooked it got nicked off us by another
gang shortly after that, for the simple reason he was
small and pencil thin. In London around that time most
of the Victorian houses had small manholes outside
where the coal was poured in. When they came to deliver
it, they would simply pull the manhole up and tip the
coal in. when this gang of black lads saw my little mate,
they took him from us to get down these coalholes. He
couldn't argue with them: he had to do it or they would
have put him in hospital.

So he was taken to someone's home where they had
one of these holes outside. He had to slide down into
it and follow the tunnel inside the house to a flimsy
wire shutter that opened to access the coal. He kicked
this shutter open, climbed out, went to the front door
and let the lads in. That was him done then and he'd
walk off down the street, absolutely filthy. However,
these lads weren't just petty thieves; they were doing
proper jobs. They were going in with vans and emptying
the houses of everything. All people had to do to stop
this happening was have a metal grate with a lock fitted
on the outside hole, but people didn't think.

Everywhere our gang went we came across brainless
idiots: people who just didn't have a clue. Most people
deep down are basically wallies. A pal and I went to
work for one down the market. He sold rollers that
rubbed fluff off your clothes. Customers could buy one
for fifty pence. We were working for this geezer who
said he'd pay us two pounds a day to sell these things.
So we said, 'Yeah, no problem, all right, when do we
start?' It was easy money to us. We got to the market
and he gave us a big bag of these rollers to sell, and
when we'd sold them he got another bag out of the van
and we sold them as well. They were flying out. This
bloke was coining it in; we were making him stacks of
money. Then this guy gave us the keys to the van and
told us to look after things while he went for a cup of
tea. What a stupid idiot. He didn't know us from Adam,
and we knew that; that's why we went to the van, got
about eight bags of these rollers and walked with them
to the other end of the market where we started selling
them for twenty-five pence each, undercutting him by
half. We'd sold out in no time, made twenty times the
amount he was paying us for a day, and scarpered.

When we didn't rob and pilfer we'd more often than
not be fighting. A typical night out, for example, was
us going down to the Tottenham Royal, which was a
nightclub. It was where I made my England darts debut
funnily enough, and was situated right opposite a police
station of all places. One night when we went – I was
fifteen but looked a lot older, so I never got asked for
identity in these places – it all kicked off. There was a
balcony which looked out on to the dance floor, and
people were being picked up and thrown over the rail,
landing thirty feet below. There were bodies sprawled
everywhere; it looked as if a war had broken out.

There was one particular nutcase nicknamed Cappa,
who used to go to the old North Bank and fight with
Arsenal, he was a lunatic. He was tooled up this night,
only he didn't have a knife or anything like that, he had
a plane, a plane you use to smooth wood, which he used
that night to plane the top of a poor guy's head. This
bloke was stumbling about with this plane through his
skull, in agony. I was convinced he was going to die and
we had to run like hell to get away from the place before
the police arrived.

I used to go and watch Arsenal and see Cappa on the
terraces, but I never fought, even though violence was
really taking off in football. I was never a hooligan for
the simple reason that I went with my dad. Dad was a
big Arsenal fan and I used to go to nearly every game
with him. I was fourteen when they won the double in
1971 and we went to every home game, every away
game and every FA Cup game except the final. Dad
went to the final on his own. I watched it on television
at home with a couple of mates and tried to spot him
in the crowd of one hundred thousand. But my dad
isn't stupid: he got near the ground and somebody
wanted to buy his ticket off him for the equivalent of
four week's wages, so they went to a nearby pub, Dad
sold it to him, and he spent the rest of the afternoon
in there watching it on telly.

When he came home I said: 'I couldn't see you on
TV.'

'I wasn't there, son,' he replied and laughed.

Why we could only get one cup final ticket was simple:
we only bought one match-day programme between us.
There were tokens in these programmes and if you went
to every game you would cut them out and keep them
to get your ticket if Arsenal got to the FA Cup Final.
So Dad got the ticket. I wasn't that bothered anyway; I
supported Chelsea. Arsenal were a better team but
Chelsea, with players like Peter Osgood and Charlie
Cook, had more flair, plus I liked the colour blue. When
I was fourteen I went on my own across London to
watch them lose 2–1 to Everton. I vowed never to go
again, they were rubbish that day, but I still went with
my dad to see Arsenal.

