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Chapter 1: The Ten Pin That Shouldn't Have
Stood

atch the next bowler in your league who leaves a ten pin. Watch his

face, not the pins. There is a half-second where he stands frozen with

his hand still up, because the ball went exactly where he sent it and the pin

stood up anyway. Then comes the shrug, the word he doesn't say out loud,

and the walk back to the settee.

I have made that walk more times than I can count. For years I told myself the

same thing you tell yourself: that one was unlucky. Then I started keeping

score of my luck. Twelve Thursdays, one pencil, a scrap of paper folded in my

back pocket. I marked every ten pin I left. By the end I had a number, and the

number was not random. It clustered. The same leave, the same frames, the

same tired arm by the sixth frame of game two.

That is when I stopped believing in bad luck at the corner.

The shot that looked perfect and still left a corner

Here is the trouble with a good-looking shot. Your eyes are at the foul line,

sixty feet away from the collision that actually matters. You see the ball cross

the arrows on your board. You see it come off the dry and turn toward the

pocket. Everything your eyes can measure says yes. The pin deck says no.

The pin deck is the only judge in the building.



What most league bowlers never learn is that a house lane is built to flatter

you. The USBC classifies a certified Sport pattern as having an oil ratio no

greater than 3:1, while the typical house shot runs roughly 8:1 to 10:1

(USBC/BOWL.com, 2020). That ratio is the difference between oil in the

middle and oil outside. On your Tuesday night shot, there is a great deal of it

in the middle and very little on the outside boards. The lane funnels. A ball

thrown a bit wide gets held up and sent back; a ball thrown a bit tight skids

and comes back late.

Oil ratio: house shot vs certified Sport pattern

Typical house shot 8–10 ratio to 1

USBC Sport pattern 1–3 ratio to 1

Oil ratio: house shot vs certified Sport pattern

So the funnel hides your errors. It hides them right up until the pins fall, and

then it stops hiding them. Your shot looked perfect because the lane made an

imperfect shot look perfect for fifty-five feet. The last five feet told the truth.

A house shot does not reward good shots. It forgives near-misses on

the way down and charges you for them at the pin deck.

Why 'bad luck' is usually a measurable half-board



Boards are narrow. You could cover one with a finger. That is the entire

margin we are arguing about, and it is why the word "luck" survives in

bowling long after it should have died.

Think about what has to be true for a corner pin to fall. The ball never

touches it. The ten pin goes down because the six pin is sent across into it,

and the six pin gets sent across only if the ball arrives at the pocket with

enough angle and enough energy left to move pins sideways rather than just

plough forward. Arrive a fraction flat, and the ball still strikes, still sounds

right, still looks right, and the six pin drifts past the corner instead of through

it.

That fraction is measurable. It shows up in three places, and only three:

where your feet started, where the ball crossed the arrows, and what your

hand did at the bottom of the swing. Everything else is commentary.

A case typical of the league bowler this book is written for: He throws

the same first ball for twenty years. He converts around two-thirds of

his single-pin spares, which is squarely in the recreational range of 60–

70%4. That conversion rate maps to a 150–170 average4. His average has

not moved because his spare percentage has not moved, and his spare

percentage has not moved because nobody ever told him it was a

number he could see.

Professionals convert over 95% of single-pin spares; recreational

bowlers manage 60–70%4. That gap, not ball speed, is the wall most

league averages die against.



The other place luck gets blamed is the lane itself. In forums like

BowlingBoards, bowlers describe transition in plain terms: by game two of a

three-game set, head oil has been carried down, the ball begins hooking

earlier, then rolls out or hits light. They then argue for pages about whether

to move left, change balls or change speed first. The point is not who wins

the argument. The point is that the change is predictable in shape, not

random (BowlingBoards.com, 2020). A predictable change that you do not

adjust for feels exactly like bad luck.

The half-board test you can run this week

Do this on your next practice frames, before the scores start counting.



What this book will and won't ask you to change

Let me be blunt about the deal, because you have been sold things before.

This book will not ask you to buy a ball. The one in your bag is almost

certainly enough, though we will look hard at how it fits your thumb, because

in forum after forum the same diagnosis comes back: when a ball "doesn't feel

right" and the release goes inconsistent, it is usually a tape and fit issue in the

thumb hole, not a swing flaw (BowlingBoards.com, 2019).

This book will not ask you to get stronger. It will ask the opposite. The swing

you are looking for is driven by gravity and a free arm, because forcing extra

swing speed degrades timing and release consistency (BowlingBoards.com,

2015; University of Georgia, 2023). The men on those threads call forcing the

swing "destructive." They are not being poetic.

Mark your starting foot position by the board number, not by "about

there." Write it down.

✓

Throw five shots at the same arrow without changing anything, and

note the leave after each.

✓

If three or more of the five leave the same corner, you do not have a

luck problem, you have a line that is a board or so off.

✓

Change one thing for the next five: move your feet one board, keep

the same target. Note the leaves again.

✓

Keep the paper. It is the beginning of your own data, which beats

anyone's opinion, including mine.

✓



This book will not tell you the ache in your forearm is your age. In a study of

elite national-level tenpin bowlers, de Quervain's tenosynovitis, a tendon

irritation on the thumb side of the wrist, was diagnosed in 53.8% of those

studied, against roughly 0.49% in the general population (Malaysian

Orthopaedic Journal, 2021). Those athletes were not fifty-five. They were

young, fit and squeezing too hard. If your wrist or thumb is swelling, numb, or

painful at rest, see a doctor or hand specialist before you change anything on

the approach. Pain that persists is not a coaching problem.

What this book will ask is narrower and harder: change one variable at a

time, and give it three frames to speak. One board. One grip pressure. One

target. Not three at once, which is what you do now, which is why nothing

you try ever proves anything.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Stop reading your shot at the arrows. The leave on the pin deck is your

only honest feedback.

▸  Your house shot hides errors with an 8:1 to 10:1 oil ratio21; the corner pin

is where the hidden error gets billed.

▸  Write down your starting board tonight. You cannot correct a position

you never measured.

▸  Track single-pin spare conversion for three weeks. If you are at 60–

70%, your ceiling is arithmetic, not talent4.

▸  Commit now to the one-variable rule: change a single thing, test it over

three frames, then decide.



You may already be nodding at the measurement part while quietly believing

the real answer is to bear down and throw it better. That instinct is the single

most expensive thing in your bag. It is also the reason your average stopped

moving on a particular night, years ago, when you decided to start trying

harder.


