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Anderson's 2024 stats reflect

his lasting skill, currently

MICHAEL
M

ODDS: 161

NICKNAME: Bully Boy
PDC RANKING: 2

DARTS: 249 Shot
HOMETOWN: St Helens
ALLY PALLY BEST: Winner
(2023)

MICHAEL Smith has been &
force on the oche since his

WL\“'("“ A

Bully
estadlished himsel! among the
darting elite, with three World
Series tities to his name.
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2021 Nlied with traumph,
cagturing tities at the
Masters, World Grand Prix,
Wordd Serws Finals snd

always there, comfortable, made hurm one of the l . 3
steady and loved by everyone. tournament favourites at Ay
Chizzy has been & Pally three years ago. Gerwyn Price is
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continued his momentum, g
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and the semi~finals in seversd CHRIS “Hollywoed™ Dobey
Ewrepsan Touwr svents. has been on 2 steady
- His consistency in tight clrml, ond eryoyed his
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boasting » IS-match stresh of 2023 at Ally Pally, be has shown he

Cwropean Tour before narrowty 3ame trademart Geerdie grit
losing to Humphries. With & to the eche, and just Bhe his
712 sverage sgainst Owen beftoved Newcastie United,
Sates ot the Ewwvpean Darts  he's aiming for the upper
Open. Bunting proved he's echeluns of the sport.
 playing some of the best darts  Debey captured attention
of his caroec back in 2015 with his first TV
As he hoasts bach to sppearance at the UK Open, n"!irl"-.ﬂ".uﬂ-
this Chwistmas, Curepean
MhMsOrstPOC  end ready to fire, and dent be surviving 10 match darts
[ ~ o befere loting 8-6 te Gary
_ Anderson. Me beunced bach
with & tithe ot Players
Chamgisnship 1, hes first of
the year.
At the Wertd Grand Prix,
Smith averaged 0179 n a
dominant 2-0 win over Gian
van Veen, posting the rinth-
highest match sverage in the
taurnament’s history, further
proving his ability to be
dovastating at hs best.
Smudger will be hageng to
mprove on M3 previeus dest
of reaching the last 12 at Ay
Pally. In 2022, he missed five
match darts in 2 narvow 4-)
detest te Van Dugvendode and
hall be aiming te erase that
memery with a deep run into
the latter stages.
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have for a successful darts . | SRS ~ ke o
player, and in Dimitri van den it o . .
Bergh, we have one of the
best. . , ‘ |
The Dream Maker has 2 e R A s o AR £ ‘ ‘_ e \ Heta burst ento the -
brought both talent and flair to . T Py s SO . T il e N | with » remarkable 2019
the PDC stage, making a name S i N g Nl y : . 1 Brisbane Darts Mastars
for himself with animated —— \ , | ) et £ victory, toppling James
walk-ons and clutch * . B 4 4 Wade and Gary Anderson to
%gﬂﬂ. . . .. v , . . become only the secornd
Halling from Belgium, - . : regional gualifier to claim a
Dancing Dimitri introduced N . . : World Serles title
himself in style with a N - § N , / Since then, he's sofidified
memorable win at the B ; . PETER VERE > AGENCY/CETT Y RAAGES his place as Australia’s top
2020 World Matchplay, a Y 2 . . .
breakthrough victory that tities. including the histort
capped off years of hard work Although he was halted by a 2018. Noppert quickly landed  for Noppert, with him never fast. In 2024, he claimed his 2022 World Cup of Darts
inciuding back-to-back World  red-hot Michael van Gerwen, forward to Dancing Dimitri his first PDC titie at a Players  having progressed past the first European Tour title at the
Youth Championships in 2017  his rise to the last four showing off some of his best

Championship event that last 32, a barrier he now Dutch Darts Championship,
and 2018. cemented his status as one of moves on the Ally Pally stage.

same year and later made an needs to break to cement where he beat Jonny Clayton
Van den Bergh's World Europe's most promising impressive run to the

his reputation as a true in the final, and his steady
Championship journey has players. He will be hoping to g% semi-finals of the Players contender.

success on the Pro Tour,
been consistent and wipe the siate clean after his Championship Finals. including finals and

progressive, with quarter-final  surprise second round defeat Roqmq § guarter-final finishes, show
appearances in - last year.

-

he's got the chops to compete
2018 and 2020 4 —"SB In 2024, Van den ODDS: 100/ with the best.
before his b , .ﬂﬁ Bergh has shown signs  NICKNAME: The Freeze Rock’s debut at the World
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run to the : : the next level, winning DARTS: 239 Winmau NICKNAME: Rocky was impressive, reaching
semi-finals, . his second major title  HOMETOWN: Joure, PDC RANKING: 15 the fourth round, but a
making him | - at the UK Open. Netherlands

DARTS: 24g Mission second-round exit in 2024 will
the first in a thrilling final, he ALLY PALLY BEST: Last 32 . i HOMETOWN: Broughshane :

Belgian to . clinched victory over (2020, 2021, 2022, 2023) . ALLY PALLY BEST: Last 16
reach that | | reigning worid DANNY Noppert has proven . (2023)
. champion Luke he's got the skill to mix it with | JOSH Rock has arrived on the
47 Humphries in a deciding the best. Humphries, showing he cango PDC scene with the kind of
) leg, proving he has what it A former UK Open toe-to-toe with efite players in  energy and talent that makes
. takes to win under the champion, he's become a one-day tournaments him one of the hottest young
0 . highest pressure. strong presence in the PDC Ally Pally, however, has not players, and if it weren't for
% With this title  since earning his tour card in fellow rising

star Luke
ittier, he'd
uely be
e name

player, winning muitiple
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KEEP COOL -

BY HARRY CRICHTON

COOL Hand Luke is back. The
worid champion has had a
year to savour - and he's
re 23y to do It all over again.
And what a year it has been.
rom claiming the sport’s
viggest prize at Ally Pally to
capturing the World
Matchplay and Players
Championship titles,

Humphries relishing chance®
to retain his world crown

calendar, Humphries has
firmly established himself at
the top of the tree as the
world number one.

But as the festive season

again to the Worid
Championship, and there is
only one question on
everyone's mind: can he do it

again?

approaches, all eyes turn once “This year has been 2

SuUcCcess
regardiess of
what
happens,”
Humphries
reflects.

