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INTRODUCTION



To enjoy this book you will want to know what bridge is about. Perhaps you have been playing the game for years, or maybe you’ve just graduated from a year of beginners’ classes and want to know more.


This book assumes that you know what a Weak No-Trump is, that you have heard of Stayman and Blackwood, and that you have some idea how to play the cards. If you don’t, then try Bridge for Complete Beginners, another of my books.


If you think this sounds about right for you, or frankly even if you think it sounds too basic, then you are probably holding the one book which can both enhance your enjoyment of the game, and increase your ability to win. The Right Way to Play Bridge is designed to streamline your bidding and focus your play by demonstrating the excellence of modern Acol bidding, and the logical thought processes behind some of the key plays. There are no complicated gadgets and, whilst bridge is a partnership game, there is plenty of scope for improvement as an individual.


The pleasure to be derived from outwitting your opponents and pleasing your partner is well worth some gentle reading.


Not only that, The Right Way to Play Bridge is the ideal companion for your afternoon or evening game (or, come to that, your morning one as well). If you are lost for a bid, you can use the Quick Reference Index to take you to the right bidding charts. Whenever you sense you might have been more successful, you can find the relevant section in a moment. And so you have an authoritative, clear and ever-patient teacher at your side.


The beauty of any language is that it evolves. It does so sometimes through necessity, but often simply for convenience. Abbreviations become more widespread, common phrases packed with background meanings appear more regularly, and slang passes into the vocabulary of even the most refined speakers.


So it is with bridge. We are limited to a confined vocabulary and so there is always the battle to streamline the language. Following a major survey by Eric Crowhurst – one of our leading theorists and experts – which took in players of all standards, and from my study of the experts’ idea of Acol, I am able to demonstrate in this book an Acol bidding language that is almost 100 per cent logical. This makes it simpler to learn and easier to remember.


In the Key Principles of Card Play chapter, you can examine clear examples which demonstrate the vital thoughts required whenever you are not dummy. (Dummy may have vital thoughts as well, but often they have nothing to do with bridge…) These processes are straightforward, but their application will reap huge benefits.


Although this book deals exclusively with a Weak NT (showing 12–14pts), much of it is relevant for the dedicated Strong NT (15–18pts) player too. However, I must tell those players that the Weak NT occurs far more frequently, is more accurate, more pre-emptive, and far more logical. With this book to guide you, I urge you to repent and convert…


As for those who claim to be “intuitive” players, or who just fancy a gamble, bridge offers plenty of scope to demonstrate your famed sixth sense – but peculiarly, it seems to improve the more you do. Opportunities galore exist to outwit the opposition with bluff and bombast – although it helps if you, at least, know what’s really going on. In other words, learn the skills first, and then you’ll recognize the right moment to be “clever”.


Finally, I have had to face the age-old problem of how to refer to your partner in all my examples. I’ve opted for “he” and “him”. Those with their finger on the pulse of political correctness might have wished me to utilize a unisexual term, but it strikes me that repeating the word “partner” several hundred times is too high a price to pay…


Paul Mendelson
London
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EVALUATING YOUR HAND


This chapter deals with the way you value the thirteen cards in your hand. It deals with that initial moment of pleasure, or pain, as you pick up your cards, and later after you have heard your partner bid. Your hand’s value also changes when your opponents bid, and this is dealt with further on in the book at various stages, in particular see COMPETITIVE BIDDING, page 89.


You should read this first chapter now, even though it may contain ideas with which you are not yet familiar and then, as you read the rest of the book, you may care to return here.


Strange as it may seem, the worth of a hand of bridge is changing all the time. Because its value alters as the bidding progresses around the table, it is essential that you are aware of those changes, and the effect they should have on your bidding.


Opening the Bidding


If you are the first player to make a positive bid, you should count your High Card Points (HCP), and extra points for long suits. You should add 1pt for every card over four in any suit.


Hence, with this hand:














	
[image: illustration] AKJ87


[image: illustration] 6


[image: illustration] KJ987


[image: illustration] 84



	You have 12 HCP, and you may add a further point for both the fifth spade, and the fifth diamond, making your total 14pts. On this basis, the hand certainly warrants an opening bid. 1S is correct.








