10號球 --- 完美的賽制?
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世界撞球協會在2007年12月正式宣告了10號球的規則。也不過才2年而已，已經很少人會質疑這個賽制的成功性，而且似乎會一直持續下去。
從歐洲、美洲到亞洲，10號球已經與9號球一樣無所不在了。世界著名的球桿製造廠—美洲豹公司(以生產314而聞名)已經大力的贊助了10號球的巡迴賽。今年5月也首度舉辦了世界盃女子10號球錦標賽。當然眼前在馬尼拉所舉辦的第二屆世界盃10號球錦標賽，更具有絕對的影響性。 
有趣的是，因為隨著世界景氣的衰退，今年度的8號球及9號球世界錦標賽紛紛被取消了，因此今日在此所舉辦的世界杯10號球錦標賽，便成為男子職業撞球界年度最大的盛事。
令人驚異的成長
當業界沒有人樂意看到8號、9號球世界盃錦標賽被取消的同時，10號球卻反而成了獨當一面的最大賽事。也不過就是2年多前，10號球還上不了檯面，人們認為它頂多不過就是模仿9號球再多加一個球，而且大多只能在菲律賓某些城市裡煙霧瀰漫的球房裡才能看的到。但在此地，10號球實際上比9球還受歡迎，因為優秀的球手們都受不了9球的菱形排球太容易衝進球而老是輸錢。 
不管如何，今年10號球總算是苦盡甘來，名正言順地挣得了自己的地位。業界甚至有人讚譽說10號球才是真正能發揮球員最高技術水準的比賽。事實證明，因為10號球的三角形排球法，使得大力衝球重新顯示出它的威力與必要性，而衝球後球型的錯綜複雜，也明確考驗了球員處理後續球型的能力。我們同時也注意到因為10球特殊的規則，可以把9球中每一絲一毫因為運氣成分所造成的惡果給排除掉。現在，只有真正的苦練與發揮最高水準的技術才能贏得比賽。讓我們聽聽世界頂尖球手，德國名將蘇魁對10號球有何評語：
“我非常滿意現在的10號球規則，我認為它是目前為止最接近完美的賽制。10號球簡直是棒透了。”當Darren Appleton贏得去年在馬尼拉的第一次10球世界錦標賽時，他對我說：”哇! 這比賽真是難以言喻，它要求的技術層次比9球高太多了，你須打出完美的安全球，開球後也不確保一定能有球打，對技術來說是個真正的考驗。”
將10號球說成 “完美”、“最佳的比賽”、“真正的技術考驗”對參與此項運動的球員來說，並不會引起太多爭議，幾乎每個人都讚美她的難度。當10號球的規則終於確立了它本身在撞球比賽的地位後，現在來回顧當初它是如何誕生的，就別具意義了。
某人的遠景

儘管有許多人曾經試著推動10號球來改善現行9球規則所存在的缺憾，但是終究還必須有那麼一個人，以他的遠景及渴望，同時冒著極端大的風險來使它真正實現。Yen Makabenta，當他還埋首於舉辦2006/2007世界9球錦標賽(於菲律賓)的同時，他同時也夢想著能將10號球提升成為世界級的賽事。
Makabenta 說：“就當我們在舉辦2006世界9球大賽時，我已經在詢問要如何才能舉辦10號球世界大賽了；我感覺到這是個趨勢，比賽會朝這個方向進行。然後我決定到世界撞球協會向他們做簡報，爭取在菲律賓舉辦10號球世界錦標賽。”
有幾個因素不斷敦促著Makabenta。首先是菲律賓已經很少人打9號球了；其次，他發現對9號球規則所採取的修正措施，實際並沒有什麼真正的幫助。
“9號球比賽變的太容易了”他說：“一直以來不斷的有排球的問題，而人們開始想出各種荒謬的解決對策，例如衝球後必須有一定數量的球超越開球線後，或者換桌比賽，或者要求改動頭點的位置等等。”
Makabenta還有個更重大的理由來驅使他舉辦10號球世界大賽。在投入了數百萬美金於馬尼拉舉辦了兩次世界9號球冠軍賽以後，他夢想著他的祖國---菲律賓，可以成為撞球年度世界大賽之家，菲律賓是他眼中最理想的地方，甚至有機會可以成為撞球之都。

Makabenta說：“我告訴我的朋友及同事，如果我們能在菲律賓舉辦世界盃10號球大賽，絕對可以提升我們在這個領域的地位，為我們的國家烙上鮮明的形象，就如同溫布敦之於英國一樣。”
在2007年的馬尼拉錦標賽後不久，也正是鳥鳥衝備受爭議的那年，Makabenta在11月底到了德國，向世界撞球協會做了次簡報，而撞球協會正巧在籌備25週年慶的議程。協會很歡迎能夠多出一種比賽項目，但也擔心人們會把10號球看成不過是9號球外加一個球而已。
新遊戲 新規則
