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Meet the author


 Welcome to Improve Your Bridge!


The accompanying volume, Win at Bridge, covered the basics of the game. All the opening bids were described and how you should respond to them. There were further chapters on the opener’s rebid and responder’s rebid. In the section on slam bidding, the cue-bidding of controls and basic Blackwood were covered. The two chapters on defensive bidding addressed take-out and penalty doubles, also the various types of overcall and how to respond to them. The sections on dummy play described some of the techniques required for both suit and no-trump contracts. The basic moves in defence, including opening leads and signals, were also covered.

So, what areas will be tackled in this new book, Improve Your Bridge? We will look at the most popular bidding conventions used in tournament bridge, where players strive to the utmost to bid their own cards accurately and to disrupt the opponents’ auction. We will see many of the most important ways to play the dummy, including elimination play, the cross-ruff, dummy reversal, communications play, safety plays and counting the hand. Finally, we will look more closely at defence, in particular at communications, promoting trump tricks and holding up high cards. Absorb all the advice and you will achieve every bridge fanatic’s aim – to become a better player. Good luck!

David Bird



1: Only got a minute?


The accompanying volume, Win at Bridge, covers the basics of the game. It explains opening bids and responses, the rebids by opener and responder, and how to judge when to bid a game or a slam. The basic techniques of dummy play and defence are covered too, along with the scoring.

Improve Your Bridge moves up a level. It describes the most popular conventions used in duplicate bridge, such as transfer responses to 1NT and 2NT, weak two-bids, Roman Key-card Blackwood, negative doubles, responsive doubles and competitive doubles, also two-suited overcalls. It explains several important ways of playing the dummy, such as elimination play, dummy reversal, cross-ruffing and avoidance play. You will discover how to benefit from safety plays, counting the hand and clues from the bidding. The many ways of creating and destroying communications are described, both for declarer and the defenders. The important techniques for promoting trump tricks in defence are explained. Finally, the mechanics of duplicate bridge are covered, so you will know what to expect if you decide to venture into the exciting world of tournament bridge.



5: Only got five minutes?


The accompanying volume, Win at Bridge, covers the basics of the game. It explains opening bids and responses, the rebids by opener and responder, and how to judge when to bid a game or a slam. The basic techniques of dummy play and defence are covered too, along with the scoring. Improve Your Bridge moves up one level, describing the most popular conventions used in duplicate bridge, various techniques available to the declarer and how the defenders can combine together to beat the contract.

The bidding methods described include Roman Key-card Blackwood, weak two-bids, negative doubles and responsive doubles. Two suited overcalls are described: the Unusual No-trump and Michaels cue-bids. The book explains also the many uses of a bid in the opponents’ suit.

Some styles of declarer play remain unknown to those who have never read about them. The book describes reversing the dummy, where declarer takes several ruffs in his own hand. It covers also elimination play, where you remove a defender’s safe exit cards and then throw him on lead to give you an extra trick. It describes how you can benefit, both as declarer and as a defender, from counting. You can count points, distribution and tricks. In particular, declarer can take two-way finesses against a missing queen with a high rate of success. By counting the defenders’ lengths in spades, hearts and clubs, for example, you may discover that East has four diamonds and West has two. East will then be the favourite to hold the missing [image: Image]Q.

Many plays are concerned with communications. Declarer can preserve his communications with the dummy by winning the opening lead in the right hand or by winning the first trick with a higher card than is necessary. The defenders can preserve their communications by holding up a high card on the first or second round, so it can be used as an entry later. Just as important is the attack on the opponents’ communications. Declarer achieves this most easily with the hold-up play. Similarly, the defenders must try to break declarer’s communications with the dummy. To do this effectively, they must use count signals and these are clearly explained.

The final chapter of the book covers the mechanics of duplicate bridge. The scoring on each board is explained, how the pairs move from table to table and how the winners will eventually be determined. Duplicate bridge, usually in a club, is the competitive form of the game. When you play rubber bridge or Chicago, you can do well in a session merely because you picked up some good cards. In duplicate bridge each hand is played more than once, so you can compare your result with those of other competitors who hold exactly the same cards. The luck factor is removed, to a large extent, and skill prevails!



10: Only got ten minutes?


The accompanying volume, Win at Bridge, covers the basics of the game. It explains opening bids and responses, the rebids by opener and responder, and how to judge when to bid a game or a slam. The basic techniques of dummy play and defence are covered too. Improve Your Bridge moves up a level. It describes the most popular conventions in duplicate bridge, several techniques available to the declarer and how the defenders can combine together to beat the contract.

