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BIASED UNCENSORED

Four-Time World Champion, Unmasked

I A N  S C H U B A C K  O A M



A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R
Ian Schuback OAM (or ‘Shoey’, as he is affectionately known) would be 

the person best credentialed to ‘tell it how it is’. There has been no other 

Australian player in history to match his international record of four 

world titles. After escalating into representative status within two years of 

starting bowls at the age of 30, Shoey spent 15 years at the top of the sport. 

Retiring at the pinnacle, he took his knowledge to the greens, and, as  

a coach, alongside Cameron Curtis, led Australia to its best international 

bowls performance in history. He also spent 16 years as an expert 

television commentator, and in 2010 was recognised with an OAM for  

his services to the sport as a player, coach and commentator.

Shoey’s narrative is as he is on the green: an outspoken, sometimes 

flamboyant larrikin, more than once controversial, but always passionate 

and committed to his mission. The insider knowledge that he brings  

to all levels of bowlers is unparalleled, and his legacy to the sport continues 

through this book, as does his ongoing commitment to helping others  

be the best they can be.



 

D E D I C A T I O N
For the hundreds of thousands of bowlers around the world who want  

to play better, and to a sport that has given so much to so many.

To coaches worldwide who dedicate their time and knowledge selflessly,  

I hope this book may assist you in your task of unlocking the  

champion that exists within us all.



A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S
Along the journey there have been so many that have made  

this book possible—too many to name individually.

Mentors, coaches, fellow players, students, colleagues, friends and family: 

you know who you are, and the knowledge, influence and love  

that you have shared is obvious throughout these pages. 

A very special thanks to my editor, Sharyn Briggs, who tirelessly  

corrected my poor English and sorted out the jumble as it came out.  

Her patience and commitment were essential to this process. 

To my extra special princess, Sandy, for her love, support, motivation,  

and favourite saying, “One last push.” We made it!



C O N T E N T S

1   E S S E N T I A L  A T T R I B U T E S  O F  S U C C E S S    1 3

2  S T A N D + D E L I V E R      3 9

3  F A S T - T R A C K  Y O U R  S H O T - M A K I N G  A B I L I T Y    6 9

4  I N S I D E R  T R A I N I N G      9 1

5  M A S T E R I N G  T H E  A R T  O F  T A C T I C S    1 0 5

6  S K I L L  S E T S  F O R  T E A M  P O S I T I O N S    1 3 3

7  S K I L L  S E T S  F O R  D I F F E R E N T  G A M E S    1 4 9

8  M E N T A L  S K I L L S + T H E  M A S K     1 6 3

9  T H E  U L T I M A T E  P E R F O R M A N C E     2 0 5

10  T H E  F U T U R E  O F  B O W L S     2 2 1

11   T H E  L A S T  S H O T      2 3 1

 G L O S S A R Y       2 3 4

 I N D E X        2 3 6
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B E F O R E  W E  S T A R T …

A
t first glance, bowls looks to be a simple sport; however, it is 

anything but. The forward-thinking and strategic planning 

of chess, combined with the eternal battle against the 

inconsistencies of the human mind and body, creates the 

ultimate challenge and often results in frustration. 

You can never conquer the game. It can quickly become competitive to the 

point where victory and defeat feel like life and death respectively. 

Bowls is unique.  
Bowls can never be truly mastered. 

Bowls is seriously addictive. 

The game is controversial, and a continual dichotomy. It brings millions of 

players together worldwide, and yet struggles to survive through change. 

It is recognised as the most flexible, affordable and low impact of sports, 

playable by all ages and fitness levels, and yet it is not recognised as the sport 

of the future.

Bowls: the ultimate challenge! 

There are a couple of reasons I’m writing this book. Firstly, to share with 

you my experiences over 30 years of bowling, coaching and working as a 

television commentator. Secondly, to provide an invaluable tool for all 

players, including prospective future champions, and coaches worldwide 

who seek training techniques that produce proven results. 

There is never enough room in one book to fit a lifetime of knowledge, 

but I have endeavoured to capture within these pages the most relevant  

information to get you where you would like to go without too many detours! 

If I happen to digress at times, it is only to share some juicy or controversial 

tidbits. I love to regale a good story over a glass of red with friends, and over 

the next few chapters I hope you will feel as if you are sitting here with me, 

your preferred brew in hand, getting to know yourself better as a bowler 

before heading out on to the green for a personalised coaching session.

As a player, coach and commentator, I have been asked thousands of 
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questions relating to the game of bowls, and to categorise these neatly into 

sections in order to answer in a summarised form is nearly impossible.  

However, all questions share a common characteristic: they relate to a lack 

of core knowledge. This is what I have endeavoured to give you, regardless 

of the level of bowls you play—whether it be socially at your local club or 

internationally for your country. Throughout this journey, for the sake of 

simplicity, I will refer to you becoming a “champion”, which is just a generic 

term for becoming the best you can be, whatever your aspirations. 

Over the years there have been many stories told about me, both positive and 

negative. As anyone in the spotlight can attest, bad stories can be very upsetting 

for those who actually know you, and are especially hard on your family and 

friends. Personally, I found the most productive way to deal with criticism and 

controversy was to turn these into tools for increased motivation. There’s a big 

difference between “playing tough” and “bringing the game into disrepute”. So, 

for the record, yes, I can be an arrogant so-and-so on the green—however, I can 

look at myself in the mirror and honestly say I “left nothing in the locker”. You 

see, it’s all a mask (we will delve further into this later). 

And for those who know ‘Shoey’ off the green? I am loath to confess that 

I am a big softie and an easy touch!

Throughout the insider stories on the following pages I hope you get to 

feel what goes on behind the scenes and behind the mask of a professional 

player. Reaching the highest level of a sport and staying there takes enormous 

sacrifice. I was not lucky enough to have natural talent; my success came 

from pure hard slog, and it cost me—financially, personally, emotionally 

and physically. Hardest of all, I missed the important growing years of my 

daughters, Kim and Dani, often being out on the road for three months 

out of four, with the majority of my 15-year professional career spent flying 

or driving to yet another tournament. Was it worth it and would I do it all 

again? You’ll have to wait for the last chapter to find out!

