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The  Pool & Billiards Book

Dear Reader:

When I was fourteen, my dad had a pool table installed in our basement. Always the strategist, he figured that boys would soon come calling and it would be a lot less obvious checking them out over a game of eight ball rather than grilling them on the living-room couch. It worked, too, and as I moved through my teens, we had a standing family chuckle that all perspective suitors had to pass the “dad-eight-ball test.” After a while, I noticed a strange correlation between my curfew that evening and the outcome of the match, and I'd often find myself whispering into the ear of my date … “lose … lose … lose.”

The byproduct of my father's plan exceeded our wildest expectations as our home became a social gathering place for family, friends, and neighbors to kick back and have some fun, and I, of course, went on to become a professional player. What great times those were, and still are!

It's my wish for you that this book will help bring you closer to the wonderful sport of billiards; and with the friendly, conversational writing style of Amy Wall, along with my technical know-how, we hope you'll have a whole lot of fun in the process.

Sincerely,





  
    
      

      
        To the hundreds of thousands of billiards enthusiasts, professionals, and fun-seekers — simply for their love of the game.
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      Top Ten Reasons to Play Pool

      
        	Playing pool is a creative and relaxing outlet.

        	Pool is a sport that will stimulate your mind and body.

        	Owning your own pool table offers fun opportunities to entertain at home.

        	Playing pool is an enjoyable way to spend time with friends.

        	Learning to play pool will open creative avenues for strategic thinking.

        	Joining a pool league will help you improve your game through competition.

        	People who play pool have a great time.

        	Playing pool will give you a new appreciation for a different kind of professional sport.

        	Putting a pool table in your basement may get your teenagers to stay home and enjoy time with their friends at home.

        	You can meet new friends by going to the pool hall.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      [image: illustration] SO YOU'VE PICKED UP A BOOK on pool and billiards. This either means you're a little curious, or maybe you recently played a round of eight ball at a friend's house, or maybe you just want to get your feet wet before you plunge into a whole new realm of entertainment, recreation, or dedication (after all, it's not just a game, but a serious sport!). Maybe you've seen the tournaments and exhibitions on ESPN and you're wondering what it would take to be that good. Or maybe you just don't want to feel too self-conscious when you head off with your friends to a local pool hall. If you can relate to any of these scenarios … this is the book for you.

      What you'll find in The Everything® Pool & Billiards Book is exactly that: everything you ever wanted to know in a nutshell. You have the game instructions at your fingertips, and, after you put this book down, you will be able to fully understand the tools, tricks, terminology, and social etiquette of the pool halls and even get a taste of what the professionals know.

      Perhaps you'll find that one of the most fascinating parts of the book is all the history. Each section will give you an idea of just how old the game is. You'll learn all about the origins of the game, its evolution, and why it is so popular today. Not only will you be able to see and experience how much fun billiards is, you'll see it as a science, an art, and a professional sport. You can't say that about just any game!

      To make your way through the book, you don't have to run out right away and buy all the equipment — that can get very expensive, so it's a good idea to play the game first and know just how much you like it before investing in a table or any accessories. The book will guide you through every step of the purchases when you're ready for that, but first, it will just explain what everything is and how to use it. You'll also learn where you can find the tools and where you can play the game without spending much money at all.

      Chances are you do know a little bit about the game even just by sight. What you're ready to learn now are the intricacies of how the equipment and the games actually work together. Any concerns or fears you had before? Don't worry; the book explains it all to you. You won't put the book down with the instant ability to play, however — that only comes with a lot of patience, practice, and earned confidence. But you'll come away with a lot more knowledge than you had before and you'll easily be able to get yourself moving on the road to years of fun and games — and who knows, maybe you'll even find yourself in a professional tournament at some point.

      Dream away … anything is possible and everyone has to start somewhere, so why not right here … with “everything” you ever needed to know?[image: illustration]
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[image: illustration] Billiards Basics

      What is it about this game that makes it so popular? You've probably picked up a cue stick a few times, pocketed a few balls, and without knowing much at all about skill or technique, you simply had fun. Imagine how much more fun it will be now that you're on the road to learning all the facts, tricks, and rules.

      
For Fun or for Sport?

      Maybe you've never wrapped your hand around a cue stick but have always been fascinated by what you've seen in the movies and on TV. Maybe you've dabbled at the pool table on a Friday night with a bunch of friends with absolutely no idea how to stand, grip the cue stick, or even aim at the cue ball. Maybe you need an indoor hobby that will allow you to meet new people, or maybe you are looking for a good way to bond with your kids.

