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    To the next Mark Talbott—

    may he, or she, honor the soft ball

    with the same excellence and dignity

    that Mark did for the hard ball.
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  PREFACE TO THE 2014 EDITION

  Smart Squash: How to Win at Soft Ball is an American story. Austin M. Francis, a Princeton graduate and long-time squash player, wrote and published the original version of this book in 1995 during the apex of the switch from hard-ball squash to the international game of soft ball. It succinctly chronicles the evolution of squash in North America from its earliest days in the 1920s to the present. Then it characterizes the primary differences in the two games, including shotmaking and, more important, the distinctions in shot choices between the two versions of the sport.

  In the early 1900s, squash was standardized in the UK by consensus on the soft ball we know, including court dimensions. Similar yet different decisions being made at that time on this side of the Atlantic set in motion a parallel version of the game played in the United States, Canada, and Mexico for over 75 years. But the hard-ball game was not played outside North America. Over the course of time, in the many international squash matchups that occurred, it became clear that the United States was losing ground to the international players. It seemed too hard a switch for many to contemplate who were well into their squash careers.

  If American players were going to compete on the world stage, there would need to be a sea change; slowly, with some reluctance, the soft-ball game was introduced at universities, in private clubs, and at the grass-roots level. As more and more players adopted the game, by the mid-1990s the narrow, American singles courts around the country were being converted in droves to the two-and-a-half-foot-wider international singles courts. It was the beginning of a new era for U.S. squash.

  At the time, the best American player was a gentleman named Mark Talbott, to whom this book is dedicated. Fortunately for Talbott, the switch to soft ball came late in his career, making him feel, however, that he was being “forced into retirement.” He shared many of his insights on the changeover in the nature of the game and they are summarized in this book, along with the best thoughts and strategies from many of the most prominent North American squash players and coaches who lived through the game’s evolution. Among these are Paul Assaiante, Demer Holleran, Bob Callahan, John Nimick, and Gary Waite, to name just a few.

  Squash is commonly referred to as “physical chess” for good reason. It is a test of skill and fitness, but it also pits one’s will and competitive strategy against another. One cannot rely solely on fitness and ball-striking ability to win at this game. It requires a deeper understanding of angles and momentum, plus a high level of imagination and creativeness. Even if you never played hard-ball squash, this book conveys insights and practical information that are fundamental to winning with the soft ball. And—intriguingly—for players who want to take up or improve their hard-ball doubles game, Smart Squash is extremely valuable. Might another book on that game be around the corner?

  Austin Francis neatly and thoroughly captures the good advice of some of the best squash minds in the world in one comprehensive text. He explains the key aspects in the swing and in shot choices in a manner that is easy to understand and implement immediately. Whether you are new to the game, whether you grew up playing hard ball or soft ball, the advice here will help you with shotmaking, tactics, match strategy, and off-court preparations.

  If you want to be inspired to play the game more like a professional, or just understand why and how the soft ball became pervasive the world over, then I encourage you to read this outstanding step-by-step guide to winning soft-ball squash.

  —Brett Erasmus

  October 1, 2013


  INTRODUCTION

  After twenty-nine years of playing North American, or hard-ball squash, I became one of the thousands of players who surrendered to the international soft ball—that squishy, mushy nothing of a ball that has invaded our red-blooded, all-American sport. There were so few hard-ballers left, I had no choice if I wanted to keep playing squash.

  Now, eighteen months later, I have made my peace with the soft ball. Worse yet, from one of my die-hard(ball) friend’s perspective, I have come to love it. And, as I did years ago for the hard ball, I have written a book about it.

  The purpose then—in Smart Squash: Using Your Head to Win—was to provide a mental framework for overcoming distractions and playing a focused game. The purpose now is more ambitious. Because soft-ball squash is so completely different, and especially because the majority of American squash players grew up with the hard ball, I faced the need to write a from-the-ground-up, how-to manual.

  Moreover, when pitted against native soft-ballers, our American players are embarrassingly inept. The men can’t even qualify for the big international tournaments, and the women barely make it past the first round. What are we going to do about it? I hope this book provides an answer. To the extent that it does, its purpose is to provide a road map to American parity with the rest of the squash world.