I hope that whoever and wherever you are, this book helps you to achieve 

your goals, whatever they may be. I know that if you follow the knowledge I 

am about to pass on, you will improve not only as a bowler, but as a person. 

Success breeds success, and we create our own reality. 

Happy journeying,

Ian Schuback OAM 

Four-Time World Champion 







1
ESSENTIAL 

ATTRIBUTES 
OF SUCCESS 

“Success consists of going from failure to failure  
without loss of enthusiasm.”  

—Winston Churchill

PHOTO: Irishman Jeremy Henry, now at Warilla, NSW has won three world titles,  
Commonwealth Games silver and bronze medals, five British titles, 23 national titles and  

an Australian Indoor Singles. He is the full package of knowledge, skill and desire!
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B O W L S  1 0 1 — K N O W L E D G E ,  S K I L L+ D E S I R E

T
here are three essential attributes of success—and while 

“two out of three ain’t bad” may work for Meat Loaf, bowls 

competitors must possess all three of these attributes if they 

truly plan to reach their full potential. I know many players who 

have experienced success at the highest level, but struggled to stay at the 

top for a long period of time, simply because they lacked one or two of the 

following components. Once you understand what’s required to become a 

champion, you can begin to understand what steps are needed to eliminate 

your weaknesses and build on your strengths.

The first attribute, knowledge, is the easiest to obtain—it’s often just a 

matter of finding out what information is missing and where to look. Even 

in a semi-professional sport like bowls, you would expect good players to be 

quite knowledgeable; however, in many countries the game can be seen as 

amateurish. Considering the commitment and passion of those who play 

the game, this is a poor reflection on the sport. 

From my experience, many players, coaches and administrators do not 

have easy access to the relevant and essential knowledge needed to achieve 

their goals or reach their potential. But this should not be used as an excuse 

or a barrier to learning. You can easily take a journey online or through 

recommended books, or speak to coaching mentors, players and non-

players you admire.

FIGURE 1.1:  
The essential 
attributes.
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The second attribute you will need is skill. There are four different types 

of skills in bowls: technique, shot-making, tactical and mental. Those with 

good skills in one area tend to ignore what’s lacking in another, and must 

then rely heavily on their particular strength. This in itself is a weakness in 

your game. Training that concentrates on strengths and avoids weaknesses 

will rarely produce the results you require.

Skills are measurable, recordable and tangible. Genetics can provide a 

physical framework and base, but rarely do they determine your skill sets. 

Like knowledge, skills can be obtained, developed and honed over time 

from constant and persistent training. 

In the following chapters, you will gain invaluable knowledge of the 

respective skill levels required to become the best bowler you can be—even 

the suite needed to become a world champion. Once you know how high 

the bar is set, you can start training with renewed vigour and monitor your 

progress up the ladder of success.

The final attribute you will need is desire. You can’t teach, purchase, 

genetically inherit or steal desire. It’s unique and individual. It’s either 

present or absent. Desire is what makes you want to get out of bed and 

achieve your goals. It’s the one ingredient that champions, regardless of 

sport or cause, ooze—and it’s often the lack or lessening of desire that 

prevents really good players from becoming great players.

This is applicable to all levels of players. It takes desire to really push 

yourself through the hard yards to see what you can achieve, and to give 

it your best shot. Desire provides the motivation to succeed, hence the 

preparedness to tackle those hard yards.

S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
For those who are struggling with motivation,  

and need to get a good dose of desire, grab a little book 

called Rhinoceros Success by Scott Alexander to give  

you a much-needed charge!

You don’t lose talent, you lose your desire!
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G A I N I N G  K N O W L E D G E

It’s not that hard to gain knowledge. It’s everywhere, just waiting to be 

sought. Before you can improve or develop your skills, you need to know 

how to go about it. To some extent, knowledge is really theory. The task of 

any coach is to be able to impart valuable knowledge and teach a variety 

of new skills that will improve an athlete’s performance. Most coaches 

focus predominantly on technique. Consequently, most of their efforts are 

directed toward the player’s delivery style, while more important aspects, 

such as teaching how best to improve tactical and mental skills, are ignored.

You need to know how to develop the complete set of skills for lasting 

success. I would argue that knowing how to perform the following is more 

valuable than having a good technique: developing a consistently accurate 

draw shot with good line and weight and the ability to group bowls close 

together; knowing how to play conversion shots with a variety of weight 

control; developing an accurate running shot or a drive. Because you can 

still become a champion at bowls with an imperfect technique.

Similarly, being able to understand the position of the bowls in the head, 

and knowing what type of shot to play given the circumstances is another 

major skill that needs to be acquired. This is known as having the ability 

to read a head. With this knowledge alone, a good player can quite often 

become a great player.

However, even that is pretty useless without the necessary mental skills 

to help you feel confident and put you in the right frame of mind to play 

the shot. At the highest competitive level, nearly all players possess good 

shot-making and tactical skills, but many often struggle with consistency 

due to a lack of mental toughness. This is where the mask comes into its 

own, as players who can assume a role and practise playing the part can 

significantly improve their game and achieve the consistency they require. 

Is this acting? In a way, yes!

Knowledge alone won’t guarantee results. You must also have the desire 

to become better and commit yourself to writing down some realistic goals. 

Lack of desire will most likely preclude you from becoming the player you 

hope to be. 

 I love coaching because I firmly believe the best results can be achieved 

by focusing on the complete package, rather than teaching just one aspect 

of the sport. One of the main reasons many promising club players never 

realise their true potential is because of the limited and narrow knowledge 
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FIGURE 1.2:  
The four stages 

of learning.

given to them. I encourage you to explore a different learning approach that 

will encompass a variety of aspects and not to be too focused on any one 

area—and if you are a coach, to pass this knowledge along.

“When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” 
—Buddhist proverb

T H E  L E A R N I N G  P R O C E S S

There are four stages in the learning process, according to a widely 

used theory generally attributed to Noel Burch of Gordon Training 

International. 