In the 1971 FA Cup semi-final they played Stoke
City at Hillsborough in Sheffield. Me and my dad got
off the train and walked down a big hill. The problem
was Stoke were red and white and so were Arsenal,
but Dad and I never twigged this. Walking to the
ground we saw this sea of red and white in a great big
park, so we headed straight for the middle of it,
thinking they were Arsenal fans. When we got there
all you could hear was ''Allo, duck' and 'How are you,
duck?' We'd walked into the middle of Stoke's main
firm, and all they wanted to do was find a couple of
Arsenal fans and beat them up. Dad whispered in my
ear: 'Keep walking. Don't say a word.' We walked all
the way through them in silence, which was hard for
me because I do like to natter.

It ended 2–2 and the replay was at Villa Park, which
gives a great comparison of football in the early-seventies
and now. At Villa Park they were doing repair
work on the end where the Arsenal fans were. There
were thousands of us standing on debris, bricks, everything.
Now they'd have to close that stand for safety
reasons, but then they didn't give a monkey's. It was
dangerous as well. When we scored people could have
broken their ankle and got trampled in the surge forward
that followed. Some fans did fall on the bricks and rubble
and hurt themselves quite badly. The St John Ambulance
staff were kept very busy that day.

If it wasn't the poor state of the stadium you had to
contend with, there was always the police who treated
soccer fans like mad dogs. You could find yourself trampled
on by a horse, hit over the head with a truncheon
or basically just pushed out of the way by coppers with
absolutely no respect for anyone. After the game Dad
and I went outside, and as we were walking along he
fancied a steak and kidney pie which he bought from a
van and ate. There was litter everywhere, you couldn't
see the floor for aluminium pie cartons, and all the bins
tied to lamp posts were full to overflowing. So Dad
threw his on the floor, only for a copper to approach
him and say: 'Pick it up!' All the bins were bursting and
when Dad looked on the floor he couldn't tell which
one was his because it was just a sea of silver. This
copper was just being stroppy and was probably itching
to give my dad a belt. So Dad swallowed his pride and
picked one up: it could've been his but probably wasn't.
He went over to an overflowing bin and perched it
precariously on top of this mountain of silver. It was
a joke. What was that all about? There was rubbish
everywhere and a couple of hours later they would have
sent in the vans to pick everything up. I felt like smacking
this copper; I really wanted to punch his lights out for
humiliating my dad like that. Give a man a uniform and
he becomes a different person, and that applies to quite
a few policemen.

These were only minor setbacks to our overall
enjoyment. Dad and I used to go everywhere together
on the train to all the away games. I always used to see
this young lad, he must have been about ten or eleven,
and he went to every game home and away but he never
had a ticket, and never had a railway ticket either. He'd
just get on the train and dodge his way to the final destination.
I'd always see him in the ground later. How he
did it I will never know. He had no money. There'd be
him and two of his pals in a train toilet and when the
ticket collector came round one would come out, leaving
the rest inside. I think they're a bit wise to that one now,
but back then it happened all the time.

The big thing at that time was to nick somebody's
scarf and bring it back to the pub. So, for example, if
Arsenal were playing Liverpool, all the hooligans would
go fighting and bring Liverpool scarves back to the
boozer as trophies. I just remember thinking how stupid
it all was – they were hitting people they didn't even
know and the ones they were hitting could've been nice
people but they didn't know any better and if you're
brought up that way then that's it, that's the way you
are. They were a product of their surroundings.

When I started playing darts on a Saturday, that's when
the football stopped, but back home in Stoke Newington
there was still the gang. There were still fights, we still
went on the rob and things were no different. What
changed everything for me came shortly after my
sixteenth birthday. Me and the lads had a bit of trouble
in a pub called the Queens. There were about seventeen
of us, and we slaughtered this bloke and his mate
inside the pub. The mate scarpered, but this guy simply
refused to go down. We just couldn't beat him, even
after we'd hit him with chairs, bottles, pool cues, anything
we could lay our hands on. It was a trouncing, but he
just stood in this corner and took it, and while he took
it he kept saying, 'You've picked on the wrong bloke
here, lads.'

