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Meet the author


Welcome to Win at Bridge!


Bridge is one of the world’s finest card games, a source of endless fascination, and an entry into a world of new friends.


How good a player will you be after absorbing the contents of this book? The game consists of two parts – the bidding and the play of the cards. Bidding is easily learned from a book. By the time you have turned the final page, your bidding will be better than that of the majority of bridge players. Learning to play the cards well is more difficult and takes time. We cover the basics here. You will find that your cardplay improves gradually, every time that you play.


One thing is certain. You will never regret the day that you first took up bridge, the king of card games.


David Bird





1: Only got a minute?



Bridge is a very social game, enabling you to make new friends wherever you go. It is a game for four players, two playing in partnership against the other two.


A deal of bridge consists of two parts: the bidding and the play. During the bidding, which takes the form of an auction, the players describe their hands with bids such as One Spade (‘I think I can make seven tricks with spades as trumps’) and Two No-trumps (‘I think I can make eight tricks without a trump suit’). In this way a partnership can decide which suit, if any, should become trumps. They decide also how many tricks they think they can make.


The play comes next, where the partnership who won the auction attempts to make the target number of tricks that they set themselves. Meanwhile, the two defenders will try to prevent this target being reached. A defender makes the opening lead and the next player lays his hand, known as the dummy, face-up on the table. The player known as the declarer will then make the plays from both the dummy and his own hand. If he succeeds in ‘making the contract’, he will score points for his side. If instead he ‘goes down’, the defenders will collect some penalty points.





5: Only got five minutes?



A deal of bridge consists of two parts: the bidding and the play. During the bidding the players describe their hands with bids such as One Spade and Two No-trumps. Thirteen tricks will be available during the play. It is assumed that the side that eventually plays the hand will score at least six tricks. A bid of One Spade therefore means that you think you can make seven of the 13 tricks (six plus one).


All four players can make bids and the so-called ‘auction’ circles around the table. At their turn players may either Pass or make a bid that is higher than the previous one. When three consecutive players Pass, the bidding is over. The side that made the last (highest) bid sets the trump suit (a trump, however small, is more powerful than any card in a different suit). It also sets the ‘contract’, the number of tricks that will have to be made in the play. For example, if the highest bid was Four Spades, the side that won the auction will have to make ten tricks with spades as trumps. If they achieve this aim, they will gain a large score. If they fail, perhaps by making only nine tricks, they will score nothing and the other side will score a penalty.


To encourage players to set themselves a high target, a large bonus is offered for scoring a ‘game’. This can be achieved by scoring 100 points on a hand. Tricks scored when a major suit is trumps are worth 30 each (only those tricks above six are counted in the score). So a contract of Four Spades is worth 120 points and will give you a game, worth a big bonus. A further bonus is awarded if you bid and make a small slam (12 tricks) or a grand slam (13 tricks). In this way players are tempted to set themselves a high target, even though they will score nothing, in fact lose a penalty, if they fall just one trick short.


Let’s suppose that a contract of Four Spades has been reached, to be played by the partnership in the North and South seats. South made the first bid in spades, so he will become the ‘declarer’. He will play both his own (South) cards and those of his partner (North). The defender sitting on declarer’s left (West) makes the opening lead and North then displays the whole of his hand, face-up on the table. This hand is known as the ‘dummy’ and can be seen by the other three players. The remaining three hands contribute a card to the first trick, which is played in a clockwise direction. Players must always ‘follow suit’ if they can. So, if a diamond is led, everyone must play a diamond to that trick unless they have no diamonds in their hand. If they cannot follow suit, they may ruff (in other words, play a trump) or discard (throw away a card in some different suit). Whoever wins the first trick will lead to the second trick and play continues in this fashion until all 13 tricks have been played. If declarer manages to make at least ten tricks, he will have fulfilled his contract of Four Spades and will score appropriately. If he ends with nine or fewer tricks, his side will score nothing and the defenders will collect a penalty.





10: Only got ten minutes?