  The German philosopher Georg Hegel believed that you cannot know a thing well without knowing its opposite. As I progressed in the task of defining the soft-ball game in the ways it differs from hard ball, it gave me reason to hope—perhaps hubristically so—that I have provided a sharper focus on the game than has existed up to now, in that it forced me to explain why the techniques and strategies of soft-ball squash are the way they are.

  If that is true, maybe my book will have a market among our international squash mentors, whom we now so eagerly imitate.

  —Austin M. Francis

  Spring, 1995


  CONTRIBUTORS

  The job of writing a book on soft-ball squash seemed simpler at first than it turned out to be. I had already written one squash book by interviewing seven expert players, coaches, and professionals. So I thought the same amount of effort would work again until I got into my research and discovered how big the differences are—in both degree and kind—between the hard-ball and soft-ball games.

  The opportunities—and the need—to understand and explain these differences grew as I progressed, helped certainly by the enthusiasm of each new contributor. Before the process was over, I had talked with nearly four times as many people as I did in the first book. I believe that the result is a thorough treatment of the soft-ball game and that collectively my expert contributors have given me the key to winning soft ball. Here they are, with my sincere gratitude to each:

  Paul Assaiante, coach of men’s squash at Trinity College, former squash professional at The Princeton Club of New York, tennis author, former national doubles champion with Gordy Anderson in the 40+ age group.

  Satinder Bajwa, North American business manager for Jansher Khan, former coach at West Point Military Academy, teaching professional, and champion 35+ soft-ball player.

  David Behm, professor of rehabilitation science and exercise physiology, head coach of squash at McGill University, and top-ranked Quebec squash player.

  Eliot Berry, one of the first Americans to convert to the softball game, played several years in the British Open in the late 1970s, and was the No. 1 player on the U.S. soft-ball team competing in the World Championships in Canada in 1977.

  Craig Brand, executive director of the U.S. Squash Racquets Association, leader in the effort to raise American squash to international standards.

  Bob Callahan, coach of men’s squash at Princeton University and leader in the switch from hard ball to soft ball among U.S. colleges.

  Goldie Edwards, perennial top player in the women’s ranks and professor of health and physical education at the University of Pittsburgh.

  Ned Edwards, coach of men’s squash at the University of Pennsylvania and former touring professional on the hard-ball circuit.

  Walter Eichelberger, Jr., in his association with The West Company and Merco—two ball manufacturers—was the creator of the 70+ ball and then a soft ball that became the international standard for several years.

  Emily Goodfellow, former coach of women’s squash at Princeton University.

  Richard Hankinson, assistant coach of women’s squash at Princeton University, former county champion from Surrey, England, editor of a demographic research journal in the Office of Population Research, Princeton University.

  Demer Holleran, coach of women’s squash at the University of Pennsylvania, No. 1 U.S. women’s soft-ball player, currently ranked No. 27 in women’s world soft ball.

  Quentin Hyder, physician and long-time soft-ball enthusiast, established and ran the first formal soft-ball tournament in the U.S.

  Hazel and Tom Jones, publishers of Squash News, the official newspaper for squash in the U.S., originators in 1985 of the U.S. Open championships, which introduced world-class soft-ballers to the U.S., founders in 1989 of the International Grand Prix, which since its inception has featured international players in eighty-three events across the U.S.

  Brett Martin, world No. 2 soft-ball player from Australia, member of the famed squash-playing Martin family that includes his brother Rodney and sister Michelle.

  Jay Nelson, highly ranked U.S. amateur player, currently plays both a hard-ball season and a soft-ball season, winning many tournaments with each ball.

  Peter Nicol, newcomer to the top ranks of world soft ball, originally from Scotland, now playing out of London, winner of the 1994 Rolex U.S. Open.

  John Nimick, executive director of the world Professional Squash Association and director of the popular Lehman Brothers Tournament of Champions, which brought top international players to New York City.

  David Pearson, world champion in the 35+ age group (former top 15 in open class), private coach to many world-class adult and junior players, squash professional from Harrowgate, England.

  Neil Pomphrey, assistant coach of men’s squash at Princeton University, began playing in Scotland, a top-ranked 35+ men’s soft-ball player, principal research physicist at Princeton University’s Plasma Physics Laboratory.