      One way or another, you're about to discover a game that more and more people have come to love over the years — centuries, for that matter. You'll also discover that pool can be as competitive as any other sport. In fact, if you turn on ESPN, you will periodically find the pros in action.

      Sport or game? That depends on what skill level you decide to achieve. You may think right now that you'll never be a professional, but if you practice enough, anything is possible. Your level of skill depends on practice and, ultimately, on how much you enjoy the game. The more you practice, the more confident you'll become. You'll find that confidence is the key to being a good player. After all, it is a game that is played with others, and in front of others, and that can be a little intimidating at first.

      As you learn how to play, you may find a new competitive edge to yourself that you never knew you had, or you may just find a new hobby to enjoy in your spare time. But playing the game well is not a gift with which you are born; it takes practice — and lots of it — to be good at the game. Even if you never become a great competitor, you may just enjoy the challenge.

      
Popularity of Pool

      Pool has become increasingly popular over the years, partially due to Hollywood movies, TV shows, and emerging sports channels, but also because it is a great form of indoor entertainment.

      Years ago your local bar may have had a table hidden away in the back of the room, somewhere near the rusty old pinball machine. But now many bars proudly display their pool tables front and center as a main attraction to draw in the crowds. Some of the bigger bars will host leagues and local championships, while the bigger, trendier pool halls have become crowded with some heavy-hitters as well as the after-work crowd. The larger pool halls are often lined with tables on multiple floors, making the wait for a table much shorter than that of a bar. You may find some of the real pros playing in these establishments, so even if you can't get a table, you can spend a good deal of time learning from the experts.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        The most famous pool movie of all time is The Hustler, starring Paul Newman as “Fast Eddie” and Jackie Gleason as “Minnesota Fats.” Released in 1964, The Hustler is often credited as the catalyst that spurred American society into a pool craze. Fats and Eddie played straight pool (also called “14.1”) — a favorite of the early hustlers and barroom gamblers.

      

      
Is It Billiards or Pool?

      What's the difference between billiards and pool? There is a hierarchy of categories of which pool (also known as “pocket billiards”) is a subcategory. The main category is called “cue sports,” which includes the subcategories of billiards and snooker (the most popular game in Great Britain). While snooker has no subcategories, billiards does. Billiards can be broken down into two subcategories: pool, which is played on tables with six pockets, a cue ball, and with up to fifteen object balls; and carom billiards, which is played on tables with no pockets, and three balls, usually one white, one red, and one yellow. By far, the most popular game played in the United States is pool. Although you will read a little about snooker in this book, the main focus is to teach you how to play pool.

      The word “pool” has stirred quite a bit of confusion over the years in reference to billiard games. The original meaning of the word “pool” is the collective monetary bet (or wager) placed by a group of players. The pool (or “pot”) is the money put up by the players and awarded to the winner of a game.

      The British created a betting system in the nineteenth century in reference to one of many billiard games. They called it “Life Pool.” In this game, the object was to pocket as many of your opponent's balls as possible. Each pocketed ball was referred to as a lost “life.” A player was out after he had lost three lives. This game later evolved into the popular British billiard sport called “snooker.”

      To add to the confusion the term “poolroom” originally had nothing to do with billiards. A poolroom was a place where people gathered to place off-track bets on horse races. Because the bets were referred to as a “pool,” the betting establishments were referred to as “poolrooms.”Many off-track betting-establishment owners installed billiard tables in the poolrooms for the slow periods between races. As a result, poolrooms eventually became synonymous with degenerates, gambling, fighting, and drinking — an association that would take years to shed. Billiard enthusiasts made every attempt to clean up the reputation of the sport by using the term “billiard parlor” for legitimate gaming establishments.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        The reference to these early gambling and billiard rooms became so repugnant that the use of the word “pool” in advertising in the State of New York was outlawed from 1911 to 1931. The name “pocket billiards” was invented in an effort to avoid breaking the law by using the word “pool.”

      

      
The History of Billiards

      The origin of the game we call billiards is a bit of a mystery. Most historians believe that the game has its origins in fourteenth-century Britain where games were commonly played outdoors using balls and clubs, while others will try to trace the game to ancient Egypt. While we still play similar outdoor ball and club games like cricket, baseball, and croquet, at some point in our history, the game that evolved into billiards moved inside and onto a table. The closest ancestor to billiards is a game called “ground billiards,” an outdoor game in the croquet family that originated in the Middle Ages and maintained its popularity well into the seventeenth century. Ground billiards was played throughout Europe. In Italy it was called biglia; the French referred to it as bilhard; and in Spain the game was known as virlota.

