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The Bradman of the lanes? You heard that
right – kingpin Jason Belmonte dominates
his game the way no other Australian
sportsperson does at the moment. And it all
started in a bowling alley in Orange …

H E

range is a fine and tidy town.
Tree-lined and trim, its four
distinct seasons produce
cold climate wines and hot
summer sport. It’s a cool
joint, too – you can eat a duck
pancake in a gastro-pub. You
can drink local sav blanc with a variety
of cheeses. And your children may ride
their bikes, and play cricket in the street,
and run about bare-feet in the wheat. It’s
a beauty, Orange.
Banjo Patterson was born in Orange.
So were V8 Supercars. A woman known
as “Susan” – and “The Crown Princess
of Albania” – taught art at the local
ladies college. Other things from Orange
include gold and copper, stone fruits
such as the apricot and the plum, and the
Red Wiggle.
Sportos? Heap of ’em. Golfer Lucas
Parsons. Wallaby David Lyons. Good few
leaguies. Jimmy Maloney, his old man
Brian captain-coached Orange CYMS.
Raiders fullback Jack Wighton, born
in Orange. Wine-maker and former
Bulldogs man Peter Mortimer has
produced chardonnay, shiraz and
Daniel Mortimer.
To your questions: do they grow
oranges in Orange? They do not –
oranges grow only in tropical regions.
Why did they call it Orange, then?
Because of William of Orange, King of
the Netherlands. Why is there nothing
that rhymes with orange, as there is with
apple (grapple) and banana (Havana) and
passionfruit (Jessica Alba)? Answer: I
cannot help you.
Rather, the question that interests us
here is this: how could a burgh of 40,000
souls that sits in the vastness of the NSW
Central West a couple hundred clicks
from Blue Mountains base camp produce
the greatest ten-pin bowler the world has
ever seen? How did that happen?
Did I just say, “the greatest ten-pin
bowler the world has ever seen”?
Yes, friend, I did: Orange – dear, sweet
Orange – has produced, along with Banjo
Patterson, the Red Wiggle and so many
apricots – the greatest ten-pin bowler
the world has ever seen. Orange did
this. Made a Great One. Made a fourtime world champion. A winner of nine
major championships. Who’s earned
millions. Who’s gone out and dinkum
revolutionised the way people play
the sport. Jason Bemonte, of Orange.
And, if you can believe it, there’s
people who don’t like it. Who are these
people? Americans, mainly. Purists,
traditionalists, conservative types
who can’t cop the two-handed way the
Great One slings the heavy round rock.
Belmonte, you see, doesn’t put his thumb
in the thumb-hole! `
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a way Clover Moore might not. “Every time
I open the bloody paper you’re in it!”
It’s true enough. With Belmonte’s success
has come something of a profile. He’s often
stopped in US airports and asked for a
photograph, a quick chat. Certainly they’re
very proud of him in Orange. “And it’s a good
thing,” he says. “It’s understanding you have
a responsibility. In the US, my spotlight’s
nothing like LeBron James’s or Tiger
Woods’s. But I’m still representing myself,
my sport. And it’s always nice – you’re the
guy that bowls funny, I saw you on TV.”
Soon enough we’re down the road at the
Orange Tenpin Bowl, and we’ve got our own
private GOAT show. This is the bowlo where
it all began. We have a yarn with Chucky,
the hole-drilling guy who talks of
polyurethane and centrifugal force in a way
he perhaps believes I understand. Then
Belmonte dons his golden slippers. And
shows us what he does.
The Belmo Approach is to mosey up to
the line rather than attack it. It’s casual.
There are guys that tear in, get all “big”,
blustery, animated. Belmonte almost
shuffles in. Then he builds up like a fast
bowler off a short run, his arms become a
jumble before he takes the ball back like a
halfback who wants to sling a torpedo long.
Then the arm comes through and there’s
a wrist-flick at the end, and there’s the
pregnant pause at release …
And so the ball shoots away down the
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I know! Sacrilege, right? Rather he balances
the ball using his spare hand as ballast.
Then he shuffles in and gets into his work,
whipping it through like Murali slinging in
the doosra, like Will Genia at the scrumbase shooting out the Gilbert. And then the
work he gets on it, well, it’s Warney-esque,
baby. Warney-esque.
While Belmonte breaks no rules with his
high-octane, two-handed style, if you’ve
been raised on tales of Grampa Billy-Bob
hurling fat vulcanised-rubber balls down
at big wooden pins, then it just doesn’t
look right. And when the 20-something
Australian began winning on the
Professional Bowlers Association (PBA)
Tour, there was resistance. It’s just a fad,
they said. You can’t keep playing like that,
they declared. Enjoy your 15 minutes, kid,
because there’s no way you can bowl like
that for long much less a career.
Belmonte took all that stuff on board. And
then decided these people didn’t know what
they were talking about. And as he’d done
throughout his career – indeed his entire
life – he just kept on doing it his way. Where
once he’d have taken criticism personally
and on board, today negative opinions just
drive the man ever upward.
Just how good is he? Friend, they’re
talking Gretzky. They’re talking Jordan.
They’re talking Tiger and Roger and Rafa
on clay.
And Bradman. They’re talking Bradman.

