
NORMAN: IN PLAY 
Squash Player poses questions to 
former world champion Ross Norman.

PreParing to Play well 
Q. what do you do on the day of an 
important match?

A. I remember the first time I played in 
the French Open. I went up the Eiffel 
Tower and down the Champs-Élysées 
for a coffee. If I remember rightly, I got 
to the quarters. It was then that I said to 
myself:  “Look, if you’re going to do any 
good at this, you need to cut all that out; 
it detracts from playing well.” 

Apart from practice, you don’t get involved 
in any physical activity, even walking 
around or going to a movie, where you 
are concentrating all the time. 

Ideally, you sort out your equipment the 
day before, for example getting your 

favourite racket strung, so that you can 
use it in practice. 

In terms of your mental preparation - on 
a scale of one to 10 - you want to be 10 
when you hit the court, but say four when 
you arrive at the club. You don’t want to be 
using any nervous energy in the morning. 
It’s precious. You save that for the match. 

You hear of people who have butterflies 
in their stomach on the morning of a big 
match. If they have that all day, that is going 
to use up a lot of energy. You have to deal 
with this and calm yourself down. The most 
mental energy you spend in the day is in 
your 20 to 30-minute practice. You should 
be at level one or two in the morning, but 
up and focused for your practice.

Q. when do you start thinking about your 
opponent?

A. For me, the next match was at the back 
of my mind from the moment I came off court. 

One of the more difficult things I found was 
getting a qualifier in the main draw and 
flying to an event not knowing until the night 
before who I was going to play. I’d rather 
play someone who had made the main draw 
than play a qualifier.

I didn’t analyse my matches directly, but 
they were in my mind. Maybe I’d review the 
last time I played an opponent or if I hadn’t 
played them before, I’d go and see them 
play. It is just general stuff, but as the match 
gets nearer, you become more focused. 

I am not working out a way of beating an 
opponent, but I am running over their 
strengths and weaknesses, and my own. 

A few hours before the match I would do 
some mental rehearsal, imagining rallies 
and situations on court.

You should go through this each time. Watch 
how a golfer does it. They don’t just walk up 
and hit the ball. They have a routine. They 
are imagining the shot first. Then they set up 
for it. Then they imagine it again. They don’t 
take it for granted; they are meticulous. 
Mental preparation for squash is the same.

Q. what sort of a game plan do you have?

A. I was watching A Question of Sport on 
TV recently and it was interesting to hear 
Andy Murray explain how he writes down 
key points to remember while he is playing. 
I used to do that too, just two or three key 
things. Perhaps, if I had been slow starting 
in the last match, I would write that down 
and keep the list in my squash bag. Any 
more than two or three points was counter-
productive for me. I’d look at the list a couple 
of times before a match and a couple of 
times during it. Maybe it would include 
simple stuff like get a fast start, get your 
basic game going first, wait for the openings, 
attack more – the things you want to focus 
on and improve. 

I found it really worked for me. It may not 
work for everyone, though. You have to find 
out what works for you.
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 1  Player a drops and drives, and 
backpedals to the short line 

 2  Player B drives and boasts, and 
recovers to the t

 3  Player a drops and drives, and 
backpedals to the short line

 4  Player B drives and boasts, and 
recovers to the t ... etc

Drop & drive; drive & boast
Many players will use the standard boast 
and drive routine, where Player A straight-
drives from the front and Player B boasts 
from the back. This is excellent in many 
ways. However, the player at the back 
does tend to end up running across the 
court.

The answer is simple - both players 
should play two or more shots. Player A 
drops and drives from the front of the 
court (or drops, feeds and drives), and 
Player B straight-drives and boasts.

Immediately after the boast Player B will 
swivel out of the shot in his follow-through 
and walk/jog to a split-step position 
behind the T. Then he should take a step 
and point his toes towards the opposite 
back corner (see Issue SP164’s practice 
instructions).

This practice gives you time to work out a 
fast and efficient movement. Run through 
the movement without the ball, minimising 
the number of steps, and get into the 
groove - just as you are trying to do with 
your shots.