I'll always remember that. They were like famous last
words: 'You've picked on the wrong bloke.' His eyes
were bloody, his head was ripped to pieces, his nose was
shattered, and he was bleeding profusely, but he was a
tough guy, and eventually he got out of the place. We
just carried on enjoying ourselves in the pub and thought
nothing more of it.

Then, a week later, one of our gang, Dum Dum, who
had helped beat him up, was walking along the street
when a car came screaming up to him and knocked him
flying. It was a classic hit and run. He was left with two
broken legs and a broken arm and was in a wheelchair
for months.

Another week went by, and then another of the gang
who was in the pub that night got jumped as he was
walking along on his own. They put him in hospital;
he was in a right mess, stitches everywhere. He was
lucky to survive. All I could think when I heard about
this was that this was no coincidence, that whoever
that guy was, yes, we had definitely picked on the wrong
bloke.

Less than a week later, another one of our lot got
done, so there were three down. If you've ever seen the
Shane Meadows film Dead Man's Shoes, in which a paratrooper
returns home to exact revenge on the
tormentors of his younger brother and picks them off
one by one, you'll know what it was like. A few of the
lads were scared because they didn't know who they
were up against, or who this bloke was in the grand
scheme of things, and more terrifyingly for them they
didn't know when and who he was going to strike at
next. Unfortunately their fear didn't rub off on me. I
know no fear, that's my problem. Pull a gun on me and
I won't give a damn. I have no idea whether any of the
others got taken out.

I was getting good at darts by then, I was earning
money from it, I had a great life, was having fun and
all of a sudden I could see the world opening up for
me. I didn't need the hassle that came with being in a
gang. I was on enough money to have a decent life; I
didn't have to rob cars or houses to survive. Suddenly
I remember thinking: I'm legal, I'm legit. So I left the
gang behind; those days were over. Or so I thought.

*

After making the decision to leave the gang I also left
home and went to live with a mate called Eddie. He
had a flat about two streets away from where I lived
with my mum and dad. I wanted to move out because,
as with most youngsters, I craved independence and
being able to do my own thing. I've always been like
that.

So I was with Eddie and we were having a whale of
a time, going out, pulling women every weekend and
bringing them back to the flat. Everything was going
fine until he committed the cardinal sin: he went to a
pub nearby that wasn't our local and glassed some geezer
in a fight, cutting him badly and leaving him scarred for
life. I found out about this, and I also found out who
he'd glassed and said to him: 'Eddie, you've messed with
the wrong family there, mate.'

The guy he'd glassed was a big-time gangster with a
big-time crew who were a nutty lot you didn't mess
around with, so I made the decision to move back home
right away. I didn't even hang around to take all my stuff
with me; I left a lot of it there. Three or four days later
I still hadn't gone round to collect my stuff, and that's
when the dad of this bloke who'd been glassed came
round to Eddie's flat with three of the bloke's brothers.
You had to get up four flights of stairs to get to the
flat. There were two flats to each floor; and Eddie's was
at the top. Eddie was in when they came and he heard
them kick in the front door downstairs. Luckily for him
the flat opposite his was vacant. This meant the door
had been left open, so Eddie grabbed a hammer – it
was probably my hammer that I normally took everywhere
with me as protection – and went in. All that was
left in there was a big old wardrobe that was part of
the fixtures and fittings. Eddie climbed into it and shut
the door, but not completely or he would have been
locked inside, and he waited. He heard these blokes go
into his flat, open the window and throw all his belongings
and personal possessions out on to some spiked
railings four floors below. He later told me: 'I was worried
my heartbeat would give me away. I felt sure they'd hear
it because it was really hammering against my chest and
going bang, bang, bang.'

When they'd thrown everything out of his window
on to the spikes they went into the vacant flat, and as
if by a miracle they didn't check the wardrobe. If they
had they would have found Eddie with hammer in hand
and his heart going nineteen to the dozen. I've no doubt
he would've followed the rest of his belongings on to
the spiked railings below and probably wouldn't be here
today. Or if he was he would've been left severely paralysed.
If I'd have stayed in that flat they would've thrown
me out of the window as well. However, they just walked
around the two flats, someone said, 'No one's in here,'
and they were gone. If they'd have just opened the
wardrobe door Eddie would've been a dead man. You
didn't mess with the wrong families back then. As soon
as this happened he packed his bags and moved to Las
Vegas. He was a dead man walking in London. He's
still there now, working as a croupier, and has a few
properties. The minute that happened he was gone and
he's never come back.

