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Aiming is probably one of the most controversial subjects in pocket billiards.  There are as many systems floating around in the billiards world as there are birds in the sky.  So, what is all the uproar… just pick a system and become a superior shotmaker and you’ll be unbeatable!  Right?  Or is it right?

Probably the hardest thing for an experienced player to do is tell a beginner or intermediate player how he makes a particular shot.  The answer is almost always “You have to shoot it a thousand times until you just KNOW the shot.”  Well, there is truth to that, but how did the great player ever learn to pocket the ball in the first place.  My answer is “They used a system”.

WHAT ARE SYSTEMS?

Systems are technically sound ways to pocket balls.  Don’t get me wrong!  I’m not writing this to promote any system over another or to promote the strict using of a system.  I believe that EVERYONE uses a system, even though it may be rudimentary in nature.  If we define a “system” as being a technically, physically or geometrically sound way to pocket balls, then “Trial and Error” is, in itself, a system.  Systems go by many names.  Ghost Ball, Contact Point, Half the Distance, Fractional Aiming, Edge of Ball, Supplemental Aiming Method, Edge to Center, Pivot, Parallel Shift, and on and on and on.  There are so many aiming systems that it’s impossible to name them all here, but what they are really doesn’t matter.  What matters is whether you can pocket balls, consistently, using whatever system you choose.

SO, WHAT IS SHOOTING BY “FEEL”?

Shooting by feel is, in my opinion, nothing more than letting your subconscious take over the aiming system with which you learned to pocket balls and performing it, without conscious thought.   Let’s compare shotmaking to walking.  When you first learn to walk, you must think of every step.  It’s not an easy process and to learn to walk, so you must use a basic “system”.  You have to consciously think.  “Shift my weight forward, pick up my right foot, put it out in front of me… oh, that’s not far enough, a little more, rock forward and get my weight on that foot, now swing my left arm forward while I’m doing this to help maintain balance, pick up the back foot, with a little bend of the knee, start it forward…”  Walking is a very complicated process, isn’t it!  Yet, once you manage to learn it well, you do it completely without ANY conscious thought! You even learn to compensate for mistakes in alignment (tripping) by catching yourself “automatically” by quickly moving your feet or arms to regain balance.   Every time you walk, your brain is processing hundreds, if not thousands of bits of inromation without your consciously being aware that all of this complicated thought process is occurring.  You are walking by FEEL.  

So why can’t shotmaking be just as automatic as walking?  Well, it CAN!  As a matter of fact, for players that have been playing for years, or even decades, they don’t have conscious thought of how they are going to make a shot.  They learned to shoot the shot, just like they learned to walk.  They’ve done it so much that the “system” they use is deeply engrained in their subconscious mind and they just “walk” through every shot, without tripping or stumbling.  That is why when you ask many very good players how they made a shot, they will simply say “I just know that shot”.  Well, they KNOW that shot, because they have, wittingly or not, trained their brain to perform that shot.  They are shooting by feel.

The problem with learning to shoot by feel, although I prefer the term “Intuitive Shotmaking”, is that learning to feel the shot takes years, sometimes decades.  Well, not anymore.  I have developed a simple and straightforward way to shoot shots and train your brain to bring back the memory of those shots by using a simple physical switch.  It takes time to develop this “feel”, but not decades, or years, or even months.  It can be done in a very short time.

YOU’VE HEARD IT SAID!

I’m sure you’ve heard it said many times, that shooting by feel is a gift.  You either have it, or you don’t.  Well, I completely disagree.  Shooting by feel is a process.  It’s the culmination of learning how to properly execute shots until those shots are so automatic that you do NOT have to consciously think about them to execute them.  

Now, many will wonder, “Do I have to learn a particular system to learn to play good pool?”  Well, my answer is yes, but again, that system may be as simple as trial and error for many.  Personally, I use and teach systems, but I also teach playing by feel.  Now, I can’t take a student and have them unconsciously shooting 65° back cuts on a 90% success rate in a day, but I can give them the tools to learn to do it on a 95% or higher basis in a very short time.  When they learn to do that, using a system, then they have to learn to place that system in the subconscious mind, where it belongs.  Only when they do that, can they learn to play by “feel”.


SYSTEM TO SUBCONSCIOUS


Many will tell you that it takes years to learn to play by feel, and that’s just NOT true.  Feel can be taught to a proficient shotmaker in a matter of hours.  It’s really simple!  While there are probably a dozen or more ways to go about it, I have developed my own method of teaching shooting by feel.


