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The Break Ball & The Key Ball 

 
Today we will look at the relationship between the Key Ball and the 

Break Ball – as well as the Key-to-the-Key. Everything in 14.1 will 

begin and end with the quality of your break. You have to the ability to 

look at the following layout and determine: 

a) Which ball is your Break Ball 

b) Which ball is your Key Ball 

 

 
 

Out of many different options – you have to choose the one that works 

for you. You have to choose the option that you can get to. You have to 

choose the option that has the most logical pattern.  

 

Personally, I would choose either the 10 ball (below the stack) or I 

would choose the 8 ball, which is more of a conventional break ball. I’m 

going to stick with the 8 Ball for the purposes of this lesson – just 

remember … that if things go wrong – it is always a good idea to have a 

backup plan – or a reserve break ball such as the 10 ball.  
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Links in the Chain 
 

If I choose a break ball, then I need to find a Key Ball. What is a key 

ball? The Key Ball is the ball on the table that will get you in position to 

pocket the break ball and get into the next rack. In straight pool, each 

shot is a link in a chain of consecutive shots – and eventually the chain 

becomes your run. Your chain may have 5 links – it may have 8 links – 

or it may have 14 links. Some links are stronger than others – and this 

fact is what limits most players.  

 

The Key Ball and the Break Ball are two links. You have to connect Key 

Ball to the Break Ball ... and your Break Ball has to connect you from 

one rack to the next. This makes the Break Ball and the Key Ball very 

important. So, knowing that these balls will connect you to the next rack 

– then these links have to be built stronger than the others.  

 

Choosing a Key Ball 

 

When looking back to the first diagram – look at the position of the 8 

ball and think of where you would want your cue ball to be on your next 

break shot. The best and easiest way to do this – is to go back and 

imagine your Break Ball Line from the last lesson. Usually, balls located 

along the Break Ball Line will make excellent Key Balls with very few 

exceptions. In this diagrammed layout, the 13 ball serves as an excellent 

Key Ball.  

 

You want to choose a Key Ball that is the position that you want your 

cue ball for the break shot. In the next diagram, you will see that if the 

13 ball is used as a cue ball, there is a natural angle to have to pocket the 

Break Ball and send the cue ball into the stack.  

 

Always look for a Natural Angle. A natural angle means that the shot 



14.1 BootCamp – Links in the Chain 

-3- 
 

can be made without excessive spin, English, or other “Force Tactics” 

that are used to get the cue ball to contact the stack. In this diagram, our 

cue ball can pocket the object ball and the angle of the shot provides the 

cue ball with incidental contact with the rack of balls. The cue ball has 

nowhere else to go but into the stack.  

 

 
 

Identifying the 13 ball as the Key Ball now provides with the ability to 

look for what I call the Key-to-the-Key – or – a Set-up Ball. This ball 

will be an object ball that can be used as cue ball to make a simple stop 

shot on the Key ball. In this diagram, the 12 ball makes an excellent 

Key-to-the Key. From there, I work backwards one shot using the same 

process. I look for a ball that can be used as a cue ball to pocket the 12 

with a stop shot. I like the 7 ball.  

 

This means that throughout the rack, I need to set up for a 7-12-13 End 

Pattern. That means that I need to get my cue ball into the same spot that 

the 7 ball is at. That may require a little bit of work – but as long as I 

don’t get trapped – and as long as I don’t crash into anything – I’ll be 

good to go.  
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All of this work begins with designating a Break Ball and a Key Ball 

and a Key-to-the-Key. This what you want your end result to look like. 

Look at the “Chain of Shots” that got you there. In the next rack, you 

will just add links to an even stronger chain.  

 

 
 

A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. It is your job to ensure that 

all the links join –or – attach each shot together. Bad position – or – or a 

careless error in judgment is like taking a pair of bolt cutters to this 

process. Each individual shot serves an individual purpose. Each ball is 

used to get position on the next ball. This is just as true on shot #99 as it 

is on shot #1. Study this and put it into practice. Execute this and make it 

part of your standard procedure when playing straight pool. This lesson 

provides you with knowledge that will assist you with –  

 

a) Designating a Break Ball 

b) Designating a Key Ball 

c) Designating a Key-to-the-Key 

d) Reading the rack in reverse 

e) Utilizing the Break Ball Line as a Key Ball Reference Line 

f) Visualizing each shot as a Link in the Chain. 