“I've won a
major - the
second biggest one that you
can win - | have won the Worild
Cup, | have made major finals
in the UK Open, Grand Prix
and Premier League. Arguably,
| have been more consistent
and better than | was last
year”

That consistency has set
Humphries apart. A stellar
Premier League campaign saw
him overcome a slow start 1o
finish runner-up, and his
Players Championship Finals
victory just a handful of weeks
ago shows he is finding his
best form at the perfect time -
just as he did before last
year's Worlds.

For a man nicknamed ‘Cool
Hand’, the heat of competition
only seems to make him
sharper.

Time and again, Humphries
has proven he thrives when

the stakes are at their highest,

fully justifying his status as
the worthy favourite for the
biggest prize in darts.

For Humphries, though,
while everyone eise’s mind is
firmly fixed on Ally Pally, st
29, it's about more than titles,

It’s about
consistency. “
it's about .
legacy. It's
about proving, e ¢
again and R
again, that he

belongs at the

top.

“| think my
gameisina
good place,
and if | can
keep this level of play up over
the next five years, | can
definitely pick up another five,
six, seven or even eight
majors,” he says. “But that's
all down to me and how much |
put in”

Defending the World
Championship is one of darts’
toughest tasks. Only a handful
of players - Phil Taylor, Adrian
Lewis and Gary Anderson -
have managed back-to-back
tities. But Humphries
embraces the challenge

“It's the bast time of the
year for me,"” he says. “'You
have the Grand Slam, the
Players and the Worlds.

“All the media hype that
comes with It gets you
excited. It's the best part of
the darting calendar"”

Humphries knows the
competition will be flerce.
While fans dream of a repeat
clash with Luke Littier - which
is set for the semi-final due to

T

‘J.J bb Humphrnies this year

Two-time world
champion Gary
Anderson defended

ci

this year’s seedings - there is
no saying who may throw up
some surprises, with rank
outsiders like Richie Edhouse
and Mike de Decker both
winning majors at double-
figure odds In the run-up to
December.

“If you're in the World

Champlonships, you can win it

That's a key point.” he says.
“Nobody can say that only
one, two, three or four people
can win, There are 96 who can

“The difference between
winning a world title and
winning a major tournament
such as the European
Champlonships or the Grand
Prix is that It Is completely
different. You have to be
pretty much perfect and you
need & bit of luck

“When you're playing th
iikes of the top. top playet
over the best of 13 sets. 1
sets, or nine set:
got to be on your A game
won't get away with playing

-.—.n ~.< 1’

average in any of those games
and that separates top-ranked
players and the lower-ranked
players.

“Could we see an upset? it. | th
Yes. Will we see an upset? Yol
Probably not. | think there is a it are
smaller group of players who aQa .@ !
can win worid titles than can “1 don't think ?o..ou?an.l wi.f,z tep:

Joaoig’.’ .
B .,3333381 ~ gone about his business this
Obviously, _....l..u'i‘ 'year, almost flying under the
:,:.os..lnml. % ,f{ii
Js_ono‘it z' |
ot at their best

NSt me

win majors, but if therewas a  three, there's a group of
worid No.26 or something players that have that fear
that won It, It wouldn't shock factor But in a v
me too much think the p

Nith the year he has had, into t!
Humphries’ ability to 1 thin
dominate high-pressure to be !
moments has made him the In the
player with a target on his
back - the one to beat, but
perhaps one others fear to
face

There IS no greater
compliment In sport tha
be feared as an opponent. You
hear stories of teams seeing
Wayne Rooney and Cristiane
Ronaido In the tunnel at Old
Traftord during the Fergus:
era, knowing the game was

» -
u.\ ' L

over before It even started

“When YOou are a ‘Michael
van Gerwen' of the sport. vo
have got a fear factor'

l.l»ﬂ.l‘l.-l.:l..
a realist,” he says.
"1 kind of get more of a buzz

e or any " target on his back may be

bigger than ever, but
Humphries wouldn't have it

t ride

opens. |
ind |
e over




® by HARRY CRICHTON

WORLD champion Luke
Humphries has thrown his
weight behind “Darts on Your
Doorstep™ - a new Initiative
launched by the PDC In
partnership with Smart
Energy GB.

The campaign aims to
revolutionise grassroots
darts by equipping venues
with professional-grade
facilities, inspiring the next
generation of players.

As part of Smart Energy
GB's role as the Official
Energy Partner of the PDC,

makeovers will reach more
than 250 clubs in the first
year, with venues across the
UK invited to register for

their chance to participate.
Reflecting on the

campaign, Humphries shared
how it resonates with his own

experience as a young player.
“When | was 13, my darts
board was battered, the oche
_was Just a piece of tape, and
the light was broken," he
_ “Hopefully, this initiative
will create perfect conditions
for young players. A fresh
board, proper lighting, a real
oche, all in a safe and
supportive environment.”
Humphries hopes to
Inspire up-and-coming
players, and sees the
initiative as the perfect way

to keep younq people
engaged In darts.

“This is a great initiative,
and it's important for me as

" the current world champion
and world No.1 to promote It,”
he said.

“It's about inspiring the
next generation and qiving
them opportunities | didn't
have"

The campaign comes at a

Darts campaign
is a Smart move,
says Humphries

‘gm at attracting the next

With a growing number of
young players accessing
professional pathways like
the Junior Darts Corporation
(JDC) academies, the future
of darts Is brighter than ever.

“Darts is becoming
Increasingly popular,” sald
Humphries.

“It's easier to pick up than
other sports. You can play
darts whenever and however
you want.

“For young players, there's
so much opportunity now. If
I'd had this at 13, | could have
reached my level maybe
three or four years earfler.

“And it’s good for the
sport. In the next 10 years, a
lot of those players are going

to get good, and they're going
to make a career out of it.

“"With the money In the
sport nowadays, it's a great

opportunity for a lot of
youngsters.”

The partnership also
introduces the Smart Energy
GB Darts Challenge, where
clubs can compete to win a
bespoke dart-fitting
experience with official
equipment supplier Winmau.

The initiative also aims to
improve the playing
experience at grassroots
clubs, ensuring that players
of all levels can enjoy a more
professional set-up.