The bidding methods described include Roman Key-card Blackwood. In the basic form of Blackwood, the first response defined merely how many aces are held. RKCB, as it is called, enquires also about the king and queen of trumps, which are equally important cards. You can discover exactly which side-suit kings partner holds, too. Nearly all duplicate players use this excellent method. Three types of conventional double are explained: negative, responsive and competitive doubles. In rubber bridge, it is normal to play that a double of an overcall (for example, 2[image: Image] bid over an opponent’s 1[image: Image]) is for penalties. Most duplicate players prefer to use negative doubles, where a double of an overcall is for take-out. A responsive double arises when partner doubles and the third player raises (an auction such as 1[image: Image] – Dble – 2[image: Image] – Dble). Again such a double is for take-out. A competitive double occurs when partner’s overcall is followed by a raise (1[image: Image] – 1[image: Image] – 2[image: Image] – Dble). Such a double will show both the unbid suits and some tolerance, usually a doubleton, for partner’s suit.

In social bridge, opening bids such as 2[image: Image] and 2[image: Image] have traditionally been played as strong. In the tournament world, most players use these openings to show a weak hand with a six-card suit and around 5-9 points. The objective is to disrupt the opponent’s auction as well as to describe your hand to partner. These openings and the appropriate responses are described. When partner has opened or overcalled, you will want to raise pre-emptively when you hold a relatively weak hand and four-card or longer support. To allow you to do this, while still being able to show a genuine raise, you must make use of bids in the opponent’s suit. For example, 1[image: Image] – 2[image: Image] – 3[image: Image] (where 2[image: Image] is an overcall) shows a weak hand with good spade support; 1[image: Image] – 2[image: Image] – 3[image: Image] shows at least a genuine limit raise. Similarly, a cue-bid in the opponent’s suit shows a strong hand when responding to a take-out double. Two suited overcalls are described. The Unusual No-trump (for example, a 2NT overcall of 1[image: Image]) shows at least five cards in each of the minor suits. A Michaels cue-bid shows a two-suiter including any unbid major suits. So, an overcall of 2[image: Image] over 1[image: Image] shows both major suits. An overcall of 2[image: Image] over 1[image: Image] shows five spades and five cards in one of the minors.

Moving to declarer play, the idea of reversing the dummy is explained. Suppose you have five trumps in your hand and three in the dummy. Scoring a ruff in the hand with three trumps will increase your trump tricks from five to six. Taking a ruff in the hand with five trumps will not increase your total. Suppose, however, that you take three ruffs in the long-trump hand. Now you will score three trump tricks in dummy and three ruffs, a total of six! This is the idea behind a dummy reversal. The book also describes elimination play, where you remove a defender’s safe exit cards and then throw him on lead to give you an extra trick. Suppose you have a side suit of [image: Image]A 8 2 opposite [image: Image]K 7. By cashing the two top cards and ruffing the third round, you can ‘eliminate clubs’. A defender will not then be able to lead a club without giving you a ruff-and-discard. After eliminating two suits, you can throw a defender on lead and force him to lead the third suit to your advantage. Opportunities for elimination play arise very frequently.

The book describes how you can benefit from counting, both as declarer and as a defender. You can count points, distribution and tricks. Suppose a defender declined to open the bidding and has already shown up with 10 points. Since he did not open, you can place the remaining honour cards with his partner and play accordingly. Counting distribution (suit lengths) will allow you to take two-way finesses against a missing queen with a high rate of success. Suppose you count the defenders’ length in spades, hearts and clubs, for example, finding that East has four diamonds and West has two. East will then be favourite to hold the missing [image: Image]Q and you will finesse accordingly.

Many plays are concerned with communications. Declarer can preserve his communications by winning the opening lead in the right hand or by winning the first trick with a higher card than is necessary. For example, with [image: Image]Q 7 2 in the dummy and [image: Image]A 10 2 in your hand you may choose to win a spade lead with the ace, rather than the 10. You can then reach dummy with the [image: Image]Q later. The defenders can preserve their communications by holding up a high card on the first or second round; it can then be used as a subsequent entry. Just as important is the attack on the opponents’ communications. Declarer achieves this most easily with the hold-up play. To break declarer’s communications with the dummy, the defenders must use count signals (a high card with an even number of cards, low with an odd number).