S

ure , but it’s only bloody ten-pin
bowling, right? Who gives a
stuff ? Bowling is disco-rama
on a Friday night, it’s teenagers
smoking Winnie Blues in
flannelette shirts and black
desert boots. Bowling’s not really
sport, it’s what Yanks do instead of punting
in pubs, right?
Belmonte’s been hearing this stuff for
years. It doesn’t annoy him anymore, not
really. But he would set you straight if you

asked. He feels a responsibility to the sport,
to talk it up and get it out there. It’s given
him everything. He’ll play it forever. He
bloody loves it.
We meet the man in the beer garden at the
Parkview Hotel. He sports a cool chunky
watch and cool sunglasses, and cool stubble.
We get into a tasty green curry and a local
pale ale, and talk of Orange and bowling and
where it all began.
On the way out we bump into the Mayor.
“Keep on stickin’ it to ’em,” says Mr Mayor in

At the 2018 PBA Tour finals [from
top]: shuffle in, let it rip, some body
English for the occasional spare,
then collect another trophy.

lane, hugging the right gutter, fizzing,
aquaplaning across the lane’s top-dressed
oil, hooking ever more as its parabola
reaches denouement. And then, near
the pins, it grips and rips, this big black
beauty, and verily begins to sing. By the end
Belmonte has channelled Mitchell Starc’s
late-swinging heater. And the pins clatter.
It’s a cacophony of pins. A slaughter of pins.
And there are no more.
He looks at you and smiles. “And that’s
how I bowl.” And it’s really quite cool and
sort of weird to think you’ve just witnessed
someone do something better than anyone
ever has. In Orange.
To ask a top sportsman why they’re good is
to invite a shrug of the shoulders. Belmonte,
though, articulate and clear-eyed, a thinker
and non-drinker, has a crack. “I’ve bowled
more games on the lanes than perhaps
anyone ever,” he says, only half-joking. “I’ve
spent my entire life bowling. If I was awake,
I was bowling.”
Belmonte’s parents started up Orange
Tenpin a year before Jason was born. There
was a hole in the market – there wasn’t one.
By the time the boy was 18 months old, he
was rolling ten-pounders down the lanes.
Naturally it took two hands for the little
tyke. And that’s how he developed his style.
He just kept on doing it. Every day.
And he became great. He got the curve
thing going. It was a thing no-one else could
do. And he loved to win. Aged four he won,

