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1
How it all Happened

| suppose | first became interested in snooker at the age of fourteen
when my brother bought a game of bagatelle for £1. This con-
sisted of a table top approximately 8 ft x 2 ft with nine holes
numbered 1-9 at one end, eight red balls and one black and two
cues. The idea was to strike the balls from the bottom of the table
into as many numbered cups as possible, the black counting
double. The board folded to make a 4 ft x 2 ft table top and had
green baize on one side to avoid scratching.

After a few weeks we decided to knock twelve nails into the
bottom of the table for the six pockets and tied tape from one nail
to the next to form the cushions, thus making a 4 ft x 2 ft table on
which we used to play billiards. The tape cushions used to work
providing you didn't play the shots too hard. But if you did hit
them a fraction too hard then the ball would simply roll over the
tape and onto the floor. Nevertheless, | had many hours of enjoy-
ment out of this and consequently when | started playing snooker
| had already developed my basic stance.

| also remember at about this time my brother started going to
one of his friends who had a small snooker table about 8 ft x 4 ft
but they wouldn't let me play on it. | used to sit on awall outside
the snooker room watching them and dying to have a try myself
as at this stage | had never played on a proper snooker table.

The first time | played on one was in the local billiard hall at
Radcliffe when | was fifteen. Although you were not alowed in
the hall until you were eighteen | persuaded my brother-in-law
to take me down as the manager didn't bother if you were with
someone. After that | started to sneak in the hall when the
manager wasn't looking and used to have a game on one of the
tables which was out of sight of the office. He used to catch me
and throw me out nearly every day until in the end he must have
got tired of it and allowed me to play.

About the same time | became a member of the local Church
Institute and used to play there whenever | could. At the time |
started to play in the billiard hall the manager used to stage a
weekly handicap every Tuesday for the first thirty-two players to
put their names down. It cost 1sto enter, the first prize being 10s,
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2 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

second 5s. The first time | entered | was put on the top handicap
of 45 and was knocked out in the first round.

The system was such that everyone kept the same handicap
each week except the winner and runner-up who had 10 points
and 5 points deducted from their starts. | can't remember exactly
how many times | won this handicap but | remember that | finished
up winning it with a handcap of - 25 and reached the fina the
following week from -35 which meant | was giving 70-80 start
to some players.

By now | was knocking up 50-60 breaks regularly and it was at
this time that | received my first piece of advice. An ederly
gentleman named Jack Westwell, who had apparently been a very
good hilliards player, used to sit and watch me play regularly.
One day he called me over and asked me why was it that | could
consistently make 50-60 breaks without getting any higher. He
persuaded me to leave snooker alone and start playing billiards.
When | did, he used to tell me what shot to play. Playing exactly
as he said always meant | had to use side on the cue-ball instead of
forcing it to get position on wide angle shots.

| played billiards for about six weeks and during the last two
weeks | made thirteen century breaks with the highest of 129.
| was really enjoying the game when he said I'd had enough and
that | was to go back to playing snooker. For about a month
after this | couldn't do anything at snooker and then, dl of a
sudden, in two weeks, | made sx 90-odd breaks. The following
week, | made my first century (115) which I'll dways remember as
it started with a red and yellow followed by fourteen reds and
fourteen blacks. With all the colours on their spots | had a
straight pot on the yellow but in trying to screw back for green |
jumped over the yellow into the pocket. I've always believed
that what Jack Westwell taught me has put me in the position | am
in today. This was the only time | have ever been given any advice
to which (I am very pleased to say) | listened.

Quite a few comical things happened to me while | was going
down to the billiard hall. Every Saturday morning | would go
down to Radcliffe to the butcher's on my brother's cycle to get the
meat for my mother. | would always be in the billiard hall when it
opened at 1045 am. and | would till be there when it closed at
10.30 p.m. Many atime | would dash out to catch the 10.30 bus
home and when | got home realize that the cycle and the meat for

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



HOW IT ALL HAPPENED 3

the Sunday dinner were locked in the billiard hall which didn't
open again until Monday.

There was a time when | was playing a chap for 2s per
frame. | was three frames in front and leading in the fourth when
he asked me to hold his cue while he went to the toilet. It was a
good half an hour before | realized that he wasn't going to come
back and | wasn't going to get paid my winnings. Of course | also
had to pay for the table. Another time | won afew shillings from a
fellow and he wouldn't pay me. | called him some name and he
warned me that if | said that again he would let me have one on
the chin. | then stuck my chin out for him and said, 'Go on then.'
He did and | finished flat on the floor.

It was also in this billiard hall that | acquired the cue that | still
play with. The manager had sixty specia cues which were num-
bered 1 to 60 and which anybody could rent for a shilling per
year. This meant that although you couldn't take the cue out of
the hall, it was always available for you when you played in the
hall and no one else could use it without your permission. When |
started going to the hall a friend of mine who used to rent one of
these cues gave me permission to use it and at a later date, when
he stopped going regularly, | took over the renting of it. When the
hall was due to close in 1950 the manager told me to take the cue
and case home before they were al collected. For this | had to
give him 8s and to this day it is the only cue | have ever used. It
still has the number 35 burned into it just above the splice.

After | had made the 115 break | got quite a name localy as [
was il only fifteen and a local newspaper, the Bury Times,
which used to stage quite a big billiards tournament, invited me to
play a few exhibitions. This meant that when they had a match
in their tournament which would draw a big crowd, they took me
along so that after the billiards match | would play three exhibition
frames of snooker against the top three players of the club. |
remember they published an article about my snooker which they
headed 'Boy Snooker Player with a Big Future', which of course
was quite a thrill for me.

The following day, when | went to school, the headmaster sent
for me. When | got in his office the first thing he said was, | see
you have been making quite a name for yourself." He had a copy
of the Bury Times in front of him so of course | fdt realy proud
of mysalf. He then proceeded to let me know that he wasn't at all
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4 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

pleased and told me what would happen if | let snooker affect my
homework and schooling in general. | came out of his office, after
feding on top of the world, wondering what had hit me and what
| had done wrong.

| continued to play in the Radcliffe area until the age of eighteen
when | went into the RAF for three years, during which time
| never played snooker and completely lost interest in the game. |
came out of the forces at twenty-one and did not play again until
| was twenty-eight, which was during the 1963-4 season. During
the seven years | had variousjobs—cost clerk, labourer in a paper
mill, settler in a betting office and bread van driver.

It was by sheer chance that | started to play snooker seriously
again. Two local billiard halls, Longsight and Salford, had been
playing a match against each other for a number of weeks for £1
per man and Salford had romped away with these matches every
week. A Radcliffe bookmaker who knew me when | was fifteen
had been watching these matches and told the manager of the
Longsight hall that he would bring him a player who would
strengthen his team, thinking of course that | was till playing the
game. He came to see me and insisted that | play for Longsight
the following Sunday. | agreed. | then got my cue out of the back
room and went out to practise as much as possible. The following
Sunday | found that the manager had decided to play me against
Austin Whiteside, who was one of the top amateurs in Lancashire.
The fact that the rest of the team thought that they had a world
beater playing last for them inspired them so much that when |
went on to play we were 47 points in front. | didn't do very
much but | only lost my frame by 17 points. | thought that if this
was one of the top amateurs I'd start to play seriously and see how
I went with these players when | had got plenty of practice in.

| played a match for £10 against another top amateur, Stan
Holden, about two weeks later and | lost 4-3. | then played
another fourteen money matches, all of which | won, against other
top Lancashire amateurs. | also played in a 3-aside snooker-plus
competition in Warrington. | won my game 168-0 (31-96-41) in
three visits to the table, for which | was awarded a Joe Davis
cue by the News of the World. | also entered the English Amateur
Championship for the first time along with as many local com-
petitions as | could get in. 1 won the Manchester area of the
English championship, and went on to win the Northern section
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HOW IT ALL HAPPENED 5

played at Middlesbrough, but | lost 11-8 in the final against the
Southern area winner, Ray Reardon.

This match was played at the Central Hall, Birmingham, which
is actually a Methodist mission hall. There was a very strict
'No Smoking' rule which didn't suit me as | always chain smoke
during a match al the time I'm not at the table. | had a lot of
friends with me who are smokers but there wasn't a cigarette in
sight when the match started. As it is not a good idea to break
normal habits on a special occasion, it wasn't many minutes
before | lit up. There was a moment's hesitation, then suddenly it
was like bonfire night as the cigarettes and lighters came out.

| entered again the following year, again won the Northern in
Manchester and lost again in the final to Pat Houlihan 11-3
at the Tower Circus, Blackpool. This, | think, was the worst |
have ever played in a match. The only thing | remember about it
was that we had to restart two frames. The black went over a
pocket early on and al the reds gradually became grouped
around it. With neither of us wanting to knock the black in to
give seven away, stalemate developed.

The following year | again won the Northern at Bolton and went
on to beat Marcus Owen 11-5 in the final at Huddersfield, making
the only century break ever in the final of the Amateur, 101. | was
2-3 down but led 7-3 at the end of the first day. This final was
probably aturning point in my approach to the game. In my first
two championships | had reached the final with a more tactical
approach, but in the third final | started to attack more.

As it came off for me | have continued to play a much more
venturesome game than when | first started. After winning
this championship | was then invited to take part in the World
Amateur Championship in Karachi, Pakistan.

This was a new world for me. We were wonderfully entertained
and made some friendships which | am sure will last al my life
The life and soul of the party was Mohammed Jamir Mohammed
Lafir, the Ceylon champion, whose favourite trick was sneaking
round the back of someone to tickle him with a reed or blade of
grass.

There are a lot of insects in this part of the world so Lé&fir's
victims usually slapped themselves each time he touched them with
his tickling stick. All the competitors fdl for this trick in turn,
including the last to arrive, Bert Demarco of Scotland. We were
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6 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

all in the secret by then and told Bert some awful tales about the
mosquitoes. When Laffy got to work with his tickler Bert started
to knock hell out of himself getting rid of these imaginary insects.
He twigged in the end, which was probably just as well as he could
have knocked himself out.

One interesting feature of the hospitality arose the day all the
players went to the races. The bookmakers recognized us and as
one offered 3-1 another would immediately offer 7-2. Unfortu-
nately, this has never happened to me in England.

At the end of the championship we were all loaded with gifts,
including a beautiful chart showing an analysis of al shots played
in the event. It revedled that Gary Owen had attempted 125
blacks and missed only 10 while | had attempted 125 and missed
19. Gary missed 12 pinks out of 83 to my 9 out of 96.

The really interesting statistic to me was that Gary had at-
tempted atotal of 88 blues (and potted 74) while | had attempted
only 59 (and potted 54). Of yellow, greens and browns, Gary had
attempted 57 and potted 47 while | had attempted 33 and potted
31

This suggested to me that Gary was readier than | was to come
away from the pink and black in his break-building and take the
blue or asmall colour to get back in again. Perhaps it was because
| was trying to be more ambitious with side and screw that |
missed a greater proportion of blacks than he did.

Perhaps, on the other hand, one can't read too much into these
statistics. The one statistic there's no disputing is that Gary beat
me 6-2 in the deciding match to clinch first place. The tournament
was played on around robin basis and after struggling through 6-5
against Bill Barrie of Australia, | finished second. Gary thoroughly
deserved to win the championship. His general match play was
very solid and his middle pocket potting was the best | have ever
seen.

When | arrived back in England | had a dispute with the
Billiards Association over the expenses for this trip, withdrew
from al the amateur tournaments for the 1967-8 season and was
again about to hang up my cue for good. Shortly after this, the
National Spastics Society invited me to turn professional and play
exhibitions on their behalf.

After giving it considerable thought | decided that as | had
made my mind up that | wasn't going to play in the amateur
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championships | might as well give it atry. If it didn't work out |
wouldn't have lost anything. | expected to have quite a lean spell
with these exhibitions as | was virtually unknown at this time,
but | was again pleasantly surprised as | was quite well booked in
my first season. During this season Gary Owen and Ray Reardon
also turned professional and it was decided that the World
Championship would be revived on a knockout basis as there
were now eight professionals. | had to pay £100 to enter, alot of
money for me at the time, but | thought that to play as a pro-
fessional | had to be confident enough to chance £100. | won the
titte at my first attempt beating John Pulman 30-19 (over 49
frames) and Rex Williams 55-18 and Gary Owen 46-27 (over 73).
| had beaten Pulman 16-10 in a match at Colne a few months
previously so | felt reasonably confident. As an amateur, | had
always thought the top amateurs were out of my class. This was a
big help to me as | treated them with the utmost respect when |
played them. When | became professional | went in with the same
attitude, rating myself as very much the underdog with everything
to gain and nothing to lose.

| get a bit tense before a match or a session but, once | start,
my concentration takes over so that | don't get worked up while
I'm actually playing.

Against John Pulman | led 4-0 and went to 16-5. John fought
back to only three behind but | eventually nailed him in the first
frame of the last session, making a 97 break and missing a
straight green off its spot for the century!

Rex Williams played very badly against me in the semi-fina
but the early stages of the final against Gary Owen were close.

| led 6-2 but Gary made it 7-7 before | went in front again 14-8.
I more or less kept this lead and clinched the match with the first
frame of the last day.

It was during this season that | really developed my deep screw
shots.

Figure 1 shows the shot which helped me take a 9-7 lead, a
long straight blue from which | screwed back so far that | was able
to take the pink in the middle. With me, this shot isjust confidence
and timing. At the same time, a shot like this can really shake your
opponent if it comes dff, particularly when it means the difference
of two frames, 9-7 as opposed to 8-8.

| got a couple more like this and also knocked in a lot of long
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8 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

o BLACK

Fig. 1 Fig. 2

pots which perhaps put more pressure on Gary to go for pots
because he couldn't be confident of getting me safe.

| was also extending the range of shots | could play with side.
Figure 2 shows how | won one frame by potting the green at
speed with strong left-hand (running) side to get position on the
last red. Like the deep screws, these power shots with alot of side
are largely a matter of confidence. Sometimes | miscue when
using extreme degrees of spin but it doesn't seem to affect my
confidence the next time a similar shot is needed.

When | first turned professional it looked as if | wouldn't be
working very much during the summer months so | went to see
the manager of Pontin's Holiday Camp in Blackpool. | was again
lucky in that they employed me to give exhibitions from May to
September at their Blackpool and Morecambe camps.

I am dill playing at Pontin's but | now cover Southport and
Prestatyn as well. | have also had some nice trips out of snooker.
In addition to Pakistan for the World Championship in 1966 |
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HOW IT ALL HAPPENED 9

have been to Bermuda for three weeks in February 1968 and
another three weeks in May 1969. | also visited India for three
weeks in December 1969, Australia for seven weeks for the World
Championship in October/November 1970 and Canada for two
weeks in December 1971 with a return visit in March 1972.

My first trip to Bermuda was quite a surprise as | found that |
was playing mostly billiards and only two frames of snooker at
each club. Before | played snooker | had to explain the rules of
the game but on my next trip there only fourteen months later |
found that snooker had become very popular.

One memory of Indiais playing in Cochin when it was suffocat-
ingly hot and there were thousands of flies about. | made six
breaks over 70 at snooker which hardly raised a round of applause
but the applause for a break of 130 at hilliards was tremendous.
Finally, 1 managed a break of 100 at snooker as well which was
greeted by fireworks and cannons going off al over the place.
This turned out to be not for the century but for the arrival of a
Korean government delegation down the road.

My trip to Australia was for the World Championship. | did
not go as holder since the previous March Ray Reardon had
beaten me in the semi-finad at Bolton. | did not practise much
before | went as | thought that | would be playing a great many
frames out there and did not want to risk going stale.

| was 4-8 down to Perrie Mans of South Africa in my first
match in the preliminary eliminating series but although Perrie
is a very good potter | was not unduly worried and got a winning
margin of 19-13.

| was aso 3-6 behind to Norman Squire, who is a lovely
player to watch when he is making a break although he doesn't
pot many long ones and is not happy with forcing shots. | won
the next 15 frames and won 27-10.

With two wins, | was aready certain of a place in the semi-fina
but | wasn't particularly keen to lose to Reardon in the 'dead'
match. | did lose, 16-21, but this seemed to spur me on even
more when | played him again in the semi-find. | got better and
better as my confidence rose and Ray got worse and worse as his
confidence disappeared. | won 34-15 and then played Warren
Simpson in the final.

Warren was a surprise finalist having beaten John Pulman,
Gary Owen and, in an al-Australian semi-final, Eddie Charlton.
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He played very well on the third day against me when he won ten
frames out of twelve to pull back from 6-18 to 16-20.

On thosefirst two days, | played aswell as ever | have, including
three century breaks in four frames, 105, 126 and 107, the first
time this had been done in the championship. That third day was a
bit of a setback but fortunately | started to hit the ball well again
on the fourth day and eventually won 37-29.

From Australia, | came straight into the first Park Drive £2000
tournament. This was a new type of professional event—seven-
frame matches over one evening replacing the conventional
three- or six-day matches. The crowds responded very well
to this because they were able to see a whole match rather than
just part of alonger match. Each of the four players, John Pulman,
Rex Williams, Gary Owen and mysdf, played each other three
times with the two league leaders going into a play-off for the top
two prizes of £750 and £550. | beat Rex Williams 4-1 in the final
but when the tournament was repeated the following October, |
lost 4-3 in the final to Reardon &fter he had needed a snooker on
the pink in the final frame. | will come back to this in Chapter 5.

| then went to Canada for the first time where the enthusiasm
was tremendous and the conditions, though strange, tailor-made
for big breaks. It was there that | made my first 147 maximum
break, fifteen reds, fifteen blacks and all the colours. On this visit,
I made twenty-nine centuries and sixty breaks over 80 in ninety-
eight frames, and on a return visit a couple of months later |
managed another 147.

It is much easier to make breaks in Canada. Some, though not
all, pockets are on the easy side, but this does not have so much
effect as the balls which are so light and lively that you never have
to hit a shot really hard.