  Frank Satterthwaite, professor of management at Johnson & Wales University, former touring professional on the hard-ball circuit, squash author, member of the first U.S. soft-ball team at the World Championships in Africa.

  Mark Talbott, long-time No. 1 hard-ball professional in the U.S., coach of the U.S. boys team, founder of the Talbott Squash Academy, a squash training center first established in Rhode Island, dedicated to developing U.S. junior players.

  Craig Thorpe-Clark, director of the U.S. Squash Racquets Association’s National Coaching Development program, coach of the U.S. women’s team, holder of a Level 3 coaching certification of the British Squash Rackets Association.

  Gary Waite, recent No. 1 North American professional softball player, from Toronto, also plays on the hard-ball tour.

  I have benefited greatly from three excellent books by international players and coaches and their deep understanding of squash (for them there is no distinction between “hard” and “soft”—it’s just squash). I highly recommend these books:

  Jahangir Khan with Richard Eaton, Go and Play Squash: Techniques and Tactics, Stanley Paul, London, 1992.

  Ian McKenzie, The Squash Workshop: A Complete Game Guide, The Crowood Press Ltd., Ramsbury, Marlborough, 1992.

  Eric Sommers, Squash: Technique, Tactics, Training, The Crowood Press Ltd., 1991.

  Several individuals deserve special credit:

  Paul Assaiante and Bob Callahan, who gave me their wisdom in interviews, read the manuscript, and provided advice and support throughout the project.

  Lilly Golden, my editor at Lyons & Burford, who not only saw what was missing, but was also the book’s chief expediter amongst all the parties, occasional diplomat, and gentle taskmaster when it was necessary.

  Nancy Morin, my co-worker at A. M. Francis Inc., who transcribed nearly 1,000 pages of interviews and enthusiastically supported the creation of the book even as it borrowed from our company’s time.

  Michael Wurmfeld, squash player and architect, who placed his firm’s computer-assisted design system at my disposal and advised on its use, and his associate Mario Censullo, who then created the court projections for the shot and drill diagrams.

  The shot and drill diagrams are unusual in that they required five essential elements, each indispensable to their creation: the architecturally correct court projections just mentioned; the player positions and shot trajectories carefully worked out with my expert contributors; the photographs I took of Paul Assaiante and Eliot Berry posed in each of the player positions; the art illustrations by Carol Fabricatore of Paul and Eliot “hitting” their shots inside the court projections; and, finally, the financial support to underwrite Carol’s drawings, so generously donated by Brent Nicklas, on behalf of Landmark Partners Inc., and Leo Pierce, Jr., and his family company Pierce Leahy Archives. Squash, as a niche sport, depends for its well-being and growth on the generosity of individuals like Leo and Brent, who often are both avid players and successful business people, vitally interested in the advancement of our favorite game.
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  Peter Nicol (Scotland) and Damian Walker (U.S.A.).


  1. FOR NEWCOMERS TO THE GAME

  Squash is a wonderfully compact sport. It fits into busy lives, small spaces, and moderate budgets. It provides great exercise in just 30 to 45 minutes, is intensely competitive, mentally stimulating, can be played year-round indoors, and is highly social. Squash is an ideal sport for urban athletes.

  As you rush out the door to sign up for lessons, here are a few essentials about the game. Squash is a game played with a soft rubber ball in a small white room using a lightweight, strung racquet. It is most often compared with tennis except for two major differences—the containing walls and the fact that you must share the same space with your opponent. The walls make squash a game of angles, something like billiards played in three dimensions. Moreover, you don’t aim directly at your target, you rebound the ball off at least one wall to your target. These angled shots challenge the retriever to position himself for and intercept a ball that keeps changing direction each time it hits a wall. For the striker, the angles offer an expanded repertory of shot choices, not the least of which is the game-defining boast.