A deal of bridge consists of two parts: the bidding and the play. During the bidding the players describe their hands with bids such as One Spade and Two No-trumps. Thirteen tricks will be available during the play. It is assumed that the side that eventually plays the hand will score at least six tricks. A bid of One Spade therefore means that you think you can make seven of the 13 tricks (six plus one).


Players assess how strong their hand is by looking at the high cards and the length of their suits. The method commonly used for evaluating high cards is to score four points for an ace, three for a king, two for a queen and one for a jack. There are 40 points in the pack, so an average hand will contain ten points. When you have about 12 points or more, you are entitled to make an ‘opening bid’. (The first bid in the auction is known as the opening bid.) For example, you would open 1[image: Image] on this hand: [image: Image] A Q 10 8 3 [image: Image] K 9 8 2 [image: Image] A 10 5 [image: Image] 7. The hand contains 13 points, enough to open the bidding.


All four players can make bids and the so-called ‘auction’ circles around the table. At their turn players may either Pass or make a bid that is higher than the previous one. When three consecutive players Pass, the bidding is over. The side that made the last (highest) bid sets the trump suit (a trump, however small, is more powerful than any card in a different suit). It also sets the ‘contract’, the number of tricks that will have to be made in the play. This is a typical auction:


[image: Image]


South opens the bidding with 1[image: Image]. West ‘overcalls’ 2[image: Image] because he has a fairly strong hand with a long diamond suit. North does not have a particularly strong hand but he does have three or four spades in the trump suit that his partner suggested. He therefore ‘raises his partner’ by bidding 2[image: Image]. A single raise suggests about 6–9 points. With 10–11 points he might bid 3[image: Image] and with more than 12 points he would bid 4[image: Image], which is a game contract. You can see how the players show the strength of their hands by the bids that they make. East has nothing to say and passes. South then jumps to 4[image: Image]. Since his partner showed a relatively weak hand, South’s hand must be very strong. He doubtless has about 18 or 19 points. You might think that it would be safer to pass, setting himself a target of only eight tricks in 2[image: Image]. The reason he bids 4[image: Image] is that this is a game contract and will result in a large bonus, provided he can make ten tricks.


A game can be made by scoring 100 points on a deal. Tricks scored when a major suit is trumps are worth 30 each (only those tricks above six are counted in the score). So a contract of 4[image: Image] is worth 120 points and will give you a game, worth a big bonus. A further bonus is awarded if you bid and make a small slam (12 tricks) or a grand slam (13 tricks). In this way players are tempted to set themselves a high target, even though they will score nothing, in fact lose a penalty, if they fall just one trick short.


After the auction that we have just seen, the contract of Four Spades will be played by the partnership in the North and South seats. South made the first bid in spades, so he will become the ‘declarer’. He will play both his own (South) cards and those of his partner (North). The defender sitting on declarer’s left (West) makes the opening lead and North then displays the whole of his hand, face-up on the table. This hand is known as the ‘dummy’ and can be seen by the other three players. The remaining three hands contribute a card to the first trick, which is played in a clockwise direction. Players must always ‘follow suit’ if they can. So, if a diamond is led, everyone must play a diamond to that trick unless they have no diamonds in their hand. If they cannot follow suit, they may ruff (in other words, play a trump) or discard (throw away a card in some different suit). Whoever wins the first trick will lead to the second trick and play continues in this fashion until all thirteen tricks have been played. If declarer manages to make at least ten tricks, he will have fulfilled his contract of Four Spades and will score appropriately. If he ends with nine or fewer tricks, his side will score nothing and the defenders will collect a penalty.


Learning to bid well can easily be learned from a book. Once you know how to evaluate the strength of your hand, you must learn the meaning of the various possible bids. For example, an opening bid of 1NT is often played to show a hand with 15–17 points and no suit that contains fewer than two cards. You would open 1NT on: [image: Image] A Q 8 [image: Image] K Q 10 4 [image: Image] K 9 7 3 [image: Image] Q 5. This is known as a ‘strong no-trump’. Some players prefer to play a ‘weak no-trump’, which shows 12–14 points. Before playing a session of bridge, you have to agree which style of bidding you and your partner will use.