In the 1971/2 season, in fact, | travelled so much that the
strain told. | was in bed for a week with some mystery virus after
my first Canadian trip and took several months to fed right again.

| struggled through the World Championship semi-fina against
Eddie Charlton 37-32 and won the third Park Drive £2000 by
beating Alex Higgins 4-3. The next day | started the World Final
against Higgins. | tried my best but the spark wasn't there.
Alex had had a great season coming from nowhere to reach the
final at his first attempt and he must have been feeling on top of
the world.
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HOW IT ALL HAPPENED 11

| lost 37-32. Naturally, | was sorry to lose but thefinal aroused a
lot of interest from the general public and perhaps played its part
in bringing snooker to awider non-specialist audience. The BBC-2
tournament series Pot Black, which | have won twice, did this to
a much greater extent because it was spread over sixteen weeks
and because the weekly audience was over a million viewers.

It is factors like these which have increased snooker's potential
out of al recognition since my early days in the game. More
sponsors are coming in, there are more promotions, a much more
professional organization and, dowly but surely, more interest is
being shown by the newspapers.

Snooker players don't age as quickly as athletes or footballers,
so it's nice to fed confident that I've got another fifteen or twenty
good earning years ahead—I hope!
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The Basics

It is impossible to play snooker well if you are not in the right
frame of mind. After a certain standard, it is not technique which
makes one player better than another but his psychological
approach to the game. Confidence is the most important asset a
player can have.

Confidence starts as early as choosing a cue. Because no two
pieces of timber are exactly the same, no two cues are exactly the
same. Therefore, all professionals and good amateurs play with
one cue al the time.

How do you choose a cue? If a stranger walks into a billiards
room the chances are that you will see him take a cue out of the
rack and roll it across the table to see if it is straight and 'true'.
My own cue would never pass this test. It's nowhere near straight
but 1 have aways played with it and | fed lost playing with
any other cue. The butt isjagged and battered as if a couple of
dogs have been gnawing at it and it is held together by a nail. It
weighs only 15 oz—most experts say that 17 oz is the best weight
for a snooker cue—and many people have told me that | would
be a better player with a heavier cue. But | doubt it. | play well
with my cue because it feds right. All sorts of logical arguments
can be put forward against it but my advice in choosing a cue is
to trust your own instinct and common sense.

Nevertheless, if you buy a cue of your own buy a straight one
because this in itself is a psychological boost. Unless you've
played with the same cue for years, you might think when playing
with a bent cue that you are hitting the ball straight but the pots
aren't going in because the cue is warped or twisted. Y ou blame the
cue instead of yourself.

| would say you couldn't improve on a cue which feds right, is
about 4 ft 10 in. long and tapers down to 10 or 11 mm at the tip,
but don't take my word as final. Of course you can improve your
play by changing your cue but in most cases if it feds right, it is
right.

Y ou must have confidence in the way that you play the game as
well. A lot of so-called experts try to analyse the naturalness out of
any sport, but if you can do something well, why worry about
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THE BASICS 13

how you do it? Study it by all means, but in my experience,
players who are obsessed with technique never reach the very top.
Of course you must have an appreciation of broad principles but
too much analysis usually leads to a player analysing al his
natural ability out of himself and leaving a manufactured article
which isn't as good as the original.

My own game is completely natural: although | know that |
don't always stand in exactly the same position, | hit the ball now
exactly as | always have. My improvement has come in shot
selection, in a greater range of shots, in recognizing situations
which have cropped up before, and in confidence in my game.
Although | practised alot when | first started | tried never to make
hard work of it by practising one shot for hours at a time. It is
unnatural to play one shot out of context of the game as a whole.

Fig. 1
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14 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

This only gives a particular shot an unnatural emphasis and puts
more pressure on you when it occurs.

Many beginners go wrong as soon as they pick up a cue by
gripping it at the very end. Cues are balanced in such a way that
they should be gripped about 2 or 3 inches from the end (Fig. 1).
Again, the grip which makes you fed most comfortableis probably
the best grip for you. Don't be afraid to experiment but, if you
pick up the cue as if you were going to clout somebody over the
head, the chances are you will grip it in about the right position
for snooker.

Assuming you are a right-handed player playing straight up or
across the table, as if potting a straight blue in the middle pocket,
stand at approximately 45° to the table, right foot pointing, as you
stand, at an angle of about 45°. The left leg should be dightly bent
and the right leg should be straight. Your feet should be about a
foot apart. The main thing is to be comfortable and have a firm,
solid stance (without being too rigid) so that your body does not
move when you are hitting the ball (Fig. 2). The only part of the
body which should move as you hit the ball is the lower right arm,
that is from elbow to wrist. In practice | don't think | stand the
same for every shot but I've never worried about it.

Still standing sideways, you lower your left hand onto the table
to form a bridge about nine inches from the cue-ball. Cock your
thumb to form a tight channel with your first finger so that the
cue rests on your thumb and first finger and not between them.
A beginner's bridge is invariably wobbly and insecure but grad-
ually the muscles of the hand will develop enough to enable him
to form afirm bridge without even thinking.

There are hundreds of small variations in the way a bridge can
be made. It has always been said that the fingers of the bridge hand
should be spread as widely as possible, the theory being, | suppose,
that the wider the base, the firmer the bridge. | would agree with
this except to emphasize that this spread should be only as wide
as is comfortably possible.

In my own case, my first finger is amost tucked under my
thumb (see Fig. 3) so that my cue is running across it. |1 don't say
that this is the correct way but it seems to suit me. It doesn't suit
me to wear a watch or ring on my left hand; it just feds wrong.
My other fingers are flat with the ends gripping the cloth firmly.
Some players play with their fingers bunched. This seems to suit
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ARM PERPENDICULAR TO CUE

CUE PARALLEL
TO TABLE TOP

LEFT LEG
BENT .

FEET ABOUT
ONE FOOT APART

REAR LEG
STRAIGHT

l éq /,.//’/,
y 4
THE STANCE

Fig. 2
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some people but the danger of bunching the fingers is that you
sometimes can't sight the ball so clearly.

Joe Davis recommends that the left arm should be pushed out
straight, but if this feels unnatural—as it does to me—then play
with the left arm bent. From elbow to hand, the whole of my left
arm is resting on the table as | play a shot. Once again, this is
how | fed most comfortable. Being comfortable is the basis of
all good play on the snooker table.

As you settle down to play your shot, your cue should be
brushing the middle of the point of your chin. Joe Davis used to
run his cue underneath his left eye; as his right eye was very weak,
this makes him a specia case.

In preparing to address the cue-ball, the cue should be running
as level as possible and sighting along the line of the shot. If the
butt of the cue israised any spin imparted to the ball, intentionally
or unintentionally, is exaggerated as the cue-ball is struck with a
downwards motion.

Some of my technically-minded friends in snooker have told
me that | have a perfect alignment in that cue, upper arm and
elbow are in a straight line, with the lower arm, from elbow to
wrist, perpendicular (see Fig. 4). But unlike many experts |
believe that of these a perfect elbow to wrist is the most important.

If you think of the elbow as a hinge, the lower arm will move
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THE STANCE FORMS A PERFECTLY
STRAIGHT LINE, FROM THE POINT OF
THE RIGHT ELBOW, THROUGH THE
SHOULDER AND ALONG THE CUE

THE LEFT ARM IS BENT AND FROM
ELBOW TO HAND RESTS ON THE TABLE

et

Fig. 4
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naturally backwards and forwards a few degrees from the per-
pendicular (Fig. 5). But if you hold the cue too near the end,
your forward movement will only jerk your lower arm just about
as far as the perpendicular and will be bound to make your cue
action a see-saw, up and down &ffair which can't possibly be any
good to you.

| believe that anybody can develop this perpendicular lower arm
without much trouble but the alignment of cue, upper arm and
elbow is something which, unless you drop into as naturally as |
did, is very difficult to acquire.

Logicaly, from a mechanical point of view, you are more likely

@ THE ELBOW ACTS AS A HINGE
i AND THE ARM AS A PENDULUM

IN ADDRESSING THE BALL
A RIGHT ANGLE IS FORMED BY
THE CUE AND FOREARM

Fig. 5
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to hit straight if the force of the blow is applied directly from
behind. On the other hand, there are many players who have a
'‘parallel' action. If any expert tells you that it is impossible to
play good snooker with your elbow sticking out and the wrist
turned outwards, you should remind him that this action was good
enough for Ray Reardon to win the World Championship.

In short, aslong as your cueing is in the groove | don't believe it
really matters which groove it is. Even if it does matter, | think
that this alignment is so difficult to achieve that it is not worth the
effort. Under pressure, it is the manufactured rather than the
natural skills which let players down.

Complete beginners can practise their cue action by placing the
cue-ball on the brown spot and aiming over the blue, pink and
black spots to bring the ball back on the same line after hitting the
top cushion. Do this dowly at first and then work up to medium
pace enough for the cue-ball to travel three lengths of the table.

If you can get the cue-ball to keep to this line, alowing an inch
or so either way, you can be satisfied that you are cueing well
enough to try something a little more ambitious.

Don't try to hit the ball hard to start with but concentrate on
developing a nice easy action. Y ou should be addressing the ball
with a few preliminary approaches like a golfer lining up a pultt.
At the end of the last preliminary backswing there should be a
very brief but definite pause before the cue is actually thrust
forward at the ball.

A lot of players 'feather' at the cue-ball almost imperceptibly
before exploding into action with a sudden attack at the ball.
They should be using these preliminary addresses to build up
rhythm and straight cueing.

While you are doing this, your eyes are switching between three
points: the spot of the cue-ball which you want your tip to hit,
the spot of the object-ball you want the cue-ball to hit, and the
pocket, which is, of course, where you want the object-ball to go.

| am not certain just where my eyes are looking at a particular
stage of my address and | don't think it really matters. After they
have sighted the angle some people feather two or three times at
the cue-ball without looking at the object-ball just to reassure
themselves that they are cueing correctly. Other players switch
their eyes like a yo-yo from cue-ball to object-ball to coincide
with the backward and forward motion of their cue.
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The only definite piece of advice | would offer is that in the
instant before you strike the cue-bal you should be looking
steadily at the object-ball.

There is no set number of preliminary addresses you should
make. | make between four and sx as do most players, though
some, like Alex Higgins, make theirs more quickly.

Each player, in fact, will develop his own tempo. The trick is
to use the time you are addressing the cue-ball to set yourself
for the shot until you are perfectly ill. A man firing a rifle
doesn't fling himself on the ground and fire as soon as he sees
the target. He settles himself until he has the bullseye steadily in
his sights and then fires.

Instinctive first-time sighting is a great asset but of very little
value if the player moves in making his shot. | think a player is
less likely to move on his shot if he has settled himself for a couple
of seconds than if he is bobbing up and down like a yo-yo.
Higgins, of course, has proved an exception to this rule, thus
emphasizing again that natural ability outweighs what appear to
be technical faults.

At the other extreme, players who play very sowly can handi-
cap themselves through expending too much concentration on
each shot. As soon as you have found what you think is the correct
angle to hit the ball and are perfectly till, play the shot. Like the
rifleman you will find that the longer you try to hold a till
position the more likely you are to miss.

It is natural to give vital shots extra care, but excessive care
(which shows itself in making more preliminary addresses than
usual) is generally just as fatal as not enough care.

Many pundits favour a short backswing on the theory that the
shorter distance the cue moves the less likely it is to deviate from a
straight course. There is something in this argument. If Gary
Owen and myself had to play a match on condition that neither of
us picked up a cue for three months beforehand, | would expect
him to win. The reason is that he has a very short backswing and
therefore drops into form quicker than someone like me who
takes a longer backswing.

On the other hand, the shorter your backswing the more
limited you are in your range of shots. In cricket, a batsman with a
short backswing is more likely to hit the ball than someone with a
long backswing but he is unlikely to hit it as far.
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Gary is the best middle pocket potter | have ever seen, particu-
larly at his peak in the mid 60s, when he twice won the world
amateur title. At that time he was playing so well that his inability
to play long run-throughs and deep screws as well as his other
range of shots didn't really matter.

A long run-through and a deep screw requires a long follow-
through whereas stun shots can be played with more of a short
stabbing motion. Since Gary's backswing is so short, it would look
completely unnatural if he had a long follow-through.

In fact, when he does hit aball hard his tip hits dlightly upwards
at the cue-ball instead of going through it. As it is impossible to
generate as much power with a short backswing as a long, Gary
inevitably snatches or jerks at a power shot. Therefore, when he
does play power shots his tip usually finishes up pointing at the
roof.

From this evidence, al the theorists would say that Gary could
never be atop player but I come back again with my main point:
that natural ability is more reliable than manufactured ability.
If Gary practised to achieve a more classical action, he would
probably lose some important element in his natural game.

In short, only go out of your way to change a part of your game
if it seems unlikely that you will ever get much better without
doing so. Most snooker instructional books have been written
with the theory that readers are prepared to spend hundreds of
hours practising by themselves.

Y ou do find some dedicated characters for whom nothing is too
much trouble but most of Britain's three and a half million players
want to play a, little better without having to put in more effort
than they fed inclined, or they have time for. In fact, the surest
way to throw away any natural ability you might have been born
with is to make snooker hard work.

There are plenty of good players about who were born with
little natural ability so it is possible to improve a great deal with
systematic practice and concentration. But as soon as a player
becomes obsessed with technique, he has written his own death
warrant.

Therefore, if you can master the basic skills of snooker in your
own way be satisfied with that. Don't go chasing after the illusion
of perfect technique. You should be directing all your mental
energy outwards—towards winning—rather than inwards, when
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you will often beat yourself through setting your performance
against some arbitrary standards of perfection. By all means look
at good players and incorporate small points naturally into your
game but never strain to make your style a carbon copy of someone
else's.

For instance, you might experiment with varying the length of
your bridge for certain shots. When | play a close shot (with the
cue-ball and object-ball less than 3 ft apart) my bridge is much
closer to the cue-ball than if the object-ball were more distant (see
Fig. 6). When | put this idea to John Pulman he said: 'Rubbish.’
A few minutes later, | pointed out that this was exactly what he
himself does.

| find a long bridge to a short shot is uncomfortable but that a
long bridge to along shot enables me to see the angle more clearly
and sight the pot better.

Try to relax when you are playing. The ideal is to be perfectly
relaxed physically but very alert mentally. There are hundreds of
players who seem to be able to pot anything in a friendly knock-
about but produce only a shadow of their form in a match. Thisis
because nervous tension causes certain muscles to giffen, particu-
larly in the arm. Instead of the lower arm swinging freely from the
elbow, tension often sets in to such a degree that a player starts
getting his shoulder into the shot, 'throwing' the elbow outwards
and causing the shot to be missed.

The ability to stay relaxed in a match is usually natural rather
than manufactured but experience can improve a player's tempera-
ment considerably. Play as many matches as you can. Friendly
games are fine for general improvement in potting and positional
play but the important thing, in the long run, is how well you can
play when it really matters whether you win or lose.

| never played in a tournament until | played in the Amateur
Championship in 1964, but | was used to playing for a few
shillings or a few pounds. So, despite my lack of appearances in
public, | did aready know quite a bit about the importance of
winning.

Some people play above their normal form in front of a big
crowd, some play below. Concentration is the key to it all. When
| fed my own concentration starting to wander, | make sure that,
when my opponent is at the table, my eyes never leave the cue-ball.

When it's your turn to play, remember one thing above every-
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thing else. Keep till. If your body is moving sideways on a shot it
is impossible to get it unless you have aimed wrongly in the first
place. If your body is moving forward, you are inevitably chang-
ing your sighting of both cue-ball and object-ball in mid-shot.
Using the comparison with a rifle again, you might possibly hit
your target while the gun is moving but you have a much better
chance of doing so if it is till.

Keeping till on the shot is the most important part of playing
well. You can do alot of things wrong which often won't matter

ON A LONG BACKSWING THE BRIDGE
WOULD BE SLIGHTLY FURTHER FROM THE CUE BALL

ON THE LONGEST BACKSWING

THE ELBOW ACTS AS A HINGE THE CUE TIP CAN COME BACK TO HERE
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if only you keep till. Keep your head down. If you do you will
usually find that the rest of your body will stay ill of its own
accord.

Potting

I've read all sorts of theories about potting—or at least I've
started to read them until they became too complicated. Remem-
ber that snooker is a ball game and that most people are born
with a greater or lesser degree of ball sense.

To pot a ball at snooker, you have a cue-ball, an object-ball
and a pocket. If the three are in a straight line then you must
succeed if the cue-ball hits the object-ball full in the face. If they
are not in a straight line then obviously you have to hit the
object-ball at a certain angle in order to pot it.

If you haven't got a basic judgement of angles, you will never
pot very well. Most people with normal eyesight do have this
judgement and, as they play more and more, will recognize,
through trial and error, the correct angle to hit the ball.

In fact, the most important part of potting is memory. One half-
ball pot is the same as another regardless of where the balls may
be situated. Although there are an infinite number of different
positions the number of potting angles is limited.

Y ou should be selecting the angle at which you are going to hit
the object-ball as you are walking to the table. It is not a bad idea
to walk to the table as far as possible on the line of the shot.

Therefore, once you have got down to take your shot you
should need to adjust your aim only slightly. The worst thing you
can do is to get down before you have thought what you are
going to do. Players who do this can be seen radically altering
their aim without changing the position of their feet or re-aligning
their body. This sort of alteration inevitably leads to a player
hitting across the cue-ball and considerably reduces his chances of
getting the pot. If you do alter your mind after you have got down,
get up and start your preparation of the shot again.

But to go back to my point about potting being largely memory,
you can't use your memory unless there is something to remember.
In short, you must, through trial and error, get the fed of potting
balls from different angles so that, in time, your eyes will recog-
nize the angle when it crops up again.

One exercise | can recommend for beginners is one which Eddie
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Charlton, the top Australian professional, till uses. This is
simply to pot the black off its spot from as many different angles
as possible. | am not an enthusiastic morning player—or morning
anything come to that—but Eddie, who has a table at his own
home, often pots a few hundred blacks before breakfast to get his
cue action functioning nicely.

Potting the black from its spot is so important in break-building
that any ambitious player must regard this as a shot which he
must never miss from any angle. Therefore, starting with a straight
pot, place the cue-ball at different points in turn until you have
covered the complete range of angles. Do this from both sides of
the table so that you don't develop too much of a prefer
one side.
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If‘:y%u av greﬁp‘r&%ed a certain standard you will have
realﬂp@ﬂ‘ﬁ]t e simple basic rules with which one begins have to
be varied in certain circumstances.