First, the student must learn one of the systems that I teach.  So far as systems go, I have one that I teach that is very simple, has a finite number of lines of aim to execute nearly every shot on the table.  Once a student has mastered that aiming system, then it’s up to them to pocket balls using that system until they can do it well and do it consistently.  They should be able to walk to the table, look at the shot, determine the angle and determine which aim line they are going to use.  They must be able to consciously execute that aiming system to make almost every shot they attempt.  When they can do that, then it’s time to work their way into intuitive shotmaking and elevate their game to a new level.’

IF I SHOOT WELL WITH A SYSTEM, WHY DO I NEED 

TO LEARN FEEL OR INTUITIVE SHOOTING?


Well, the answer to that is simpler than you might think.  Shooting with a system requires a conscious thought process.  The more your conscious brain is working during the shot, or during a game or match, then the more tired, physically and psychologically, you become as the match progresses.  A system shooter can get by forever with race to 3, best 2 of 3 or single game tournaments, because in a set that short in duration, with a limited number of tasks to be performed, there’s not a significant amount of conscious activity occurring on to wear you out mentally or physically.  You can stay sharp, even if you have to think about every shot or even say out loud what you’re going to do on every shot.  But in long sets or marathon matches, conscious thought will start to cause mental fatigue.  When your brain gets tired, it doesn’t want to work harder, it wants to rest.  It will cause some strange things to happen to your body to TELL you that it wants rest.  You may begin to sweat profusely, or get the shakes, or not be able to remember which ball to shoot next, or not be able to reason out patterns that you play.  Your conscious brain, if overworked, will do what it wants to do… NOTHING!  As a result, you fall “out of stroke”. All of a sudden, you couldn’t hit the side of a barn!  You MUST learn to shoot every shot without thinking consciously about what you’re doing, or how you’re doing it.

HOW DO YOU MAKE THE TRANSITION?


The transition from system shooting to Intuitive Shot Making is not near as difficult as many would think.  Shooting by intuition, or subconsciously, is a learned process.  It’s not magic and it’s not a gift that some have and some don’t.  The capability to “Shoot by Feel” or “Shoot by Intuition” is an easily learned process.

PHASE 1.  YOU MUST MAKE THE SHOTS!  I’ve already covered this, but you MUST become proficient at pocketing balls by some system or another.  I don’t care if it’s pivot, small ball, fractional aiming, ghost ball, contact point to contact point, or any one of a host of others. Personally, I prefer any system over trial and error methods, because the learning curve is greatly reduced using systems. Regardless, the important thing is that you CAN make shots.  Another important thing is that when you make the shots, you must be able to put the cue ball where you want it for the next shot.  When you can do those two things through conscious reasoning, then it’s time to learn to let it all happen in your subconscious.  
PHASE #2.  TRAINING THE SUBCONSCIOUS   Actually, this is already complete.  Your brain files and remembers every shot you’ve every made, whether you’ve made it once or a thousand times.  Once you’ve executed a shot at a particular angle, your brain will have a memory of that shot.  It will KNOW how to make it.  The human brain functions well above even the greatest and fastest computers in the world.  It stores every single bit of information on how to make a shot and even how to attain position for your next shot.  Have you ever had a shot that was next to impossible for you to make, yet after the first time you make it, you can do it over and over and over again?  All of a sudden, you KNOW that shot.  Well, you only had to execute it properly one time for your brain to file the memory of how that shot should be properly executed.  Knowing this, we can train our brains to remember those shots for us, without having to consciously “think” about the shot and how to make it and get position.  I call this “Bringing out the Memory”.  It’s really a simple process and when students try it, they’re amazed at how well it works for them IMMEDIATELY.  

HOW DO I TRAIN MY SUBCONSCIOUS?

THE PROCESS

 STEP ONE: First, I have the student set up a half ball shot, or a shot where you aim the center of the cue ball at the edge of the object ball in order to pocket the shot in the center of the pocket.  I have them walk behind the object ball and look at the ball’s path to the pocket, and then I have them walk behind the cue ball and look at the cue ball path to the object ball.  Then I have them look out “OVER” the shot.  In other words, I don’t want them looking at the object ball, or the cue ball or the pocket.  I want them relaxing and taking in an overview of the entire table, the entire shot.  Once they do this, I have them take three deep breaths while going through their preshot routine.  As they are taking those breaths, I have them say to themselves, either out loud or in a whisper, “I can make this shot, bring back the memory… YES”.  I have them say this with each breath, so that they’ve said it three times.  When they’ve completed this, I still want them to look at the overview of the table and slowly lower themselves into the shooting position.  As they start to lower into the shooting position, their feet will have a tendency to “want to shuffle”.  Let it happen.  If you’re right foot tries to move out a quarter of an inch, let it move, if your left foot wants to come to the left 6 inches, let it move.  Don’t look at the object ball yet, don’t look at the cue ball yet, just lower into the shooting position, get the bridge set and steady and the cue tip within a half inch of the cue ball. NOW, I let them look up to the object ball and focus on it.  Ninety per cent of the time, or more, when they look at the object ball, they are dead on that half ball hit.  They are EXACTLY where they need to be.  They now do their warm-up strokes, execute a proper Set, Pause, Finish And Freeze stroke and make the shot.  There is no magic here!  Your brain has known how to align your body behind the ball on that shot ever since the first time you made it.  Now, all you’re doing is training your brain to bring back the memory of that shot and execute it without conscious thought.  This exercise needs to be performed as often as possible.  I personally practiced it 30 minutes, three times a day, for 2 weeks before I proceeded to the second part of the process.    Remember, each time, take three deep breaths and say, “I can make this shot, bring back the memory… YES”.  This is a VERY important part of the training process.