Suppose that your partner has opened a strong 1NT. You know that he has at least 15 points. To make the game contract of 3NT, scoring nine tricks with no suit as trumps, you generally need at least 25 points between the two hands. You will therefore need at least ten points to raise to 3NT — a hand such as [image: Image] K 9 3 [image: Image] J 8 2 [image: Image] A J 4 [image: Image] J 10 7 2.


Learning to play the dummy well takes time. You must discipline yourself to make a plan at the start of the hand. In a suit contract (where one of the suits is trumps), the general idea is to look at the possible losing cards in your hand. You can avoid losing tricks by ruffing cards in the dummy, by taking a successful finesse (such as leading towards an ace-queen combination and playing the queen, hoping that the king does not lie over the queen), and by discarding losers on winning cards in the dummy. Playing in a no-trump contract, your plan takes a different form. You count the top tricks available and seek the safest way to establish the extra tricks that you need. Suppose you are in 3NT and you hold six top tricks. You will need to establish three more tricks. For example, if dummy has [image: Image] K Q J 4 and you hold [image: Image] 10 8 6, you can play diamonds until the defenders take the [image: Image]A, thereby establishing three diamond tricks.
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If the game is new to you


In this chapter you will learn:




	about tricks and trumps


	how a hand is played


	
the purpose of the bidding.





Bridge is the most famous card game in the world, rivalled for the title only by poker. It is a game for four players. The players who sit opposite each other are partners and compete against the other two players.


Thirteen cards are dealt face down to each player and the first task is to ‘sort out’ the hand. Each player picks up his cards and places together all the cards in the same suit. The rank of the cards is the standard one:


 


(highest) Ace King Queen Jack 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 (lowest)


 


Within a suit it is normal to sort your cards from left to right in descending order of rank, so you might sort out your hand to look like this:


[image: Image] A Q 6 2 [image: Image] 7 5 2 [image: Image] K Q 10 2 [image: Image] K 4


A bridge player, describing this hand, would say ‘I held four spades to the ace-queen, three small hearts, four diamonds to the king-queen-10 and king doubleton of clubs.’


Once all four players have sorted their hands, the ‘bidding’ takes place. We will see in a moment how players make their bids, but the general purpose is for a partnership to determine how many tricks they will make when the cards are played and whether one of the four suits should be made trumps. (Don’t worry if the notion of ‘tricks’ or ‘trumps’ is new to you. We will cover this in a moment.)


Once the bidding is over, it is time for the cards to be played. The partnership that made the highest bid during the bidding tries to make the number of tricks that it said it could. The score is calculated and then another hand is dealt.


That was a brief summary of a hand of bridge. It will be easier to understand the bidding if we describe first how the play proceeds. Should you already be familiar with the idea of tricks and trumps, you may assume a superior expression and skip to page 6.


What is a ‘trick’?


The four players sitting at the card table are referred to as North, East, South and West in bridge books and newspaper columns. A trick consists of one card from each of the four players. The cards are played in turn, around the table, in a clockwise direction. If West is first to play to a trick, North will play the second card, East the third card, and South the last card.


This is a typical trick, with West playing first (or leading to the trick, as bridge players say):


[image: Image]


West leads the 3 of spades. North plays the 2, East the king, and South the ace. South ‘wins the trick’ because he played the highest card. The four cards are gathered together and placed face down on the pile of tricks for North–South. (North and South are acting as a partnership, remember.)


As you saw, everyone played the same suit, here a spade. It is a requirement of the game that you must play the same suit as that of the card led. If a club is led, for example, you must play a club if you have any clubs in your hand.





Insight – Direction of bidding and play


Both the bidding and the play to a trick take place in a clockwise direction. If South is the dealer and bids (or passes), it will be West to bid next. If North plays the first card in a trick, East will play the second card.