It is impossible, for instance, always to bridge in the orthodox
manner.

Figure 7 shows how | bridge when the cue-ball is too near the
cushion for me to comfortably get my hand on the table and swing
naturally. | tuck the thumb away and spread my first finger over
to the right and leave a channel for the cue between the first and
second fingers. My fingertips come right up to the edge of the
cushion.

In a similar position or, more often, when the cue-ball is nearer
the cushion, | sometimes use a bridge with the hed of the hand
dlightly below the level of the cushion rail and the cue running

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



26 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

WITH THE CUE BALL UNDER THE CUSHION
THIS BRIDGE WILL FACILITATE A
MORE FORCEFUL SHOT

S
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Fig. 8

between the V formed by the thumb and first finger and along the
cushion rail.

When the cue-ball is much closer to the cushion (see Fig. 8),
| take my bridge hand back further still, especialy if the object-
ball is more than a couple of feet away, so that only my fingers are
supporting my arm.

If the object-ball is very close to the cushion and if | need only
to hit the ball softly, | make a shorter but firmer bridge but |
cannot hit the ball with much strength unless | give mysdf a
reasonable distance between the bridge and the object-ball.

This principle shows itsdlf in Fig. 9 where, again, | play with the
tips of my fingers very close to the cue-ball unless the object-ball

Fig. 9

THIS BRIDGE CAN BE USED WHEN THE
CUE BALL 1S UNDER THE CUSHION AND
ONLY A SLOW SHOT IS REQUIRED
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is some distance away, when | need to lengthen my bridge to
enable me to get the cue-ball and object-ball in the same line of
vision.

One of the most effective safety shots is to leave one's opponent
right under the cushion. He has only the top part of the cue-ball
to aim at; it is impossible to use screw or stun and very difficult
indeed even for a professional to use side with any control.

The first objective when playing from under a cushion is to
avoid a miscue. As thereis such a small part of the cue-ball to hit,
the very edge of the tip just misses or just catches as the main part
of the tip hits the cue-ball.

A player has only got to lift his head, or cue not quite perfectly,
and his tip will either skim across the top of the cue-ball or hit the
cushion before the ball—producing a miscue either way.

THE 'LOOP’ BRIDGE CAN BE USED WHEN THE
CUSHION PREVENTS AN ORTHODOX BRIDGE

Fig. 10

Other bridges which one sometimes needs to use include the
one shown in Fig. 10. | hold my first finger over my thumb to
form a loop. The cue goes through this loop and is kept in a
straight line by the second finger.

The second and third fingers are supporting the hand on the
table while the little finger, because there isn't room to get it
comfortably on the table, is tucked out of the way on the cushion.

Bridging over an intervening ball is an important ability to
master because, with so many balls scattered about a snooker
table, it is inevitable that this position will arise often.
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BRIDGING OVER AN
INTERVENING BAL

Fig. 11
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As Fig. 11 shows, the cue must be raised to avoid fouling the
intervening ball. The nearer the cue-ball is to the intervening ball,
the harder it is to strike the cue-ball well. If the cue-ball is tight
against the intervening ball, the bridge hand has to be brought
nearer and the angle made even steeper to strike the relatively
small part of the cue-ball which is still visible.

In the drawing, there are a couple of inches between the inter-
vening ball and the cue-ball but the angle of the cue is till pretty
steep.

The bridge is supported by all four fingers and occasionaly
| get extra support by resting the point of my elbow on the
cushion.
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Positional Techniques

After you have passed the beginner's stage at which you need all
your concentration to get even the quite simple pots, you can
progress to positional play—playing pots in such away as to leave
yourself in the best possible position to play your following shot.

The first positional techniqgue—often overlooked—is strength
or weight of shot. In Fig. 1, the idea is to pot the black to gain
position on the last red. Play the shot too dow and the cue-ball
will finish on the side cushion, snookered by the pink; play it too
hard and it will finish behind the blue.

No matter how good your control of strength, however, you
cannot achieve much of a standard without being able to use
screw, stun and side and—often overlooked again—top.

By striking the cue-ball above centre you are imparting topspin.
This accentuates the ball's natural forward motion and causes it to
run further than it would if struck lower. When using top, raise
your bridge dlightly so that you can strike the top of the cue-ball
with a natural swing with the cue parallel to the bed of the table.

By striking the cue-ball below centre you are counteracting
the ball's natural forward motion by imparting backspin. If the
cue-ball is struck below centre, it skids towards the object-ball,
rotating backwards. When it contacts the object-ball, its natural
forward movement is halted and the backspin will cause the cue-
ball to spring back.

How is this backspin, or screw, applied?

To get the best results, tilt or lower your bridge hand dightly,
so that your cue tip can strike lower at the cue-ball without having
to point downwards. If you fail to do this, your eyes tend to be
looking into the bed of the table instead of along the line of the
shot. Your follow-through, which is very important, will also be
restricted if your cue is sloping down since it must come in
contact with the cloth if it hits straight through the ball. If it
doesn't it means that you cannot be following through properly
and that you are somehow jerking or pulling at your shot. Tilting
or lowering your bridge will enable you to keep your cue parallel
to the table.

Having done this, place a ball on the blue spot and the cue-ball
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a foot from it (as shown in Fig. 2). Point the cue-tip about haf-
way between centre of the ball and the bed of the table and build
up a rhythm by making a few preliminary addresses at the ball.
Then, pot the object-ball and try to screw back six inches.

To do so, you need only strike the object-ball hard enough to
travel two widths of the table. You should not need to strike it
hard enough to travel three widths.

A lot of players never master the screw shot simply because
they get tense at the thought of it. They are so conscious that a
screw shot is 'different’ from a plain ball shot that instead of
addressing the ball in a relaxed natural way they take one sudden
nervousjab at it and hope for the best.

The most common fault of al is hitting too hard. A lot of
players find difficulty in screwing back and try to compensate by
hitting harder. In fact, their failure to screw back can usually be
traced to failing to strike the cue-ball where they think they are
striking it or failing to follow-through properly.
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By playing this short six-inch screwback severa times, a player
will gradually acquire the ‘feel' of a screw shot and develop the
confidence to attempt more ambitious screw shots. Don't start by
hitting hard because if you do, you'll never get the rhythm.

When you can screw back sx inches from this position every
time, see if you can screw back a foot. You will need to play the
shot with dightly more power but, again, guard against realy
clouting it. The important thing to remember is that it is no use
screwing back afoot when you only want to screw back six inches.

Once you can do this, you will soon find yourself able to pot a
ball from the centre spot and screw back into the centre pocket.

As you try to screw back further and further, concentrate all
the time on playing a controlled shot. Some players, when
attempting to screw back what they think is along way, tend to
lose their rhythm in their preliminary addresses as if they believe
that a tremendously hard hit is required. This approach usually
ends in a final convulsive jerk and the elimination of that vital
dight hesitation | wrote about on page 19.

When Jack Nicklaus drives a golf ball, he doesn't take his club
back quickly and bring it forward in one continuous motion.
If he did try to do this the violence of the backswing would
completely upset his timing and balance. The classic golfing
advice 'slowly back' aso applies to snooker.

The power of a shot comes from timing and the speed with
which the cue is brought forward. On the other hand, the faster
the cue is taken back the more abruptly it will have to stop at the
end of your backswing and the more certain it is that you will
have a snatch or jerk in your action. Immediately you strain for
extrapower you will lose the key to all ball games—timing.

Figure 3 shows the interacting effects of where the tip strikes the
cue-ball, what amount of speed is used and the distance the cue-
ball is from the object-ball.

Whereas the object of a screw shot is to bring the cue-ball back,
the object of a stun shot is to stop the cue-ball dead.

If you have absorbed the basic information in Fig. 3, you will
appreciate that stopping the cue-ball dead required you to hit so
low and hard that the cue-ball would screw back a considerable
distance if the object-ball was nearer. Thus, you will need to
strike the cue-ball higher or lower in accordance with the distance
between the cue-ball and the object-ball.
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In Fig. 4, for example, cue-ball and object-ball are only three
inches apart. You will need to strike above centre and give the
cue-bal only a sharp tap (with very little back-swing or follow-
through) to stop the ball dead.

As the distance between cue-ball and object-ball increases, it
will become necessary for the tip to strike lower and lower. This
adjustment is again a matter of memory and experience.

Another function of stun—which is more important because it
affects more shots—is that it can be used to modify the angle at
which the cue-ball leaves an object-ball on any shot which is not
straight.

Figure 5, a three-quarter ball black off its spot, showsin line A
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the path the cue-ball will follow if played at a natural plain ball
angle. Line E shows the line the cue-ball will follow if the shot is
played with maximum screw. The lines in between show arange of
possibilities varying between line D (more than a stun but not
quite a full-blooded screw) through line C (a stun striking exactly
halfway up the ball) to line B (a'top stun' which takes the cue-ball
off only dlightly wider than its natural angle).

Being able to control the exact degree of stun and screw required
is simply a matter of touch and practice. One way to acquire this
is to place the balls at the end of lines A, B, C, D and E and then
play to pot the black and cannon gently onto each ball in turn.
In completing each cannon try not to send the second object-ball
more than a couple of inches. In a game situation you would,
after all, be playing for the cue-ball to finish where the second
object-ball is and not three feet past it.

The illustration shows how the degree of stun and screw may
vary from the ordinary plain ball pot. Maximum screw brings the

Fig. & Fig. 6

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



36 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

cue-ball back at a very narrow angle whereas less screw widens the
angle. As the tip strikes higher and higher on the cue-ball so its
final position will be further and further forward.

As will become obvious when we discuss advanced positional
play, thisis the type of position | generally like to be in round the
black spot because it leaves so many possibilities open for the
next shot.

A lot of rubbish can be talked about 'pinpoint positional play'.
There are some positions where there is only one positional shot
on and that one only with a very smal margin of error. But in
general the art of positional play is to leave oneself a number of
possibilities.

Sidespin (or side) is applied by the tip striking the cue-ball
either to the left or right of centre. It is used to make the cue-ball
take a wider or narrower angle from a cushion than would be the
case if the cue-ball was struck in the centre.

Figure 6 shows a simple pot played, in turn, with right-hand
(running) side (A), plain ball (B), and with left-hand (check) side
(C). The running side (A) widens the angle and the check side (C)
narrows the angle at which the cue-ball leaves the cushion.

With aplain ball shot, the cue-ball will leave the cushion at the
same angle at which it struck it although the 'slide’ on newly re-
covered cushions does widen this natural angle until they have
been thoroughly 'played in'.

Potting with side is more difficult for three reasons:

(a) The eyes become adjusted to sighting pots through the centre
of the cue-ball, whether low, middle or high.

(b) If left-hand side is used, the cue-ball pushes itself fractionally
out to the right before spinning to the left. If right-hand side is
used, the cue-ball pushes itself fractionally out to the left
before spinning to the right.

(c) Side acts dlightly differently according to the type of cloth on
the table and the direction of the shot.

All these difficulties are increased in the case of those players—
and there are thousands of them—who use side unintentionally
when believing they are striking a plain ball shot.

The biggest fault with using side is that players forget to
follow-through. This stabbing action tends to produce a swerve
effect.
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In time, you will overcome the difficulties of (a) through playing
and practice—provided you are cueing correctly.

One very common fault is for players to settle down for a shot,
address the cue-ball in the middle and only then realize that they
need to use side. Then, without altering their bridge, they point
their cue tip to one side of the ball.

This invariably leads to the shot being missed because the cue is
hitting the cue-ball obliquely thus making it swerve as it travels
toward the object-ball. To compensate for this, some players try
to hit straight by bringing the cue closer to their bodies thus
throwing their elbow and shoulder out and disturbing their natural
alignment.

The difficulties of (b) can also be minimized by cueing correctly,
that is, by the tip of the cue hitting straight through the ball.

Using medium pace, side should not have any effect on a pot if
your cueing is al it should be. Be particularly careful about
keeping your cue parallel to the table, as hitting downwards with
side will produce a swerve.

A dow shot with side can be treacherous and is not to be
recommended, except as a last resort, if the object-ball is a con-
siderable distance from the cue-ball. As | have said, side takes the
cue-ball off its natural course so the greater the distance between
the cue-ball and object-ball the more judgement is required.

The difficulties of (c) arise through a snooker cloth having a
nap which runs from the baulk end towards the black spot. Run
your hand on the table a few inches towards the black spot (with
the nap) and the cloth will fed smooth; run it for a few inches
away from the black spot, that is, against the nap, and it will fed
rough.

All | have said about side so far refers to playing with the nap.
Playing against the nap, a cue-ball carrying left-hand side will
push out initially to the right and continue pushing to the right
(see comparative illustrations in Fig. 7).

Slow shots with side against the nap should be avoided like the
plague.

When cue-ball and object-ball are more than two feet apart,
dow shots with side across the nap can all too easily go wrong.
Cloths are of many different qualities and have many stages of

wear, each of which produces minute variations in the effect of
side.
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| don't want to make the game seem harder than it is because, as
a player gains experience, he adjusts to the individual character-
istics of each table he plays on.

The one golden rule in all situations, though, is the greater the
distance between cue-ball and object-ball, the more carefully you
should think about using side.

Does the use of side have any effect on the object-ball? This is
the question | am asked several times a week. My opinion is that
you can impart side to an object-ball only unintentionally and
not in a way that you can gain any advantage from it.

For advanced players, screw and side can be used simultan-
eously.

For instance in Fig. 8, an ordinary screw shot will rebound off
the cushion and kiss the reds—effectively ending the break. By
screwing back with screw and left-hand side, however, the cue-
ball will rebound off the cushion at a wider angle, leaving position
on the red. In this way, when screwing back, side appearsto act in

BLACK .-~

[

GREEN BROWN YELLOW GREEN BROWN YELLOW

N N

Fig. 8 Fig. 9
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reverse, right-hand side swinging the cue-ball to the left as it hits
the cushion and left-hand side to the right. The reason for this is
that screwing back with left-hand side you are causing the ball to
spin clockwise, which is exactly the same as playing from the other
side of the black spot with left-hand side.

Figure 9 shows another useful combination of screw and side
where it is easy to pot the red but not so easy to obtain position
on the black because of the other reds near the top cushion. Play
to avoid these by potting the red with screw and right-hand side,
screwing just enough for the cue-ball to miss the red nearest the
black spot. This is quite a delicate shot as a little right-hand
(running side) is also needed to avoid the kiss with the red near the
opposite corner pocket. This running side adds speed to the cue-
ball after it strikes the cushion so the pot should be played quite
softly but at the same timejust sharply enough to be sure that the
screw will till operate.
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Positional Play

Beyond a very elementary standard, positional play is what the
gameis all about. Basicaly, it is the art of potting a ball in such a
way as to leave the cue-bal well-placed to continue the break.
There are refinements of this simple principle which involve
thinking several shots ahead instead of just one or two, but, to
start, let's look at a stage of the game which is often crucial.

All the reds have been potted and only the colours, with a com-
bined value of 27 points, remain. This is only six balls and the
fifteen reds and perhaps eight or ten colours have been potted.
Despite this, | would say that well over half of al league games
are not decided until the colours stage. If you're 26 behind it's
quite possible to win if you keep your head and if you're 26 in
front it's al too easy to lose if you don't.

Let's assume your opponent has gone in-off, that all the colours
are on their spots and you need all the balls to win.

Many players go wrong in this position even before they have
hit the ball when, in order to make absolutely sure of potting the
yellow, they place the cue-ball to leave a straight pot into the
centre pocket. They then roll the yellow into the pocket so that the
cue-ball runs through a few inches—to leave a possible pot green
admittedly but a rather awkward thin cut from which it is difficult
to hold position for the brown.

The idea of making the yellow dightly more difficult than it
need be is to make it easy for you to retain position right up to the
black. By leaving yourself a sightly harder green, you are risking
the possibility not only of missing the green but of not being able
to get position on the brown. What often happens is that a player
gradually loses position with successive shots until he leaves him-
«f so far out of position that he misses. But by playing the first
shot, the yellow, correctly you make it relatively simple to clear the
table without much trouble.

Already, almost without noticing it, you are in the midst of
planning more than one shot ahead; not just how to pot the
yellow and stay on the green but in such away as to make it easy
to pot the green and get on the brown.

As shown in Fig. 1, you should place the cue-ball dightly off
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straight, almost three-quarter ball in fact, so that the cue-ball
stays in the middle of the table.

Pots of this kind tend most often to be missed by the object-ball
striking the near jaw. Average players tend to exaggerate the angle
of nearly straight pots and there is also the point that a ball will
drop into the pocket off the far jaw of the middle pocket while the
near jaw tends to throw it out.

Assuming then that you have potted the yellow, your next shot
will be a half-ball green, depending on the precise position in
which the cue-ball finished.

The natural angle the cue-ball will take in potting the green
leaves you with a choice of playing the pot dowly (Fig. 2) in
order to take the brown in the opposite baulk pocket or rather
more strongly (Fig. 3) to take the brown in the same baulk pocket
or more strongly still (Fig. 4) to bounce off two cushions before
taking the brown into that pocket.

The danger with the shot shown in Fig. 2 is that on many tables
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the cue-ball will run off—deviate from a true course—enough to
cause the shot to be missed. Thisis particularly likely, as with this
shot, when playing across the table and dlightly towards baulk.

This is because the nap of the cloth runs from baulk towards the
top of the table. Thus, any shots which are played against the
nap have a greater tendency to drift off course.

Figure 3 is therefore a better choice since the cue-ball has to be
hit harder and therefore has less chance to run off. Unless the
table is very fast it is not al that difficult to gauge the pace of
your shot to leave good position; but Fig. 4, unless the table is
very dow, is, for me, a better choice till.

My own choice, though, would be none of these but the one
shown in Fig. 5, which is a medium-paced stun stroke. This is
because the cue-ball can be hit hard enough to avoid any possi-
bility of it running off and hit in such away that it does not have to
travel very far to reach its desired position on the brown.

The brown is probably the key ball in clearing the colours. The
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yellow, green and brown spots are al in a small area but the blue
spot is in a different part of the table. Assuming that you are
playing the brown from where the cue-ball has finished in Fig. 4,
you need to play a stun shot to take the cue-ball on and off the
side cushion to leave an almost straight blue (see Fig. 6).