I always wonder what would have happened if I hadn't
ended up playing darts. I'd probably have ended up in
prison or drifted into big-time crime. Darts was my
salvation. I tried to get the gang into darts when I was
sixteen which was a big mistake. We formed a team and
we might as well have called ourselves The Lunatics
because they were potty. We played my league team, the
Arundel Arms, who I threw for a couple of nights a
week when I first started out. My lot wanted to fight
them when we lost. That was an embarrassing moment.
Their idea of a darts match was to play, have a load of
beer and then beat up the opposition. It didn't last; it
couldn't last for the sake of my career.

So I left, and didn't see most of them again, except
that when I was seventeen I did get invited to the
wedding of one of our top lads, a bloke called Sully.
What a disaster that was. All the boys were there and
it was a bit of a reunion. Unfortunately on the bride's
side of the family was a rather large contingent of lads,
many of whom had been involved in run-ins with our
lot, including yours truly. As the beer began to flow and
the day progressed so tempers got fraught, and one of
our gang decided he was going to fill in this bloke who
he didn't like. They weren't doing anything wrong but
they sensed trouble so they managed to get a police van
on standby outside, just in case a fight needed breaking
up. It was the sensible thing to do. I'd had enough. I
didn't want any trouble and could tell there was a big
fight brewing, so I decided to go. The last thing I wanted
to do was fight at a wedding and spoil someone's big
day. However, by the time I got outside half the force
in London had been tipped off that there was going to
be a mass battle between a known gang and some other
lads and they were ready to go in, round up our boys
and nick them. When they saw me come out of there
they must have been rubbing their hands in glee. As
soon as I got about a hundred yards down the road a
police van started following me. I knew they were going
to do me so I tried to run but got caught. Back at the
station the duty officer took my belongings. It was
obvious what they were going to do, they were going
to take me down to the cells and give me a beating, so
as soon as I handed over my jacket to this officer I
decked him with one punch; logic told me that as I was
going to get done over I might as well hit one of them.
That was it; they dragged me to the cells and about half
a dozen of them laid into me. They beat me so hard
my nose exploded and there was blood everywhere. After
it was all over they called in a doctor to check me out.

'What happened to you?' he said.

'I fell over,' I mumbled through thick lips.

Saying that meant that they didn't charge me. It was
no good saying I'd been beaten up because they
would've thrown the book at me. I left that police
station not knowing if Sully's wedding ever did erupt in
violence, the people there knew nothing of the beating,
but knowing that this sort of life – doing things wrong
and getting in trouble with the law – was something
that just didn't give me a rush any more. Darts was
where I got my buzz now. I need a buzz and a thrill –
they get me through life and make it enjoyable. Without
that adrenaline rush life is not worth living. In the early
days it was being with the gang and living every day on
a knife edge. By the time I was in my late teens it was
the arrows that did it for me and gave me my main
focus.

Years later I did meet up with Sully again. I was the
World Champion by then and I was doing The Cockney
Classic at Truman's Brewery in London for ITV. I did
darts and Steve Davis did snooker. My mum had bumped
into Sully and a guy called Hursty who used to live with
him and was also an old friend of mine, so she invited
them to come and meet me after the programme. Sully
was still married, had four kids and was running a
removal business. They came and joined me and all these
top nobs from ITV who took us for an Indian. As we
sat with producers, directors and quite a lot of top executives
I said to them, 'Did you enjoy it?' It was the first
time they'd been to a televised darts match.

'It was brilliant, great,' Sully said.

'Well why don't you come next year?' I replied.

'OK,' said Sully.

'I can't,' said Hursty quite loudly. 'I have to go up the
Old Bailey next month. I'm getting a seven to ten stretch
for armed robbery.'

You couldn't have scripted it any better. All these
execs and producers nearly choked on their curries and
you could see the blood draining from their faces. The
whole place went so deathly quiet you could have heard
a pin drop, apart from the sound of the ITV bosses
taking nervous gulps, that is. It was left to me to break
the silence.

'You never bloody change,' I said, and roared with
laughter.

But that was the last time I ever saw him or my old
crew. By the time I was World Champion those days
had been left far behind.
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