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INTRODUCTION


Bridge is the ultimate game. It is truly a mind-sport, for it is as taxing on the brain as a decathlon is on the body. The beauty of bridge is that whatever your standard you will always gain pleasure from it. It is hugely social, always leads to an expanding circle of friends and, on more than one occasion, has led to marriage – but don’t let that put you off! It is absorbing, all-consuming and, I have to confess, pretty addictive.


Anything worth learning is going to take effort; bridge is no exception. The first few weeks of lessons (or sections of this book) will tax you and you will need time to practise, read and re-read. Ideally, you will have friends or relatives who play who can advise you, or adult education or bridge club classes you can attend locally. However, when the going gets tough, just remember your friends who play, think of the most daft you know, and tell yourself that if he can master it, then so will you.


Actually, you will never master bridge. No one has yet. The world number one at the time, Bob Hamman, famously said: ‘‘The world’s best players aren’t very good, and everyone else is a whole lot worse...’’ That is the great challenge that bridge poses.


In Bridge for Complete Beginners no knowledge of the game is assumed. Right from the beginning, you will be led through the key basic principles to ensure that you have a solid grounding on which to build. With these basics established, you will be ready to go as far as you want, whether your aspirations are merely social bridge, club bridge, competitive bridge or trialing for the national team. My aspiration for you, right now, is to make you a popular, winning, social bridge player – a player all your friends will want to have at their bridge afternoons and/or evenings.


The advantage of this book is that you won’t miss classes, get ahead or behind anyone else: you have the material at your fingertips and you can move at the pace that you set yourself.


Bridge is divided into two parts: the bidding (or auction) and the play of the cards. Each is examined here. The play is pretty much universal, the language of the bidding varies from country to country. However, once you have a grasp of the basic Acol system, that is played throughout the UK and elsewhere in the world, you will be able to adapt quite quickly to versions, or dialects, of this bridge language in other parts of the world.


It is enormous fun to play bridge in foreign countries. You get to meet so many new people, with an instant interest in common. Bridge is a global phenomenon. Great players have emerged from the UK and the rest of Europe – perhaps most notably Italy – both North and South America and, now, the Pacific Rim countries. China has become obsessed by the game and it will not be long before they challenge for the world championship. Gone too are the days when bridge was merely for the older generation. Many children are offered the chance to learn the game at school and university, and continue playing all their lives. Of course, many older people still play and will continue to do so; I have students aged thirteen to ninety-three. Trials in America have found that bridge is particularly effective at stimulating and exercising the brain, fighting the onset of mental degeneration. So, it’s official: bridge is good for you.


As a mental challenge, it is unsurpassed. As a social experience, it is fantastic. As a gymnasium for the brain, it is the ultimate workout.


Enjoy.





PART ONE


INTRODUCTION TO BRIDGE:


HOW IT IS PLAYED AND
SCORED
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ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS


Bridge is a game for four people. Throughout the ages, the world over, bridge players have been heard wailing because they can find three players but not a fourth. Thankfully, when learning, you can be on your own, with a mate, or have a complete four. If you’re learning on your own, simply pretend that you’re playing with three others and play their cards as well as your own.


Dealing the Cards


Before we learn anything further about the game, let’s get some cards in your hands. Use a full deck of 52 cards, removing the jokers which are not needed for bridge. Give the pack a good shuffle and then start dealing the cards to the four people around the table. Thankfully, dealing is easy. You start with the player on your left and then deal one card to each player facedown in a clockwise direction until you run out of cards. If you’ve dealt correctly, from a full pack, you will deal everyone thirteen cards each and yourself the final card.


Sorting your Hand


Once the deal is complete, everyone picks up their cards, without showing them to anyone else, and sorts them into groups of cards of the same suit: all the spades together, hearts, diamonds and clubs. Because it’s easy to mistake cards in the heat of play, I recommend sorting them so that the suits run black-red-black-red. In this way, even after a glass or two of that excellent Chardonnay of yours, you’ll still be able to pull out the right card. If you can, try to arrange your cards in a fan, facing you and out of view of the other players at your table. If this seems hard at first, you’ll soon get used to it once you play cards for a few days.


Evaluating your Hand


Now, look at your cards. Have you got a good hand or a bad hand? How do you know? There are several ways to evaluate a hand of cards at bridge, but the most important is by counting your points. Points, for hand evaluation, are allocated to aces and picture cards only. These are calculated as follows:
















	ace


	=


	4 points







	king


	=


	3 points







	queen


	=


	2 points







	jack


	=


	1 point








 


So, if your hand looks like this, how many points is it worth?