The stun shot, of course, widens the angle the cue-ball takes
from the brown. Not enough stun and the blue then has to be cut
into the middle pocket with a tricky positional shot for the pink
(Fig. 7); too much stun and the cue-ball will go in-off in the middle
pocket or gojust the 'wrong' side of the blue (Fig. 8) with an even
harder positional shot for the pink.

Played correctly, though, asin Fig. 6, you will leave yourself an
easy blue to pot dowly for automatic good position on the pink
(seeFig. 9).

If, though, you have finished in the position shown in Fig. 7
there are two alternatives: (a) to play the cut plain ball, just
missing the corner pocket, and using top and side cushions to
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bounce into position for the pink (see Fig. 10); or (b) as Fig. 11
shows (particularly if there is a danger of going in-off in the
corner pocket), a stun with a little right-hand side, keeping the
cue-ball nicely in the middle of the table.

Figure 12 is a much harder positional shot for the pink particu-
larly if the table or cushions are on the dow side. Play with top
and left-hand side and plenty of controlled power to bring the
cue-ball off three cushions, as shown. The main difficulty with this
shot is to get the correct speed. As the cue-ball is travelling across
the face of the pink, dightly too little pace or dightly too much
is going to leave an awkward position on the pink.

Figure 13 shows one position in which the cue-ball may stop—
dead straight on the pink—in which case you play a plain ball
shot with sufficient strength for the cue-ball to run through for
perfect position on the black.

Figure 14 shows the straightforward pot and bounce off the
cushion if the cue-ball finishes dightly to the left of a straight
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pot for the pink, and Fig. 15 shows the stun shot needed if the
cue-ball finished dightly to the right of straight of the pink.

If the cue-ball, in potting the brown, has travelled even further
the wrong side of the middle pocket, Fig. 16 shows two alternative
methods of getting position on the pink.

You can either play plain ball off the bottom and side cushion
(shot 1) or, should the bottom corner pocket rule out this shot,
with stun and left-hand side avoiding the side cushion (shot 2
dotted line).

Clearing the colours therefore makes you use quite a range of
positional shots—a much wider range, in fact, than just the
sequence of shots shown so far. It is good practice to attempt to
clear the colours several times if you have a few minutes to your-
sf as you will find that you will very rarely clear them with
exactly the same segquence of shots.

For instance, you may well pot the ydlow in such away as to
leave yourself straight on the green (Fig. 17). In this case, al you
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have to do is to play the pot firmly with screw to bring the cue-
ball back a few inches for the brown.

As | said earlier, potting is memory. Shot selection in positional
play is largely memory as well for only experience will enable you
to recognize what path the cue-ball will take after potting a ball.

For example, there does not appear to be a great deal of differ-
ence between the angle of the pot in Figs 18, 19 and 20 but, in
fact, a plain ball shot in Fig. 19 will take the cue-ball off the
bottom cushion and back onto the brown. To avoid this, play
with either alittle right-hand side or left-hand side, as shown.

| mysdf prefer left-hand side in this position since the cue-ball
will gather pace after hitting the cushion instead of losing it,
as it would with right-hand side.

Y our position on the brown could also call for a wide range of
shots. It is possible, for instance, to finish about three-quarter
ball (Fig. 21) one way (so that you have to use the baulk and side
cushion) or about three-quarter ball (Fig. 22) the other way (so
that you have to screw back).
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Figure 23 shows the half-ball pot when only one cushion is used.
This is not one of my favourites as the rest is needed to play it.
Figure 24, however, which is exactly the same half-ball pot from
the other side of the table, is much easier though | myself would
play this with stun as shown.

The cue-ball may stop in a number of positions on the blue, as |
have already discussed in Figs 9-12 and 16, but an additional
variation is Fig. 25, where the black prevents the pink being
potted into the top-right pocket and where you should use screw
with right-hand side swinging the cue-ball off two cushions with
running side.

Just as it is relatively easy to keep position in potting the baulk
colours (yellow, green, brown) because their spots are close to
each other, it should not be too difficult to take pink and black
after the two trickiest parts of clearing the colours (getting position
on the blue from the brown and on the pink from the blue) have
been overcome.

Fig. 25

® BLACK

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



52 SPENCER ON SNOOKER

With Fig. 14, aswe have already seen, the pink is almost straight
and requires only a medium-paced shot to bring the cue-ball off
the side cushion into perfect position on the black.

With Fig. 15 the correct shot is simply a firm stun but with Fig.
26, in which it is necessary to play the pot with strong right-hand
side, you are dealing with a tricky shot which you should avoid if
you can.

In fact, if you leave yourself in this position after potting the
blue you can say that you have played a bad shot. At the same
time, you can't execute every shot as you intend so there will be
occasions when you will be forced into playing it.

Another awkward position is in Fig. 27 where the shot is to
stun the pink in the middle pocket to obtain position on the
black.

Many players are afraid of potting into the middle pocket at
speed. It is true that bad workmanship by the table fitters can
lead to a ball being potted and bouncing out of the pocket again.

Fig. 27 Fig. 28
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If I find myself on a table like this, | try to avoid this sort of shot.
But on most tables you can be confident that, unless you hit the
ball very, very hard, if you pot a ball it will stay potted.

If the cue-bal finishes dlightly higher on the pink (Fig. 28),
you are left with a plain half-ball pot, or, if it finishes dightly
higher still, a thinner pot which, as Fig. 29 shows, should be
played quite briskly to bring the cue-ball off three cushions, for
position on the black.

Many players in this position trickle the pink towards the
middle pocket but, as few tables are completely true and shots
against the nap (i.e. towards the bottom cushion) almost aways
drift a little, | prefer to use alittle more speed when possible.

Figure 30 shows a position where no amount of check (left-
hand) side is of any positional use so there is nothing for it but to
pot the pink at fair speed with screw and right-hand side to come
round the table for the black off three cushions. This is a tricky
shot by any standards. The most common fault is to use too much

Fig. 29 Fig. 30
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power so that the cue-ball is forced into the jaws of the middle
pocket before the screw has had time to take effect.

| mysdf try to let right-hand side do as much of the work as
possible. This running side has the effect of adding pace to the cue-
ball off the cushions.

One final way of clearing the colours, areal test of skill even for
a professional, is to take them without the cue-ball touching a
cushion. The secret is to finish almost straight on each ball, as
Figs 31-6 show. If you can do this two or three times out of five
you should be thinking of entering the Amateur Championship.

When you have mastered all these variations of clearing the
colours you can consider that you have the basic equipment to
cope with virtually any game situation. The only warning to add
is that the colours stage of a frame removes more of the element of
choice. The next ball after the yellow is the green but the next shot
after the red is any colour and the next shot after a colour is any
red.

Fig. 31 Fig. 32
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The successful player has to think logically to plan a sequence of
shots; not to plan them rigidly but plan in such a way as to leave
himself maximum margin of error and as much scope as possible.

In Fig. 37, for example, you have a choice between two simple
straight reds into the top pockets. In either case, the cue-ball only
has to run through a few inches for the black but the shot into the
right-hand pocket is much the better shot because in potting it
the two other reds become pottable into the opposite corner
pocket later in the break.

The same principle applies in Fig. 38 where you have a choice
of two pottable reds with three more open round the pink spot.
It is easy to get on the black from the red nearer the side cushion
but the shot | would take is the one marked, because as long as that
red remains on the table the black can be potted into only one of
the top pockets.

Similarly, if | get a chance, | am always keen to clear any reds
round the black spot which restrict my freedom of choice in the

Fig. 37 Fig. 38

GREEN BROWN YELLOW

N

GREEN BROWN YELLOW

N

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



POSITIONAL PLAY 57

way | pot the black. For example, in Fig. 39, the red behind the
black spot is so positioned that it could hamper my use of the top
cushion for positional play later in the break.

Therefore, in potting the simple red to get on the black, | make
sure the cue-ball stops soon enough to leave an angle on the black
to lay a short screw back to take the red just behind the black spot
next. The reason for this is that the red behind the black spot is
making it difficult to play a positional shot or any of the other four
reds if | need to use the top cushion.

Although this might be called advanced positional play, it is
important to develop the mental attitude of attempting to win
frames with decisive breaks, rather than waiting for opponents
errors which may never come. A lot of players are quite successful
in local leagues with a policy of taking ared and a colour and then
playing safe and there are times when the position of the balls or
different conditions make this necessary even at higher levels of
competition. But generally a player with such a limited game is

Fig. 39 Fig. 40
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very unlikely to beat a good amateur and is unlikely ever to make
such progress.

One theory | have is that a player playing the wrong shot and
getting it will never improve as he will invariably carry on playing
the wrong shot throughout his career; whereas a player playing
the correct shot and missing it could still become a professional if
the pots start to go in because he is thinking logically and has only
to improve his ability to start making breaks.

Perhaps the most important ball to consider in break-building
is the black, because in the early part of a frame most of the reds
which become pottable are usualy in the top third of the table.
It is for this reason that most big breaks contain several blacks.

Generally, the best angle at which to pot the black is between
half-ball and three-quarter ball. The reason for this can be seen
from Fig. 40. If the cue-ball is straight on the black, then you can
only run-through straight or screw back straight. Good players,
by using left-hand side with screw, can widen the angle the cue-
ball takes after hitting the cushion (see the dotted line) but even
this variation does not increase the range of possibilities to
compare with the range which exists for a three-quarter or haf-
ball shot.

Figure 40 shows two reds in such a position that if you are
straight on the black there is no way of getting good position to
pot either. The only possibilities are to play to leave a double or
to play a very good deep screw to bring the cue-ball off the side
cushion, which is beyond the capabilities of most players (es
pecially on a dow table) and which in any case leaves a pot which
could not be called easy.

Had the position been half-ball or three-quarter ball on the
black it would be much easier to obtain position on either red as
you will see from the range of possibilities in Figs 41 and 42.

Figure 41 shows the variety of positions you can manoeuvre the
cue-ball into from a half-ball pot.

The first possibility (shot A) is aplain ball pot to bounce off the
top cushion gauging the strength of the shot to finish at any
point along the line drawn from the top cushion. Shot B shows the
pot played with strong left-hand side to spin the cue-ball off the
top cushion towards the side cushion and, if necessary, away from
it. A lesser degree of side would, of course, mean that the cue-ball
could follow a path somewhere between the plain ball pot and the
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pot with strong left-hand side. Shot C shows the stun shot without
side; shot D a stun shot with right-hand side, shot E a screw shot
and shot F a screw shot with right-hand side. Finally shot G is
simply the pot with right-hand side but without stun or screw.

From this illustration it is easy to see that the cue-ball can be
positioned almost anywhere in the top part of the table according
to the position of the remaining reds.

Figure 42 shows the range of possibilities open for a three-
quarter ball pot.

Shot A shows what happens to the cue-ball from an ordinary
run-through while shot B shows how the cue-ball will take a wider
angle from the side cushion when it carries left-hand side. Shot
C is a stun shot using the top cushion—a stun run-through in
effect—whereas shot D shows a dlightly sharper stun striking the
cue-ball dightly lower. Shot E is a stun with right-hand side, shot
F a screw and shot G a dightly less deeply struck screw with right-
hand side.

Although the pink counts only one less than the black it tends to

Fig. 41
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be potted much less frequently. It starts the frame as near as
possible to the apex red in the triangle without actually touching it
and, in the early stages of a frame, the reds tend to spray out in
such a way that one or both paths from pink spot to corner
pockets become blocked.

For this reason the pink is generally potted more often when the
reds have thinned out a bit. From its spot, the pink can be potted
either into the top or middle pockets or even at times the baulk
pockets.

As with the black, a straight pot limits the range of positions
into which one can manoeuvre the cue-ball even though the pink-
spot, because it is more in the middle of the table than the black
spot, leaves rather more scope for run-throughs.

Figure 43 shows the straight pot into the corner pocket. The
length of the screw back is limited by the middle pocket and the
length of the run-through by the corner pocket.

You can also, of course, play to stop the cue-ball dead on im-
pact with the pink by using a stun but should you want the cue-

Fig. 42
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ball to run through only about six inches past the pink spot in
potting the pink | would play a shot known as the stun run-
through. To play the shot, the cue-ball needs to be struck firmly
and very dlightly higher than would be necessary to stop it dead
(Fig. 44).

To do this precisely requires a sure touch and a lot of trial and
error (perhaps even more than for other shots) in calculating the
effect of one cloth having more or less nap than another, the live-
liness of one set of balls compared with another and the relative
speed of different tables.

Figure 45 shows a pot which is not straight but which neverthe-
less illustrates the same principle—don't play a trickle when there
is any reasonable alternative.

A dow pot of the pink will leave position 1 on the red but the
more certain bet is to play the pink more firmly to bounce off the
cushion to finish in position 2 which is virtually identical.

Figure 46 shows the pink being potted into the other top pocket
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with the cue-ball taking four possible angles from the object-ball
according to the degree of screw used, line A showing the effect
when the cue-ball is struck as low as possible, line B the effect
when the cue-ball is struck dightly higher, line C that when a
stun stroke is used and line D the natural angle.

The same variation could be used when the cue-ball pots the
pink at a similar angle from the other side of the table though with
the important difference that the shot from this side of the table
would require any right-handed player either to use the rest or
overstretch. This illustrates why it is safer for right-handers, if
they have a choice, to pot the pink from the left-hand side of the
table.

It seems comparatively dull to list al these variations in text-
book isolation but it is a lot more interesting when you have to
assess the position of al the relevant balls and choose the best
shot to play.
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The crucia shot in many breaks is a pot into a middle pocket,
either the pink from its spot or ared from near the pink spot.

For example, Fig. 47 shows only one red left and only one way of
getting position to pot it—by stunning the pink into the middle
pocket.

A lot of players have more trouble potting into the middle
pockets than into the corner pockets. | have never been conscious
of this mysdf but the theorists tell me that the eyes focus more
naturally on two lines converging (like a corner pocket) than a
point on one line (like a middle pocket).

This difficulty seems to be increased when potting into a par-
tialy 'closed' pocket (Fig. 48).

Middle pockets are cut in such a way that when potting into
even a dightly closed pocket the ball will only rarely enter the
pocket after touching the near jaw.

Generally speaking, when the middle pocket is partially closed,
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it is better to aim onto the far jaw of the pocket rather than the
pocket itsdf. If you can get just more than half a ball over the
edge of the pocket, the other part, having struck the inside of the
jaw, will throw the ball into the pocket rather than away from it.

This thinking is also supported by the fact that the nap of the
cloth pushes the ball towards the near jaw on this kind of shot.

Figure 49 shows what should happen to this kind of pot when
it is played just hard enough to reach the pocket. The ball starts
out bang on line for the pocket but, as it dows down, the nap
forces it to drift off line and ultimately it strikes the near jaw.
For this reason, when you are forced to play a dow pot against the
nap into a middle pocket, aim for the far jaw of the pocket and
(you hope) watch the ball curl in.

The amount of nap and therefore its strength varies from table
to table. Cloths which have been on for three or four years usually
have very little nap left and therefore less allowance has to be

Fig. 49 Fig. 50
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made. On the other hand, new cloths have a strong nap and new
cloths which are coarser than the best quality have the strongest
nap of al.

It isn't always possible to retain position on the pink and black
so it is often good policy to use the blue to keep the break going.
When the remaining reds are in the top part of the table, the best
angle at which to pot the blue is about three-quarter ball because
this angle gives you the greatest scope in playing your next
positional shot.

In Fig. 50, for instance, you can pot the blue dowly to get red
A, bounce off the cushion for red B, bounce off the cushion with
left-hand side for red C, or use a screw shot to get position on red
D.

In a game situation you may not have quite as many choices as
this but the general principle of getting dightly baulk-side of the
blue remains. The more thinly you have to pot the blue the more
your range of positional possibilities decreases.

The thinner you contact the object-ball, the less possible it is to
screw back. The thinner the object-ball is contacted, the more
speed remains on the cue-ball after contact, thus further reducing
the number of positions into which the cue-ball can be man-
oeuvred.

There are, of course, exceptions to every generalization.

There will be times, either because it is impossible to do so or
because you have not played the shot as well as you might have
done, when you will finish the 'wrong' side of the blue. In other
words, when the cue-ball has to travel in and out of baulk to
obtain position on the next red.

Figures 12 and 16 in this chapter have aready shown three
ways of taking the cue-bal in and out of baulk from the blue
to position on the pink but the situation is, of course, more
complicated when contact with the baulk colours, the yellow,
green and brown, has to be avoided.

Figure 51 shows the cue-ball in a position on the blue where
there is a considerable risk of it kissing the brown or yellow as it
comes round the table. This is a risk even for a player whose
knowledge of cushion angles is very good. It may still be the shot
to play if, for example, either the brown or yellow or, better still,
both were not on their own spots, as this would much reduce the
risk of the kiss.
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Otherwise, however, the better alternative is the stun with check
(in this case right-hand) side.

Play to take the cue-ball between yellow and brown dightly
nearer the yellow than the brown. The right-hand side should then
check the cue-ball as it strikes the baulk cushion to a degree which
enables it to return out of baulk on almost exactly the same line it
has entered it.

If the cue-ball enters baulk nearer the brown than the yellow,
the check side is likely to cause a collision with the brown on the
return journey.

Figure 52 shows the cue-ball at exactly the same angle on the
blue but the remaining pottable reds are so distributed that the 'in
and out of baulk with check side' shot described for Fig. 51 is
much less likely to yield good results than by playing with left-
hand side, as shown. Most players find this more difficult, possibly
because the left-hand side is spinning into the object-ball rather
than away from it as would be the case with right-hand side.

Fig. 51 Fig. 62
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In terms of avoiding a kiss on the cue-ball'sjourney out of baulk,
it does not much matter whether the cue-ball enters baulk nearer
the brown or yellow since the side spin will swing it off the baulk
cushion between the yellow and side cushion.

At top level, break-building can be relatively easy if there are a
lot of balls in obviously pottable positions. A player's extra class
therefore often shows itsdlf in the skill with which he can dislodge
reds (or colours) from unpottable into pottable positions.

Figure 53 shows this at its crudest. There is no problem about
potting the black but the only way to continue the break with
another red is to stun the cue-ball into the pack of red at speed
and trust to luck. You can reduce the odds a little in your favour
by going into the edge of the pack (see arrow) rather than the
middle but even so the final position of the balls and your chances
of continuing the break are largely a matter of luck.