Humphries Is optimistic
about the impact this will

have on young players,
describing it as a potential

game-~changer for the sport.
“In my opinion, darts will

be the second-biggest sport
below football in the next
five years in terms of
WNM“
he said.
“WSMthdm
era where there's sucha

=§]0AL
tl BY

Darts on your® ’ 4
Doorstep is aimed

’ 'o

generation of playg;_s‘
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as he reached the final of the
World Championship. This
time he isouttogoone k
% o g L
~, R - : \I f‘.\

0 /OO .

i
-

B by HARRY CRICHTON

wieesemeo  Luke’s gone from a nobody to the 48

routine wouldn't look

go*vﬁno.:ﬁmoﬁ - a e P, ~—, : v e . | e S SR

t A chick ”Jm . : . : [, N¢ P | ! v Hearn have  y =X admitted or he lan 1) rompting W\ lecen:

cnenaceo=  future of the game In | 2 MONtNSEELEE . el | ITTLER AT LARGE St et «
) n . | Littler ud d [ n. a revelation Littler instagram tnbute Lo the 3

. -

Boost bar, and a handful

of Squashies during it - P ' o 10
hardly the fare of a — . in !
typical sports superstar. rall ] uccess. Littler r's W ha " [
But then, Litter happened next. He b g 2 ttier \ - 1 lisarming] tler v | net 2
3 ' 2 g . hr —
anything but n.._..da.r. the youngest piayer Lo reac wave of media atlenuon and  has nbed (rom 4 _ \ ‘ 1.} h
Al just 17 hes already a a PDC Warld Championship 2 buzz around darts that a virtual | far ¥ ed M .
mullionaire, a darts prodigy,  final. delivering one of the hasn't been seen in years. cnknown B 4 th hie \
and tipped by many to most compelling sports The Nuke is now a house-  164th in the . - . | e hi
dominate the sport for years  stones in recent memory hoid name. the 2025 tourna- PDC rankings a
to come Around 48million people  ment favourite, and we cant  to Gfth in the 1
4 - . A
Last year at Ally Pally tuned in to watch the final stop talking about ham world. Along b ' .
Littler walked onto the stage agamst Luke Humphnes, Despite the weygit of the way. he _
as a virtual unknown. a making it the most-watched expectation that comes with  has amassed m 1
tevnage wildcand seemungdy s meteoric 10 Lities, )
¢ s uccess, Littler including €
e .8 ‘.} sl 1)
; - | < . yandles it ks LWO Ma)oT | . { fa
- - o
T = (et _ e e
- . i .- . 3 r .
n‘llum “ ! M\ w - s T\...,.:r?. ups ;:_.L
R g - » - - Speaking or cromsed the |
- -l =3 et - K- ! 1T \ / _ \
32 = S ™ - lkSPORT. ) €lm mark in | > ot
o - < 2 - - " o
3< =0 unu - \ aid with PUas SNNIw) b ) .
-7 ¢ . - = asual conl Most seasoned _ '
a4 - o :
— . ence: | leel pros spend a Liletime
. .n i ﬂ Can b al i wf\.. ng :..«. ¢ actueve \
prryone. | ve menits \
v u nayved most of For Littler. it s been one e ! _ _ .
> ~.. “; .\M o )T.l;:_; ANV \ /
ormpeting thu :,.:_:;:,.:::::__5 t _
\ ar and most  at the Grand Slam of Darts \
o Lhe Lums encap _L;..r....ﬁ.:_:_r:ﬁ»_ it _
¢ got th makes lim special. In a stun

48

eiier ol nois : } VICLOTY OvVEeT ’,.A.:d.:

iy



® by HARRY CRICHTON

PHIL Taylor reckons his
record of 16 world titles
might not be safe as the
sport he helped transform
continues to evolve.

The Power needs no intro-
duction. He 1s Lthe ux‘ujv:'mtoxi
gmnh st of all ime with 16

Vorld Championships to his
name, 16 World Matchplays, a
staggering 214 professional
tournament wins and an
unmalts hed 85 major titles

His dominance in the sport
s unp wralleled

When he \[\t'.lk\, the darts

world histens
And he has p].:m\ to say

the world title for
the first time in 1990

about the \pnrt'\‘ neweslt
SUpt rstar, | uh- Littler.

‘1 hope not!” Taylor says on
talkSpP ()Ri with a chuckle
when asked whether the teen

can take his World Champion-

shlp record tally

“I tell you what though, if
there was anybody that could
do it, it’s this young lad now.
He's got the age on his side,
and he’s got the ability. 5o you
never h)u\\-

I'avlor has spent time with
Littler and couldn't hide his
admiration for the teenagers
[N nae dhd .1“1(“1]('

In an era where money
often drives ambition, the

| 7-year-old seems Lo be cut
rom a different cloth
“I was with him a couple of
weeks ago, and he just plays
iis game. He is a typical
eenager, you know. And he
sn't motivated by prize
noney, Taylor said
“It’s great, don't get me
NTONEZ He's more interested
n looking after his mother
and father, It's love l_\’ LO 500,
yecause 1've seen so many
layers where they start
arning money, and that
ruins thelir career
“But this lad, he just sits
there. Hes quiet as a mouse,
le's lovely « ompany Lo he
with, to be honest.

laylor believes Littlers
S (‘t"\\ IS p.lll of a broader
evolution in the sport, one
that has changed dramatically
since his heyday

“"Without a shmluw ol a
doubt, the sport’s improved all
round to be honest with you,
ld)h)r says.

“The main thing for darts is

the equipment’s changed.

"When Eric Bristow was
playing they had round wires
on the board. You had a lot of
bounce outs. The trebles
weren't as big as they are now.
And the darts m.mul.u turers
have improved tremendously.

“So it is an easier game now,
but you have got a lot more
pe uplt dedicated to it. The
game’s changed completely,
especially money-wise,

“That’s what's getting people

involved - the money and the
fame. It’s absolutely fantastic.

Despite the glamour of
modern darts, Taylor remains
rrounded in his advice for
Littler, emphasising the
importance of balance in o
sport with an increasingly
demanding schedule

With more tournaments
than ever before, players are
travelling constantly, chasing
rankings and prize money al
the expense ol rest and
recovery

FINAL

Van Gerwen
Whitlock

Van Barneveld 7-1
Manley

Dudbridge
Painter

Manley
Part

Priestiey
Manley

Priestiey
Priestiey
Priestiey

1995
1992
1990

1990 £ 1992 were BDO titles

“Luke won the Grand Slam,
and theres another tourna
ment the next weekend down
in Minehead with the Players
Championship Finals. It's
crazy. | don't know how they
do it

“They'll end up having to
do what Gary Anderson
does and have to pick and
choose.