      The word itself — “billiards” — is believed to be a derivative of two French words: billart (mace or club) and bille (ball). While this is commonly assumed, historians still debate the derivation of the word.

      From the Ground to the Table

      Ground billiards was played outdoors in a court with a straight stick at one end and a hoop at the other. While there is no recorded history of the rules of this game, it is believed that the object was to move the ball around the court, through the hoop and into the stick using a “mace” or a croquet-type mallet. No one really can set a date on this billiards ancestor, but research indicates that the earliest documentation dates back to at least the mid-fourteenth century and is very similar to an early indoor table game called “port and king.”

      Some say that ground billiards was moved indoors and onto a table when bored soldiers, waiting for their next battle, moved inside to continue their downtime games during periods of inclement weather.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        The earliest evidence of the existence of billiards as a table game dates back to a 1470 inventory list indicating that King Louis the XI of France ordered the purchase of a billiard table and billiard balls “for pleasure and amusement” in his court. In the sixteenth century, Mary Queen of Scots was given special treatment when she was granted a billiard table in her prison cell while she awaited execution.

      

      Ancestry

      While billiards may have moved from the masses to the monarchies, it never lost its appeal with the general public. In fact, the game continued to develop through the ages, becoming a popular pastime throughout Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries with the publication of the first official rule book, The Compleat Gamester by Charles Cotton in 1674.

      Like its outdoor predecessor, one of the games in Cotton's book, and the most popular — having lasted over three centuries — “port and king,” was comprised of a cloth-covered table with a hoop (the port) at one end and an upright stick at the other (the king). The pockets were referred to as “hazards” because they were to be avoided (contrary to the billiard games we are familiar with today). The object of the game was to be the first to push the balls across the table from the king and through the port, with the use of a mace (a clublike version of today's cue), while avoiding pocketing any of the balls. The game had less to do with precision strikes on target balls, and more with knocking your competitor out of the way in an effort to be the first through the hoop.
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        The word “cue” derives from the French word queue or “tail.” In the early seventeenth century, Europeans began using the smaller end of the mace (the handle), instead of the larger end, to strike the balls. This later developed into the tapered cue stick that we know today.

      

      Billiards became a two-player competition in the early nineteenth century with players competing for stakes (or “the pool”). More balls were added to the British table later in that same century allowing for more players and creating the option of team competition.

      Olympics

      In 1991, the World Confederation of Billiard Sports was founded in an effort to meet Olympic criteria for the inclusion of cue sports in the Olympic games. After years of international organizing and reorganizing, the criteria were finally met, and in 1998 the World Confederation became a permanent member of the International Olympic Committee (IOC). This means that the Olympic Federation has officially recognized cue sports as an Olympic sport. So don't be surprised if you see pool on the agenda in a future Olympics.

      Pool Today

      Now that you have a taste of the origins of billiards, what is the game all about today? For some it's a way to unwind on a Friday night in a neighborhood tavern or in the dimly lit ambiance of a pool hall, while for others it's a sport, and one that they practice on a regular basis in order to play with the “pros.” There are the diehard pool enthusiasts and the occasional hobbyists. To figure out where you will fit in, you just have to play. Practice, practice, practice, and then head off to a local pool table and give it your best shot.

      When you are in the early stages of learning, you may want to find a local league and observe the action. You will learn a lot just from watching. Don't compare yourself to the “pros.” To begin with, just observe their stance, their grip, their aim, their concentration, and their confidence. That will be enough to get you started.

      
Science, Skill, or Luck?

      While it can't be denied that there is some luck involved in playing a good game of pool, it's mostly about skill, with a dose of science and logic thrown in the mix. Sure, there'll be that time when you hit a shot that not only shocks you, but shocks your fellow players. You'll wonder how the heck you managed to get those two object balls into that one little pocket. If it wasn't intentional, it had to be luck. That's definitely possible, but most players that know their skill level will make those kinds of shots on purpose and not by a fluke. Wouldn't it be nice to have that kind of expertise?