Generally, the tighter the bunch of reds is packed together the
less chance you will have of opening them up successfully since

Fig. 63 Fig. 54
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the cue-ball, unless it strikes the pack a glancing blow (and
sometimes not even then), will very often finish in the middle of the
pack, perhaps even touching a red, and therefore in no position to
pot anything.

Sometimes, however, it is possible to plan alittle further ahead
by loosening the pack dightly two shots in advance.

In Fig. 54 the obvious, indeed only, shot is to pot the black and
stun off the top cushion for the only loose red. What is not so
obvious is the precise position in which you should aim to leave
the cue-ball in relation to this red.

If you leave a dead straight pot you will be able to run through
for the black again or if the cue-ball travels dightly further you
will be able to play a soft screw to hold position on the black.

The snag in both cases is that the cue-ball eventually has to go
into atight pack so the better alternative would be to leave the cue-
ball dlightly short on the loose red so that you can pot it with screw
and right-hand side and use the side of the pack to take the cue-
ball down the table for the blue (see Fig. 55).

In doing this you are certain to retain position on the blue and
dislodge some reds from the pack. It is quite likely that you will
then be able to play a positional shot from the blue onto a loose
red but, even if this is not possible, the pack will have become
loosened enough to increase your chances of cannoning into it in
such away as to leave some reds pottable.

Figure 56 offers a similar opportunity though this time by using
the back of the pack instead of the side. The art of the shot,
once more, is not to leave yourself straight on the loose red but at
an angle to enable the cue-ball to cannon off the back reds into
position on the black while at the same time loosening the pack.

Figure 57 is a development of this shot. In this position, the
plain ball pot will mean that the cue-ball will not strike the pack
so, to achieve this, it is necessary to screw into the end red as
shown. The secret isto catch the further half of the end red so that
the cue-ball flicks away from it to leave a good angle for potting
the black. The common message from Figs 54-7 is that it is better
to avoid going into the pack with aview to playing a ball from the
pack next shot in favour of preparing the way one or two shots in
advance.

In Fig. 58, for instance, the greenest beginner would have no
trouble in potting the red over the right-hand top pocket,- followed
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by the pink over the opposite top pocket. The pack could, of
course, be opened off either ball but in this case | would attempt to
open the pack three shots in advance by potting another red past
the pink into the top pocket and screwing into the pack. The pink
is so near the pocket that wherever the cue-ball finishesyou should
be able to pot it.

This, in turn, will leave the other easy red over the top pocket
and a 'second chance' to open the pack if your first try is not
completely satisfactory.

There will, of course, be times when there is no choice but to
leave opening the pack until the last moment. In these cases, al
you can do is to make sure you leave an angle on the black which
will enable you to get into the pack easily (about half-ball isideal)
and to aim for that part of the pack which seems to offer the best
possihilities.

For example, better results are usually achieved by taking the
cue-ball inside the cluster of reds rather than hitting the outside
of the cluster. In Fig. 59—a simple instance—you will be virtually
certain to finish in a good position if you can, in potting the black,
take the cue-ball on the path arrowed between the outer reds.
However, if the cue-ball should strike either of these reds the
chances of continuing your break are negligible.

The black is not aways the best ball with which to break the
pack. In Fig. 60 you have the chance of potting the loose red and
running through for the black. It would then be possible to go into
the pack from the black but there are a couple of things which
could go wrong.

First, you could contact the solidly packed back four reds and
leave the cue-ball in the middle of them without a hope of potting
a red or, second, in attempting to catch the side of the pack you
might miss the pack altogether. Both these dangers are increased
by the cue-ball having some distance to travel before contacting
the reds.

This illustrates the advantage of not running through for the
black but of screwing back a couple of inches for the pink. Any
angle on the pink from almost straight to half-ball means not
only that the cue-ball will be bound to kiss the reds but knock
them in the general direction of the top pocket.

When playing a cannon at billiards it is invariably easier to
play a precise contact onto the second object-ball if this is near
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the first object-ball than it is if they are some distance apart. This
is even more true at snooker when the first object-ball has to be
potted.

This is an important factor in a position like this in choosing to
play for the pink rather than the black.

One ball with which many players choose to split the pack is the
blue but this yields good position less frequently than one might
expect. The main snag about the blue is the natural triangle shape
of the reds. Very often a few reds are detached and potted but
halfway through a frame seven or eight remain at the core of the
original triangle till in more or less the original triangular shape.

This means that if the cue-ball contacts this triangular shape
from the direction of the blue spot it will tend to bounce off the red
towards or even into one of the corner pockets.

There are times, of course, when the balls break open nicely
from this shot but whenever | am forced into playing it | am
never surprised when the cue-ball finishes somewhere near the
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jaws of the corner pocket with only an awkward cut back into the
opposite top pocket to go for next ( see Fig. 61).

| therefore prefer, when it is possible, to leave an angle on the
blue which will enable me to use the side and top cushion to go
into the pack diagonally from the back (see Fig. 62).

The pack can also be split from the spotted yellow, green or
brown, or indeed from any colour which is not on its spot. Often
the cue-ball may be in such a position that you could easily pot
any of the three baulk colours. In this case, your choice of shot
depends on the exact shape of the pack.

In Fig. 63, for instance, | could pot the green and screw off the
side cushion with right-hand side towards the pack of reds. As the
green is a three-quarter ball pot, | would have to hit the cue-ball
very hard with just the right degree of screw and side. Too much
or too little screw (and it's all too easy to do either) and the cue-
ball will miss the pack. End of break.

It would therefore be more sensible to take the yellow. The pot
is half-ball instead of three-quarter and therefore the cue-ball
does not have to be struck so hard to propel it up the table,
hitting the cushion with left-hand side, to split the reds. You can
also see from the diagram that the target area of the pack is greater
from the yellow than it is from the green.

Similar skills to those required for opening a pack of reds
are needed to dislodge reds or colours which lie on or near a
cushion.

Figure 64, in fact, shows a common way of dislodging a
cushioned red in potting the blue when the half-ball pot into the
middle pocket provides a natural angle for the cue-ball to bounce
off the top cushion to contact the red.

Even when the cannon from blue to cushion is not quite a
natural angle, the angle can often be manufactured quite easily by
using a little right- or left-hand side, as the case may be.

When dislodging a cushioned red, it is always handy to have an
‘open’ red in reserve. In Fig. 64, there is an open red near the
pocket. Most players would simply pot the blue, take the easy red,
another blue and only then start thinking about the cushioned red,
whereas with logical thinking the shot to play is to pot the blue
and attempt to move the cushioned red. If you fail to make the
cannon, the easy red will sill be pottable, provided you play at a
speed to leave the cue-ball between the blue spot and the baulk
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line. If the cannon is successful the cushioned red should become
pottable and you should be able to compile aframe-winning break.

Figure 65 shows a common method of disturbing a red on the
side cushion by potting the black. The secret of this shot is obtain-
ing precise position on the black.

From position A, the pot allows a natural cannon onto the
baulk-side red, whereas the cue-ball needs to be dightly nearer the
top cushion to alow a natural cannon onto the other red.

This type of shot should not be played at more than medium
speed as you do not want to put much distance between the cue-
ball and the second object-ball once the cannon has been made.

Figure 66 shows a much more difficult position from which to
cannon the red into the open as a stun stroke has to be used to
make the cannon.

It is not al that easy to make the cannon and there is a possi-
bility that the cue-ball will strike the red full or nearly full so that a
double-kiss takes place and the red remains where it is. Quite

Fig. 65 Fig. 66
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frankly, some luck is needed to contact the red on either side from
this shot and even then it is not certain to go into an easily pottable
position.

Figure 67 shows a position from which is it even more unlikely
that you will make a completely successful cannon.

However, the cannon is till worth trying at moderate pace so
that you can then put your opponent in trouble with a safety
shot if your original intention does not work out.

Fig. 67
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Safety Play

There are two types of safety play, positive and negative. The
object of positive safety is to make your opponent's next shot so
difficult that he is aimost bound to give you a good opening. The
object of negative safety is merely to prevent your opponent from
scoring.

The most aggressive form of safety is the snooker, thus com-
pelling your opponent either to play a swerve shot or use one or
more cushions. The next best form of safety is a shot which leaves
the cue-ball tight against a cushion and the object-ball some
distance away and not over a pocket.

Aggressive safety is a means of remaining in tactical control of a
frame but it is aways good to remember that, in the end, you
have to pot balls to win. In other words, safety play and snooker-
ing can only be means to an end.

It is also as well to remember that, while prolonged bouts of
safety play can disturb your opponent's confidence and potting
rhythm, they can also disturb your own rhythm.

Since | turned professional my own game has become more and
more aggressive, partly because | have gained in confidence
through my successes and partly because in playing good players
you have to win through your own good play rather than wait for
mistakes which never come.

Most readers of this book will be along way below professional
standard but even then my advice is to be as aggressive as you can
within the limits of your ability by taking chances which are fair
risks rather than stupid gambles.

As long as you think aggressively and positively, you are
mentally attuned to winning, whereas if you continually think
defensively you are merely trying to avoid defeat.

In many matches, the mental balance changes, often severa
times. Given an identical shot, there may be atime to attack and a
time to defend, although there are certain shots which should be
attempted (or not attempted) regardless of the state of the frame.

Ideally, the best shotsto play are those which offer the maximum
possible benefit for the least risk, which is a good business
principle, and the worst shots those which offer the least potential
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benefit but the maximum risk. The idea is, with clear thinking and
good concentration, to play shots in the first category yourself and
force your opponent to play plenty of shots in the second.

You can start controlling the tactical pattern of a frame with
your very first shot, the break-off.

There are three variants of this, in each of which the main
principle is to place the cue-ball as near as possible to the baulk
cushion.

With shot 1, place the cue-ball about four inches from the
yellow and play to hit the outside red quarter-ball with right-hand
side and sufficient strength to bring the cue-ball off three cushions
to rest on the baulk cushion below the green.

With this shot you can be virtually certain of not leaving a
potting chance and can possibly leave your opponent snookered
or with an awkward thin safety shot as he himself attempts to
return the cue-ball to the baulk cushion.

Even if your opponent, with his first shot, manages to deny you
a good opening he may have had to devote so much of his con-
centration to this that he cannot really attempt to land you in
trouble as well.

The snag with shots which disturb the pack of reds is that one
or two reds can go near enough to a pocket for your opponent to
be tempted into potting one.

This snag applies to shot 2, a similar break-off to shot 1 except
that the outside red in the back row but one is struck quarter-ball
with running side.

This break-off disturbs the last two rows of reds while the break-
off in shot 1 disturbs only the back row to any significant degree.

Shot 2, played perfectly, will land your opponent in more
difficulty than shot 1 but shot 2, played dightly wrong, is more
likely to give your opponent a reasonable opening.

If, for instance, you contact the red at less than a quarter-ball,
the cue-ball will cannon into the end red, remain in the top part of
the table and almost certainly leave your opponent a good
opening.

Then again, if you contact the red at more than a quarter-ball,
the cue-ball will spring off wider and either hit the jaws of the
corner pocket or actually go in-off.

On a strange table, particularly one with a strong nap, shot 2
is much more risky than shot 1. On the other hand, if you are
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confident and believe that opening up the reds as soon as possible
is to your advantage, then consider shot 2.

Shot 3 is a break-off which some players favour, including Gary
Owen and Eddie Charlton. It consists of striking the end red and
bringing the cue-ball back to the baulk cushion off only two
cushions, as shown.

One obvious snag about this is that there is not much space
between yellow and brown for the cue-ball to reach the baulk
cushion whereas, once the cue-ball has got past the blue, thereis a
much wider margin of error in bringing it to the baulk cushion
from between the yellow and the side cushion as in shots 1 and 2.

A kiss on the brown is therefore quite likely to give your
opponent a potting chance or the opportunity to put you on the
baulk cushion.

To sum up, shot 1 is probably the most reliable break-off with
shot 2 a good one to introduce if you want to put a greater
emphasis on attack. Sometimes, it is also worth breaking-off with
the cue-ball between the green and brown rather than the brown
and yellow as some players are more consistent hitting the left of
an object-ball in a safety shot than the right.

Most frames start with an exchange of safety shots which is
ended either by aplayer taking arisk, making a mistake or potting
a 'shot to nothing'.

Shots to nothing, as their name implies, offer a chance of a pot
with little or no risk of leaving a pot for one's opponent if the pot
is missed, but unless you are fortunate enough to be left a position
in which one of these is on you will have to rely on forcing an
opening through one of several types of orthodox safety shots.

The secret of many safety shots is simply hitting the object-ball
thin. Thin contacts mean that the cue-ball will carry much more
speed than the object-ball and therefore, unless other balls are
contacted, the cue-ball will travel much further than the object-
ball.

In Fig. 4, the thin safety shot shown should, with the right
strength, leave the cue-ball on the baulk cushion behind the
green, at the same time cutting the red into the pack. If the pack
was not there, you would have to consider the danger of leaving
the red over the top pocket and would probably have to decide to
play another shot.

In Fig. 5, there is no possibility of an in-off but it is very impor-
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tant to make a thin contact to produce the successful safety shot
shown as there are particular problems in playing safe off a ball
which is only an inch or so off the cushion.

The cue-ball, after striking the object-ball, springs away from
the object-ball as shown in Fig. 6, before curving back onto a
straight line.

Therefore, if the cue-ball has not 'straightened out' before it
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strikes the cushion it will obviously leave the cushion at a wider
angle than if it had already straightened out.

The significance of this is that if you do catch the red thick (see
Fig. 7) the cue-ball will remain in the top part of the table and
almost certainly leave your opponent a good opening.

Another useful thin safety shot is the one shown in Fig. 8.
There is some danger of an in-off in the top pocket if you catch the
red too thick but if you contact the red very thin as shown you can
turn what at first glance looks like an awkward position to your
own advantage.

One advanced safety shot in which athin contact is essential is
shown in Fig. 9. A plain ball thin safety shot will take the cue-
ball into the cluster near the side cushion, but if the shot is played
with strong right-hand (check) side, the cue-ball will return down
the table along the 'corridor' between this and the other three-ball
cluster which is free of any obstructing balls.

Figure 10 shows a straightforward way of getting back to the
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baulk cushion by using the top cushion and Figs 11 and 12 two
ways of getting back by using side with about a quarter-ball
contact.

In Fig. 11, right-hand side is used to check the cue-ball off the
top and side cushions to avoid kissing the balls lying between the
pink spot and the side cushion while Fig. 12 shows how you will
need left-hand side to avoid kissing the reds near the side cushion.

Figure 13 shows another use of check (right-hand) side in safety
play while Fig. 14 shows a means of using right-hand (running)
side to put the cue-ball under the baulk cushion in loosening out
the pack of reds.

Shots to nothing cannot really go wrong but it is very important
to play them with a positive approach.

Just as some players get over-tense in playing pots which are
certain to leave a good opening if they are missed, so some
players do not concentrate enough on the pot in a shot to nothing

Fig. 10 Fig. 11
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if they have the consolation at the back of their minds that no
immediate harm will befall them if they miss.

But in a frame of snooker | usualy find that if a player misses
chances early on, things usually run against him towards the end.

In Fig. 15, for instance, the reds have been disturbed in the
initial safety exchange and the baulk colours have been dislodged
from their spots.

There is a possible chance of potting the indicated red without
the cue-ball cannoning into the other reds. Your basic knowledge
of angles will tell you that if the red is struck about half-ball, the
cue-ball will follow the path shown, finishing behind the green
and brown.

If the red is struck dightly more or dightly less than half-ball
it will not be potted but the cue-ball will follow roughly the same
path, still leaving your opponent behind the green and brown.

If the ball is potted, the yelow is available near the baulk
pocket to continue your break.

There are many other examples of a shot to nothing. One of
the most common is the red which seems at first glance to be in the
main pack but is in fact half an inch or so clear so that the safety
shot to the baulk area can be combined with an attempted pot, as
in Fig. 16.

Another shot to nothing to look for is the plant or set. There is
a lot to learn about plants and sets but Fig. 17 shows a simple
plant, knocking one red onto another red to send the latter into
the pocket. As long as the cue-bal contacts the first red about
quarter-ball, this should be quite easy.

Unlike with Figs 15 and 16, | have assumed in Fig. 17 that the
three baulk colours are on their spots. Therefore, assuming you
pot a red you will have a choice either of playing another pot to
continue your break or playing a snooker so that your opponent
not only cannot score but is likely to leave you another opening.

In the first position, for instance, the cue-ball has finished dead
on the baulk cushion so it is too risky to try to pot one of the baulk
colours in a middle pocket.

The correct shot in this case is to roll the cue-ball up to the
brown, contacting it as gently as possible, to leave your opponent
snookered and thus likely to give you an opening.

In the second position, however, the cue-ball has come to rest
away from the baulk cushion to offer you a chance to pot the
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brown in the middle and take the cue-ball up the table for one of
the loose reds to continue your break.

In the third position you can play the snooker or pot the brown
but this time the angle is not such that you can take the cue-ball
up the table.

In this case, the shot you choose to play depends very much on
the position of the reds. If there are severa in the open and your
opponent is going to need a lot of skill and luck to avoid giving
you an opening, then a snooker is the shot.

If, on the other hand, it is comparatively easy for your opponent
to avoid leaving an opening, then pot the brown and make your
following safety shot as good as possible.

One of the secrets of good safety play is bringing the cue-ball
back as near as possible to the baulk cushion. Conversely, another
secret is preventing your opponent from doing so.

In Fig. 18, for instance, the shot seems to be a straightforward
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thin contact on the reds and a return to the baulk cushion, thus
giving your opponent a chance to make a similar reply.

However, the correct shot is much more positive. Notice the
position of the brown and the blue and consider that it is impos-
sible for your opponent to play an orthodox return to baulk from
anywhere in baulk to the right of the brown spot.

Therefore, the correct shot is to contact the red as shown with
strong left-hand side to swing the cue-ball round off three cushions
to leave it on the baulk cushion for your opponent with no hope
of him making a similar reply.