“If you're tired, don't go,
because all you're doing is

A v

) vy’ » S
} ->‘.- v
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ruining your reputation, really
You're only as good as your last
game.

The current crop of darts
stars are carving out their own
rivalries and moments ol
brilliance, but the trail for
these players was blazed by
unforgettable characters from
lavlors gl‘llt‘hl( on

“I started with Jocky
(\\'llmn) and Eric \Hrl.\lu\\) |
always played pairs with Jocky
And | still smile when | say his
name. | loved him to bits,
honestly, one of the biggest
charac ters | vé ever met in my
career, Taylor recalls with
h\lhll\l SS.

[hose rivalries and partner-
ships were all about person
ality and drama, drawing fans
to the sport.

Wilson and Bristow brought
lair and charisma to the oche,
while Taylors dominance
created an aura that defined
an era and elevated darts to
new heights

[avlors own career was
marked by moments of high
drama, none more iconic than
his comeback in the 2004
World Championship final
against Kevin Painter - a game
that went all the way to a
sudden-death lt'g.

“He got me. And what [ also
did was [ put myself under

. Phil Taylor following
the last of his 16

world titles with victory
over Michael van Gerwen

1'1Y DA
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tensing up,

pressure, so | was
l.nlwr SaYS

“So | just looked at the
score, and thought, "Well, you
might as well just enjoy it now,
because voure going Lo get
beat anyway. And allol a
sudden. | relaxed, and the
darts \ldntklnllllll];{‘

It's this kind ol composure
under pressure that Taylor
hl’llt‘\ S ll('“”( S( hd(ll}llnll\‘,
and it's something he already
sees in Littler, the nsing star
he thinks could dominate the
Sport In years (O come

“Its all about relaxing and
that'’s what voung Luke does,
laylor says

"He doesn't dnnk, he just
sits there and hes doing the
other players” heads in. He just
sits there. He doesnt do
anything, He hardly practises

"He must practise, obviously,
because hes that good. Blimey
heck, what a pl.l\t r

\s Taylor rellects on his
career ‘llh’ l"u‘ \[mrl he |lt'||¥t‘d
transtiorm, his enthusiasm
for the next generation 1s
clear.

Hes excited to watch Littler
carve his own path and
maybe, just maybe, take a run
at that legendary record

'Hnln'\ll\' | woul | not bet
against him, Taylor says.

"Definitely’




BUNTING MENTAL

® by HARRY CRICHTON

STEPHEN Bunting doesn't
lose on Wednesday nights.
For three years, the world

No.8 has reigned supreme in
his local darts league. But as

he gears up for the sport’s
grandest stage at Ally Pally.
hes proving that no oche
1s too small to leaye his
mark. -

The 39-year-old has turned
2024 into something of a
breakthrough year. Already a
staple on the PDC circuit,

Bunting boasts a semi-final
finish at the 2021 World
Championship and years of
consistency at the sports
highest levels.

But this year, hes not just
contending - hes winning.

His February triumph at the
Masters, where he outclassed

some of the games biggest
names, has solidified his
status as a genuine contender.
Write him off at your peril -
“The Bullet™ is locked, loaded.
and aiming for glory.

For Bunting, darts is as
much about staying
connected to his roots as it is
about rising to the occasion

_on the grandest stages, which

TN LN

is why he still plays on
Wednesday nights in his local
darts league.

Speaking to Ladbrokes, the
sponsors of the UK Open and
Players Championship Finals,
he said: "The local darts is
great. I'll never forget my

roots, and 1've been playing for

the last three years now.

Remarkably, Bunting
remains unbeaten in his local
league during that time.,

But even for a PDC
professional, local darts is not
for the faint-hearted.

“Sometimes it's actually
harder’to play local league
because youre expected to
win - and you've got the
added pressure of being in a
team, so you don't want to let
your team-mates down. The
pressure of that is immense;
he explained.

Despite this, he relishesthe
camaraderie and simplicity of
his weekly darts outings,

y - which offer a
 grounding
counterpoint to
the intensity of
his professional
commitments,
and an

loose with his
maltes,

Bunting’s rise
in darts has been
methodical, A
former BDO
world champion
and two-time
BDO World
Masters
champion, his
transition to the
PDCin 2015
marked a turning
point.

the song
Titanium, a

lﬂycr who has

Bistently

Can the grounded crowd

opportunity to let

He walks out to
fting anthem for

his mettle.

His semi-final run in 2021
and quarter-final appearance
in 2023 highlight his ability
to thrive on the World
Championship stage.

However, 2024 has been
particularly special.

Bunting stunned the darts
world with a decisive victory
at the Masters earlier this year.
En route to the title, he
toppled reigning world
champion Luke Humphries
before defeating Michael van
Gerwen 11-7 in the final.

His dominance in that
tournament - winning 37 of
55 legs in 15 darts or fewer -
set the tone for the year.

Bunting continued to
deliver consistent
performances across various
tournaments elsewhere,
including a quarter-final finish
at the UK Open and deep runs
in several European Tour
events.

And while Bunting’s darts
career has soared, his personal
life has been just as eventful.
The recent arrival of his
second son added a new
dimension to his already busy
schedule,

“Leading into the Grand
Slam, I didn't put that much
preparation in because I was
at the hospital with [wife|
Keila,” he revealed. "But you
never forget how to play darts,
and sometimes a rest is as
good as being on the board.

And despite his demanding
travel schedule, Bunting
makes an effort to be present
when hes home.

"When I'm here, | try and
make myself useful... even if
It's just making cups of tea or
looking after dinner, he said.

His eldest son, Toby, has
also stepped into the role of
big brother with enthusiasm

Balancing the pressures of
professional darts with family
life isn't easy, but for Bunting,
It's a source of strength and
perspectlive
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Unless youve been living
under a rock or stumbled
across this paper in the
depths of the Amazon
Rainforest, youve heard of
Luke Littler.

And Bunting has been
effusive in his praise for the
sport’s new superstar, often
highlighting the "Luke Littler
Effect’ - a surge of youthful
energy and enthusiasm that
has transformed the game.

For Bunting, the impact
has been unmistakable,
manifesting in unique and
surprising ways.

“Luke’s brought so much
attention to our game from a
younger audience and I've
even noticed it myself]
Bunting shared.