STAGE 4:
UNCONSCIOUS 
COMPETENCE

UNCONSCIOUS 
INCOMPETENCE

STAGE 3:
CONSCIOUS 

COMPETENCE

UNCONSCIOUS 
INCOMPETENCE

STAGE 2:
CONSCIOUS 

INCOMPETENCE

UNCONSCIOUS 
INCOMPETENCE

STAGE 1:
UNCONSCIOUS 

INCOMPETENCE

1 .  U N C O N S C I O U S  I N C O M P E T E N C E
You don’t know that you don’t know!

When you first start learning anything new, quite often you have absolutely 

no idea what has to be learned. You are ignorant and unaware of even the 

terminology used to describe key points—they’re not balls, they are bowls!

Unfortunately, ignorance can be with us for many years, either because 

we are hesitant to learn new skills or because we receive little or poor advice.

One of the biggest traps that prevents players getting out of this first 

learning stage is the unequivocal belief that any advice they receive is 

correct. However, advice is restrained to the level reached by the advisor, 

and this often results in a slow rate of improvement.

If you feel this is happening to you, find a good mentor and ask the 

relevant questions, including, “What are the most important areas of my 

game that need to be developed?” Then head off and find a good coach to 

help you fast-track your improvement.

Never be afraid to admit that you lack knowledge. As long as you’re keen 

to improve, it’s just a matter of finding the right people and then asking the 

ESSENTIAL ATTRIBUTES OF SUCCESS 
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right questions. Providing you’re genuinely honest and sincere, you’ll be 

pleasantly surprised with the answers you receive.

2 .  C O N S C I O U S  I N C O M P E T E N C E
You know that you don’t know!

Knowing that you lack competence in certain skills can be quite a 

frustrating feeling, especially when it’s something you love, like playing 

bowls. Many players become disenchanted and simply give up because they 

think they will never be any good. However, being consciously aware of 

your incompetence or lack of skill in some areas can often generate a desire 

for further knowledge, knowing that if you improve your skills you will 

derive even greater enjoyment from playing the sport you love.

Unfortunately, many people give up too easily and resign themselves to 

playing at a lower level than they would like, either because a) they do not 

realise they can play better; b) they have no desire to improve or learn new 

skills; or c) they cannot find someone to help them improve. Regardless of 

the reason, it can be addressed by simply asking the right person the right 

questions.

Coaching is a difficult and character-building commitment. The majority 

of coaching is done voluntarily, with often a lack of appreciation and even 

greater lack of resources made available, especially to club coaches. Good 

training for coaches is sparse, including how to properly teach conversion 

shots, firm running shots and drives. This is despite the fact that today’s 

style of play is quite aggressive, meaning you really need to know how to 

play these shots well if you hope to play like a champion. Indeed, many 

players around the world don’t possess effective attacking shots, and 

because they are aware of this, they are actually consciously incompetent 

themselves, or else content to remain at their present standard.

If you currently play bowls, I’m sure you know someone who thinks they 

play better than they actually do and seems eager to criticise your skills! 

Be patient and understanding and do not take this personally. Many of 

these players’ behaviours are driven by their own lack of self-belief or self-

esteem, topped with real and/or imagined fears. Like all of us, they look for 

recognition and appreciation. As humans, our conscious and subconscious 

perceptions wreak havoc on our egos, convincing us of what could be seen 

as falsehoods, including laments that we should be playing at a higher level! 

Through lack of knowledge we bolster our self-esteem by “educating” lesser-

grade players, and appealing decisions by selectors with the belief we have 

been overlooked because of a range of malignancies within the organisation. 
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If you are seeking to improve your game, beware of these human frailties 

because they can often have a negative influence on new players.

In spite of these obstacles, it is not that difficult to raise your current 

expectations, further develop your skills, and progress to the next level. 

Take heart, we have all taken part in this journey.

3 .  C O N S C I O U S  C O M P E T E N C E 
You know that you know!

This is an exciting stage of learning. Knowing that you have improved and 

progressed beyond the beginner stage and can demonstrate some new and 

useful skills can provide immense satisfaction. Many players simply aspire 

to be competent among fellow participants and are often content in the 

knowledge that they can compete as an equal and no longer feel inferior or 

incompetent.

As a former tennis coach, I was constantly asked to teach and improve 

two specific shots: serve and backhand. Most of these players never wanted 

to win Wimbledon; they just wanted to become more competent when 

serving and develop a consistently reliable backhand.

Knowing you are a competent competitor can provide new opportunities to 

compete against the next level of opposition and test your skills against players 

you may have previously envied. Once you reach this level, there is a natural 

tendency to focus more on competitive play rather than social matches.

The really exciting thing about this newfound knowledge is that it often 

provides extra motivation to learn more and pushes you to new targets 

and goals. Nothing succeeds like success, and when your improved form 

results in victories that you once thought near impossible to achieve, it can 

generate serious momentum and enthusiasm to scale even greater heights.

I recall asking a pretty naïve question as an eager newcomer. It was 

to one of my mentors, the late Keith Poole, who inspired me to take up 

the sport after he skippered his Aussie fours team to a gold medal at the 

1982 Brisbane Commonwealth Games. “Keith, how will I know when I 

have made it as one of the top players in Australia?” I asked. “When you 

make headlines for being beaten!” he replied. A few years later, I was 

invited to the Tamworth Master Singles event in country NSW where I was 

unceremoniously bundled out (i.e. flogged) by a local gun by the name of 

Richie Clutterbuck. The only salve to my wounds was that the local paper 

headlined with ‘Schuback Beaten’. It was the first and last time I was happy 

to lose—at last, I felt consciously competent!

Once you have improved and developed your technical, shot-making, 
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tactical and mental skills to a competent standard, you can confidently enter 

major tournaments and start testing yourself against higher-grade players. 

This usually provides a platform for further improvement because knowing 

that you can successfully compete against the next level of opposition will 

often reduce mental pressure and free up your mind to focus on more 

important issues. 