Figure 19 shows another position in which it is impossible to
make a return to the baulk cushion. You could, of course, simply
roll up to the pack of reds but this negative shot would only allow
your opponent to play thinly off the pack to leave you on the
baulk cushion once again.

So the shot | would play would be to contact the red almost full-
ball, as shown, to send it off the top cushion and into baulk while

Fig. 18 Fig. 19
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the cue-ball bounces off the side cushion to rest on the top
cushion.

Because the cushion prevents your opponent from hitting the
cue-ball low enough to get it back to the top cushion, he is going
to have a difficult task leaving you safe, particularly since the red
you have sent down into baulk rules out an orthodox safety shot
to the baulk cushion.

Often, of course, you won't be able to get out of trouble and
put your opponent in trouble quite as neatly as that. In a safety
exchange, it is more usual for one player to look on top, the other
to neutralize the advantage and then perhaps, a shot or two later,
gain the upper hand himself.

One point to remember is that it is sometimes as unwise to be
over-ambitious with a safety shot as it is with a pot.

Figure 20, for instance, shows a possible return to the baulk
cushion which demands very good judgement of cushion angles to
avoid cannoning on the red near the side cushion. This is the sort

Fig. 20 Fig. 20a
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of shot which is more quickly mastered by players who have
played some billiards than those who have not, the theory being
that if billiards players have had some practice in getting cushion
cannons they will be better equipped to avoid cannons in a frame
of snooker.

Figure 20a shows exactly the same position except that the
important red is dlightly nearer the cushion and therefore makes
the return to the baulk cushion much too risky.

In this case, the shot to play is a 'containing' type of safety shot,
in other words one from which you don't expect to gain much
immediate advantage but which, at the same time, will not present
your opponent with an immediate opening. He will, at least, have
to play another good shot to put you in trouble.

Therefore, it is probably best to trickle the cue-ball up to the
pack (as shown), unless you are feeling confident enough to have a
go at the difficult but pottable red up the side cushion.

Just as a chess player works towards his objective through a
series of moves, a snooker player can plan to trap his opponent
some shots in advance.

One of the most frequent examples of this is when there is one
or more reds down the table and a 'top cushion' safety duel is
taking place with the reds which are in the top part of the table
(see Fig. 21).

In these duels, the object is to force your opponent into being
first to play down the table. If there are two reds near the side
cushion, as shown, and it is your shot, it isimportant not to allow
your opponent to send the other red down the table to leave you
in trouble, which is exactly what will happen if you play the shot
shown in Fig. 21.

With the first red sent down the table the second red will finish
in a position to leave your opponent almost exactly the same shot
that you had except that this time you are going to be stranded on
the top cushion with al the reds well down the table.

To avoid leaving your opponent to play the last red in the top
part of the table (see Fig. 21a) play more thinly with left-hand side
so that neither red is moved very much and the cue-ball finishes on
the top cushion about a foot from the corner pocket. Y ou may, in
fact, snooker your opponent on these two reds behind the pink
and black but even if the pink and black were somewhere else this
would still be a good tactical shot.
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It is important, when you have a chance to put your opponent
in trouble, that you put him in the maximum trouble.

In Fig. 22, for instance, it is simple to play a snooker behind the
green by sending the red up the table and following through a few
inches with a plain ball shot.

Figure 22a, however, shows a much more positive shot, hitting
the red much harder so that it opens the pack of reds round the
pink spot and stunning the cue-ball so that it remains behind the
green. The advantage of this shot is that your opponent is going
to be struggling to avoid giving you a chance to make a frame-
winning break as every red may now be pottable. With the other
shot, of course, only onered is loose so that even if you are Ieft in
a position to pot it (which is unlikely if your opponent keeps his
head) you will still have to open the pack before continuing your
break.

In Fig. 23, some players will be so impatient to leave a snooker
behind the yellow, which their opponents should have little
difficulty in playing an orthodox escape as shown in shot 2, that
they will overlook the much tougher snooker which can be laid
behind the blue (Fig. 23a). Here the green and brown hamper the
escape towards the comparative security of the pack of reds and
increase the possibility of one's opponent leaving one of the open
reds.

There are times when you will have a choice of safety shots,
when you should decide according to score.

In Fig. 24, for instance, you can play a safety shot either from
the open red or the one which is near the side cushion. If you are
30 infront, you need only a red and a colour to win the frame,
barring snookers, while your opponent effectively needs both reds
and al the colours.

Your best tactic is therefore to play safe from the red which is
already loose, as shown, the theory being that even if you lose the
safety duel on this red, your opponent has still to out-manoeuvre
you again to take the other red.

If, on the other hand, you are 30 behind in this position, play
safe from the red which is near the cushion so that both reds are in
the open (see Fig. 24a). If this is so, and you can get a chance to
pot one red, the odds are in your favour to take the other red as
well.

Y ou should also apply this principle in other positions towards
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the end of a frame. If your opponent needs all the colours to win
and one or more balls is lying awkwardly near a cushion, don't
cannon them into the centre of the table if you can possibly
avoid it.

With al the colours portable, you have only got to make one
mistake to throw the frame away, whereas, with one or more balls
under the cushion, you will almost certainly get another chance.

Safety play and snookering on the colours are arts in them-
selves. When there are plenty of reds on the table, the importance
of snookering is entirely tactical but at the colours stage, 4, 5, 6
or 7 penalty points can make a great deal of difference.

If you are 22 in front on the green and force your opponent to
concede 4 penalty points, he cannot then win unless you concede
penalty points. Even if you are only 17 in front on the green and
you receive 4 penalty points it means that you need only one ball
(instead of two) to win the frame while your opponent now needs
them all.

There are innumerable ways in which the balls can be positioned
at the colours stage but at a reasonable standard it is quite usual to
see most of the colours on their spots.

If brown, blue and pink are on their spots, it can be quite easy to
leave your opponent snookered. In Fig. 25, for instance, you can
play apossible but very risky double or play the shot shown which
takes advantage of the fact that brown, blue and pink combine to
screen a fairly large area into which you should try to send the
green.

Provided you drop the cue-ball within an inch or two of the
point indicated there is almost two feet to play with between
points A and D between pink and side cushion to hide the green
behind. The only exception is the small dotted area, CB. If the
green finishes in this there is a narrow path through for the cue-
ball between brown and blue. The significance of this is that there
is a greater chance of laying a snooker if there is more than one
ball to 'hide' behind.

The same principle applies if blue and pink are on their spots
(see Fig. 26), where again there is quite a wide margin of error for
you to attempt to play a snooker. If, in conjunction with the
snooker, you can leave the cue-ball right on the cushion this will
add to your opponent's difficulty in making an escape.

Figure 27 illustrates how green and blue can offer a similar
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margin of error in laying a snooker on the yellow and Fig. .28
shows how yelow and blue can mask the last red. If the red stops
anywhere in the shaded area and the cue-ball finishes on the baulk
cushion, your opponent will be snookered. In the diagram it looks
as if the red would be hidden only in part of this area but the scale
is misleading here as | can assure you that actually on the table the
margin of error is as stated. Move the cue-ball along the baulk
cushion a couple of inches either way and there is still a good
margin of error in which to snooker your opponent.

Even in the early stages of a frame, it is often useful to keep
these 'masking' areas in mind, either to snooker your opponent or
to reduce the range of reds which he is able to hit.

One final masking area which can also be useful, particularly
near the end of a frame, is that provided by pink and black, as
shown in Fig. 29. This reveals only a small channel (shaded area)
between pink and black through which the cue-ball could travel to
hit the blue. Send the blue either side of this narrow channel and
there is a very considerable area in which your opponent is bound
to be snookered.

The colours stage of a frame often involves certain other com-
mon types of safety shot. Figure 30 is the 'full in the face' safety
shot sending the yellow round off four cushions into a safe posi-
tion and with any luck leaving your opponent snookered into the
bargain. As the diagram shows, the yellow strikes a cushion for the
third time not far from the middle pocket so this shot is not unlike
the cocked-hat double described on page 109.

There may be times when it is worth attempting this as a shot to
nothing, though only if you are certain of being able to pot or play
a good safety shot on the next colour.

Figure 31 is almost the same shot over the other side of the
table except that you cannot hit the green full as it would then
either kiss the brown or strike the opposite side cushion and remain
in the baulk area of the table. Therefore, contact the object-ball
about three-quarter ball to swing it round the angles as shown,
and use left-hand (running) side to leave the cue-ball near the
baulk cushion.

Figure 32 is a favourite safety shot of mine. Many amateurs in
this position play the full ball run-through, which can leave the
pink near the baulk pocket. It is much safer and much more
positive to play the 'crossover' shown in the diagram.
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If you strike this just under half-ball with left-hand side you
should, with anywhere near the right strength, get the pink near
enough to the top cushion to embarrass your opponent even if you
don't achieve the perfect shot shown in the diagram, with the pink
dead on the top cushion behind the black and the cue-ball dead in
the middle of the baulk cushion.

Be careful not to play this shot with the pink (or any object-
ball) further up the table (i.e. nearer the top pocket). There is a
chance, with a less than half-ball contact, of cross-doubling the
pink in the corner pocket but unfortunately an even better chance
of the pink striking either the top or side cushion very near the
pocket and leaving your opponent a good chance to pot it.

Therefore, in Fig. 33, you are more or less forced into playing
the shot | advised you to avoid in Fig. 32. The important differ-
ence is, though, that in Fig. 33 the pink is further up the side
cushion than it is in Fig. 32 and therefore the cue-ball has a
shorter distance to travel to finish tight on the top cushion. This
means that you do not have to hit the pink so hard as you would
in Fig. 32 and there is therefore not so much danger of leaving it
over the baulk pocket—though there is some danger, particularly
if you are nervous.

The golden rule in these safety exchanges is to leave the object-
ball near a cushion unless you are absolutely certain of leaving a
snooker. If you leave your opponent the whole pocket opening to
aim at there is aways the danger of him bringing off a pot but
this danger is much reduced if he has to attempt the pot along a
cushion with the possibility of the object-ball staying in the jaws
of the pocket if his attempt at a pot isjust afraction out.

In Fig. 34, for example, play the shot as safely as possible by
bringing the blue off three cushions as shown, using left-hand side
to bring the cue-ball off three cushions to the baulk cushion.

Many of these shots can be utilized when the frame depends on
the black. In clubs where the table light is operated on the meter
system there is often a few minutes to spare before the light goes
out and the next two players come forward to take their turn.

Rather than bash the balls about with no particular object spend
those minutes usefully by tackling a game situation.

When a frame ends in a tie, the black is placed on its spot and
theplayerstoss for choice of first shot. Thefirst player can place the
cue-ball anywhere in the D.
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If I win the toss, | generaly take the first shot, placing the cue-
ball near the green spot and aiming to go across the black, con-
tacting it about three-quarter ball to leave the black under the
baulk cushion as shown in Fig. 35.

The perfect shot from this position is to leave the black about a
foot further along the baulk cushion towards the 'green' pocket
with the cue-ball tight on the side cushion. The snag about this is
that if you are dightly too hard or dlightly too dow you are likely
to leave your opponent a good chance of a pot.

Playing against an inferior or shaky opponent, it sometimes
pays to let them have first shot.

If the black is hit too thick, a kiss will result and it is likely that
an easy pot will be left; if the black is hit too thin, it will not reach
the baulk cushion and the cue-ball will come far enough away
from the side cushion to offer a chance of a pot in the baulk
pocket.

These are the traps which you yourself have to guard against if
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playing the first shot. If you play it wel then you will be forcing
your opponent to play against the nap (aways dightly trickier
than with the nap) with the object-ball under or near the cushion.

The reply to the ideal first shot is much more difficult than the
first shot itsalf. It consists, as Fig. 36 shows, of an amost full con-
tact on the black at just the strength to send the black past the
middle pocket. If anything, it is better to err on the heavy side;
not quite hard enough and the black is a gift for your opponent
over the middle pocket; a little too hard makes the black a
possibility but far enough from the cue-ball not to make it a
certainty.

On most occasions, however, the black will not have finished
tight on the baulk cushion so it is likely that there will be a chance
to play almost an identical shot to Fig. 35 in return (Fig. 36a).

Another shot which is often useful (Fig. 36b) is a thin safety
shot, snicking the black under the side cushion and leaving the cue-
ball at the opposite end of the table, ideally under a cushion.

This is preferable in this position to attempting to double the
black up the table with a fullish contact; too full a contact and a
kiss will occur, dlightly too thin and you may leave the black near
the top corner pocket.

Apart from the tactical functions of safety play you sometimes
need snookers near the end of a frame to extract penalty points
before potting the last few balls to win a frame.

These snookers have to be particularly good since you do not
derive any advantage unless your opponent actually misses the
ball on.

| particularly remember one snooker which was laid against me
which cost me £200, the difference between the £750 first prize
and the £550 second, when | played Ray Reardon in the final of
the Park Drive £2000 in October 1971.

Ray needed a snooker with only the pink and black Ieft in the
final frame but played thin off the pink as shown to leave the
pink in the baulk area and the cue-ball, after striking four cushions,
right behind the black (Fig. 37).

This was a difficult snooker to escape from because:

(a) the pink was some distance away;

(b) the pink was far enough away from all cushions to leave
plenty of room for the cue-ball to go round it;
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BLACK
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Fig. 37 Fig. 38

(c) the cue-ball was so close to the black as to prevent me aiming
aplain ball shot at the spot on the side cushion. | would have
needed to hit to make a one-cushion escape.

Players with some experience of billiards often learn to lay these
snookers more quickly than those who have only ever played
snooker. In Fig. 38, with the pink near the top cushion, the cue-
ball in the D, and the black near the baulk pocket, the position is
similar to one at billiards in which you would play an all-round
cannon off four cushions.

In billiards, you would hope, if you got the cannon, to leave the
first object-ball somewhere in the middle of the table. But in
playing snooker you would make sure that you contacted the first
object-ball at less than half-ball so that your opponent would still
have to play alongish shot if you fail to get the cue-ball behind the
second object-ball, the black.
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Fig. 39 Fig. 40

Therefore, play with right-hand side to swing the cue-ball round
the table as shown.

There are innumerable variations of this. In Fig. 39, play thin
with right-hand side to leave the pink on the baulk cushion and
send the cue-ball off three cushions to finish behind the black.

In Fig. 40 play the pink about three-quarter ball with right-hand
(check) side and in Fig. 41 thin with right-hand (running) side.

These shots are not as easy as they appear on the diagrams and
your ability to play them will come only with experience. In fact,
it is these tactical aspects of the game which generally catch out
promising young players rather than the more straightforward
business of potting, which can largely be a matter of natural talent.

The other side of the coin, as far as laying snookers is concerned,
is escaping from them.

When your opponent cannot win the frame unless you concede
penalty points, nothing really matters except hitting the ball on.
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Some escapes can be easy, like the simplejudgement of the angle a
cue-ball needs to take off one cushion to hit the pink (the ball on)
as shown in Fig. 42.

One-cushion escapes can be more difficult if, asin Fig. 43, there
is some reason why a plain ball shot cannot be used to contact the
ball on, the pink.

The escape in Fig. 44 is even more difficult. The middle pocket
isin the way of the escape off the right-hand side cushion and the
pink is in the way of the escape off the left-hand side cushion.

In this case, you will need to use left-hand side to widen the
angle the cue-ball takes from the side cushron to escape from the
snooker, as shown.

Part of the difficulty of this shot is that the cue-ball has to take a
very wide angle off the side cushion as, generally speaking, the
straighter the rebound which is necessary, the easier it is to
calculate.

Fig. 41 Fig. 42

S

BLACK e BLACK ®

Modified and quality improved by https://allaboutsnooker.info



SAFETY PLAY 103

At the risk of labouring this point, it could be said that a straight
or nearly straight rebound will be the same on any table but the
angle of a wide rebound will vary considerably according to the
condition of the rubber and cloth on the cushions. The more
recently a cushion has been re-clothed the wider the angle of
rebound tends to be.

Figure 45 shows an elementary two-cushion escape. Why not
make the escape off one cushion ? Simply because the ball on, the
red, is bound to cannon into either green or brown if you hit it
off the baulk cushion, whereas it will come clear and in all prob-
ability safe if you use the side cushion as well.

When the ball you are trying to hit is well away from the
cushion it generally pays to play with reasonable strength, thus
putting some distance between cue-ball and object-ball for your
opponent.

If, however, the ball you are trying to hit is near a cushion, asin

Fig. 43 Fig. 44
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Fig. 46, it generaly pays to roll up to it as gently as you can, thus
leaving the cue ball so close to the object ball that it is impossible
to pot it.

In this particular position this slow roll escape also leaves the
cue-ball near a cushion and thus awkwardly placed to play any
other red. It is likely that your opponent will snooker you again
but this at least is better than giving him a chance to make a
winning break.

This principle also applies to the shot in Fig. 47 where you have
a choice of two escape routes. Obvioudly, it is better to use the
right-hand side cushion rather than the left because you can then
play into the packed and therefore safe reds rather than towards
the loose pottable reds.

Played at exactly the right weight, as shown, this escape is
completely safe. Your opponent may then put you in trouble
again but it will require a good shot to do so. In any case, you
will have gained some breathing space.

Fig. 45 Fig. 46
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Finally, there are occasions when the balls are so placed that you
cannot use the cushions but instead have to rely on a swerve shot
to get out of trouble.

In Fig. 48, for example, the cue-ball is hidden behind the brown
with the yellow, blue and pink blocking the orthodox escape
routes off a cushion.

To escape with a swerve shot, raise the butt of the cue and strike
sharply downwards at the left-hand side of the cue-ball, though
not too near the edge as this will result in a miscue.

Aim initially for the cue-ball to just miss the brown so that it
bends as the swerve takes effect soon after passing the brown and
contacts the red as shown.

Play this with fair strength since the most you can hope for in
escaping from a snooker like this, is to put plenty of distance
between cue-ball and object-ball for your opponent's next shot.

Fig. 47
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Doubles, the Rest, Tips and
Match Play

Doubles

Doubles are spectacular looking shots and many novices get a
great thrill out of them. The most elementary double is the kind
shown in Fig. 1, when the red is a couple of inches off the cushion
and the cue-ball is directly across the table from it.

To pot the red in the opposite centre pocket, as shown, the cue-
ball should strike the red about half-ball.