"I went to JD for a pair of
trainers, not long back, and
there must have been about
15 to 20 kids following me in

)

for pictures and autographs!
[hat's never happened
before... thats the Luke Littler
effect,

Bunting is quick to credit
the teenagers composure and
matunty, qualities that behe
his age.

"He's such a nice lad, very
unassuming’ Bunting noted.
"He just seems to have his
head screwed on.”

While Littler’s rise has been
meteoric, Bunting's own story
1S a reminder of the long-term
dedication it takes to build a
successful darts career.

“It’s an interesting time for
darts, Bunting reflected.
"Were all very lucky to be
playing in the era of Luke.

As the World
Championships approach,
Bunting's focus is clear.

Every sport has its defining
stage. Tennis at Wimbledon,

Stephen Bunting

GWELEGIED
impressive year, which
included winning the
Masters (below)

boxing at Madison Square
Garden and snooker at The
Crucible. For darts, Ally Pally
is it. For players such as
Bunting, it's the ultimate arena
to etch their names into the
hlstur} books. '

['his year, with momentum
on his side, he'll be eager to go
further then the semi-finals,
and he just might have his
best chance yet to do
something truly special.

Notable about Bunting is his
likeability. He disarms fans
with his composure and
singalong walkout.

As the crowd belts out the
lyncs - “I'm bulletproof,
nothing to lose, fire away, fire
away - it’s clear the words
embody him perfectly.

One thing is for sure, we'll
all be going Bunting Mental if
he pulls off an upset at this
years World Championship.



@ by HARRY CRICHTON

THE cold, tipsy, December walk

up the hill to Alexandra Palace

has the feeling of a pligrimage

\‘ss

- The chill in the air only fuels
the growing excitement as
thousands in every costume
imaginable - jockeys, traffic
cones, the odd lobster -
clamber up, Santa hats pulled
low and anticipation high.

Ally Pally has become the
place where tradition and pure
spectacie merge. Where the
sport's serious stakes coexist
with carnival fun,

Stepping inside, the energy is
immediate, almost physical.
The smell of lager hangs In the
air. mingling with the loud hum
of hundreds of voices.,

Fans file into the hall, the
tabies stretching endlessly, the
chants start, the pitchers flow,
and somewhere up there, the
darts probably happens -
though, let’'s be honest, haif the
time you're too busy chanting
at the borina. boring. tables to

actually catch much of
&

For @ moment, it
doesn't feel like just
darts - It's a festival, an
event that's grown far
beyond its pub-game
roots to become 2 before general sale even begins
staple of the sporting calendat.  y¢, an increasingly global

When the night ends, people . q.ce the future of the

Sl hack ao_l:.;a I, voices event at the Palace hangs In
hoarse, wondering where the the balance

gn.to:_._ H!“ N”_Q n-.: find While many fans can’t
s 3 e imagine the championship
tomorrow.
Ally Pally isn't just » venue anywhere eise, others see
: alforaf
it’s the beating heart of the potential for a fresh setting to

take the reins. Could Ally
Pally's reign as the heart of
transtormation darts come to an end?

For many, the venue is darts, e asked those involved in

and nothing else could feel the sport for their thoughts...
quite the same.

But the days of Ally Pally as  The verdict from Gerwyn
darts’ spiritual home might be  Price: It's nothing special
numbered. The sport is growing GERWYN Price, the 2021 World
like never before, and anyone Champion, has voiced strong
who has tried to buy tickets opinions in favour of relocating,

knows that the 3,000 capacity’ citing issues with crowd
venue sells out every session behaviour.

darts calendar, a stage that has
witnessed the sport’s

Price, who has often faced a
hostile reception from
audiences at Ally Pally, even
pushing him to come on stage
in a pair of ear defenders in
2023, believes a change of
venue could improve the overall
experience.

He wrote on Instagram:
“"Maybe it's the way lorward
less drunken hooligans that
aren’'t fans, causing fights, that
turn up once In 2 blue moon,

“It spolls/dictates the
outcome of the game in what’s
the most important event of
the year for the players,

“If you want that
atmosphere there's four
months of It with the Premier
League. People can still enjoy
themselves without alcohol.”

To Price, moving the
championship could help
“give back some
enjoyment” to both
players and fans, free
from the distractions of
unruly crowds,

The verdict from Barry Hearn
You can’t rule out potential
1sPwners
BARRY Hearn, Matchroom
president and ex-PDC
President, acknowiedges the
challenges of maintaining the
Worid Championship at
Alexandra Palace as the sport
continues is meteoric growth
The demand for tickets
which regularty outstrips
avallablinty, supports his
argument for expanding or
possibly relocating the event.
“We reckon we could sell
250,000 tickets for the World
Champlonship, and they
wouldn’t fit in Ally Pally,” he
explained. The potential to sell
more tickets is a strong
incentive. but Hearn aiso

recognises that the unique
atmosphere of Ally Pally, “The
essence of darts Is it's party
time.” he added. “And this Is
central to the event's appeal”

MHearn has even discussed
the possibliity of hosting the
tournament In money-rich
Saud! Arabla. a country :3@
enter the darts scene

Speaking to the The Mirreg
Mearn sald: “1 have spokento '
the Saudis and they were Vo
keen. They're not ready (3.;
they won't be far along

For Hearn, as darts grows |
internationally, finding the ﬂi
balance between preserving
tradition and expanding
Capacity Is crucial

Ths rdict fry |
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FOR 2023 werld chamy

Michael Smith, there's no

question that the World

n..l.l.ll..t at Ally

Pally.
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setting that defines the thousa
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adamant any ch inges should more than lust
e within its iconic walls, not It's an iconic thing." he s '
outside of them Y« e not going to

“Ally Pally, we should mon Matchplay, because it's at
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BRITAIN and Europe may
" well be the hotbed of darts,
r but the sport is growing

around the planet. Here, we
B take a look at some of the
¥ jesser-known international

Tomoya Goto

of Japan Is
back after making
his debut last year

qualifiers who will be now earned his debut at the NITIN Kumar, India’s darts

competing at Ally Pally World Championship and his trailblazer, is returning to Ally

this month—. first trip to Ally Pally by Pally for the fourth time this

topping the DPA Order of vear, all the way from Kolkata.