The final chapter of the book covers the mechanics of duplicate bridge. The book explains the scoring of each board, how the pairs move from table to table and how the winners are eventually determined. Duplicate bridge, usually in a club, is the competitive form of the game. When you play rubber bridge or Chicago, you can do well in a session merely because you picked up some good cards. In duplicate bridge each hand is played more than once and your results are compared with those of other competitors who hold exactly the same cards. Suppose you go one down in 4[image: Image] at rubber bridge. You can mutter ‘that was unlucky’ and move to the next deal. In a duplicate tournament, you may find that most of the other declarers made it! By discovering how they succeeded, you will greatly improve your game.



1

Preserving declarer’s communications

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to duck to preserve an entry to dummy

	how to duck to guard against a bad break

	how to duck twice in a suit

	how to use the trump suit for entries

	how to win the opening lead in the right hand.



Nothing is more disheartening than to see winners in the dummy but to have no way to reach them. In this chapter we will look at the most important techniques to help you stay in touch with the dummy.


Ducking to preserve an honour as an entry

When you are setting up dummy’s long suit in a no-trump contract, it is often beneficial to duck an early round. By doing so, you preserve dummy’s honour(s) as a means of entering the dummy later.

Look at the diamond suit on this deal:

[image: Image]

West leads the [image: Image]Q against 3NT. How can you make nine tricks?

You have six tricks on top and must seek three more tricks from one of the red suits. Setting up the hearts is no good because you would probably have to give up two tricks in the process and would then lose two hearts and three spades. You would ‘lose the race’.

A better idea is to establish dummy’s diamonds. Provided the defenders’ cards in the suit divide 3–2, you can set up the three extra winners you need by surrendering the lead just once. How should the play go?

Suppose you play the ace and king of diamonds, both defenders following, and then lead a third round of diamonds to West’s jack. You will have three diamond winners in dummy, yes, but they will be stranded. There will be no way to reach them. A better idea is to lead a low diamond from dummy at Trick 2, allowing the defenders to win the first round of the suit. Do you see the point of this? When you regain the lead you can cross to the [image: Image]A, cash the [image: Image]K and score five diamond tricks. In other words, you will have an entry to the diamond winners in dummy.


Ducking to guard against a bad break

On the last deal it was clear that you would have to lose a round of diamonds, even if the defenders’ cards divided 3–2, the most favourable break possible. Sometimes you duck an early round of dummy’s long suit, just in case it breaks badly. Look at this deal:

[image: Image]

West leads the [image: Image]Q against 3NT. You have seven top tricks and need two more tricks to make the contract. If the defenders’ clubs break 3–2, you can simply play the suit from the top (beginning with the ace, king and queen). The remaining three cards will then be good and you will score an overtrick.

What will happen if you follow this line and the defenders’ clubs break 4–1, as in the diagram? You will go down! You could establish two extra winners in clubs, by giving up a club trick, but you would have no way to reach them. Since you need only five club tricks to bring your total to nine, you should duck the first round of clubs. In other words, after winning the diamond lead you play a low club from both hands.

You win the defenders’ return and cross to dummy with a club to the ace. The king and queen will draw East’s remaining clubs and the [image: Image]8–7 will bring your total to nine tricks. This is an example of a ‘safety play’, a play that you make to guard against a bad break in a suit. If clubs had broken 3–2, the safety play would have cost you an overtrick, since you would make five club tricks instead of the six that were available. However, this is a small premium to pay to ensure that you make the contract whenever the clubs are 4–1.



Insight – Safety plays in a pairs

In a duplicate pairs a score difference of 20 or 30 (for an overtrick) represents total victory against another pair playing the same contract. The safety play of ducking a club would not therefore be attractive in a pairs. You would lose out on the 68% of deals where clubs broke 3–2 and an overtrick was available.



 


Ducking twice in a suit

Sometimes you have to duck twice in a suit, preserving dummy’s ace as an entry on the third round. Look at the diamond suit on the next deal:

[image: Image]

West leads the [image: Image]2 against 3NT. You can count seven top winners and will need to establish two more tricks from dummy’s diamond suit. This can be done, provided the defenders’ diamonds divide 3–2, but you will need an entry to dummy to reach the two long diamonds. The entry can only be the [image: Image]A, so you must play low on the first two rounds of the suit. How does the play go?

You win East’s [image: Image]J with the [image: Image]A and play a low diamond from both hands. East wins the diamond trick and returns another spade. You win with the [image: Image]K and, once again, play a low diamond from both hands. The defenders win the trick and cash two spade tricks. (You knew they would have only two spades to cash because West’s fourth-best lead of the [image: Image]2 showed that he held a four-card suit.) When you regain the lead, you cross to the [image: Image]A on the third round of the suit. The lead will then be in dummy – just where you want it! You cash the 10 and 7 of diamonds and that brings your total to nine.
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