撞球協會的總裁Ian Anderson說：”如果我們打算把10號球列入正式的比賽，必須讓規則有些不同，讓它有特殊的地方。我們鼓勵各方的專業人士提供寶貴的意見。”
這些人包括了像Jerry Forsyth，現任世界撞球協會的董事，也是經驗豐富的撞球專欄作家，他在2007發表了一篇極為著名的文章 --- “ 9球的葬禮已經來臨”。在這篇文章中，他認為9球的菱形排球法鼓勵球員們使用軟式衝球---俗衝的“鳥鳥衝”，可以藉此預期會進哪些球，還有會重複出現哪些球型，因此使的9球變成了一種無聊的職業賽。
“Jerry Forsyth的看法鼓勵了我。” Makabenta說：“他具體的以文章寫明了我及許多業界人士對9球的看法。”
撞球協會同時諮詢了許多專業球員，包括了Johnny Archer，Thorsten Hohmann, Souquet,以及許多菲律賓的球員。
德國第一名將蘇魁(Souquet)非常高興得知10號球即將成為主要的賽事。時光回退到1990年初期，當蘇魁正試著建立起他個人在撞球界的聲譽時，他就極力的想要寫出一些新規則，主要的目的就是把9球中存有很多運氣的成份盡量的去除掉。
“在9球比賽中，如果你在一盤賽事中獲得一次或二次的好運，則有可能逆轉贏得勝利。”蘇魁說：“我從來都不喜歡這中間存有運氣的成份，我都記不清到底有多少次只因為對手的運氣比我好，而使我輸掉了比賽。我寧願比賽規則是獎勵那些因努力練習而打好的，而不是只因為運氣好。”
但蘇魁崇高的理想在當年卻遇到不同的意見。“在當時，沒有人希望改變9球的規則。”他回憶著說：“規則就是規則，大家都一樣；而且在1990年初期，還真的沒有多少人能夠一次就連清4、5盤球，不像現在這麼的普遍；現在有很多球手都有能力能夠連清好幾盤，比起當時，現在的球員們的技術水準已經有很大的提升，裝備也更好，而且有更多國家的更多選手來參賽。”蘇魁把他的想法封存在電腦裡好多年，直到2007年底他發現世界撞球協會剛承認了10號球的比賽項目，並且試著採用新的規則。
“我告訴他們我有寫了一些新規則”蘇魁回憶說：”然後他們對我說，趕快寄過來吧。”
蘇魁的許多建議都被採用了，還加上了其他人的意見。新規則中最有價值的變動包括了：“所有的進球都必須事先聲明指定，僥倖髒進的球不算；做安全球時意外進球，對手可以有選擇權 --- 接受現狀接續打擊，或推還給原先的一方。”起初黃金開球還是存在的(衝球直接進10號贏得該局)，但今年世界撞球協會決定取消此規則，現在如果開球進10號並沒有贏得該局。整體來說，結果是正面的。
“在歐洲，所有人都喜歡新規則。”蘇魁說：”從沒聽到有任何不好的回饋。”
菲律賓的資深球手，也是協會官員Edgar Acaba說：“新規則簡直是完美，球員們還能再期待什麼？”
Makabenta 也說到：“球員們都認為10號球更具有競爭性。”
有些逆向思考的人則提出了不同的看法，不過卻不是在規則上，而是認為採用新規則後賽局時間可能會加長，將不利於球賽的電視轉播。他們認為以目前的現況，想要在電視轉播中排上撞球賽就已經很困難了，而10號球比賽的節奏相對緩慢，更難吸引廣大的觀眾來支持此項運動的成長。但對於那些努力推動10號球賽制的人來說，並不認同此看法。
“電視製播公司總希望能採用快速、刺激的比賽，就像場表演一樣。”蘇魁說：“對某些比賽來說是OK的，但是對世界冠軍大賽就不適合了。真正的高爾夫球賽，沒有打個4天4回合不會分出勝負；一場網球賽也得花上三個小時。”根據Makabenta的觀察，因為10號球逐漸受到歡迎，也帶來了有益的效果：球員們逐漸的熟悉了賽制與規則後，球賽的速度也相對的提升了。
“以前一場搶9的賽局總得花上2個多小時，現在至少縮減了30~45分鐘。”Makabent說：“球員們已經習慣了10號球，現在他們經常比賽，所以賽局更快了。”
可能更值得一提的是雖然10號球逐漸興起並受到歡迎，但並不會搶光所有9球的光采。事實上，新規則似乎提升了整體的撞球形象。
“10號球無庸置疑的是個成功的新賽制，球員們都很喜歡。” Anderson說：”現在到處都有10號球的比賽，有男子10號球的世界錦標賽，也有女子組的；有菲律賓公開賽以及其他的各種賽事。但這並沒有打壓到9球，我們仍舊有季公開賽，也剛剛舉辦了中國9球公開賽，以及在中國舉辦的世界女子9球公開賽。”