CAMERON Merit, an impressive rise after Knownas T he Rn\ul
CAROLISSEN starting the final weekend Bcnb.d the 38- -ye ar-old Is no
NAT'O"AL'TY: In sey enth pl_u‘u - \\-u)nn]g \ll‘dl‘lat rto televise d PDC
South Afncan two events and finishing events having represented
QUALIFIED THROUGH: runner-up in another to clinch  India in the World Cup of

Darts and featured at the

* Afncan Qualifier
Bahrain Masters in 2023.

the top spotL.

« VUVUZELAS, fancy dress and
raucous fans brought the PDC
Africa Qualifier to life on social
media.

And its eventual winner,
Cameron Carolissen, will be
no stranger to the electric
atmosphere awaiting him at

7 Ally Pally. The South African
from Cape Town returns for
his second appearance, having

3 previously qugmt]ui in 2021

B when he was knocked out by
. l)annv \OP"! ri.

™ (.druhw n. mcknamed “The
- ‘ 'IS\(L!‘)\I)(JI}I( ‘dd

nican flair at the
pun.\}up as hr
e,

NALITY: Australian
FIED THROUGH:
ro Tour
Oﬂ'lllO from Harve Y.
his darts

ey at 21 inspired by his
ers love for Lthe game
st four years later, he
med his first Australian
itle, setting off a career
defined by determination and
resilience. The 43-year-old has

)
4
a2
o
J

Nitin
Kumar
and, right,
Cameron

It's a journey from the
Fraternitv Club in Wollongong
to London's Alexandra Palace,
where Comito is ready to
bring a slice of Aussie darts
showmanship to the big stage.

TOMOYA GOTO
NATIONALITY: Japanese
QUALIFIED THROUGH:

PD] Japan Tour

TOMOYA Goto returns to Ally
Pally this Christmas for his
second World Championship
appearance, having previously
impressed by landing seven
180s in round one and
checking out 97 against Ryan
Searle in round two.

[he 28-year-old secured his
spot this year by dominating
the Japan Tour Finals in
Shizuoka, conceding just
seven legs across five matches
to claim victory on home soil

Now, Goto is back and
ready to make his mark on the
big stage once again.

NITIN KUMAR
NATIONALITY: Indian
QUALIFIED THROUGH:

India Qualifier

Carolissen

Building his reputation on
the PDC Asian Tour, Kumar
has qualified this year through
the India Qualifier where he
won all 20 of his matches
across the two-day event.

RASHAD SWEETING
NATIONALITY: Bahamas
QUALIFIED THROUGH:
CDLC Tour

RASHAD Sweeting made
history this year as the first
player from the Bahamas to
qualify for the World
Championship.

Sweeting has secured his
qualification through the
Championship Darts Latin
America and Canibbean Order
of Merit, winning two of the
four events held in 2024,
Sweeting’s journey
to Ally Pally has
taken him from

the oche in

Jamaica to
Santiago, and
now Lo
the

unchartered territory of North
London.

An immigration officer by
day and darts powerhouse by
night, Sweeting is ready to
check in at the World
Championship.

After nine years in the game,

he's proudly carrying the
hopes of his nation and 1s

. determined to make his

homeland proud on the
biggest stage of them all.

ZONG XIAO CHEN
2 NATIONALITY: Chinese
: QUALIFIED THROUGH:
¢ PDC China Championship
' ZONG Xiao Chen, known as
“The Pandaman, has

pioneered Chinese darts,
consistently showcasing his
talent on the intern: umlml
stage

His journey to the World
Championship includes
winning the PDC China
Premier League in 2022 and
2024 and representing China
in multiple World Cup of
Darts events.

In 2023, Zong made history
as the first player to hit a nine-
dart finish in a PDC China
streamed event - heres hoping
he can recreate this on the Ally
Pally stage. '

After missing the 2023
World Championship due to
an allergy preventing his
Covid- 19 vaccination, The
Pandaman i1s back and ready
to bamboozle his opponents.

RYUSEI AZEMOTO
NATIONALITY: Japanese
QUALIFIED THROUGH:
PDC Asian Tour

IG/OETTY IMAGES

>

RYUSEI Azemoto, a rising star
from Japan, has gained
attention in the darts world
through his impressive
performances on the
PDC Asian Tour, where
he clinched four titles in
2024

Azemoto showcased his
skill by securing back-to-back
wins in Manila and further
victones in Malaysia,
establishing himself as a
serious contender.

He recently made his debut
on the international stage
at the World Cup of Darts,
representing Japan alongside
[omoya Goto.

['he pair missed muluple
match darts to knock out the
much-fancied Australian team
of Simon Whitlock and
Damon Heta
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¥ by HARRY CRICHTON

UNDERNEATH the neon
lights of local Filipino bars
and small-town sports
clubs, a quiet revolution
has been brewing. Darts.

The talent is there, but
can they make a mark

Once a modest pastume, Ii “""""""’*"_‘“’“"""""’"
claim as Asias top darting
navon.

Over the past decade, the
of organised leagues
maments has been
gransiorming darts
lred and

has exploded into the national
CONSCIOUSIIESS, driven I»,_\ |
new wave of talent ready to

» MWIaArr L ) ‘4 .
¥ {m-’l‘i " S anc ibha 4
S .

ations hike the
B8 Federation ol
#s (NDIP) have
establishing
titions thal

.

M‘ JUri frmnm IH‘,‘.”H'

also played an

Paolo Nébrida'
and, right, =y
Sandro Eric Sosing "o

Port in the region.

instrumental role in this
growth, with the PDC Asia
Tour bringing high-stakes
tournaments to the region.

I'his year The Asian
Championship was hosted in
Manila, giving Filipino players
a chance to compete on home
501l = a significant step in
raising the \.pml'\ profile
locully and regionally.

vents such as the
Darterong Pinoy tournament
have drawn record-breaking
attendances, with recent

figures reaching over 1,200
participants, underscoring
the sport’s broad appeal

And there’s serious money

In it too. The Philippine
Open International Dart

[ournament now boasts a

prize pool of PHP 9 million
(around £120,000), underlining
the growing investment in the
sport

Central to the growth of
every sport is its idols, and in
the Philippines, darts is no
exception

orget Manny Pacquiao
they ve got Lourence llagan

As one of the Philippines’
most seasoned and successful
darts players, "The Gunner’
has firmly established himself
as the face of Filipino darts on
the global stage.

He returns to the
hallowed walls of The
Palace for his ninth
World Championship
this Christmas.