When you become consciously competent, you also start to enjoy playing 

bowls a whole lot more, so it’s well worth the time and effort to continually 

develop your skills.

4 .  U N C O N S C I O U S  C O M P E T E N C E
You don’t know that you know!

Okay, this is the seriously good part. This is what can be termed “being in the 

zone” by those who have “made it”, whether they be sportspeople or yogis. 

But what is it really? My version: it’s as though you don’t have to think about 

anything, you just are. In that moment, there is nothing else: no fear, pain, 

expectations or thoughts. You are at one with yourself; a profound peace of 

mind where you are no longer conscious of your competence, you just play. 

It’s as though you turn on a switch and your best performance is there every 

time. It may be that at this moment the mask becomes synchronised with 

our real self. You are no longer playing the role of the champion, you are a 

champion. And you don’t even realise how good you are.

At this point, you’ve forgotten just how much knowledge and experience 

you have gained over the years and are basically unaware of the value of 

your expertise and various skills. You don’t have to think about your 

delivery, conditions, tactics, opposition, positive or negative feelings, 

distracting thoughts or even the score. It’s like playing a match where 

you’re on autopilot: it just happens. You are in the zone, it is effortless.

How did this suddenly happen? It didn’t. There was nothing sudden about 

it—it was the end result of your journey. You have done all the hard yakka, 

completed an, at times, confronting ‘apprenticeship’, and honed your trade. 

You know how to prepare for each challenge, how to let go of your fears, 

and are finally comfortable enough in your mask that it no longer pinches. 

A good analogy is like climbing Mount Everest and finally reaching the 

summit—all the research, preparation, training and hard work has finally 

paid off. Now that deserves a celebration!

The discovery of deep wisdom by destruction of mental and emotional 

obstacles is often referred to as ‘reaching Nirvana’. It’s an unbelievable 

feeling, and it’s a journey on which it is well worth embarking.
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S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
Many players fall short of reaching this stage because once 

their skills become quite good, their motivation and desire to 

become better drops. This slows their rate of improvement, 

which subsequently plateaus. How to avoid this? Set your goals 

just beyond your reach, and keep following them upwards!

I N S I D E  T H E  L O C K E R  R O O M
G R E A T  M A T E S ,  G R E A T  T I M E S ,  L O T S  O F  L A U G H S —
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S T Y L E !

The Hong Kong International Pairs is regarded by those who have played 

in the event as one of the most prestigious tournaments in the world. 

In short: players are treated like royalty. At the finale dinner, players are 

not allowed to get up on stage and thank the organisers—however, they 

can sing a song or tell a funny story. Scottish bowls star Richard Corsie, 

who is a really funny bloke and has a sense of humour to rival that of Mr 

Bean, decided to take the mickey out of his fellow countryman, George 

Adrain. George, a great bloke, had given Corsie some fuel for the evening 

as he had won a world title while playing as a substitute for the USA. 

The story told by Corsie (with George right there, laughing all the way) 

was that George just couldn’t believe his good fortune in taking out  

a world title, so every morning he would look at the gold medal hanging 

on the inside of his wardrobe door, and go to the mirror and say, “Gee,  

I can’t believe it! I’m George Adrain, the greatest player in the world.” This goes 

on every day for ages, until one day George awakes and still can’t believe he’s 

the greatest player in the world. To prove the point, he goes to the wardrobe, 

opens the door and, sure enough, finds his gold medal hanging there proudly. 

Just to confirm things, he decides to have a closer inspection of the medal. He 

cradles the medal lovingly in his hands and for the first time properly reads the 

engraving. It read, “George Adrain, Scottish Git, Dickhead of the Year!” The 

crowd were rolling in laughter—and yes, these guys are still great mates!
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M E N T O R S + G O D

If you want to fast-track your knowledge of anything, go and find someone 

who has been there and done it all. Not only will you reach your goals 

much sooner, you’ll also avoid many mistakes along the way.

There’s no better advice I can share with anybody than to search far and 

wide for a good mentor. Finding good role models is not about picking 

the brains of someone smarter than you, it’s more about learning the key 

ingredients of what makes them so special, such as the values, work ethic 

and knowledge that has taken them ages to accrue.

I recall my first efforts to enter the property development field and 

asking many people if they knew of any really successful operators. The 

name John Morris came up regularly. Finally, I built up the courage to 

knock on this stranger’s door, and asked the tall, distinguished gentleman 

standing before me if he was John Morris. Once confirmed, he invited me 

in to meet his wife, Deryth, and over a coffee I toughened up and asked 

for his assistance. John stared at me and cut straight to the chase, “I have 

two prerequisites for assisting anybody: one is that I must trust the person, 

and the second is that I must like the person. You have a reasonably good 

chance of passing on both counts!” Can you imagine what expression must 

have been on my face?

Within a few months I was affectionately calling John ‘RM’ (short for 

‘role model’). Whenever we were together, I never wanted that moment 

to end. Sadly, our friendship and valued time together ended a few years 

later when he passed away. He was an incredibly decent, caring person who 

influenced me greatly, and his wisdom is always just a memory away.

Can you imagine how it would feel to meet God? Well, this is my version 

of that! On one of my early visits to England to play in the prestigious 

Kodak Masters bowls tournament at Worthing, I had the pleasure of dining 

with several of the competitors upon my arrival. One of these players was 

the legendary David Bryant MBE. All I could think was, “Wow!” and try 

my best not to look too starry eyed! I listened intently and hung on to every 

one of his words, and couldn’t believe my luck when the rest of the diners 

disappeared to catch some shut-eye and left me alone with the greatest 

player of all. When it was time for the restaurant to close, David asked if 

I would like to continue our conversation over a coffee in the hotel foyer, 

but I said I needed some sleep and went to bed. Of course I am kidding! 

We finished our chat around midnight and I felt like the luckiest person 

alive. Since that first meeting, I have been fortunate to play against David 
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on numerous occasions and even coach alongside him. It doesn’t get any 

better than that!