  Sharing the same space as your opponent adds a mix of psychological pressure, rigorous etiquette, and, occasionally, physical danger. The rules governing interference with an opponent’s shot are a key factor in the progress of a match. All in all, squash is an exhilarating game whose essence has been described best by Bill Robinson, a New York area writer who has played squash for some sixty years, in an article that appeared in the New York Times: “That half hour of intense concentration on the little black ball zinging around four white walls like a drunken bumblebee is the greatest antidote there is for whatever bugs you about the rest of the world. Squash releases tensions and aggressions, works out poisons, gives the most concentrated workout you can get for the time spent, keeps you out of three-martini lunches, supposedly improves your sex life—and is also just plain fun. It literally has ‘all the angles,’ and fanatics like me feel that its complex fascinations are unmatched in the racquet world.”

  In spite of its complexities, squash is conceptually quite simple: you must hit the front wall with the ball between the “tin” and the out-of-court line (see Figures 1 and 2) and retrieve your opponent’s shot on the fly or before the ball bounces twice. The ball may go directly to the front wall or indirectly there after hitting the back or side walls. The rally ends when the ball has bounced twice, gone out of court, or when the ball hits the floor or tin on the way from the striker’s racquet to the front wall.

  After a five-minute warm-up, the serve is determined by spinning the racquet, the winner choosing to serve from either service box. The server continues as long as he wins the rally, alternating service boxes after each point. When the receiver wins the rally, he becomes the server, choosing which side to start serving from, and so on.

  The serve must hit the front wall above the cut line and bounce, unless volleyed by the receiver, in the opposite rear quarter of the court. The server has one serve, and in the case of a fault, loses the serve. The winner of a rally scores 1 point and serves to begin the next rally. Each game is played to 11 points, except that if the score reaches 10-all, the game continues until one player leads by 2 points.

  The winner of a game serves first in the next game. A 90-second rest period is permitted between games. A match is normally the best of five games.

  The point of entry into the squash world might be a school with a coach and squash team or a club with a squash professional and an organized program of play. As squash becomes more egalitarian in America, court facilities are springing up outside the prep school, private university, private club environment. With its increasing public accessibility and the relative ease of learning afforded by the switch to the soft ball, squash is gaining popularity as a source of fitness and competitive recreation.
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  Fig. 1. International (Soft Ball) Squash Court
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  Fig. 2. North American (Hard Ball) Squash Court

  At the beginning levels of competition, you find intraclub ladders and tournaments, followed by interclub leagues and team matches. The skill levels nationwide are A, B, C, and D, for both women and men, with occasionally an E, or novice, level in larger metropolitan areas. A is the highest amateur level, usually dominated by ex-varsity alumni players from the 60-odd colleges with active squash programs.

  Beyond the club leagues are the tournaments, usually held on weekends and run by the clubs, or by local, regional, or national associations. There are tournaments for all skill levels and veteran’s age groups beginning at 35 and going up in five-year increments until one that was added just recently for 85-year-old players!

  The various organizations controlling squash at all levels are:

  World Squash Federation, Ltd.

  N. Ramachandran, president

  Andrew Shelley, chief executive

  25 Russell Street

  Hastings

  East Sussex TN34 1QU

  United Kingdom

  Telephone: (44) 142 444 7440

  Email: wsf@worldsquash.org

  Website: www.worldsquash.org

  The World Squash Federation organizes and promotes the growth of squash internationally. It has 142 member nations and estimates that there are now 20 million players and some 50,000 courts in some 200 countries, and that squash is one of the fastest-growing sports in the world.

  The WSF works closely with the (Men’s) Professional Squash Association (PSA) and the Women’s Squash Association (WSA) to control and coordinate the world calendar for squash. Championships are held in all major squash-playing nations.

  Professional Squash Association

  Ziad Al-Turki, chairman

  Alex Gough, chief executive

  46 The Calls

  Leeds LS2 7EY

  United Kingdom

  Telephone: (44) 113 859 1000

  Email: office@psaworldtour.com

  An affiliate of the WSF, the PSA is the global sanctioning body responsible for the men’s professional game. PSA also works closely with the Women’s Squash Association (WSA), organizing select events together. PSA aims to provide guidance and support to all categories of partners: players, tournament organizers, sponsors, spectators, organizing committees, and host cities.

  With over 500 players worldwide and more than 120 events held annually, the PSA World Tour showcases the game of squash at its highest level. Intense rivalries, stunning locations, and passionate crowds combine to make the PSA World Tour an exciting global sporting experience that spans five continents.
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