眼前，10號球將成為人們目光的焦點，來自全球最頂尖的128位撞球選手在未來的6天中，將在此全世界中最熱愛撞球的城市裡，進行最精采及最艱苦的戰鬥。不論屆時是誰出線，奪得世界大賽冠軍，他無疑將披上“最厲害的選手” 以及“世界冠軍”的名號。這也是像Makabenta般的夢想家心中所最期待的情景。
“我非常有信心一旦人們開始玩10號球，就會迷上它。”Makabenta說：”我並不是說它會完全抹殺掉9球，但10號球絕對是個繼承者，它不但會持續下去，還會有更多的成長。”
IS TEN BALL THE PERFECT GAME?
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by Ted Lerner

THE discipline of 10-ball was formally adopted by the World Pool Association (WPA) and incorporated into its system in December 2007.  Now, barely two years on, few people would doubt that the game has not only been a success, it is here to stay.
From Europe to America to Asia, 10-ball tournaments have become as ubiquitous as 9-ball events. World-renowned cue manufacturer Predator has given its backing to a big international 10-ball tour. A world 10-ball championship for women was held for the first time ever in May this year. And now, of course, an absolute powerhouse, world-class field has assembled in Manila for the second World Ten Ball Championship.
Interestingly, with the worldwide recession having forced the world 8-ball and 9-ball championships off the calendar this year, the world 10-ball championship has taken center stage as the biggest and most important world pool championship in 2009 for men.
Amazing Leap Upwards
While nobody in the sport is happy about the cancellation of the 8-ball and 9-ball world championships this year, it is, nonetheless, an amazing leap upwards for the discipline of 10-ball to stand alone in the spotlight of the pool world today.  Just a little more than two years ago, 10-ball was nothing more than a fringe game, a hash of 9-ball with one extra ball, and played mostly in smoke-filled Manila pool halls. In this environment, 10-ball was favored over 9-ball because the better players were tired of losing money matches due to the easy break shot fostered by the 9-ball diamond rack.