Great coaches and/or mentors do not need to have been great players in 

their day. I didn’t know it at the time, but my first coach, Stewie Shannon, 

was the perfect coach and mentor combination. He could impart so 

much knowledge with a few short words. Similarly, my swing coach, 

Norm Carmichael, was responsible for two of my world titles. ‘Normie’ 

Carmichael was an average player, but a fantastic swing coach. In fact, he 

was never even a qualified bowls coach, which has created some chaos at 

times! However, nearly every top player in Australia has sought him out to 

improve the mechanics of their swing. While I don’t believe technique to 

be the major attribute of champions in the sport of bowls, it is important 

nonetheless to, at times, utilise specialist coaches to assist in various aspects 

of the game. This can make the difference between (metaphorically) taking 

home the bacon or being runner-up and getting the frozen chook!

To use a baseball analogy: you can’t steal second base while you’ve still got 

your foot on first. You have to take a risk and run for it. So if you are going 

to find a good role model, you have to first get out of your comfort zone 

and start asking around. And when you make your choice, you need the 

ticker to approach them and ask for some advice. If you are genuinely 

sincere and honest about it, most people will be only too happy to help. An 

individual who has achieved something significant in their life is generally 

more willing to put something back and contribute to the success of other 

people. They require nothing in return, just the hope that one day you will 

do the same for others. They know and truly understand the importance of 

getting good advice, and the years of experience required to be able to share 

such knowledge.

I’ve had many role models who have played a major part in developing 

my playing career and who have helped shape me as a person. My 

achievements and life have been enriched and enlightened, and I remain 

eternally grateful for their contributions and, at times, stern ministrations!
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S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
If you feel uncomfortable asking someone for advice, just 

remind yourself that the worst thing that can happen is that 

they say no. That is a small risk for a major return, and in the 

scheme of things one little no is not going to affect you. If 

it does, you may need to spend extra time developing your 

mental toughness, which will not only help with this task but is 

also imperative for your game and for “moulding” your mask!

“It’s not what happens to you,  
but how you react to it that matters.” 

—Epictetus

I N S I D E  T H E  L O C K E R  R O O M
I T ’ S  A  S M A L L  W O R L D !

Many moons ago, in the small northern New South Wales village 

of Mullumbimby, some cheeky Year Nine students from the local 

high school used to throw stones at a 16-year-old lad practising lawn 

bowls at the local club. The young fellow in question was Cameron 

Curtis, who, obviously undeterred by the experience, continued playing 

and went on to win a gold medal for Australia in the men’s pairs at 

the 1994 Vancouver Commonwealth Games. One of the young stone-

throwers, meanwhile, was Wayne ‘Turls’ Turley, who, some years later, 

took up bowls himself and, remarkably, also won a Commonwealth 

Games gold medal in the men’s triples at Melbourne in 2006. And who 

was the Australian coach at this time? None other than Cameron Curtis! 

Karma or just coincidence? Either way, the story did bring a lot of laughs 

when we all congregated for Turls’ wedding a couple of years ago, and I 

certainly had plenty of fodder as MC!
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P E R F E C T  P R A C T I C E 

“Practice makes perfect is bullshit ... 
 only perfect practice makes perfect.” 

—Ron Barassi

Thirty years of playing, coaching and commentating bowls has 

provided good access to a broad range of players, and enabled a first-

hand overview of behaviours and patterns. Regarding practice, I have no 

doubt that as high as 95 per cent of players either don’t know how to train 

properly, do not understand the value of training, or have no interest in 

further improving their game for various reasons.

This, quite strangely (or perhaps not), is prevalent among the top echelon 

of players. That’s difficult to fathom considering they could be regarded as 

having more at risk than the average player, including income. Top players 

also rely on tournament victories to enhance their reputation and press 

their claim for representative honours at different levels. When you look at 

this from another angle, does success in any field without the prerequisite 

hard yards lead to a possibility that the full potential of some players is 

never realised? It may be that there have been many World Champions lost 

through natural talent and too much early success.

Managing Director of Focus Performance Psychology, Paul Penna, says 

it is not uncommon for elite level athletes to think they don’t need to train.

“Some athletes who experience success early in their careers, 
often believe further improvement will come at an emotional 

cost, and are reluctant to change existing habits. It’s far easier 
for many athletes to fail, rather than to try hard and then fail. 

The emotionally invested athletes often struggle to manage 
their performance, and the consequence of performing poorly.” 

—Paul Penna, pers comm.

Penna, who has worked with many elite-level athletes from sports including 

bowls, swimming, cricket, rugby league, Australian Rules (AFL) and rugby 

union, maintains that good athletes can be good for a short period of 



BOWLS  |  BIASED UNCENSORED

26

time, but great athletes are great because they are able to perform across 

generations, varied playing conditions and physical/technical development 

changes. Good athletes often have fixed mindsets and predetermined 

beliefs and expectations, whereas great athletes are more likely to have 

a ‘change and challenge’ mindset, where they are looking for constant 

improvement, challenge and development.

So, in my view, practice not only builds skills, it develops and sharpens 

psychological and emotional capabilities such as mental toughness, a 

necessary prerequisite to ultimate success, and self-confidence, which 

alleviates stress when under pressure.

As previously discussed, it is important not to fall into the trap of relying 

on natural ability or a particular strength to get by. Training will identify 

and strengthen your weaknesses while setting the stage for some of your 

most enjoyable and memorable moments on the green.

So what is the good news here? If you have read this far, you are already 

on your way to making a significant improvement in your current level of 

skill. Why? Because you are reading this book, seeking knowledge, and you 

are prepared to tackle some training!

Before you get carried away, it’s important to understand that nothing 

significant is ever gained without a preparedness to devote some regular 

time and effort to the cause. And for everything you gain, you generally 

have to give up or sacrifice something else in return. What are you prepared 

to sacrifice?

Fortunately, depending on your current level of skills, it may not be much 

of a sacrifice ... or it may be a great one. At my peak, I used to train twice 

a day, six days a week. As a minimum, three to four hours per week should 

produce a positive outcome, although the harder you train, the better your 

results will be, provided you know how to get the most out of each session. 