      Both pros and amateurs alike will tell you that they've experienced the phenomenon of missing what seems to be an easy shot right after a great shot that leaves people wide-eyed and full of admiration. Your adrenaline starts to pump, the ego flares, and boom — your next shot is a total failure. Is this a question of being lucky or unlucky?

      It's not about luck at all; it's about understanding the psychology of the skill. Experts will tell you that the best way to make a second great shot after the first is to take a small pause between shots to regain your composure, even take a sip of water or walk around the table. If you try to match that first shot with all that pumping adrenaline, you're liable to lose your concentration and you might miss the next shot altogether.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        Seasoned pool players will tell you that the days of the hustler have not disappeared — and they don't just mean the con artists. Your opponents may try to throw your concentration by making a remark or noise right before you strike the cue ball. This is where your concentration will come in handy. You will need to muster up some self-discipline and ignore others so you don't lose your focus — and possibly your aim!

      

      This book will be a tool to help you gain your skill, but when it comes to practice, that's up to you. It's not a bad idea to recruit a friend so that the two of you can learn together. Playing with another “newbie” may help both of you gain the confidence you need to play more comfortably in front of other, perhaps more experienced, players.

      
Equipment Overview

      The next step in learning all about billiards is to understand the equipment. There really aren't many pieces of gear; it's learning what to do with the equipment before you start to play that requires a little bit of know-how.

      The basic equipment you need to play pool includes the pool table, cue stick, object balls, cue ball, rack, and chalk.

      The Table

      The table consists of a flat surface, covered (usually) with a green felt-like cloth. You will also see six pockets (or holes): one in each corner and two on the long sides of the table. The table itself is usually made of a combination of plastic, metal, and wood.

      On regulation tables the corner pockets generally measure 4ﬂ inches wide and the two side pockets are 5∕ inches wide. You will find that some tables will have smaller and deeper pockets depending on where you play — this is to make the game a little bit harder. Other options are covered later in the book; for now, while you're learning, you should try to play on a regulation table.

      Rails and Cushions

      The rail is the wooden part that runs around the perimeter of the table, and the cushions are the rubber pieces that are attached to the rails. The cushions should be flush against the wood rails with no air in between, so that the balls will react properly after contacting a cushion.

      
Table Cloth

      One of the most important elements of the table is the quality of the cloth. The cloth should consist of a fine “nap” so that the balls roll smoothly and easily on the table. All the parts on the table can be replaced, but the better the quality of the table, the less often the table owner will have to replace any parts.
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        The cloth comes in a wide variety of colors. The most common color is green, believed to stem from the early days of ground billiards. When the game moved indoors, the tables were covered with a green cloth to simulate the grass of the outdoors.

      

      The Balls

      The object balls, made of a hard, smooth synthetic material, are either striped or solid in color — the striped balls have a colored stripe around the middle. Solid and striped balls are often used to indicate teams. One player (or team) will aim at the solid balls while the other player (or team) will aim at the striped balls.

      You strike the object balls indirectly — by hitting the cue ball into them — with the goal of knocking the ball into a desired pocket, depending on the particular game you are playing.

      Cue Sticks

      Earlier in this chapter you read about the “mace” — the early billiard cue stick. The mace is no longer a cumbersome, heavy clublike instrument. It's come a long way since then. Now called the “cue stick,” it is designed for precision targeting. It has a thick handle that tapers into a point with a leather-padded tip. The cue stick is designed to be held by two hands — one hand grips the thick-ended handle while the other acts as the “bridge” that guides the cue tip's aim upon the cue ball. The tip of the cue is designed to give optimum friction against the cue ball, allowing you to have some control over the manipulation of the cue ball in any direction.

      Pool halls and local bars will usually supply all the equipment you need, including the cue stick — this is referred to as a “one-piece house cue.” This is good enough to start, but as you grow in the game, you will probably want to go buy your own two-piece cue — usually, a much better quality stick.

      The most important part of the cue stick is the tip. The tip is the only part of the stick that comes in contact with the cue ball. The tip of the cue should be made of a small piece of leather that has been shaped to fit the circumference of the tip-end of the cue stick. When you are choosing a house cue from a cue rack, be sure to look for a cue with a leather tip with a roundness to it, and make sure it still has some substance to it. Tips will wear out over time and it will become increasingly difficult to apply English (sidespin) or draw (backspin) — both of which you will learn about later — to the cue ball with a worn-out tip.