This looks quite easy and is quite easy but professionals will
still avoid doubles if they can. One reason is that it is psycho-
logically easier to try to pot a ball into a pocket you can see rather
than have to visualize where the pocket is while actually playing
the object-ball onto the opposite cushion. Another is that cushion
rubbers do vary from table to table and assessing the angle for a
double can be tricky. In addition, the harder one hits the object-
ball, the more narrowly it tends to rebound from the cushion.

As doubles are chancy, | prefer to play them as 'shots to nothing'
when possible. For example, in Fig. 2 there are two reds near the
side cushion. | could play to double the higher red into the centre
pocket.

The snag is that if | miss the double | am more or less certain to
leave my opponent a good opportunity. Therefore, the shot to play
is the lower red, attempting to double it in the middle pocket while
the cue-ball travels down to near the baulk cushion, a safe position
if the double fails and a good position to take the blue if it is
successful and continue the break.

Both doubles shown in this diagram are known as 'cutback’
doubles because the object-ball has to be cut back into the cushion
to travel across the middle pocket almost along the same line as
the cue-ball has taken to contact it.

Figure 3 shows a cross-double into the middle pocket which is
combined with a shot to nothing. There are three reds in the top
part of the table, al pottable, but the striker can only see the fourth
red near the side cushion. By contacting the red just under half-
ball, there is a good chance of doubling it into the middle pocket
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while the cue-ball bounces off the top cushion and returns into
baulk.

If the red is potted, the green is available near a baulk pocket to
continue the break. If the red is not potted, the chances are that it
will bounce into a relatively safe position in the top part of the
table with the cue-ball finishing somewhere near the baulk cushion.

The worst that can happen is for the red to catch the angle of
the middle pocket and be thrown back towards baulk but thisis a
fair risk to take.

Figure 4 shows a top pocket cross-double, a shot which often
carries a greater element of risk as the near missis likely to wobble
in the jaws or at least stay near enough to the pocket to give your
opponent a really good chance.

In this particular position in Fig. 4, however, there is reasonable
insurance cover in the way the reds are distributed between the
pink spot and the side cushion.

Fig. 5 Fig. 6
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If the red is potted, the break could be continued by potting one
of the baulk colours or the blue into the middle pocket or, if apot
looks a bit risky, you can put your opponent in terrible trouble by
rolling up dead behind one of the baulk colours to leave him
snookered. If the red does not drop but stays in the jaw of the
pocket, the cue-ball will till have returned down the table to deny
your opponent a direct shot at that red and leave him with no
other choice but a safety shot.

Similarly, the cocked-hat double (Fig. 5) is best employed as a
shot to nothing. If the yellow travels off three cushions and enters
the middle pocket it should be easy enough to clear the table of
the remaining colours. If the yellow does not go in the pocket it
should finish somewhere near the pink which, if the cue-ball
follows through to finish on the baulk cushion, as planned, should
be safe enough for your opponent.

Another unorthodox way of potting is by a plant or set.
Strictly speaking, a set is a position in which two object-balls are
touching in such a way that it is possible to pot the second ball
by striking the first. A plant is a position in which the first object-
ball has to be driven onto the second object-ball in a particular
way to pot the firgt.

Figure 6 shows a straightforward set. Simply use a stun shot to
bring the cue-ball back a couple of inches, |eaving perfect position
on the black and an easy task to get position on the last red in
potting the black.

You will never have an easier set than this but even so one or
two interesting incidental points arise, notably that a screw back
is very easy in this position because the second red prevents the
first red from going through and thus provides additional resis-
tance to the cue-ball.

(A similar effect occurs when you find yourself playing with a
cue-ball which is dightly lighter than the other balls. It has been
known for sets of snooker balls to get mixed up so if you suddenly
find yourself over-screwing this is a likely explanation.)

Figure 7 shows afairly easy plant of a type which can often be
played as a shot to nothing. The two reds nearest the black are a
little apart but form a straight line with the corner pocket. There-
fore, play to pot the first red as if the second is not there.

This shot is harder than a set because there is distance between
the balls. With a plant, even a relatively simple one like this, the
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first object-ball must be contacted with a fair degree of accuracy
or the second object-ball will miss the pocket.

Both plants and sets can be infinitely more complex than this.
Figure 8, for instance, shows a set which does not appear to be on.
But, if struck in a particular way, the second red need not strike a
few inches up the side cushion from the corner pocket as would
happen with a plain ball shot.

The second red can in fact be potted by contacting the left-hand
edge of the first red with the cue-ball. Contrary to what many
people think, | don't believe that side has any effect in a situation
like this.

I am not sure precisely how this happens as the layman would
probably guess that the right-hand edge of the first red should be
hit but if, like me, you are interested only in whether a car goes
and not in what is under the bonnet, you will just accept that it is
0.

Plants and sets are at their easiest when the two object-balls
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form almost a straight line with the pocket but other chances
often occur which are also fair risks.

In Fig. 9, thefirst red has to contact the second red about three-
quarter ball. You can sdlect this angle precisely by addressing the
first red as the cue-ball and then taking your bridge back to address
the cue-ball.

Some players find it helpful to continue the line of their aim
beyond the second object-ball as far as the side cushion. They
then attempt to 'pot' the first object-ball onto the spot on the side
cushion they have selected.

In the particular position of Fig. 9, a successful shot can virtu-
ally win you the frame as the first red after cannoning into the
object red will open out the cluster of three reds nearby. As you
cannot get position on the black, screw back gently so that you
can take the pink into the middle pocket. Unless you are very
unlucky the remaining reds should by then al be in pottable
positions.
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Figure 10 shows two examples of the 'in-off' type of set. In
shot 1, two reds are together but are not, at first glance, pottable.
But if the cue-ball strikes the first red on the Ieft it should glance
off the second red into the pocket.

Shot 2 shows another example of this with a red lying against
the blue and the cue-ball in the clear. Here, the red will glance off
the blue into the pocket if the cue-ball strikes it on its right.

Variations of this shot providing a shot to nothing in a safety
exchange are often on if you look for them although there are also
occasions when you may want to take steps to avoid them, per-
haps when the second red in the set is lined up not to enter the
pocket but to go near enough to the pocket to leave it for your
opponent.

One plant | particularly remember was a cheeky one | played in
an amateur match against Stan Holden. As Fig. 11 shows, there
was no way | could leave him in trouble and there was no obvious

Fig. 11 Fig. 12
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pot so | aimed to 'pot' ared half-ball onto the brown, as shown,
for it to glance off into the baulk pocket. If | missed it, | knew |
would not leave him very much but, as it happened, the red went
in as sweet as a nut leaving me perfectly on the black to start an
80-odd break.

Figure 12 shows a shot | play very rarely, atop cushion double
into the middle pocket. In this particular position, no red is pot-
table and any attempt to play a safety shot towards baulk looks
doomed as there are three obviously pottable balls in this part of .
the table. There is no way of putting your opponent in trouble so
it is wor.th trying to double the red from the top cushion into the
middle pocket, a very narrow-angled shot which rarely comes off.

However, if it fails, the red should travel past the middle pocket
and your opponent will only be able to play a safety shot. If the
red drops, the black is, of course, in position and you should
compile a good break.

Fig. 13
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This is a specid case in that the reds are peculiarly situated.
Figure 13, on the face of it, looks like a similar shot even though
there is only the black remaining.

Here, however, | almost always prefer the very thin safety shot
as you have a very good chance to put your opponent in so much
trouble, as shown, that he will have the greatest difficulty in not
presenting you with an easy black for the frame.

If you attempt the double in the middle, it may well go safe if
you miss it but your opponent may not have a particularly
difficult safety shot, thus enabling him to keep in the game.

The rest

| use the rest very badly. If | were a perfectionist, | would go away
and practise until | could use the rest as well as John Pulman but
as | am lazy | try to play my positional shots so that | don't have
to use it. When | am forced into it | try not to be too ambitious.

Tall players like me don't have to use the rest as often as short
players do so | have at least got some chance of getting away with
this approach even though it is obviously the wrong one.

| think the trouble started in my case because | learnt to play in
a non-competitive environment, non-competitive in that we played
for half-crowns and ten bobs as if our lives depended on it.

The rule that one foot must aways be in contact with the floor
in playing a shot was frequently flouted—so much so that the rest
was rarely used. While | cannot quite claim to have had my feet
in the D there was one occasion when | had both feet actually over
the edge of the cushion and on the bed of the table. Of course, it
doesn't do the table any good to be treated in this way although at
the time | didn't know any better.

When one of us climbed on the table, the manager, watching us
from his counter, would immediately reach for the light switch
over that particular table and flick it up and down. Once, when |
had to climb on the table to pot a particularly vital black, | not
only had the flickering lights to contend with but someone
attempting to pull me off the table by the ankles. Despite every-
thing, | managed to pot the black to clinch the money, and of
course, apologized profusely.

To give yourself the best chance you need the right equipment.
If a club has severa rests, choose one which has a sharp X at the
intersection rather than a wide U. Your cue needs to run on a
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straight line and this is impossible if it is wobbling about in a
U-shaped rest-head.

Most club players use the rest 'the tall way up' for every shot
(see Fig. 14) but most good players use it 'short way up' for some,
most or even all shots. | myself use the rest 'tall way up' when |
want to strike the cue-ball above centre and 'short way up' for
striking the cue-ball in the centre or below.

This seems logical to me because the only way to apply top
using the rest 'short way up' is to hit upwards—which seems
almost impossible. On the other hand, using the rest 'tall way up'
for striking the cue-ball in the middle or below will exaggerate
any side you impart, intentionally or unintentionally, because of
the downward action of the cue.

When using the rest one never has one's elbow and shoulder
directly below the cue, otherwise the shot could be played with the
normal bridge. The best action for using the rest is a straight push
from the hand alone.

Get your eyes below the line of the shot and use only the lower
arm from elbow to wrist to put power in the shot. Just as you
stand sideways to the table with your normal stance with your
left shoulder pointing roughly in the direction of the shot, stand

Fig. 14

THE REST CAN BE USED 'TALL WAY UP’

OR ‘SHORT WAY UP’ DEPENDING ON
WHERE YOU WANT TO HIT THE BALL
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sideways to the table when using the rest only this time with your
right shoulder foremost. Grip the butt firmly with your left hand
and be sure that your body is not behind the cue.

One of my technically minded friends tells me that just as a
tennis backhand is more difficult if the ball is taken directly in
front of the body so it becomes much easier if it is taken at the side
with the freedom of being able to take a proper swing.

Another point: keep that right elbow up! Most players will find

Fig. 15

RIGHT SHOULDER FORWARD

KEEP ELBOW UP
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they will do alot better if the wrist is parallel with or dightly below
the elbow rather than vice versa (see Fig. 15).

As with shots played without the rest, the test of straight cueing
is a straight pot. Therefore, set up a straight pot and play to stun
the object-ball into the pocket. When you can do this set up pots
at a similar distance at various angles.

Soider, half-butt, three-quarter-butt

There is not much | can tell you about using these implements
since they are only for use in extreme situations. Avoid them if
you can but, if you can't, don't be too ambitious.

When using the spider, you will be striking downwards at a
sharp angle, often when the cue-ball is in a cluster of balls with
only its top part visible.

This is a situation in which you cannot follow-through because
the tip of your cue would foul another red. Therefore, play with a
short, stabbing motion and just concentrate on potting the red.
That's as much as you can hope for.

For the half-butt or three-quarter-butt, the same principles as
those for using the rest apply although there is an extra degree of
difficulty in using a cue much longer, much heavier or with a much
bigger tip than one's own.

Try to build up a rhythm in making your preliminary addresses
at the ball and don't use extremes of screw or side.

One can go weeks without using the long rest and then have to
use it half a dozen times within a few frames but no one has used
the long rest as often as Ken Skelton, the camp comedian at
Pontin's Blackpool Camp. We have a spot worked out for my
exhibition for the guests where he challenges me to a game. The
cue he uses is, of course, the three-quarter-butt! There is a wall
close to the baulk end of the table which makes it impossible to
hit the ball normally when the cue-ball is anywhere near the baulk
cushion. Ken has a variety of antics for al situations, using the
long cue like a pole vaulter or hitting the ball sideways with the
cue like a golfer. It al goes to show that snooker is a part of show
business after all!

Tips

Asfar astips on tips go, | haven't much to say as thisis very much
an individual preference. A few players actually like a spongey
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tip; afew like tips that are bone hard; most like something haf-
way between. Any tip should always be rounded to fit the shape of
the cue-ball as the inevitable result of playing with a flat tip will
be a series of miscues. Some players fed more secure against mis-
cues by using atip which has plenty of depth in it, others, like me,
prefer atip which is almost worn down to the wafer. In fact, many
of the tips | use are those which have been taken off by other pro-
fessionals, who have adjudged them to be worn out.

However good or however bad you are, don't forget to chalk
your cue frequently. | chalk my cue before almost every screw shot
or shot with side and | rarely play more than two or three shots of
any kind without giving my tip some chalk.

Many experienced players chalk their cue as an aid to concen-
tration. It is no use rushing into a difficult shot. Steady yourself;
get it clear in your mind exactly what you are trying to do; chalk
your cue; and, having built up your concentration in this way,
keep still on the shot.

Match play

If you have settled down to play a shot in a certain way and have
second thoughts, stand up. Don't ever do your thinking when you
are actually down on the shot. Your thinking should al be done
before you settle into your stance.

The same applies to selection of potting angles. Too much
alteration of the potting angle once you are down is usually disas-
trous. When | am properly keyed up, | adways stand up and start
all over again if there is any doubt in my mind. When | realize that
| have missed a shot through not doing this, | regard this as one of
the danger signs that my concentration has lapsed a lot more than
it should.

Don't rush your shots but don't dwell too long on them either
as you will only use up more concentration than you need to and
you will never work up the rhythm which makes the game seem so
much easier.

As an aid to my own concentration, | rarely sit down when my
opponent is playing. | sense that if | start to make myself too
comfortable, | may start to fed like a spectator and start to
admire what my opponent is doing rather than gearing myself up
for when it is my turn at the table.

One tip | have heard is never to let one's eyes leave the white
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ball, when one's opponent is at the table. | don't go as far as this
myself but | don't talk much to spectators between shots.

When | am actually at the table, my friends tell me, | am per-
petually sniffing, coughing or blowing my nose. As | am basically
healthy, these coughs and sniffs are al of the nervous variety.
Once | was in the audience at a televised amateur tournament.
The commentator mentioned | was there and the camera panned
across towards me. Unfortunately this coincided with a bout of
noseblowing so that only my eyes and forehead were visible above
the handkerchief but many of my friends assured me afterwards
that they were so used to this particular view that they had no
difficulty in recognizing me.

This takes me to avery important point. Be natural at al times.
Don't refuse apot in a match that you would get nine times out of
ten in a friendly but, on the other hand, don't try to play above
your ability just because it is a match.

Recognize your limitations realistically, play to the best of your
ability and hope that this is good enough to win. If you are playing
someone you fed is better than you are, relax and tell yourself that
you have everything to gain and nothing to lose.

Whoever you are playing, consider the possibility that you
might lose and satisfy yourself that, however unwelcome it might
be, you could accept defeat. Building yourself up as favourite in
your own mind only puts pressure on yourself, not your opponent.

The most nervous players are generaly those who are most
frightened of losing and those who are most frightened of losing
are those who, in their own minds, have most to lose.

A degree of nervousness is often helpful as this focuses your
concentration on the match. | never fed like eating much on the
day of a match and would not advise anyone to eat a great deal as
heavy meals tend to make you fed drowsy and not mentally
switched on.

| don't like having a last-minute rush to get to a match but |
don't like hanging about in a club more than five minutes or so
before | play. | fed | am keyed up to play at acertaintime so | like
to prepare myself for that time and stick to it.

As aprofessional, | can plan my day to my own best advantage.
As | rarely get to bed much before 1 or 2 am. after driving home
from an exhibition, | tend to get out of bed about 10 or 10.30 for a
late breakfast.
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About 4 o'clock, my day being two or three hours behind every-
body else's, my wife Margot and | have a lunch-type meal and at
about 5, or later according to distance, | set out for the club at
which | am playing that evening. | drive 40,000 miles a year and
one year travelled 56,000.

Amateurs, who have ajob to do, can't plan as much but if you
have a specially important match don't overload your day more
than you can help. If you fancy a row with your wife—or anyone
—about teatime, save it till after the match as this could drain you
of the nervous energy you will probably need. Margot is very good
before my matches, chatting enough to prevent my mind dwelling
on the game but not worrying me with any problem that needs any
thought.

Some players like to practise for half an hour or so on the day of
the match; others don't. | don't but if you fed it helps, do. Con-
trary to popular belief | advise you always to practise on an easy
table rather than atight table.

The popular theory is that after practising on a table with tight
pockets, al other pockets will seem easier but it doesn't work out
like that. On tight tables, players have to concentrate so much on
getting the pot that they haven't much concentration left for
positional play. Players who habitually play on this type of table
can play for ten years without extending their range of shots at all
so they never improve. Put them on a good table with reasonable
pockets and they will till be unable to play more than the 'one
shot at atime' game they play on their own tight tables.

Whether you are winning or losing, keep to your own methods
of play. Don't get too excited if you look like having a good win
because this will cause you to lose your concentration and possibly
the match. If things are going badly, don't get desperate. If you're
losing 0-2 in a best of five just concentrate on the next frame and
play each shot on its merits, just as if you were 1-1 or 2-0 up.

Cliche as it may be, try to be modest in victory and graceful in
defeat. People do remember how you behave and it will do you no
good at all to upset people by unsporting behaviour. These people
may come to another of your matches and it must be better to have
them on your side rather than against you. It's easier to play well
in a pleasant atmosphere but the atmosphere will not be pleasant if
most of the people in the room don't like you.
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The Anatomy of a Century

It is every amateur's ambition to make a century break. Some 40
breaks are harder to make than some centuries but, human
nature being what it is, there is a certain magic in the figure 100.

There are many elements in a century break. In technique, there
is potting and positional play; in temperament, there is nerve and
coolness; and in factors outside your control which you could
loosely call 'luck’, there is the position of the balls at the start of
the break, and, to some extent, the position into which they go in
the course of the break.