♠ KJ74


♥ A9632


♦ Q73


♣ 4


You have four points in the spade suit, four in the heart suit, two in the diamond suit and none in the club suit. So, your hand is worth ten points. This would be an average hand in bridge because there are four suits and each is headed by the ace-king-queen-jack, and each of those holdings is worth ten points.


♠ AKQJ = 10 points


♥ AKQJ = 10 points


♦ AKQJ = 10 points


♣ AKQJ = 10 points


So, the total number of points in a pack of cards is forty. On average, each player will receive one quarter of those points, ten. The interesting thing is that this almost never happens and sometimes you are dealt a huge number of points; other times just a few.


If the hand at which you are looking contains more than ten points then you have a better than average hand; if your hand contains fewer than ten points, you have a worse than average hand. Check with your friends – or by looking at the hands – that the total number of points at your table equals forty.


The Order of the Suits


You may have noticed that when a bridge hand is displayed – here in this book, or in newspapers, books or magazines the world over – the layout is always the same. Spades at the top, hearts next, then diamonds and finally clubs. This is because, in bridge, the suits have a pecking order and it is always like this:


♠ spades


♥ hearts


♦ diamonds


♣ clubs


This is of significance throughout the game of bridge and you will find that, soon, you cannot imagine ever having thought of cards in any other way.


There are other factors involved in assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the bridge hand you are holding but, for the moment, the point total is the simplest and the best. As you move on, we will add other elements into the equation. So, now you know whether your hand is better or worse than average, what next? Well, to give you some idea of what the game is about, it is time to play a hand of bridge. If you are on your own, you can turn up the other hands you have dealt and sort them into suits; if you have friends with you, keep your cards hidden. As an exercise, we are going to play the hand.


To start with, I want you, as the player who dealt the cards, to ‘‘lead’’ one by placing a card face up in the middle of the table. In bridge, which card you play is vital but, for the moment, play any card you like – high or low. Everything moves clockwise in bridge. The player to your left must then play a card of the same suit, then the next player and finally the fourth player. Whoever has played the highest card gathers together all four cards, places them face down in a neat little pile in front of himself and is said to have won ‘‘the trick’’.


Tricks


A trick is four cards – one from each player – and is won by the player who played the highest card. In bridge the ace is the highest card; the 2 is the lowest.


The person who won that trick then leads the first card to the next trick. It can be the same suit, or a different one. For now, it doesn’t matter. Try leading a high card – and you will see that everyone else probably plays their lowest card in the suit; try playing a low one and then each player may try to win the trick with increasingly high cards. All we are doing for the moment is getting used to the play of the cards and watching what happens. Continue playing like this until all your cards are gone. If you cannot play a card in the suit that is led, you will have to play a little card in another suit. This is called discarding.


At the end of the hand, when all the cards have been played, there should be thirteen tricks shared between the four players. If there are not, something has gone wrong (maybe there are cards left in the box!). You will notice, usually, that the hand that had the most points will win the most tricks. So, we can begin to understand that, basically, the more points you have, the more tricks you can expect to make. But there are two other vital factors:


1.   If you are on lead, you have a big advantage because if you play a card in a suit in which no other player has any cards left, you will automatically win that trick.


2.   If you hold length in a suit (that is to say five cards or more), then this is a great feature. Imagine for a moment that you held this hand (it’s never likely to happen in real life, but it demonstrates this principle well)...


♠ AKQJ1098765432


♥ –


♦ –


♣ –


. . . and you were first to play. You would probably play A♠ – no one else would have any spades, so you would win the trick and still be on lead. You would play K♠ and, again, you would win. You would continue winning every trick because no one else had spades to play. Eventually the other players at your table would have to throw away aces and kings in the other suits on your spades, and you would end up with all thirteen tricks. Notice that you only held ten points, but you made all the tricks. This is because holding a long suit is a huge asset in bridge.


Now, gather together all the cards, give them a good shuffle and then let the player to your left deal them out again, starting with the player to his left until they have all been played (remember that the last card should go to the dealer – if not, there has been a misdeal).


Sort the cards into suits again and add up your points, referring if necessary to the chart on page 14.


Bridge is a Partnership Game


We are going to play out the hand again, but this time we must introduce a vital element of bridge. It is a game played in partnerships. Look up at the player sitting opposite you (if you are by yourself, imagine that it is Omar Sharif or Diana Rigg) and smile warmly at him or her (we’ll assume your partner is male from now on, just to simplify things). You will have to work as a partnership to succeed at bridge, so you might as well make him feel that you are pleased to be his partner and, hopefully, he will do the same.


When it comes to the play of the cards, the significance of playing as partners is this: if your partner is winning the trick for your side, you don’t need to win it again. Let me show you what I mean.