      Chalk

      The chalk you usually find in many local pool halls is the small, hard, often overused blue cube that slides over the tip of the leather pad without providing any chalk to the surface whatsoever. It pays to get yourself a piece of good-quality chalk because you will need to chalk up often — especially when you plan to hit the cue ball off-center. The purpose of chalk is to assist the tip in gripping the cue ball when it is struck offside or with a stroke that is not perfectly straight. If you don't chalk up and you don't have a perfect stroke, you're liable to suffer a miscue.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        A device called a tip-tapper can be used to raise the fibers of the cue tip. This helps the leather tip to hold chalk and helps to prevent miscues. There are several different types of tip maintenance tools on the market — some have a serrated side, not unlike a cheese grater, some have pointed prongs, and others are cone-shaped to snugly fit the tip and are coated with industrial diamonds.

      

      A miscue occurs when the cue tip slips off the cue ball during impact and the side of the cue stick swipes the cue ball. You can sometimes hear someone miscue from across the room. It sounds like someone just whacked the cue ball with the side of his or her cue stick, which is, in essence, exactly what happened.

      Most of us don't have perfect strokes, including the pros, and we don't always strike the cue ball dead center, so chalk is a necessity. Some players prefer to use old or broken-in chalk; others prefer the texture of new chalk. As you progress in your game, you'll decide which one you prefer. The important thing is to make sure the chalk covers the complete tip. That usually means swiping the tip with the sides of the chalk rather than twirling the cue tip inside the hole of the chalk.

      The Rack

      The rack is a triangular frame made of wood or plastic. You gather the object balls and pack them into the rack in preparation for the break. Once the rack is removed and the cue ball is in place, the first player breaks by taking aim and striking the cue ball into the triangular formation of the object balls.

      So, now that you know what the game is all about and everything you need to play, are you ready to get started? The next chapter covers what you need to know when you approach a pool table.[image: illustration]
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[image: illustration] Preparing to Play

      Good technique is important in pool.

      Before you're ready to start a game, there are a few things you need to know about basic technique, such as the proper stance and how to grip the cue stick. Learning good habits from the beginning is the best way to ensure that your game is successful.

      
Stance: What to Do with Your Feet

      How you stand depends on a few different things, such as your body type, your height, and the position of your head over your cue stick. While your arm is your aiming device for your cue stick, your legs and feet are your aiming device for your arm. So, ultimately, if you're standing crooked, your arm will want to go crooked as well. We know what that means … so will your cue stick.

      The old saying that “if it feels comfortable, it's probably right” is a pool player's trap! Standing correctly might not necessarily mean feeling comfortable — at first — but don't despair, you're not doomed to a pool-playing life of discomfort. You'll get used to it. In fact, your comfort will actually increase over time as you become used to being properly balanced. Since your stance is so important to your shot making, it would be a great idea to take a lesson from a certified instructor to help get your body properly aligned. Check out the Billiard Congress of America's Web site ([image: illustration] www.bca-pool.com ) for a list of certified instructors in your area.

      There are at least three key factors regarding your stance that you should pay attention to. First, the lower shooting arm should hang straight down from your elbow when the cue tip hits the cue ball. Use this as a guideline to help you determine where to place your back hand on the cue stick. If your back hand is too far back on the cue, then you'll have a very short backstroke with an unusually long follow-through; and if your back hand is too far up on the cue, as in “choked up,” you'll have too much backstroke and not enough follow-through.

      Next, position your right foot under your right hand (if you are right-handed) when you strike. Then position your left foot shoulder-width out and slightly in front of the right one, say about 6 inches to 1 foot in front.

      And third, keep your bridge hand (the hand on the table holding the tip of the cue) and your back hand in a straight line with the path you intend the cue ball to travel. This is to ensure that your stick is aimed straight at the target and not coming in at an angle.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Correct body alignment is critical to your stroke.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      Incorrect body alignment is most commonly seen in inexperienced players.
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        Since there are no hard and fast rules about how you are allowed to stand during a game, other than you must have one foot on the floor at all times, you can get a little creative when the table doesn't accommodate a classic-style stance. You may find yourself putting one knee up on the table at certain times. That's perfectly fine. Just make sure that your right knee is under your right arm (if you're right-handed). This will help keep you properly aligned.

      

      
Gripping the Cue Stick

      How you hold the cue is critical to the efficiency of your shot. You should hold the cue (the thicker end, commonly called the “butt end” and “back end”) very loosely. It's not as important to have a forceful back hand as it is to have control — you want just enough pressure in your grip for maximum control of your shot.