Proper training for just a few hours each week is far more beneficial than 

training twice as long if you’re not training properly—in fact, the latter 

is counterproductive! This is where the “perfect” comes into practice—a 

couple of hours of perfect practice will always achieve better results than 

20 hours of imperfect practice. Head to Chapter 4 if you want to shortcut 

to some drills! 

Why did I train so much? Firstly, because I didn’t ooze natural talent, so I 

had to work harder. However, after being selected to represent Queensland 

in my second year, my goals instantly changed and my motivation to spend 

more time training increased dramatically. I decided to spend six months 

on my bowling skills. I quit coaching tennis and got fair dinkum. (The six 
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months turned into 15 years—but that’s another story.) After winning 

the singles silver medal at the Commonwealth Games two years later, 

I reviewed my goals and trained even harder. After spending 21 hours 

each week on the green and another 12 on mental, tactical and physical 

training, I captured the first of my four world indoor titles. So let me 

assure you: hard work does have its rewards.

Skill can only take you so far. Hard work—as well as that insatiable 

appetite for knowledge and a fierce desire to succeed—will often provide 

the missing link that will help you to realise your full potential. Anything 

less will result in mediocrity or regression to the mean and, at best, will 

only guarantee fleeting moments of success.

Champions like Tiger Woods are rarely happy with their form and are 

always on the lookout for ways to improve. The fact that Tiger Woods 

underwent four swing changes throughout the five years he was ranked 

world No. 1 is testimony to his determination to constantly improve his 

game, and a valuable insight into what it takes to remain a winner of 

major events time and time again.

Tiger Woods has always said he prefers to practise rather than play. 

Why? Because that’s how you guarantee continual improvement and 

properly prepare for forthcoming events. And if it’s good enough for 

Tiger, who are we to argue? Let’s face it, of course everyone would prefer 

to play rather than practise, and it may be the reason that the sport of 

bowls no longer boasts prolific winners on a variety of surfaces like 

yesteryear’s David Bryant, Tony Allcock, Willie Wood and Rob Parrella. 

Common denominator between these legends? Yep, plenty of perfect 

practice!

S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
Avoid becoming complacent with your game after  

a few successful tournaments and subsequently reducing  

the time spent on the practice green. It’s one of the biggest  

traps and the reason success in major events is often  

a fleeting experience instead of a habit.
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H I G H - I N T E N S I T Y  T R A I N I N G — T H E  U L T I M A T E  H I T
High-intensity training can make a significant improvement to your game. 

So how do you practise with high intensity?

The vast majority of your training efforts should be conducted in a 

competitive state of mind. When training, you must recreate similar 

pressures within your mind that you experience during competition. 

So how do you do that? You ensure most of your training sessions are 

competitive—that is, that you’re competing while training, not against 

another player, but against even tougher adversaries: your mind and your 

emotions.

I have witnessed so many players that perform like world champions on 

the practice green, but crumble in competition. Why does this happen? 

Simple: they train in a relaxed state of mind. Or, in bowls language, they 

simply “roll up” and believe that’s adequate as a good training session—

unfortunately, it’s not, and never will be if you want to play at your best in 

the competitive arena.

I say again, and need to emphasise: you must know your current strengths 

and weaknesses. Most players don’t, so don’t worry, you’re not alone or 

too far behind the pack, but you must work diligently at improving your 

weaknesses and enhancing your strengths. To do this you need worthwhile 

training drills that really work (again, perfect practice!) while at the same 

time ensuring you’re training in a competitive state of mind. If you’re 

serious about improving, you need to know exactly how good you are (or 

how much improvement is needed), and that’s why instant feedback from 

your training is so important. You need to have objective outcomes and 

results that are measurable and can be utilised as a diagnostic tool through 

comparisons with your previous best.

Hence the value of training drills. Drills are designed to achieve perfect 

practice. They are repetitive shots, targeted to improve a particular shot-

making skill. The replication of a particular set of drills, and the recording 

of your results, is an invaluable tool. Each week, you can see the individual 

shot improvement in a percentage format, and target your particular 

improvement ratio. What is really exciting is that when you improve a 

whole suite of shot-making skills, say 14 to 18 skills by at least 10 per cent, 

you can quickly become twice as good a player as you are now. However, I 

know from experience with a broad range of bowlers that often a 25 to 75 

per cent improvement in each skill is more common. Side benefit? You’ll 

feel energised and ready to conquer the world!
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S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
If you’re not prepared to allocate regular periods of time and effort 

to practice, or to learn how to train your mind by testing the fit 

of that competitive mask during practice, be content with your 

current performance, and simply head out and enjoy the game!

T E C H N I C A L  S K I L L— I T ’ S  I N  T H E  T O U C H ?

One of the best aspects of the sport of bowls is that no two players 

have the same or similar technique. Developing a good technique is 

most helpful when you first begin playing—however, it’s not a necessary 

attribute to becoming a champion in your own right.

PHOTO:  
Paul Foster  

in action.  
Two words  

say it all:  
World Champion!
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When I first began studying the techniques of the world’s best players, 

I quickly realised there was little or no similarity with individual delivery 

styles. At that time, Scotland had the greatest depth of talent in the world, 

with champions from Willie Wood all the way through to Joyce Lindores 

at the forefront of international success for more than two decades. It was 

a privilege for me to play in an era where so many Scottish champions 

abounded, as they are legends for many other reasons. Their delivery action 

was not technically brilliant, but their results were outstanding. It wasn’t 

long before I realised that rather than their technical skills, what made 

these wonderful Scottish players so great was their attitude, confidence, 

enthusiasm, tactical awareness and mental toughness.

Who would dare tinker with Paul Foster’s technique? Many coaches who 

don’t know him might say, “Look son, if you want to be any good, shorten 

your stride, drop your back knee lower, put your left hand on your knee 

for better balance, etc.” Of course, it’s all poppycock! Paul doesn’t need to 

change a thing. A word of caution, however, for any new player thinking of 

copying this unusual style: do so at your own peril!