Each player starts with 13 cards. So, when all the cards have been played 13 tricks will have been won between the two sides. If North–South held roughly the same number of high cards (such as aces and kings) as East–West, they might perhaps score seven tricks and East–West would score the remaining six. If instead North–South were dealt nearly all the high cards, they might score 12 tricks and the other side only one. When we come to look at the bidding, we will see that the two sides have to estimate how many tricks they will take. They have to do this before the play actually starts.


When you cannot follow suit


Suppose you are dealt only two spades. On the first two occasions when a spade is led, you will be able to follow with a spade. The third time a spade is led, you will have no spade to play. You are then allowed to play any card you wish from a different suit.


[image: Image]


We will assume that two rounds (tricks) of spades have already been played. On the third round West leads the jack, which is the highest spade outstanding. North and East follow suit with smaller cards. South has no spades left in his hand, so he ‘discards’ or ‘throws’ a club.


West wins the trick because he played the highest spade on the trick. He would have won the trick even if South had discarded the ace of clubs. In the absence of a trump suit (which will be explained in the next section) a trick is won by the highest card played in the suit that was led. So, it is possible to win a trick with a 2! If no one can follow suit, you can lead a 2 and score a trick with it.





Insight – The revoke


If a player could have followed suit but mistakenly ruffs (plays a trump) or discards (throws a different suit), this is called a ‘revoke’. A penalty will be applied at the end of the deal.





Whoever wins one trick is first to play to the next. Suppose this is the first trick of a hand:


[image: Image]


West leads the queen of spades. North ‘covers’ with the king and East wins the trick with the ace, South following with a small card. Since East won this trick he will be first to play to the next trick. It is entirely his choice whether he leads a spade to the next trick, or some other suit.


What are ‘trumps’?


On most hands, but not all, one of the four suits becomes trumps. The trump suit is more powerful than all the other suits. Any trump, even the 2, has the power to beat any card in a different suit. Players must always follow suit if they can, but when they have no card remaining in the suit led, they can play a trump. This will win the trick, unless someone subsequently plays a higher trump to the trick.


Let’s suppose that hearts are trumps and this is the first trick of the hand:


[image: Image]


West leads the queen of spades, covered by the king and ace. South was dealt no spades (he was ‘void’ in spades, as bridge players say). He is therefore allowed to trump, or ‘ruff’, the trick. Hearts are trumps and South’s [image: Image]3 wins the trick.





Insight – The trump suit


The trump suit (determined in the bidding) is more powerful than the other three suits. If spades are trumps, for example, the [image: Image]2 will beat even the ace of a different suit.





This is what may happen when there are two players who cannot follow suit (again hearts are trumps):


[image: Image]


West leads [image: Image]8 and this is beaten by North’s [image: Image]9. East has no spades left and chooses to ruff with the 4. South also has no spades left. He ‘overruffs’ with the 5 and wins the trick.


The play of a whole hand in no-trumps


No doubt you are itching to hear about the bidding. Not long to wait! For the moment we are going to look at the play of two whole hands.


The first will be played in no-trumps (without any suit as trumps). As a result of the bidding, South must try to make nine tricks. He is known as the ‘declarer’ and will play both his own cards and those of the hand opposite (known as ‘the dummy’). West will lead to the first trick.


[image: Image]


Trick 1 In no-trumps it is normal to lead from your strongest suit. West leads [image: Image]2 and North now lays out his hand, which will become the dummy. He arranges the cards not as you see them in the previous diagram, but like this:


[image: Image]


Declarer reaches forward to play a low spade from dummy. East plays the ace of spades, winning the trick, and the declarer follows with the 5.


Trick 2 Since East won the first trick, he leads to the second. He leads the queen of spades and the other three players follow with the 6, 8 and 7.


Trick 3 East is still on lead. He leads his last spade and West captures South’s jack with the king.


Trick 4 West leads [image: Image]10. This is the last spade and since no suit has been made trumps on this hand, it must win the trick. Declarer plans to make tricks with dummy’s club suit later, so he throws a heart (or a diamond) from the dummy. The next two players throw a heart too.
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