      Always remember to let your cue do the work for you rather than forcing shots by clamping down with your back hand. Try to visualize your back hand as a claw, whose purpose is merely to keep the cue from falling. Your arm is what moves the stick; your back hand just keeps it from falling down on the table. So, just move your arm through your backswing into your follow-through, allowing your back hand to go with it, and you'll develop consistency and control.

      You will find that some cues have a wrap on the back end. The wrap is a material placed over the wood to assist the player's back-hand “feel” when gripping the cue; they also absorb moisture. They may be made of rubber, nylon, Irish linen, or leather, for example. Some players prefer the feel of bare wood or varnished wood. These materials will give your back hand the grip you need to keep the cue in place.

      How do you know which material is ideal for you? Some players may prefer to feel the cue slide a little through their back hand as they stroke through the shot. Those players may choose Irish linen for its slickness and slippery feel. Other players may prefer the feel of being able to keep their back hand very loose without feeling the cue stick slip through during their stroke, so they may prefer a tackier wrap material, like leather, rubber, or varnished wood. You should try different cues with different wraps to see which one you prefer. Don't be surprised if your taste changes as you go along. You may want to experiment with different wraps as your game develops.

      
The Bridge

      In most cases, it is the front hand that will cause you the most grief. The way you hold your front hand on the table surface is called the “bridge.” After you've practiced a few shots at the table, start focusing on your bridge. Missing a sequence of shots might lead you to jump to the conclusion that you just have bad aim, but it could be that you are not holding your front hand on the table correctly. Pay attention to the movement of your hand and you may find that you are wobbling a little. The slightest movement can throw off your shot.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        Don't get confused when you hear the word “bridge” used in a different context. There are two other uses of the word in billiards. It can mean the distance between your front hand and the cue ball, or it can mean the billiard tool called a “mechanical bridge.”

      

      The Open Bridge

      The open bridge (also known as the “V-bridge”) is one of the most commonly used bridges and the one most frequently used by beginners. To practice at home, try using a wooden dowel or the handle of a kitchen utensil on the flat surface of a table. An open bridge provides steadiness and control, helps give you an even, clean stroke, and provides steady follow-through on more forceful strikes.

      To form the open bridge:

      
        	Stretch out your arm so that your hand is flat on the table (the left hand if you are shooting with the right, and the right hand if you are shooting with the left).

        	Spread your fingers wide, keeping them flat on the table.

        	Raise the knuckles off the table (the knuckles between your hand and your fingers) leaving the fingers and the heel of your hand on the table.

        	Move your thumb in toward your index finger so that it forms a V. Be sure that your pinky, ring finger, and middle finger remain firmly positioned on the table to allow stability for the thumb and index finger as they hold the cue in place.

        	Place the cue on the V-shape formed by your thumb and index finger and lift the thumb to prop up the shaft of the cue.

      

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The open bridge is often used by beginners.

      While the open bridge is commonly used for soft shots — when you don't want the ball to go too far, it is also frequently used when the object balls are too close to the cue ball and you want to keep your fingers out of the way of the shot.

      In order to make the open bridge work, be sure to keep your fingers and the heel of your hand firmly in place on the table surface. If you have a good, solid stance, your bridge should stay steady. In the beginning, you may find that the cue slips out of the V, but keep trying and you'll pick it up.

      Closed Bridge

      The closed bridge (also called the “circle,” “loop,” or “standard” bridge) is most commonly used to make harder hits. It is not unusual to see players use the closed bridge when they break. But there's no rule saying you have to use the closed bridge to make the powerful strikes. The only thing that matters is what works for you and that your bridge is stable.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The closed bridge is often used for hard strikes.

      To form the closed bridge:

      
        	Make a fist with your left hand and put it flat on the table. Do not tuck in your thumb. (Use the right hand if you are shooting with the left hand.)

        	Spread three fingers on the table (all fingers except the index finger and thumb). Keep the rest of your hand pressed firmly on the table.

        	Lift and bend your index finger so that it forms a loop and move your thumb underneath the index finger.

        	Keeping your ring finger and pinkie on the table, move your wrist slightly to the left (if you are using the left hand) and slip the cue through the loop formed by your thumb and index finger.

        	Move your middle finger over toward the index finger so that the cue rests on that finger for support. You will be shooting between the loop made by your thumb and index finger and your middle finger. The pinkie, ring finger, and the heel of your hand should still be pressed firmly on the table surface to keep the shot steady.