Similarly, the two greatest legends in the sport, England’s David 

Bryant MBE and Tony Allcock MBE, captivated the hearts of millions of 

television viewers with their unique and contrasting styles and passionate 

enthusiasm. 

I subsequently came to the conclusion that style or technique is an 

overrated attribute. The key ingredient to a good technique is the ability to 

replicate consecutive deliveries, one after another without change, rather 

than having a perfectly correct style.

It’s not how good you look that counts,  
it’s all about where the bowl finishes.

Tony Allcock’s radical follow-through, or lack of it, by quickly reversing his 

arm direction upon delivery, looked more like a snooker player imparting 

backspin on the cue ball than the smooth follow-through recommended by 

most bowls coaches. Yet Tony is without peer in the sport of bowls—with 

the possible exception of his good friend David Bryant. With 15 world titles 

a piece to their credit, I believe it’s a dead heat.



ESSENTIAL ATTRIBUTES OF SUCCESS 

31

  |  1

PHOTO:  
The ‘Bradman 

of Bowls’, 
legendary 

English player 
David Bryant. 
(Photo courtesy 

of Bowls 
International.) 

PHOTO:  
The great  

Tony Allcock.  
(Photo courtesy 

of Bowls 
International.) 
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I N S I D E  T H E  L O C K E R  R O O M
A N D  Y E S  …  T H E R E  A R E  ‘ T H O S E ’  M O M E N T S !

The very patient and loving wife of one of Queensland’s top skips always 

accompanied him on interstate trips. Over the years, it must have cost 

a small fortune, because players had to pay all airfares, accommodation and 

meals for any spouse that accompanied them. Furthermore, as a supporter, 

she did not have any love for the game, nor was she interested in how her 

husband played and whether celebrations or commiserations were in order! 

Eventually, one of the boys couldn’t resist the temptation to ask the man 

in question why he always took his wife along when she never enjoyed the 

game. The skip first looked a bit thoughtful, and then with a glint in his eye 

replied rather abruptly, “The only reason I take her is because then I don’t 

have to kiss her goodbye.” The poor chappie who asked the question was 

a tad embarrassed and more than a bit confused, and didn’t know how to 

respond. Was his skip making a joke? Should he laugh, or should he just slink 

away and take note to never again ask fellow bowlers personal questions? 

He took the middle road, gave the skip a brotherly pat on the shoulder and 

replied, “Mate, I totally understand, so sorry to hear that,” and then took off 

before he could see the response. And the skip? Laughed hysterically!

D E S I R E— I S  I T  W H A T  I  W A N T ?
“Failure will never overtake you if your  

determination to succeed is strong enough.” 
—Og Mandino

After analysing the performance of not hundreds but thousands  

of players over many years, I am still amazed at how many good players 

do not seem to have the desire to unlock their full potential. So many could 

get to the next level—whether that be state, national or international— 

and I have been frustrated at the many potential world champions that  

are lost to Australia. 

Barring extenuating health or family situations, the basic common 
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denominator holding them back seems to be lost or decreased desire. You 

can’t coach a person who lacks desire—if you try, all parties will become 

frustrated. It is much better to put the time into analysing why desire has 

been lost, and to address that as a priority. 

Aussie left-hander Mark Casey is an example of a player who has the most 

inspiring moments of brilliance, including skipping the Australian triples 

team to gold at the 2006 Melbourne Commonwealth Games and silver 

in the triples at the 2010 Delhi games. At his best, Casey is an exquisite 

player with few peers. Arguably, his form can be quite unpredictable and 

patchy at times, and he is often wrongly accused of surrendering his spirit 

when things aren’t going well. I am more inclined to believe that at these 

times the desire at that particular moment has lessened, and that begs the 

question: can desire not only decrease, but be also intermittent? And what 

are the factors, including emotional and environmental, that contribute to 

intermittent desire? Ultimately, regardless of what may create inconsistent 

desire, the donning of the mask will offset the effects. Remember, when the 

mask is on, you are playing your selected role—whichever one you choose! 

Former New Zealand player Rowan Brassey was once described by 

Englishman David Bryant as the best draw-shot player in the game. High 

praise indeed, coming from the ‘Bradman of Bowls’. But just how much 

better could Brassey have been had he possessed an accurate running shot 

or drive? Perhaps unbeatable—and I mean unbeatable! Again, what was 

the barrier that prevented the attainment of a full complement of shots 

equivalent to his famous draw? Knowledge? Desire? Neither? Only Rowan 

can answer that one.

I recall playing against one of Australia’s most skilful players, Denis 

Katunarich, in the prestigious Coolangatta Master of Masters. Katunarich 

mentioned he really didn’t know why he was playing in the event. When I 

asked the West Australian ace why, he casually said he wasn’t playing for the 

title or the money. Despite the fact that his talent was far greater than mine, 

I knew then that victory was assured, simply because he didn’t really desire 

to win. I think Katunarich was by far the best player Western Australia has 

ever seen and that the world was robbed of a player who might have reached 

the dizzy heights of David Bryant, Tony Allcock and Willie Wood had his 

desire been equal his incredible ability.

I love teaching players how they can improve their game, regardless of 

their level or age! However, in every situation I would prefer to assist those 

who possess plenty of desire, over a more highly skilled player who lacks 

true desire to become the best they can be. The reason is simple: players 
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who possess a burning desire are more likely to stay the course through a 

dedicated work ethic and preparedness to commit sufficient time and effort 

towards their goals. 

Two world champions, Leif Selby and Brett Wilkie, epitomise what a 

combination of desire, knowledge and skill can achieve. Both were good 

players in their early years, but lived in the shadows of more skilful, 

flamboyant and prominent players. Leif and Brett are really top guys, with 

a great work ethic and a genuine desire to improve. After several years of 

serious training and refining their technical, tactical and mental skills, 

Selby and Wilkie not only surpassed the achievements of their higher 

profile Australian representatives, but both also went on to become world 

champions. 