This year, however, 10-ball has clearly emerged on its own – a top-flight pool game in its own right. There are even those within the sport who claim that 10-ball as it is played now represents the absolute highest level a billiard discipline can reach. They point to the fact that the triangular 10-ball rack has brought the power back to the break shot and the intricacy back to the subsequent pattern play. They note that the game’s unique rules have rung just about every ounce of luck out of what had become the bane of 9-ball, and now reward only sheer hard work and the highest quality play.  Just listen to what Ralf Souquet, one of the greats of the game today, has to say about 10 ball.
“I’m absolutely happy with the way 10-ball is being played now,” Souquet said. “I would say it’s the one billiard discipline that comes close to being perfect. 10-ball is the best game.”When Darren Appleton won the first world 10-ball championship in Manila last year, he exclaimed to me, “What a game! It’s a lot more skillful than 9-ball. It’s a game where you’ve got to play pretty good safeties. You’re not guaranteed a shot after the break. It’s a true test of skill.”
Labeling 10 ball “perfect”, “the best game” and “a true test of skill” is not something that will get too many arguments from players and others close to the sport, who are nearly one in praising the game’s toughness.   So as 10-ball takes its place firmly alongside older and better known pool disciplines, it might be instructive to take a look back at how it all came together.
One Man’s Vision
Although there were many people pushing for some time for 10 ball to solve the inherent flaws in 9-ball, it took one man’s vision and appetite for extreme risk to make it happen.  Even while he was spending a fortune bringing the 2006 and 2007 World 9-Ball Championship to the Philippines, Yen Makabenta dreamt of bringing 10-ball to the world stage.  
“Even when we were hosting the World Pool Championship in 2006, I had already made inquiries about hosting a 10-ball world championship,” Makabenta said, “I just felt this was where pool was going. And I decided then that I was going to make a presentation to the WPA for the formal creation of a world 10-ball championship.”
Makabenta was motivated by several factors.  First was the fact that nobody in the Philippines was playing 9-ball anymore.  Secondly he saw the fixes being employed in 9-ball as mere band-aids.
“The game had become too easy,” Makabenta says. “There were perpetual problems with the rack, and then promoters would offer up ridiculous solutions, like having to get a certain number of balls past the head string, switching tables, moving the spot, etc.”
Makabenta had another compelling reason to push for the 10-ball world championship.  As evidenced by the millions of dollars he raised for bringing two world 9-ball championships to Manila, he wanted his country, the Philippines, to become home for an annual world championship. He saw his country as the perfect place for the biggest pool events, and eventually emerging as the world’s capital of pool.
“I told my friends and colleagues in the sport,” Makabenta recalls,  “if we can get a 10-ball world championship for the Philippines, we can nurture and grow our very own world championship event. Now we can have a signature event for our country. We could have our own Wimbledon.’”
So shortly after the 2007 World Pool Championship in Manila, in which the soft break became a major issue, Makabenta traveled to Germany in late November to make a presentation before the WPA board of governors, who were holding their annual general assembly and marking the 25th anniversary of the world governing body for pool. The WPA board liked the idea of having another World Championship, but was concerned that 10-ball would be seen as simply 9-ball with one extra ball.
New Rules for a New Game

“If we were going to adopt 10-ball as another game,” said WPA president Ian Anderson, “we had to make the rules different, make the game different. We encouraged input from a lot of different people.”
These included people like veteran pool journalist and now WPA board member Jerry Forsyth, who back in December 2007 famously wrote a widely publicized article entitled, “9-Ball—a Funeral Whose Time Has Come.” In the article, Forsyth declared that the diamond shape rack of 9-ball had passed its “Use By” date by encouraging soft breaking, predictable and repetitive patterns, and thus, a boring professional game.
”I was encouraged by Jerry Forsyth,” Makabenta said.  “He had been saying in writing the very things I and many others thought about 9-ball.”  

The WPA also consulted with various players, including Johnny Archer, Thorsten Hohmann, Souquet, and several Filipino players.