His career took off in
he world of soft-tip
tarts, where he claimed
an impressive set ol
titles. Yet it's his
performances at Ally
Pally that have solidified
his status as a trailblazer,
making him a
irecognised and
‘lr-.luw Led figure on the
PDC circul
b llagans journey isn'l

Just about personal success,
Its a path that has paved the
way lor a generation of
Filipino players aspiring to
make their mark
internationally

Following in [lagan’s
lootsteps, Paolo Nebnida,
Sandro Enc Sosing, and Alexis
[ovlo are three emg rging
talents who bring their own
stories to the world stage..

PAOLO NEBRIDA

\ TALENT who has steadily
nsen through the ranks ol
international darts

A prominent player in both
the PDC and national events.
he first made waves in 2014.
reaching the final of the
Malaysian Open in his
international debut vear
before capturing his first
major title at the Hong Kong
U[‘(‘l\.

No stranger to the Ally Pally
stage, Nebrida pushed Danny
'.Ill\(‘ll Lo lllt llll\ll 11 A ln\c
lirst-round battle in 2023, his
debut at the World
Championship, hitting a ton
linish in the second sel.

He returns for his third
consecutive tournament,
having picked up four titles on
the PDC Asian Tour 1n 2024

SANDRO ERIC SOSING

HE delivered an impressive

performance in the PDC Asian

Lourence

llagan is a
darts legend in
the Philippines

2E EB.

Championship, reaching the
final on home turf in Manila.
[hough ultimately bested
by llagan, his strong showing
secured him a Spot at the
World Championship. While a
title has eluded him so far,
Sosings breakthrough has
placed him among the
Philippines’ darts talents.

ALEXIS TOYLO

AT 32, Toylo is the youngest ol
the Filipino foursome and has
emerged as a dominant force,
claiming five of the first 11
events on this yvears PDC
\sian Tour

[oylo is a shining example
of the work done by the NDFP
having competed in their
youth competitions from the
age ol 17. He currently holds
the highest number of ranking
points under their system,
with 630 more than llagan.

A left-hander with a
composed presence, he made
his big-stage debut at the
World Cup of Darts alongside
llagan. Now, hes set to make
his Ally Pally debut as
something of a wildcard.

logether, these four
represent a microcosm of the
global footprint that darts is
estabhishing. Inspired by
llagans path, each has found
their own way to the top,
proving that Filipino darts is a
torce with lasting potential
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biggest

B by HARRY CRICHTON

BEHIND the glitz and
glamour of the year’s majors,
hundreds of players battle it
out across PDC divisions,
fighting to earn their place on
the Ally Pally stage.

Connor Scutt Is one such
player. He has navigated a
year of highs and lows to
secure his return to darts’
spiritual home and regain his
PDC Tour card by topping the
2024 Challenge Tour Order
of Merit.

After a second-round loss
to Gerwyn Price at Ally Pally
last year, Scutt lost his place
on the PDC Pro Tour, but the
27-year-old from Sussex has

bounced back In style.

Heading into the final
weekend of the Challenge
Tour, he was locked in a tight
battle with Wesley Plaisier,
with just £50 separating
them in the Order of Merit
standings.

"It was swapping around
so much,” Scutt recalled on
the Weekly Dartscast
~ podcast. “Wesley would win a

game and go top, then I'd win
~ and go top. Once | made the
final of the first event, |
thought, ‘this is the lead that
| needed'.”

- When Plaisier was
eliminated early in the
second event, Scutt could
finally refax, knowing his
return to the professional
circuit was secure.

"|¢t was quite a wave of
~ emotion, to be fair. | didn't
cry, but | nearly did - | got a
little bit chokey,” he
" This triumph caps a year of
standout performances,
including a semi-final run at

‘the WDF World Masters,

where he thought he had

been dumped out in the
group stages, only to be
called back after a three-way
tie In his group led to a nine-
dart shootout.

»] was In Tesco shopping,
‘got a nice lasagna to have in

|
d

t.

Connor Scutt
is back ON ey h Sl
the pro circuit 7 "N T
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Scutt Merits a
return to the

.
a
|
.‘~1

stage

the evening, and yeah,
luckily, we received a phone
call saying we had to get
back to the venue as soon as
possible,

“| couldn’t believe it. It's
quite nice to get a second
chance. | knew | had to make
the most of it."”

His triumph on the
Challenge Tour has already
earned him his place at the
Grand Slam, where Scutt
stunned Dave Chisnall with a
5-0 whitewash in the group
stages, showing he can mix it
with the best of them.

He followed it up with wins
over Martin Lukeman, Mario
Vandenbogaerde and Daryl
Gurney to reach the quarter-

finals of the Players
Championship Finals, where
he took Dirk van Duljvenbode
to a last-leq decider.

Now, Scutt is turning his

attention to Ally Pally.
While some players in his

position might have opted for
the WDF World Championship
at Lakeside, Scutt was clear
about his priorities.

“Choosing the Worild

Champs was less about the
money differences, more
about the crack in the top 64
because that would be a
massive head start on next
year,” he explained.

With no pressure to retain
his tour card immediately,
Scutt sees this as an
opportunity to make his
mark, saying: “I've got three
bites at the cherry to do
something. It would be nice
to crack the top 64 just to
take a bit of pressure off year
one with the card.”

Looking ahead, Scuttis
optimistic about his future.
He said: “Winning a ranking
title - that'd be nice, wouldn‘t
it? It would be nice to have 3
senlor title under my belt.

“Hopefully, the Pro Tour
will be the next one, or maybe
I'll just do a Richie Edhouse
and take a major!”

More than anything, Scutt
feels ready for this next
chapter, adding:
“] feel a lot more
comfortable in
the room now. |
don't feel out of
place.

“| know |‘'ve got
a decent game to
combat most

opponents, so
hopefully | won't




# by HARRY CRICHTON

BANNED for match-fixing,
boasting an exceptional
record against young rival

Luke Littler, and now
winning events on the
PDC Pro Tour, Wessel
Nijman Is no stranger to
turning heads.

As Littler has taken the
media spotlight, however,
the 24-year-old
Dutchman has been
quietly going about his
business since earning his
Tour Card in 2023.

In his debut year,

Nijman has bested Littler

at the Baltic Open, cruised

to victory on seven
occasions on the
Development Tour and,

most recently, broke his
Pro Tour duck by winning
Players Championship 24.