he remembers it, sitting on the shoulders
of his partner, there’s a picture of it. The
winning feeling became so infectious it
was a virus.
He did have a bit of luck – no-one tried to
change him. His mum and dad had never
bowled in their lives before they opened the
bowlo. They were sweet, though – long as
he was occupied while they ran the centre.
There was no AIS for bowlers, no talent
ID program. They didn’t take him down to
Canberra to feed him the finest meats. He
wouldn’t have listened anyway.
Instead he just bowled and bowled and
bowled again. You know that theory about
the 10,000 hours to achieve excellence?
Belmonte reached that before he was 16.
Still the advice streamed in, well-meaning:
you can’t do it that way. You shouldn’t do it
that way. If you want to be any good you’ve
got to do it the right way, like everyone else.
He heard all that stuff. He just didn’t listen.
“I have a really stubborn personality,” says
Belmonte. “And it’s been evident my entire
life since I picked up that ten-pound ball.
I’ve never really had a coach and no-one’s
really tried to coach me.”
He also had a competitive streak inherent
in so many top sportos. Craig Parry’s fatherin-law admits fear when he plays him during
a social game of ping-pong. Ricky Stuart
doesn’t play friendly games of ping-pong.
It’s always ping-pong with these people. Or
backyard footy. `
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“BY THE END BELMONTE HAS
CHANNELLED MITCHELL STARC’S LATESWINGING HEATER. AND THE PINS CLATTER.
IT’S A CACOPHONY OF PINS. A SLAUGHTER
OF PINS. AND THERE ARE NO MORE.”
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“IT’S NOT HOW THEY
PERCEIVE THE GAME
SHOULD BE
PLAYED. AND WHEN
I’D DO POORLY, THE
HATERS WOULD
MAKE SURE I READ
ABOUT IT, HEARD
ABOUT WHAT THEY
THOUGHT … THERE
ARE ALWAYS PEOPLE
WHO DISAGREE
WITH WHATEVER
YOU DO, HOW YOU
DO IT, HOW
YOU LOOK!”

“I can’t lose anything – doesn’t matter
what sport,” says Belmonte. “Even today,
playing with my seven-year-old, Hugo,
soccer in the backyard or bowling in the
lane, I will not let him beat me. I joke about
it. But I’m serious – if he beats me he’s done
it fair and square. I get a feeling it’ll be a nice
moment for him.”
And so our Belmo continued to fling the
rock down the lane. And he won and won
and won. He won everything in the bush.
And everything in town. Against kids or
men, didn’t matter, he beat ’em. He worked
out how to win.
Sports psych types have written books
about it, the traits of champions. They’ve
studied the internal drivers of outstanding
sportos who, when it matters most, produce
their best. Federer, Gretzky, Wally Lewis
and Warney, geniuses all. But there’s more
to it. They weren’t just “talented”. Their
inner psyche stung them to success.
And then, aged 15, Jason went to Malaysia.
And bowled a perfect game. And won the
Malaysian All Stars. And he came home
richer than he believed was humanly
possible. “I won $16,000,” he says. “I came
home, felt like I’ve got more money than
every kid in school. I’m rich! I’ve got more
than the mayor!”
He bought a car. He bought a mobile
phone. He bought cool shoes and clothes.
He’d joke with his mate, see something in a
shop – “I might buy that!”
Mainly what he bought was epiphany.
The realisation he could do it. That he could
make a living doing this thing he so enjoyed.
He finished high school and went to
America and the Pro Tour. He played in

qualifiers, made his way through. In 2009,
he won the Long Island Classic, which
guaranteed exemptions on the tour. Since
then, he’s won everything. He’s earned
$1.2 million in prize-money. He’s got a deal
with a major ball-maker. He is smokin’.
Consider his 2017 season. By winning
the PBA World Championship in Reno, he
became the first player in history to win
three majors in a season. He won a Tourbest $238,912 and a third George Young
Memorial High Average Award after
beating his own record with 229.39 across
380 games.
In one stretch of 60 games, he bowled ten
frames per game, or 600 shots. He made
strikes 66.7 percent of the time. He knocked

over the spare 28.4 percent of the time.
Which leaves a nudge over 4 percent, say
one frame in 25, in which he “missed”.
Is that good? It’s not 99.94. But it’s
ridiculous.

And you think, he’s so very good at what
he does. But it’s still hard to understand why
bowling two-handed ruffles so many feathers
and continues to. Why does it so rile the
purists? It’s not against the rules. It works,
doesn’t it?
“It might always rile people,” he smiles.
“When I was an amateur in the US coming
through, my style was kind of different and
there was some talk about it. It intrigued
people. Then going onto the pro tour there
was a group of fans for whom it was also
intriguing. And they got into it and supported
me. But there were also those that didn’t.
There was a lot of push-back.”
But why? What’s the problem?
“It’s not how they were taught. It’s not how

I

t’s Sunday afternoon of our little
Tour de Orange, and we’re in Belmo’s
backyard for a barbecue. His kids
play with mine. His wife shows my
wife about. We drink some nice local
red and eat some nice steaks, and
yap about bowling and touring and
two-handed action. There’s a tour of his
fine trophy room, with all the “Best Bowler”
ESPY awards. As you read this, he’s a good
show of No.5.

