


R
ODNEY MORRIS suggests this three-rail position shot 
(Diagram 2) that will help you check the action off the rails. 
It also will help with your control, plus allow you to let out 

your stroke. Practice landing the cue ball at the ghost positions 
marked. Again, adjust English as needed. By the time you’re moving 
the cue ball to the foot rail, your arm should be warm. Still, Corey 
Harper suggests setting up easy shots, as in Diagram 3a, both as 
a warmup and to trigger the positive mindset that comes from sink-
ing balls. Next, set up a straight-in shot along the rail (Diagram 3b). 
Some pocket sides will bobble balls hit with too much speed, so 
take a moment to find the pocket’s tolerance level.

Get loose

YOU THINK you’re so slick. You’re about to play 
a $100 set in an unfamiliar room, on a strange 

table, with cloth wetter than the Everglades. Or 
you’re in Las Vegas for the amateur nationals and 
roll in 10 minutes before your first match, just in 
time for a nine-minute smoke break.

OK, hotshot — reality check. You need to warm 
up. And that means more than throwing the balls 
out and running a rack. 

A passel of top pros let us in on their pre-match 
regimens. First, the table needs a full-fledged 

diagnosis. How fast is the cloth? Where are the 
dead spots on the rails? How are the pockets 
cut? Then, you have get your body and mind in 
the game. Get the cue ball on a string. Clock your 
speed. Hone your touch. Solidify your pre-shot 
routine.

Take 20 minutes, if possible. Below, we’ve sup-
plied you with plenty of drills, exercises and tricks 
to get you dialed in and acquainted with the table. 
And we’ve broken them down into five-minute 
increments, just in case you have less prep time 
than necessary. Good luck. The clock is ticking.

Cue ball
control
w/rails

Diagram 2

Diagram 3a

Diagram 3b

Check the pockets

THE
SIZE UP THE TABLE FAST
WITH THESE QUICK TIPS 5 minutes
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OUR FIRST question is, “How is the table 
playing?” Humidity, worn balls, and/or thick 
or dirty cloth will create friction between the 

cue ball and both the table bed and rails, slowing 
down the balls and causing them to rebound stiffly 
off the cushions (aka “playing short” or “boingy”). 
The opposite goes for clean cloth, new balls, and 
dry conditions. With less elements creating fric-
tion, the balls will travel farther, with more speed, 
and will come off the cushions — even seeming to 
“slide” off them — at wider angles (aka “playing 
long”). 

How to diagnose a table? Diagram 1 is the clas-
sic three-rail, corner-to-corner kick, suggested 
by, among others, Ga Young Kim, Melissa Little 
and John Schmidt. Using center-ball or right-hand 
English, watch where the cue ball lands. Then 
adjust your English and speed accordingly.

If, for example, the table is playing short (see top 
orange stripe in diagram), “that’s bad,” says Schmidt. “It 
makes playing extremely difficult. You either need to clean 
the cue ball off, or, if the humidity is super-high, you need 
to adjust your stroke. That knowledge adjusts my position 

play in my mind, without even playing the match. I already 
know it's going to play short on particular shots.” Also, pay 
attention to how the cue ball behaves off each rail. Look 
out for dead spots.

Diagram 1

Diagnose 
the table
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