CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: The Night You Threw Harder
And Scored Less

The Tuesday that made you buy this book

You were 138 after two games. Then you decided to make something happen.

Tenth frame, third game, needing a strike for a decent finish. You took a
deeper breath, gripped a little harder, and threw that ball like you were
twenty-eight again. It went out fast and flat, slid past the breakpoint, clipped
the headpin on the wrong side, and left a 10 pin standing there like it was
bolted down. You missed the 10 pin too, because your arm was still running

hot from the strike attempt.

Nine pins in a frame that should have been eighteen. And two lanes over, the
quiet fellow in the cardigan rolled something that looked almost lazy, and all

ten went down.

That is the frame that sold you this book. I know, because that frame is why I
started keeping notes thirty years ago. My own version happened on a
Thursday in a house with bad air conditioning, and my shoulder reminded me

about it until Sunday.

Why effort feels like the answer



Here is the trap. Effort works in almost everything else you have ever done.
Push harder on a stuck jar lid, it opens. Swing harder with a hammer, the nail
goes deeper. Your whole body has been trained by sixty-odd years of physical

life to believe that more force equals more result.

Bowling is one of the few places where that arithmetic runs backwards, and

nobody warns you.

When you decide to throw harder, you do not just add speed. You add grip
pressure, which means squeezing the ball with your thumb and fingers. You
add shoulder clench. You add a forced elbow that pulls the ball off its natural
path. Those three things arrive together, always, as a package deal. And grip
pressure in particular is the one that quietly kills you: coaching sources
describe gripping too tightly as directly reducing the rotation you impart at
release, while gripping too loosely costs you control”®. There is a window, and

the harder you try, the further outside it you go.

So the ball leaves your hand faster and turning less. Speed up, revs down.

That is the exchange you made in the tenth frame, and it is a terrible trade.

Every pound of extra squeeze you add to the ball is subtracted from the
ball's ability to turn. You are paying for speed with hook, and hook is

what carries pins.

This has a name in my notes, and [ want you to carry it through the rest of
the book: the Effort Tax. Every unit of conscious muscle you add to the shot
gets taxed somewhere else. Usually in rotation, sometimes in accuracy,

always in your shoulder by Wednesday morning.



The community already diagnosed you

You are not the first man to notice this. On BowlingBoards.com, in a long
thread about gravity swings, the recurring diagnosis from experienced
posters is blunt: muscling with the arm makes the ball hit the pocket light
and leaves a steady diet of 7 pins and 10 pins, or produces an outright pulled
shot. Bowlers come in blaming their equipment. The regulars keep pointing at

tension.

Read that again, because it describes your scoresheet with uncomfortable
accuracy. Light hits. Corner pins. The occasional shot that goes nowhere near

where you looked.

In the same forum's swing threads, the veterans set the bar high. They define
the gold standard as an arm "completely relaxed at the shoulder," with gravity
doing about 99% of the work. Their reasoning is the part that stopped me
cold when I first read it: gravity is a constant, and muscle effort is not. Your
muscles on a fresh Tuesday are not your muscles in the ninth frame of game

three. Gravity weighs the same all night.



What the scoresheet is actually telling you

Let me give you the numbers that the quiet man understands and you have

never been told.

USBC modelling uses an average bowler baseline of roughly 17 mph at release
and about 250 rpm. By the time that ball reaches the pins, it has slowed to
around 14 mph and revved up to roughly 550 rpm?°. Look at what happened
there. The ball more than doubled its rotation on the way down the lane. The

lane did that, not the bowler.



USBC average-bowler model: ball speed loses 3 mph on the way down

USBC average-bowler model: ball speed loses 3 mph on the way down

That is the whole secret of the calm bowler. The ball is a machine for
converting time on the lane into revolutions. When you throw harder, you
shorten the time. You hand the ball less lane to work with, and it arrives at

the pins straighter and flatter than it should.

And flat arrival is the problem. USBC research identifies roughly six degrees
as the optimum entry angle into the pocket, with a practical working range
of about four to six degrees (Maverick Bowling Wiki, USBC article reprint,
2005). Entry angle is simply how sharply the ball is cutting across the lane
when it reaches the pocket, rather than sliding into it sideways-on. A

muscled shot arrives near zero. It pushes pins instead of scattering them.

Meanwhile the geometry you are aiming at is tighter than you think. The
National Bowling Academy describes the ideal strike as the ball's center
crossing board 17.5 as it touches the pocket side of the headpin, and reports

that impacts near that board strike roughly 85% of the time'.



Now hold that next to the other number, the one that will reshape your
season. Instructional sources put consistent spare conversion at roughly 20
to 40 pins of average — a bigger gain than most equipment purchases or
strike-percentage chases ever deliver®. Elite bowlers convert well over 90%

of single-pin spares, with 95%-plus treated as the benchmark?.

The tenth frame that sold you this book cost you one strike and one spare.

The spare was the expensive half.

The promise of the same arm, better numbers

I am not going to ask you to get stronger, buy a $250 ball, or rebuild a swing
you have owned since the Carter administration. Everything in this book runs
on the arm you already have, on the shoulder that already complains, on a

house shot you already bowl twice a week.

What changes is how much of the shot you are doing, and how much you let

the ball and the lane do for you.

Do this before you read chapter two

Here is your first exercise, and it takes one night.



v On your next league night, bowl your normal first game. Do not

change a thing.

v In game two, pick one number: your grip pressure. On a scale of one
to ten, throw every shot at a four. Loose enough that the ball feels
heavy in your hand.

v Do not try to slow down, aim differently, or turn the ball. Only the
squeeze changes.

v Write down two numbers per game: strikes, and single-pin spares

made out of single-pin spares faced.

v Compare game one to game two. Do not compare the total scores.

Compare those two counts.

Most men find the same thing. The ball feels slower and lands further in. The
corner pins thin out. Nothing about you got stronger; you simply stopped

taxing the shot.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

Name the enemy the Effort Tax. Extra force does not add to your shot;

it gets deducted from your rotation and your accuracy.

Grip pressure is the first dial, not ball speed. Squeezing harder

measurably reduces the rotation you impart at release®.

The lane makes your revs, not your arm. The ball goes from about 250

rpm to roughly 550 rpm on the way down'. Give it the time to do that.
p ghly p y

Chase angle, not power. Four to six degrees into board 17.5 is the
target; near that board, shots strike about 85% of the time (USBC
reprint, 2005; National Bowling Academy, 2023).

Count spares before you count strikes. Consistent spare conversion is

worth 20-40 pins of average®.

You now know what the enemy is called. But knowing it has a name does not
tell you what the man two lanes over is actually doing differently with his
feet, his hands and his eyes while you are gritting your teeth. So what exactly
would you see if you stood behind him for one game and watched nothing

but his arm?