Now he's got a chance
to be this year’s breakout
star.

After storming the
Dutch and WDF youth
rankings and winning on
his Development Tour
debut in 2020, Nijman's
potential was always clear.

But his career took a
dark turn that same year
when he was banned for
match-fixing, admitting to
intentionally losing a
game against David
Evans. Nijman received a
five-year suspension, later
reduced to two-and-a-half
years.

"Obviously, we did it,
and I'm the one to blame
in the end,” Nijman said
on The Darts Show
Podcast. |l put it aside
real fast, but | wasn't too
sure if | was coming back
to play darts.”

The turning point came
thanks to darts legend
Darryl Fitton, who
encouraged Nijman to
return to the Development
Tour. Since then, he has
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Bright spark Nij
ready to make
big stage return

Wessel
Nijman has
2 bounced back
from his ban

\ | 6‘

gone from strength to
strength,

It has been very fast.
It's still fast going. But |
think this is the right
journey for me. | want to
get into the top 32, maybe
top 60, maybe even better.
But for now, I'm very
happy where I'm
standing,” sald Nijman.

With the uncertainty
surrounding his sporting

career, Nijman juggles
professional darts with a

demanding day job.
Working as an electrician

specialising in high-

voltage systems, he Is yet
to commit to darts full-

time.
“I didn't have a plan
when | was younger, but

now I'm working as an
electrician. On Monday, |
still go to work, so | maybe
will have to have a little

chat with my boss and
talk about the future,”
Nijman explained.

“I'm lucky that my boss
likes what | do. He
basically gives me free
time whenever | need It,
and follows my progress.”

While his story is one of
redemption and promise,
Nijman’s return hasn‘t
been without challenges.
The match-fixing ban cast
a long shadow, but he has
remained resilient in the
face of online criticism.

“In person, it's never
been that difficult. People
don’t walk up to you and
say silly things - they only
put it on the internet,” he
said. “But I'm happy to
leave it behind and be how
| am right now.”

As he prepares for the
World Championship, he
hopes the iconic Ally Pally
stage will provide the
platform to showcase his
best darts and to begin
living up to the potential
he displayed in his early
career.

“I know |
can beat
anyone, not
just Luke,” he
says. "But I'm
not setting big
goals, like
saying | want
to be a world
champion this

year or that.
I'll just play on
and see what
happens.”
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year began with the fallout
n Luke Humphries' World
« Champlonship success, but the
big names were quickly back in
* action at the Bahrain Masters.
Luke Litder swiftly put his Ally
Pally disappointment behind
him, crulsing 1o victory and
bﬂmﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ 7&‘1 van Gerwen
. , is | 9

Michael Smith
§ was the centre
M of attention on the
opening night of
the Premier
League at Cardiff
in February

I'T was time for the Premier
League 1o get under way.

Michael Smith upset
home favourite Gerwyn Price
on the opening night in Cardifi
before Van Gerwen followed
up on night two, overcoming
Littler and sunming two
match darts to deny the
Nuke an early Premier League
win.

Lirtler, never far from the
headlines, responded with
another nine-daner and a
victory in the Players
Championship.

For MVG, February was a

lucrative month, with a
hat-trick of Premier League
victories consolidanng an

n.,.ruz point lead at the u P of the
table

Van Gerwen met his maich
in the Masters, howeve L where
Stephen Bunting defeated hum
Lo win hus first televised PDC
ttle, averaging 102 on the
night.

In a busy month, Ryan
Seare grabbed the headlines by
taking his first title of 2024 in
the Players Championship after
finishing runner-up in the two
opening events the week
before.

tor \IVG

TTLIERE was &

* o of formunes

who

Suljovic, who rolled back
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seeing ofl Humpdine

final In the Premmer League
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Humpiiries made it three

consecutive victories, winning
in Dubdin after suocesses in

Brighton and Noumngham.
Nevertheless, Litter broke

his duck, picking up his first
mghtly win in Bedfast He also
caimed his first European Tour

title on debut, beating

Cross in Belgium and, yes, he

Rob

hit another nine-daner en

route

APRIL

A SHOWDOWN between
Hiumphries and MVG on the

beat the Green Machine in
spectacular style in the

competition where he
picked up his maiden

European Tour title two years

earlier

had

last seven league matches

before arriving In Birmingham

on Nigha 1 1.

Linler picked up three wins

in the Premier League,

establishing himself at the op

of the table with a five-point
lead over his closest rival,

| Tumphries. In the midst of his
Premier Leagur domiunation

he added an Austrian |
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:.. )

(ucuil

was dumped out
of the UK Open
eazly by the
retiring Mensur

nd

| Ewropean Tour saw Humpliries

In the Premier Leagur, It was
back to winning ways for Van
Gerwen, who had Jost six of his

listed in Forbex” Under-30
BEuropean Class of 2024
alangside Jude Bellingham and

Lando Normms!

(he European Tour also
provided intriguing stories, with
Martin Schindler winning the
Intemational Dans Open,
proving that hard work can take
you from stewarding on the
European Tour 10 becoming a
champmon. Gary Anderson also

hit the headlines, ending his
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Eanopean Tour Smidh -
retumned 1 winning ways,
claiming his first ranking ttle in
11 toonths st the Players
Champlomship, followed by
a Premier League win in
Sheflleld.
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won his fust dtle in nearly two

years in Hildeshelm,
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dumping Littder out of the

(zech Open and storming to J
his 10th ttle in just over a veas '
NOVEMBER
//::.p,f:..::._:~__.__._/
towards the Ally Pally World
Championship, the month
delivered box ofhice darts
with last year s tinalists
picking up crucial wins ahead
ol their retum to the by
SLaNe

The Grand Slam. one of the
marquee PDC events, saw
Litder Iinally clinch his first

L major ranking ttle, king his

career earmings past Lim and
ok tngtol fth in the PIX
Order of Mernn

\nd, as alwavs, Littder did it
with tHair, reeling off an
istonishung 15 straight legs o
dismantle Martin Lukeman —
16- 3 in the final

— LUIECT COMe Close lm. . . ' - .

up  week later ot the Plavers
Championship but found
himsell outgunned n
._...«,_._7_.,, who delended his
tde in stvle, leaving both witl

_:..;:,,__/., LN DL

wnticipaion o a showdown at
\Ulv Pall

\re they peaking at just the
right ime *