In the following diagram, you will see that there is a small box, denoting the bridge table, with the compass points shown. This is the standard way of illustrating players’ positions at the table. The partnerships are therefore North-South playing against East-West. You will often see these abbreviated to N/S and E/W.


[image: Image]


It is the first trick of the hand. You are South. Your opponent, West, has played 5♠, your partner, North, has played Q♠ and East who, presumably, cannot beat the queen, has just played a low spade. You too should play your lowest spade – 3♠ – because your partner has already won the trick for your side with his queen.


The player who wins a trick plays the first card to the next trick – in this case, North.


Traditionally, the partner of the player who wins the first trick for his side collects up the trick, and all subsequent tricks taken by his side, and arranges them in front of him neatly. There will be, therefore, only two players collecting the tricks won – one player from each side.


Try playing out all thirteen tricks now, remembering that you are playing as a partnership. Before playing, note how many points you have between you as a partnership – write it down if necessary – and then see how many tricks each partnership wins. You will find – usually – that the side that has the most points will win the majority of the tricks. If they do not, it may be because you played badly (what else can you do when you have only ten minutes of experience?) or because one player had a very long suit and was able to take lots of tricks because no else held any more cards in that suit. In bridge, we are only interested in taking the majority of the tricks so, if you made five or six tricks, that’s fine, but it’s not really important in bridge terms, as you’ll see shortly.


Once you have completed this hand, gather up the cards once again, give them a good shuffle, and then, continuing to move in a clockwise direction, let the next player deal out the cards. This time, we will introduce a new element into the play of the cards – ‘‘trumps’’.


Trumps


A trump suit is a suit which, for the duration of the hand, becomes the most important suit in the pack. How you choose which suit this will be is part of the game of bridge and we’ll talk about it a bit later on. So far, in the hands you have played, you have played them in no-trumps – that is to say, without a master suit. This happens quite a bit in bridge but, more often than not, there is a trump suit.


Arrange your cards, add up your points and, talking across the table to your partner, discuss how many points you have as a partnership. You wouldn’t be able to do this if you were playing for real. You would have to use the special bridge language or code to discuss this, but that will come later. Check that the combined point count of the two partnerships adds up to forty. If it doesn’t, have another go, checking the point valuations in the chart on page 14.


For now, we will let the partnership with the most points between them choose which suit they want to have as the master suit – the trump suit. For this exercise, you can show one another your cards. Look for a suit in which you and your partner hold at least eight cards between your two hands. Eight is an important number because it means that the clear majority of cards in that suit is held by your side. Seven trumps between you is adequate but it still leaves six trumps for your opponents, so we much prefer to look for eight trumps between your partnership. After all, if you are going to have a master suit, you might as well pick one where you have plenty more than the opposition. It doesn’t matter whether you have high cards in the suit or only low ones, the important bit is quantity – that you have at least eight of them between your two hands.


If you find that you have no suit with at least eight cards between you then, normally, you would opt to play this hand in no-trumps – without a trump suit – but, for the purposes of this exercise, steal a little card from one of your opponents’ hands so that you have eight cards in one suit between your hand and your partner’s hand. Remember to give your generous opponent a card back in another suit or you will have fourteen cards and he will only have twelve and that, I can tell you, will not be a success.


Whichever suit you choose will be the master suit for the duration of this hand. Let’s say, for example, that it is spades. Now we will witness the value of a trump suit. As before, the player who dealt the cards can lead the first card – it can be a card from the trump suit if you like, or something else. For now, it doesn’t matter.


The Value of Trumps


Continue playing out the cards as before, remembering that you are playing as a partnership. However, if you – or your opponents – run out of the suit that has been led, but you have cards in the trump suit, you can play one of these cards – the lowest will do – and, because it is the master suit, that will win the trick. Look at this example which occurs mid-way through a hand. You are South again:


[image: Image]


Quite a few tricks have been played. Then your opponent, West, leads A♣. Your partner plays a little one, as does your right-hand opponent. Because you have no clubs left in your hand, usually you would lose the trick but, because you have spades as the trump suit, and you cannot follow suit, you can play a spade on the trick and this will win the trick – beating even an ace in another suit. So, you play 3♠ – there is no need to play a higher one – and you can claim the trick because you ‘‘trumped’’. The old-fashioned term ‘‘to ruff’’ or ‘‘ruffed’’ means the same thing and is often used. You gather up the trick and lead to the next one.


Note that you can only trump if you have no cards in the suit that has been led. If you do have cards in the suit that has been led, you must play one: it is illegal – within the rules of the game – not to do so (see Basic Rules on page 151).
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