      

      The Rail Bridge

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The rail bridge is used to strike the cue ball away from the cushion.

      We're not talking about a train trestle in this section; we're talking about making a shot when the cue ball is close to the edge of the table (called the “rail”). When this happens you will actually have to make a bridge on the rail in order to get the cue angled in such a way that you will be able to hit the ball. The best bridge to use is a modified open bridge. Be careful not to use the regular open bridge because it will force your cue up too high and the cue ball will skid off to the side instead of on a straight path.

      To form a modified open bridge (or rail bridge):

      
        	Place the palm of your hand flat on the rail.

        	Instead of raising the knuckles like you would in a regular open bridge, keep them flat against the rail.

        	Don't raise your thumb. Instead raise the first joint of your index finger.

        	Place the cue on the V between your thumb and raised index finger, so that the thumb is beneath the cue and your raised index finger is next to the cue.

      

      To give you even more control, here is an alternative to step 4: Try tucking your thumb under your index finger so that the index finger rests on top of the cue and the thumb is positioned alongside the cue. This formation will allow you to shoot in a straight line using the index finger and the thumb knuckle. You can also use this method with your hand moved slightly forward on the rail so that your fingers curl over the edge. It's not preferable to tuck your thumb under, though, if the ball is flush against the rail.

      When using a rail bridge with the cue ball close to or against the cushion, you're better off not trying to hit the cue ball too hard. Since the cue tip can only strike the uppermost portion of the cue ball, there is a greater chance for a miscue.

      The keys to a successful rail bridge are to make the cue as level as possible, to keep your backswing and follow-through as short as possible, to strike with a soft to medium stroke (but not a hard one), and to watch your stance.

      Using the Mechanical Bridge

      The mechanical bridge is a tool used to help you hit the cue ball when you can't reach it. It looks like a cross between a garden hoe and a cue. The head of the stick is a rake-shaped piece of plastic or metal that allows you to sit your cue in place. You hold the back end of the mechanical bridge in one hand and your cue in the other. Place the bridge on the table without touching any of the balls, and, using your aim, shoot through the fork.

      You can sometimes shoot over a ball by using an elevated bridge made with your fingers, but you may find that the mechanical bridge is more stable.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The elevated bridge is used when you need to shoot down on the cue ball.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      A mechanical bridge can help you reach the cue ball more easily.

      Professional players prefer to make the shot without the use of a piece of equipment but won't hesitate to use the mechanical bridge if they can't reach a particular shot. Every pool table in a pool hall should have a mechanical bridge. If there isn't one hanging on the underside of your table, ask the proprietor to provide you with one.

      
Focusing on the Ball

      You may find that the old adage “keep your eye on the ball” is true in all ball-related sports. How well you will strike the ball has to do with where you focus your eyes. In pool there is more than one ball, so on which one should you focus?

      First you should line up your eyes with the path you want the cue ball to take — creating a picture for yourself in your mind. This is known as visualization. Some people will imagine the cue ball traveling along that path, then contacting the object ball and sending it into the pocket — all before they even draw back their cue! Players may also use an aiming system, such as the “ghost ball system,” to help them find the correct contact point on the object ball.

      
        
          [image: illustration]
        

        
          What exactly is the “ghost ball”?
        

        The ghost ball is an imaginary ball that the player envisions right at the contact point of the object ball. In other words, the player forms a picture in her or his mind of exactly where the cue ball will be as it contacts the object ball, and then aims the real cue ball in a straight line to the ghost ball. This method of aiming is very popular with amateurs, and sometimes even the pros use it on tough cut shots.

      

      After you have found your shot, you are ready to strike the ball. While common sense tells you to focus on the ball you will strike first (the cue ball), you will find that this is shortsighted. Keep your eyes on the object ball (the ball the cue ball will strike) throughout the execution stroke — from the backswing to the follow-through. When you practice stroking, it's important to look back and forth between the cue ball and the object ball to be sure your cue stick is aligned properly.

      After your execution stroke, don't leave your stance right away — wait until well after the cue ball strikes the object ball before you move out of your stance. In fact, staying down the proper amount of time is critical to good shot execution. If you lift up your head to look at the pocket too quickly, it will tug on your shoulders, which will tug on your arms, and the next thing you know … your cue stick is being lifted up too soon and you may wind up putting some unwanted spin on the cue ball. Better to stay down on the shot for too long rather than get up too soon.
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