Souquet was delighted to hear that 10-ball was about to become a major discipline. Back in the early 1990’s, as he was on his way to establishing his reputation as one of the greats of the game, he crafted what he hoped at the time would become a new set of rules for 9-ball. Souquet’s main object in trying to rewrite the rules of 9-ball back then was to remove any and all luck out of the game.

“In 9-ball, if you get lucky once or twice in a whole set, you can win the match,” Souquet says. “I never liked luck involved. I’ve lost more matches when my opponent got lucky than I can remember. I’d rather play by rules that reward hard work and good play, not luck.”  
Souquet’s noble quest, however, was met with indifference. “At the time nobody wanted to see a change to the rules of 9-ball,” he says. “The rules were the rules.  Anyway in the early 90’s, there were not many players who could run 4 or 5 racks in a row in a tournament. Not as often as nowadays. Now a lot of players can string racks together. The level of play has gone up big time. Players now practice a lot more and they even exercise. Pool is a physical game now. The equipment is better. And there are more players from more countries. “ Souquet filed away the rules on his laptop for many years, until late 2007 when he found out that the WPA had just approved 10-ball as one of its disciplines and was looking to adopt new rules.
“I told them about the new rules that I had written and they said, ‘Forward it to us’,” he recalls.
Many of Souquet’s recommendations were adopted, along with the ideas from other people. Among the most noteworthy rules adopted were: all pocketed balls must be called, flukes no longer counted, and safeties in which a ball is pocketed could be handed back to the original player. At first the golden break rule remained, but this year the WPA has removed it.  Now sinking the 10 on the break doesn’t win you the game. Overall the result has been positive.

“In Europe everyone likes the new rules,” Souquet says. “I’ve never had any bad feedback.”
Filipino veteran player and pool official Edgar Acaba says, “The rules are perfect. Players cannot ask for better than these.”
“The players believe 10-ball is more competitive,” Makabenta said.
Contrarian thoughts have come not from the rules of the game but from those who believe the new game would not play well on television because of the longer racks. The thinking goes that pool already has a hard enough time getting on TV, and that a slower game like 10-ball isn’t going to help attract the kind of mass audience the sport needs to grow.  Those who’ve pushed 10 ball, however, don’t buy it.
“TV production companies always want fast, exciting games,” Souquet says. “Like a game show.  That’s OK for some events, but not for serious titles like World Championships. There are no real golf tournaments where you don’t play four rounds over four days. Tennis matches go on for three hours.“  And according to Makabenta, the growing popularity of 10-ball has had an interesting side effect;  as players become more familiar with the game and the rules, match times have sped up.
“Before a race-to-9 match would have taken two hours or more,” Makabenta says. “Now they’ve cut 30 to 45 minutes off matches. The players have caught up with the game. Now that they play it regularly, the matches are faster.”
Perhaps even more remarkable is that the rise of 10-ball has not taken away the shine from 9-ball. In fact, it appears the new discipline has helped raise the profile for all of pool.
“10-ball has been a success,” Anderson said. “The players really like it. Now there are 10-ball tournaments being played everywhere.  We had the world 10-ball championship for men, and now for women. We had the Philippine Open and a number of other tournaments. And it hasn’t detracted from 9-ball. We have the Qatar Open. We’ve also had new events for 9-ball like the China Open and the Women’s World 9-ball in China.”
For the time being, though, it is 10-ball that will take center stage; six glorious days of the finest and toughest pool action, played by 128 of the best players in the world, in the very heart of a country where pool is adored like in no other place on earth.  Whoever emerges the winner of this long haul of a World Championship will no doubt carry the moniker of “hardcore” along with “world champion.”  It’s just the perfect scenario that a dreamer like Makabenta had in mind.
“I was always convinced that once people play 10-ball, it will catch on,” Makabenta said. “I’m not saying that it has killed 9-ball. 10-ball, however, is a keeper, it’s here to stay and it will grow.”