they perceive the game should be played.
And when I’d do poorly, the haters would
make sure I read about it, heard about what
they thought. I’ve experienced it all through
my career. There are always people who
disagree with whatever you do, how you do it,
how you look!”
Previously, when Belmonte read criticism
of his unorthodox technique or poor
performances, it bothered him. “So I decided
one day, I’m going to stop going to those
online places where I’d feed on negative
comments. I’d start looking for a more
positive intake of energy.”
And he found it. And he realised how many
supporters he had. For every curmudgeon,
there are a dozen people rooting for him. And

supporting him. Not that he needs to be told.
But it’s nice, right?
“My fans are the best in the world,” he says,
and he means it. ”They defend me. They push
me to be better. And best of all they interact
with me positively on social media. They
truly do mean a lot to me.”
Down the track, Belmonte would like keep
the Belmonte name on Orange Tenpin. “To
what capacity my role there would be is hard
to say,” he smiles. “They run a tight ship,
I’m not sure there’s room at the moment.”
He does know he’ll keep on bowling forever,
though he doesn’t see himself aged 50 and
playing the senior tour. He’d miss his kids, his
family and friends. And, of course, the great
town of Orange. ■

Bowling trophies? Belmonte has
plenty, but not all of America has
been quick to embrace him [above].
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July 29, 1983

178cm

6.8kg

18 PBA titles, including nine majors; four-time player of
the year, 21 career 300 games on tour.

Weight (of
the ball):

Status

Orange, NSW, Australia

Height

Professional ten-pin bowler on the American PBA Tour

Origin

Born

Occupation

Jason
Belmonte

Greater spin means
two things: a)
Belmonte’s ball
collides with the pins
with furious force; and
b) it means his balls
can enter the “strike
pocket” between pins
one and three at a
more acute, even
sideways angle. As
with swing bowling in
cricket, late swing is
good swing. And
Belmonte’s balls swing
later and harder than
anyone’s. And because
of those furious
revolutions on the ball,
when it finds the
friction part of the
lane down near the
pins, it grips and
curves so much harder
and at greater speed
than can be imparted
by three-fingered
traditionalists.

V. BALL
Most bowlers rely on their dominant hand during the
backswing and follow through. Belmonte uses his left
hand to cradle the ball on the way back, and only releases
the ball with his left when it’s almost out of the fingers of
his right hand. There follows a flick of his right wrist. This
allows him to impart up to 50 percent more spin on the
ball than regular, one-handed bowlers. It’s impressive to
watch, yet hopeless without accuracy. “The analogy I like
to use is like a long-driving golfer,” says Belmonte. “You
can whack it 400 yards but if it’s not going where you
want, it’s no good. So yes, I can rev the ball to create
more power, but it still has to go the right way.”

IV. LEFT HAND
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A traditional ten-pin bowler uses his middle finger, ring
finger and thumb to cradle the ball. Yet the thumb, to a
degree, restricts the wrist movement a bowler can have.
Belmonte doesn’t use his thumb. “Using a traditional
grip, your wrist’s in a position that there’s only so far it
can go. Because I use my left hand and not my thumb, I’m
able to put the bowling hand into a position that a
traditional player can’t do at the release point. Then
when I flick my wrist at release it’s in a stronger position.
And once I continue the flick, the rotation is able to go
beyond what a traditional player can impart.”

“To this day I’ll win a tournament and there’ll be
something about my game I didn’t like and I’ll go to
the lanes and work on it,” says Belmonte. “When
things aren’t working, I continually try to fix them.
I’m accurate because over a long period of time
you know what’s causing bad shots. There’s a feel
and understanding for how you’re bowling.”
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III. RIGHT WRIST

II. BRAIN

Jason Belmonte is selftaught. He began bowling
two-handed because as an
18-month old boy that’s the
only way he could pick the
ball up. “It’s probably easier
for a child to work out than
someone telling you,” he
reckons. “As a bowler, an
athlete, as you grow, your
game is changing. And I
thought it was a benefit
that I was a chameleon, and
self-taught. I had my own
style and I never locked down
a strict set of rules. I was
open to interpretation, to
developing. I always felt
there wasn’t one secret. I’d
feel trapped if there was.
There’s no one true way. You
would feel limited.”

CHAMP

I. EYES

A NATOM Y OF A
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