If you ever have the opportunity, ask Leif and Brett how they achieved 

this. Until then, I will let you in on some of the secrets behind their 

success: an eagerness to learn and develop new skills, a solid work ethic 

and a hunger to fulfill their potential. 

Knowledge and skill are valuable attributes indeed, but nowhere 
near as important as the possession of a burning desire.

PHOTO:  
Young 
apprentices, 
Jake Rynne and 
Kain Wallis show 
plenty of keeness 
to reach the top.
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So I now ask you: do you really want to become a champion? Then let’s 

move to another level. You must be aware of the constant battle between 

who you are and who you want to be, and this is where the mask enters. 

Seldom are the mind and the body distant relatives—what you think, 

both consciously and subconsciously, is what you project, and that in itself 

translates to creating your reality. Putting on the mask is theatrics and 

role-playing at its most potent. You want to win and become a champion? 

Convince yourself. Play the role.

And to be honest, sometimes the mask is not comfortable, as you may have 

to adopt certain characteristics to play the particular role that you choose. 

My particular mask was often perceived as distant, cold and arrogant; other 

times I was seen as flamboyant with a serious attitude. All this was designed 

to ensure complete concentration, to avoid environmental distractions such 

as noise, and to create a protective shield against gamesmanship tactics. 

Just a role, and a game mask that, thank goodness, I could take off when I 

got back to the sanctity of home, where I could go back to being the real me, 

warts and all. 

I vividly recall receiving my first invitation to compete in the World 

Indoor Singles Championship following my performance in the 1986 

Edinburgh Commonwealth Games. To say I was honoured and thrilled 

would be an understatement. However, my jubilation was soon subdued 

when I realised the dates clashed with a planned interstate test series. 

Having just established myself as a regular in the Queensland team, I was 

pretty sure it would hamper my future representative bowls aspirations if 

I accepted the invitation to play in the richest event in world bowls. Just to 

make sure, I sought counsel from one of my mentors, Keith Poole, who was 

‘Mr Bowls’ in Australia at that time. Keith suggested that if I turned my 

back on Queensland, the state selectors would be none too impressed, so I 

reluctantly declined the invitation and made myself available for selection 

for Queensland. The media portrayed my decision to knock back the 

opportunity to play in the event as a loyal gesture, but the old guard did 

not even select me in Queensland’s top 16, even though I was the current 

Australian singles representative. Let me tell you, I had to fix the mask 

firmly in place to stop the reaction of fight or flight!

This is where the importance of good mentors becomes apparent. Before I 

knew anything about my non-selection, I received a late-evening phone call 

from Keith offering his congratulations. When I asked what for, he replied, 

“You have just been dropped from the Queensland team.” I was furious 

and told him where everyone could go! He knew me well and warned me 
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against speaking out publicly on the matter, and then made the observation 

that no player has really made it until they’ve been dropped and had to fight 

their way back into the team. Little consolation at the time, but I heeded his 

advice, donned the mask, reluctantly shut my mouth, and was eventually 

re-selected to play for Queensland. 

In hindsight, that setback supercharged my desire to an insatiable level 

and fuelled my determination to prove a point. In fact, the establishment 

had done me a great favour, raising my desire to a new high. Four years 

later I was again honoured to represent Australia at the Commonwealth 

Games, and this time won a gold medal. 

Again, just so you have a firm understanding before we head out onto 

the green and get into some serious coaching, knowledge and skill are 

relatively easy to obtain, but desire is something that’s either deep inside 

you or missing. Two out of three is not good enough if you wish to grasp 

the greatness within you. The question is: how great is your desire? 

Enough of the head stuff and history—like all players, I am happiest 

getting into the physical side of the game! So grab your bowls, water bottle 

and a hearty dose of humour, and let’s get on the green! 

S H O E Y ’ S  T O P  T I P
I can’t stress strongly enough that without respected mentors  

you will seriously hamper your representative hopes,  

and potentially dash your chances of future success before the  

real race even begins. In reality, you can’t achieve anything 

significant without the help of others.

“Champions aren’t made in gyms.  
Champions are made from something they have  

deep inside them—a desire, a dream, a vision.  
They have to have the skill, and the will.  

But the will must be stronger than the skill.”  
—Muhammad Ali
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I N S I D E  T H E  L O C K E R  R O O M
M I L E - H I G H  C L U B ?

Many years ago, I was privileged to speak at a fundraising event 

for the local Goroka primary school in Papua New Guinea. I was 

asked to speak about professionalism in bowls. As Rob Parrella was in 

attendance, I thought it a good idea to use him as an example of the 

lengths to which some players will go to win, and recounted a story I had 

told often. Here it is!

In between tournaments in Western Australia, Rob and I spent a 

day in the country and enquired about having a joy flight in a small 

aircraft. Rob requested a cheaper price than the $80 being asked, 

and the pilot offered $70, provided Rob not utter a word throughout 

the flight. He agreed and then said he wanted the same deal for his 

wife. The pilot reluctantly agreed, but said both would have to pay 

full price if either one spoke a word. Rob was confident they could 

comply. Once airborne, the pilot did a few quick turns and twists, 

expecting to hear some screams from behind. Nothing. Then he did a 

few giant barrel rolls, but still there was silence. Then he took his small 

aircraft into a vertical climb high into the clouds before cutting the 

engine. The small plane went into an uncontrollable spin plummeting 

towards earth. Still nothing. Finally, the pilot restarted the engine, 

levelled out and landed. Unaware of Parrella’s insatiable desire to 

win, the surprised pilot asked if there had been any time he’d wanted 

to sing out to slow down or land. Without even blinking, Rob replied,  

“I almost said something when my wife fell out!” 

At the conclusion of this, I could not help asking cheekily whether, 

now that Rob was single, there were any ladies present who might be 

interested in a slightly used, highly competitive bowler? The gathering 

thought it was a hilarious story, but Rob didn’t quite see the funny side 

of this hypothetical happening and immediately invited me outside into 

the schoolyard for some fisticuffs. In the name of our friendship and my 

good health, I politely declined, and all these years later we still get a 

laugh out of this! 