There is no such thing as a typical century break but there are
factors which are common to many centuries like the need at
some stage to split a cluster of reds, or the problem of getting
position on awkward reds near the side cushions. These factors, of
course, often occur in much smaller breaks.

So, without claiming there is any magic formula for 'How to
make a century’, | thought that one or two useful points might
emerge if | set up the ballsin not too easy a position and discussed
each shot as the break progressed.

| assumed that my opponent had gone in-off so | could place
the cue-ball anywhere in the D. Three reds, two between the pink
spot and right side cushion and one between pink spot and left
side cushion, are portable, none of them particularly easy.

However, even in amatch, | would not even consider the safety
shot since there is at least a 50-50 chance of potting ared, and if |
was playing well, perhaps a 90-10 chance.

| chose the open red between the pink and left-hand cushion
because a dead straight stun shot was going to leave good position
on the black.

Given equal distance, adead straight pot is dightly easier than a
pot on which one has to assess an angle and perhaps use a cushion.
A dead straight stun pot on either of the other two open reds did
not offer much in the way of positions.

| therefore concentrated 100 per cent on the pot and, in fact,
played it even better than | had hoped as the cue-ball, instead of
stopping dead, ran through a couple of inches to leave it dightly
nearer the black and at amost half-ball angle.
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Immediately, | had the choice of playing for the two reds which
were already loose (J and K) or splitting the pack with some un-
certainty about the precise outcome. As the reds were not tightly
packed, | decided to take the cue-ball into them using a touch of
right-hand side to make sure that the cue-ball struck the right of
the cluster.

By striking the left of the cluster it was quite likely that nothing
pottable would have been left but | realized (subconsciously at the
time) that if the cue-ball struck either red B or red D or went
between them, the cue-ball was virtually bound to disturb the
cluster favourably. Should the cue-ball miss red D there was the
possibility of potting either of the two reds already loose.

As it happened, the pack split perfectly, leaving me an easy
three-quarter ball corner pocket red with the rest to screw softly
across for the black.

Making sure | screwed sharply enough to avoid leaving myself
dead straight on the black, | potted red B (break now 9) and
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played the three-quarter ball black with top and left-hand side to
travel off the top and side cushions to try to hit red E full to leave
myself on red C.

In fact, | kissed red E very thinly and left mysdlf on red D.

It could be argued that this was a dlightly lucky kiss but | would
dispute this on the grounds (a) that a full ball kiss on red E would
have left me on red C, (b) that if the cue-ball had missed red E
altogether | would have been able to pot red E into the top left-
hand pocket and (c) that red K was pottable into the right-
hand middle pocket.

| could have played red D to get on the black but elected to
screw back for the pink into the same pocket for position on red E
which is obstructing red C.

Having done this (break now 23) | played red E with the rest
intending to leave a half-ball black. However, with my customary
expertise with the rest | failed to follow-through enough (break 24)
and therefore left myself a dlightly thinner than half-ball black.
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My choice was to play this pot dowly with left-hand side for red
C and G or dightly harder with right-hand side for either red J or
H. | decided to try for H since it and J were in a dightly more
difficult position and it seemed a good opportunity to solve this
problem rather than later in the break. Knowing that there was a
good chance of taking red J into the right-hand middle even if |
was unable to take red H into the left-hand middle, | potted the
black (break now 31) and finished on red H.

Had the cue-ball stopped an inch or so sooner | would have had
a natural angle to follow-through for the blue. However, since the
pot was now about three-quarter ball with no possibility of going
through for the blue, | decided to screw back with alittle left-hand
side to take the cue-ball off the side cushion and onto the black.

Again, | tried to make sure (touch and judgement are your only
aids with a shot like this) that | would not finish straight on the
black.

With the break now at 32, | had a half-ball black, just the right
angle for the cue-ball to bounce off the, cushion and kiss red F
near the left-hand side cushion over the middle pocket.

At the same time, | had the certainty (even if | did not kiss this
red absolutely right) of being able to pot reds C and G handily
placed for the pink. 1t wasjust as well that red K was also available
since the cue-ball cannoned onto the red rather more thinly than |
expected (break 39).

This meant that the red was nudged along the cushion nearer
the middle pocket but till not realy into a pottable position.
More seriously, the thinness of the contact on the red meant that
the cue-ball did not lose much speed after contacting it.

This was how the cue-ball got much nearer the middle of the
table than | expected, leaving me quite nasty thin pots on reds C
and G.

For this reason | decided to take red K just under a half-ball
pot with left-hand side for position on the black (break 40).

This left me a perfect angle to pot the black for aplain ball shot
(break 47) and bounce off the top cushion for the two reds near
the pink.

A three-quarter ball stun of the red C (break 48) presents no
problems—though again a careless shot could leave me straight on
the black.

Another three-quarter ball stun on the black took the cue-ball
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off the top cushion and back on the remaining red near the pink
spot (break 55).

| would have liked to have left another three-quarter ball stun
on this red but the cue-bal travelled much further than | had
intended and instead left me a half-ball pot.

The plain half-ball pot would have taken the cue-ball uncom-
fortably close to the side cushion so | decided to strike the cue-
ball dightly below centre with a touch of left-hand side (I suppose
on the borderline between stun and screw) to bring the cue-ball off
the top and side cushion to leave, if | could, a half-ball pot on the
black (break 56).

| wanted this half-ball angle so that | would make a natural
cannon on the red nearest the right side cushion but honesty
compels me to admit that | needed two attempts to play the shot
properly.

With my first attempt, | did not pot the black cleanly as it only
entered the pocket off the side cushion jaw. This meant that the
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cue-bal ran through the black dightly and travelled straighter
than | intended.

Whereas | intended to skim across the red near the cushion (red
1) | caught it full so that a double kiss took place, the red coming
back off the cushion to flick the cue-ball almost on top of red J,
thus making it virtually impossible for me to continue the break.

This shows how easy it is to go wrong if you let your concen-
tration dlip, but playing the shot a second time it turned out per-
fectly, flicking across red | to nudge it off the side cushion into a
more easily pottable position and leaving me a straight pot on
red J into the opposite corner pocket (break now, giving me the
benefit of the second attempt, 63).

| wanted now to stun the next red Jin (break 64) to leave myself
an angle to stun across from the pink for the red F near the middle
pocket but only just off the side cushion.

| wanted, if | could, to cannon about three-quarter ball, quite
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softly, on thisred (red F) so that (a) | would not knock it past the
middle pocket and (b) | would still have a possible 'saving' pot on
red | into the corner pocket if the cannon did not work out.

There was no need for the 'saver' as | caught red F perfectly
(break 70) although | quickly undid this good work by making a
mess of my next shot, the simplest of middle pocket reds from
which | attempted to bounce off the baulk cushion and stay baulk
side of the blue to leave myself on the blue between half- and three-
quarter ball, the best angle, | thought, from which to manoeuvre
the cue-ball into position for red | (break 71).

As it was, | played too strongly and left the cue-ball the wrong
side of the blue, leaving me no alternative but to pot the blue at
speed (break 76) with right-hand side to bring it off three cushions
into the general vicinity of the last red.

A number of things could have happened from this shot but, in
fact, the cue-ball finished tight against the side cushion.
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Again being careful\not to play too hard and leave mysdf a
straight black, | potted red | into the middle (break 77) and left
myself about half-ball on the black.

The angle on the black is a nice one from which to stun off the
top and side cushions with alittle left-hand side for the yellow, as
shown (break 84). The danger in playing the stun using only the
top cushion and no side is that you will send the cue-ball afraction
too deep and leave it somewhere near the side cushion for potting
the yellow.

| did not play this shot quite as well as | would have liked. |
applied dightly too much left-hand side so instead of bringing the
cue-ball about level with the green it finished almost level with the
brown, thus forcing me to use the rest.

Most good players would probably have then potted the yellow
with stun and right-hand (running) side to swing the cue-ball
round off the baulk and side cushions to leave the green in the
opposite baulk pocket.

Fig. 19 Fig. 20
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However, my own preferenbe was to play the yellow with check
(left-hand) side to bring it only off the baulk cushion for the green
(break 86).

The cue-ball stopped almost straight on the green leaving the
possibility of potting it with top and right-hand side to swing off
baulk and side cushions for the brown. This is probably the most
certain way of playing the shot but my own pet shot in this posi-
tion is to screw sharply across the face of the brown (break 89).

Barring an attack of nerves, the rest of the break from this
position is plain sailing, whether you are struggling to make your
century or not.

A three-quarter ball stun of the brown off the side cushion
makes it 93, a nice steady roll of the blue makes it 98, a stun pink
104 and the black 111.

So what general points emerge from this break?

The firgt criticism the purist might make is that my control of

Fig. 25 Fig. 26

® BLACK BLACK »
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strength was not all it might have been, particularly in potting the
easy red E with rest or the second last red, red F.

It is often possible to make up for an indifferent positional shot
with a good pot or a spectacular forcing strike but sooner or later
you will miss one and then curse yourself for having been so care-
less with your positional play.

To put this another way, players who are not particularly good
potters have to try to compensate for this by better positional play
and out-thinking their opponents.

Looking back, |1 would say that the most important shot in the
break was the second, splitting the cluster of reds from the first
black. The cluster opened perfectly and made a great deal of the
break much easier than it might have been had the pack split less
kindly.

Later in the break, | made a point of choosing certain reds to
clear the path to the pocket for others (see Figs 3 and 7) and also

Fig. 27
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tried to cannon awkward reds into better positions while at the
same time retaining position on other reds (see Figs 10, 16 and 18).

Perhaps at times my positional control was not as precise as it
could have been but, except for the muffed cannon (Fig. 16), this
lack of precision was not serious enough to bring the break to a
close since there was aways a 'reserve’ or 'rescue’ shot to get me
out of trouble. Perhaps this illustrates the value of leaving, where
possible, a range of possibilities rather than attempting to
manoeuvre the cue-ball to a particular point or avery narrow area.

The latter is often possible and sometimes there is no alternative
if the break is to continue but, sooner or later, one is sure to go
wrong if too many shots are played with little or no margin of
error.

Unnecessary striving for precision is al against building up the
fluency which is so important to break-building. So too much
calculation can be as disastrous as too little.

The better and more experienced a player becomes, the more he
can play by instinct since he can sense which shots call for a
particular degree of control and which do not.

Play a lot. Try to learn from your mistakes. Don't be upset
when your opponent seems to be having al the luck because if you
allow yourself to be irritated you will only play worse. When
you're having al the luck, take advantage of it because it won't
last forever. Above al, enjoy the game because as soon as practis-
ing or playing matches becomes boring or burdensome you can
abandon all hope of getting any better.
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Numbers in italics refer to illustrations

ability, natural, 12, 13, 20, 21, 134

aggression, 5, 76, 79

alignment, 16, 17, 18, 18, 19

analysis of shots (in World
Amateur Championship), 6

angles, judgement of, 24-5, 42, 653,
87, 102, 111

approach to the game, 5, 12, 21-2,
57-8, 76

backswing, 19, 20, 21, 32

bagatelle, 1

ball sense, 24

Barrie, Bill, 6

baulk cushion, 66-7, 77, 79, 82,
84, 86, 87, 96, 97, 99, 106, 109

Bermuda, 9

billiards, 2, 9, 70, 88, 100

Billiards Association, 6

black, importance of, in break-
building, 58, 113

Blackpool, 5, 8

blue, potting the, 44, 46, 51, 65

Bolton, 5, 9

bounce, variations in, 80, 80

break-off, techniques of, 77, 79

bridge: making a, 14, 16, 16, 30;
varying length of, 22, 23; un-
orthodox, 25, 25, 26, 26; ‘loop’,
27, 27; over an intervening ball,
29, 30 v

brown, potting the, 43-4, 132

Bury Times, 3

Canada, 9, 10

Central Hall (Birmingham), 5

century break, anatomy of a,
121-34

chalk, use of, 118

Charlton, Eddie, 9, 10, 25, 79

Church Institute (Radcliffe), 1

cloths, effect of different, 63; see
also nap, effect of

‘cocked hat’ double, 94, 108, 109

Colne, 7

colours, clearing the, 41-7, 49,
51-4 ’

concentration, 7, 20, 22, 82, 118,
120, 128

confidence, 12, 76

cross-double, 108

‘crossover’ shots, 94, 96

cue: how John Spencer acquired
first, 3; choice of, 12; ideal
weight of, 12; how to hold, 13,
14; choice of tip for, 117-18

cushion rubbers, 103, 106

‘cutback’ doubles, 106, /07

Davis, Joe, 4, 16

Demarco, Bert, 5-6

differences between sets of balls,
61, 109

dislodging a cushioned ball, 72,
74-5,127-8

doubles, 92, 94, 99, 106, 113, 114

driving (car), 120

English Amateur Championship,
4, 5,22, 54

exhibition matches, 3, 6, 8

extreme situations, 117

eyes, direction of, 19, 20, 22, 63,
115

‘feathering’, 19
green, potting the, 41-3, 132

habits at the table, 5, 119
half-butt, 117

handicap matches, 1-2
Higgins, Alex, 10, 20
Holden, Stan, 4, 112
Houlihan, Pat, 5
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improvement, way to, 58
India, 9

Joe Davis cue, 4
Karachi (Pakistan), 5

Lafir, Mohammed, 5-6
Longsight (billiard hall), 4
luck, 75, 121, 123, 134

Manchester, 4

Mans, Perrie, 9

‘masking’ areas, 92-3

match play, 118-20

maximum break (147 points), 10

memory, importance of, 24, 34, 49

middle pocket potting, 6, 63-4,
113

Middlesbrough, 5

miscueing, 8, 27, 118

Morecambe, 8

nap, effect of the, 37, 38, 43, 44,
59, 60-1, 66, 74, 109, 121, 125,
127, 130

National Spastics Society, 6

News of the World, 4

Nicklaus, Jack, 32

Owen, Gary, 6, 7, 9, 10, 20, 21, 79
Owen, Marcus, 5

Park Drive £2000 tournament, 10,
99

penalty points, 92, 101

pink, potting the, 46-7, 51, 52, 53,
60, 62

plant (shot), 84, 109, 110-11, 170,
11, 112-13, 112

Pontin’s Holiday Camps, 8, 117

positional play, 30-75 passim

positional techniques, 30-40

positive thinking, 76-7, 79, 82-3,
86, 90

Pot Black (BBC-2 television series),
11

potential of snooker, 1

potting, 24-5; see also middle
pocket potting; straight pots

practice, 13, 19, 21, 25,35, 96, 114,
120, 134

preliminary addresses, number of,
20

preparation for a match, 119-20;
see also tension, pre-match

pressure, 22, 31, 118; see also
strain; temperament

Prestatyn, 8 |

professional status, 6-7

Pulman, John, 7, 9, 10, 22, 114

Radclifte, 1, 2, 4

RAF, 4

Reardon, Ray, 5, 7,9, 10, 19, 99

rest: use of, 51, 62, 114-17, 115,
116, 123; choosing a, 114-15

rhythm, 18-19, 32, 76, 117, 118

risk-taking, 76-7, 108; see also
aggression; positive thinking

safety play, 76-105 passim; see
also safety shots; snooker

safety shots, 79, 80, 81, 85, 87, 88,
90, 92, 93, 94, 99, 113, 114, 121

Salford (billiard hall), 4

score, choosing shot according to,
90, 92

screw (shot), 7, 8, 21, 30-1, 3/, 32,
33, 34-5, 34, 35, 39-40, 41-75
passim, 109, 111, 122, 123, 125,
127

set (shot), 84, 708, 109, 110-11,
110, 111, 112

‘shots to nothing’, 79, 82, 84, 94,
106, 112

side (spin), 2, 8, 35, 36-7, 39-40,
41-75 passim, 81, 82, 96, 101,
110, 125, 127, 130

Simpson, Warren, 9-10

Skelton, Ken, 117

skills, natural, 19; see also ability,
natural

smoking, 5

snooker (shot), 10, 76, 77, 84, 85,
88, 89, 90, 92, 93, 99-100
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snooker escapes, 101-5

snooker-plus competition, 4

Southport, 8

spectators, 119, 120

Spencer, John (author): early life,
1-3; first success, 3-4; enters
RAF, 4; various jobs, 4; starts
playing snooker seriously, 4;
wins English Amateur Cham-
pionship, 5; at World Amateur
Championship, 5-6; becomes a
professional, 6; first profes-
sional season, 7; works at
Pontin’s, 8; wins World Cham-
pionship, 9-10; wins Park Drive
£2000, 10; and his future, 11;
natural ability, 13; on basic
technique, 13-25; on advanced
technique, 25-9; on positional
techniques, 30-40; on posi-
tional play, 41-75; change of
approach as a professional,
76-7; on safety play, 77-105; in
final of Park Drive £2000 (1971),
99-100; on doubles, 106-9; on
plants and sets, 109-13; use of
rest, 114-16; comedy routine
with Ken Skelton, 117; prefer-
ence for worn-down tips on
cue, 118; on match play,
118-20; habits when playing,
119; home life, 119-20; analyses
a century break, 121-34;
emphasizes  importance  of
enjoying the game, 134

Spencer, Margot, 120

spider, 117

spin, 16; see also screw, side, stun,
topspin

splitting the reds, 67-8, 70-2, 77,
82, 121, 122, 133

sponsorship, 6, 11
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Squire, Norman, 9

stance, 1, 14, 15, 16, 17, 24,
[15-16, 118; when using the
rest, 115

still, importance of keeping, 23-4,
118

straight pots, 121

strain, 10

strength of shot, 30, 58, 133

stun, 34, 34, 35, 35, 43, 44, 59,
60-1, 66, 74, 109, 121, 125, 127,
130

swerve, 36, 37, 105

table lights, 96, 114

tables, differences between, 65,
103

technique, manufactured, 12-13;
see also ability, natural

temperament, 22, 82, 119; see also
approach to the game; con-
centration

tension: see pressure; strain; tem-
perament; pre-match, 7, 119-20

three-quarter-butt, 117

tied frames, 96-7

tight tables, 120

tips, 117-18

topspin, 30, 115

Tower Circus (Blackpool), 5

unsporting behaviour, 120

Warrington, 4

Westwell, Jack, 2

Whiteside, Austin, 4

Williams, Rex, 7, 10

World Amateur Championship,
5-6

World Championship, 7, 9, 10

yellow, potting the, 41, 130
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