STEP TWO: The second part of the process is the same, except you change what you’re saying to yourself.  You go through the entire routine, but with each breath, say to yourself, “Memory, Yes”.  What you are doing is conditioning your brain to bring out the memory of each shot by giving it a “prompt”.  That prompt has been shortened from “I can make this shot, bring back the memory… YES”, to “Memory, Yes”.  Use the same routine, take three deep breaths and say with each breath, “Memory, Yes”.  Again, I did this in 30 minute sessions, 3 times a day for 2 weeks.

STEP THREE: The third part of the process is exactly the same as the other two, except for two small changes.  After you’ve looked over the shot from behind the object ball and behind the cue ball and are taking in the “overview” of the shot, then with each deep breath, nod your head as if indicating a positive response, and say to yourself “Yes”.  You are now shortening the prompt to your brain to one word combined with a simple physical switch, the nod of your head.  Now, I personally like this physical switch because it is a POSTIVE thing.  You are nodding your head, which is always a positive act.  While you are nodding your head, you’re prompting your brain with a positive word, the word “YES”.  You now have a 100% positive prompt and your subconscious LIKES positive things.  If you let one bit of negative information in your brain, it will be the first thing processed and will remain in the forefront.  Positive prompts result in positive actions.  

“…Positive aspects in life can often be used and enjoyed OR 

ignored to no negative consequence, while negative aspects 

instinctively get more attention and energy because ignoring

them can lead to tragedy.”                     

 Carl Oswald, BCA Master Instructor

STEP FOUR: The fourth and final part of this transition is easy.  You complete the routine just as you have in the first three steps of the process, but you simply drop the word yes, and use the “nod of your head” as a physical switch to bring out the memory of the making of the shot. You have TRAINED your subconscious to react to a positive prompt. You will now be able to walk up to a shot, look at it, know you know it and that you are 100% capable of making it, bring out the memory of the shot with a physical switch and simply perform.

I want to say something about the physical switch.  It doesn’t have to be nodding your head.  It can be any physical body movement or any physical act.  It can be the sitting down the chalk, biting your lip, tapping your foot, or any number of other physical acts.  I personally prefer the head nod because it is a POSITIVE thing.  A head nod indicates “YES” and I think you’ll be ahead of the game using a positive prompt to kick in your subconscious.  Remember, your subconscious mind thrives on positive thought, but if you ever let a negative thought in, it will put it in the forefront immediately.  If you can find a physical switch that indicates a positive for you, then by all means use it if you’re more comfortable with it that you are with the nod.   

COMMITTING NEW THINGS TO YOUR MEMORY BANKS!


Anytime you learn a new shot, or a new way to play position, it’s necessary to “burn it in” to your brain.  That’s easy enough.  Simply set up the scenario and practice it over and over using whichever system you choose until you’re making the shot, or position, at a very high percentage.  Once you do this, start dedicating part of your practice session to making this shot using your breathing and your physical switch.  You’ll be surprised how quickly you will learn to make that shot without conscious though.  You will learn to play the new shot by “feel” very quickly. 

SUMMARY

Intuitive Shot Making or shooting by feel is not an elusive talent that is only possessed by a gifted few.  It is a learned process that is there for the taking.  Anyone can learn to play using their subconscious mind and putting their conscious mind on the back burner for the shooting process.  Once you learn Intuitive Shotmaking, then Intuitive position play just becomes part of it.  You’ll find yourself looking at the object ball, then at the cue ball, then at where you want the cue ball to go after striking the object ball.  You’ll stand over the shot and take in an overview of the table, take three breaths, nod your head and when you fall into your shooting position, your cue tip will automatically address the cue ball where it must to make the cue ball it travel to the position you desire.  Your subconscious will KNOW where to hit the cue ball if you’ve performed this shot before, and it will do it well.  That is as close as you can get to perfection.  Perfection in pocket billiards is just like perfection in any other athletic endeavor.  It is attained through knowledge, training and practice.  

---------------------------------------------------------