You should not add any points for your shortages as, until your partner bids, you will have no idea whether those shortages will be useful or not.


There are several types of opening bid which rely partly or wholly on distribution. See Acol Light Opener, page 16, and Pre-emptive Bidding, page 65.


The basic requirement of opening the bidding is 12 HCP. You can open with fewer points only with a 6-card suit or longer.


Responding to an Opening Bid


Above all, you are hoping that you and your partner have a fit: i.e. at least 8 cards in the same suit, between your two hands. This 8-card fit ensures that, if you select it as your trump suit, your side will hold the clear majority of trumps and thus that tricks will be that much easier to win.


For this reason, the moment you know that you have an 8-card fit in partner’s suit (whether this is on your first response, or at a later stage in the auction), you should add extra points for shortages as well as length in your other suit(s). This is the scale:














	Doubleton


	add 1pt







	Singleton


	add 3pts







	Void add


	5pts.








Once you know that you have a fit with partner, these shortages in other suits in your hand will be useful, because partner will be able to trump losing cards in these suits with your trumps.


If your partner bids a suit in which you are short, this heralds the bad news that you and your partner may have a misfit – a hand where you do not hold 8 cards in any one suit between your two hands. On hands where your side has no fit, tricks will be much harder to come by, and you should ensure that the bidding does not reach too high a level.


Therefore, the basic thinking is:


If your partner bids a suit in which you hold a shortage, this makes your hand worse.
If partner bids a suit in which you hold 3 cards or more, your hand improves.


If you cannot support your partner’s suit, you should continue to count only HCP and extra points for length in a suit (or suits). Later in the auction, if it becomes clear that you do have an 8-card fit with partner, then you may add points for shortages.


Having Been Supported by Partner


If you opened and you now have confirmation that you have a fit with partner, you too may add extra points for shortages, provided that these shortages are not in suits your partner has previously bid.


This is the scale:














	Doubleton


	add 1pt







	Singleton


	add 2pts







	Void


	add 3pts








The reason that these values are lower than those for the hand which initially supports a suit is that you often only want to trump cards in one hand, leaving length in the other, with which to draw out the opponents’ trumps. Therefore, shortages in the hand which first bids the suit are not worth quite so much.


The Shape of the Hand


By now, you should be able to value your hand in terms of points. This is half of your hand evaluation complete. The other half concerns the shape of your hand, and the way you describe this to your partner.


“Modern Acol, with a Weak No-Trump” is the system to which this book adheres. This makes the shape of the hand a vital consideration.


Having assessed point-strength, it is vital to establish in your own mind whether your hand is balanced or distributional.


Your hand is balanced if the number of cards in your two longest suits adds up to eight or less.


The only exception to this rule concerns hands with a 4-4-4-1 shape. There are no more than eight cards between the two longest suits but, because this shape contains a singleton, the hand cannot be deemed to be balanced. I make my own suggestions for coping with these awkward hands later in the book (see page 45). You will not be alone, should you find them difficult. The only consolation I can offer is that, the world over, in social games and world championships alike, the 4-4-4-1 shape causes bridge players to have nightmares.


The key to bidding balanced hands is remembering that, as the opener, an opening bid or a re-bid of No-Trumps guarantees a balanced distribution. Hence:


With a balanced hand you must either open the bidding with 1NT or 2NT, or, open with a suit and then re-bid No-Trumps.


As the opener, failure to bid No-Trumps within the first two rounds of bidding would deny a balanced hand.


Incidentally, your hand does not change shape just because your partner bids a suit in which you are short. In other words, your partner cannot “fill the gap” – suddenly making your hand balanced – when he bids a suit in which you hold a singleton.


As you will see in forthcoming chapters, later in the auction you may decide that a NT contract is your partnership’s best spot, but the first two rounds of bidding must be reserved for accurate description of your hand.


All other hands are distributional and you will see how to deal with them from page 14.


Partnership Targets


The following chart gives you an idea of your target contract, as a partnership, with various combined point counts.


Sometimes, you will know exactly your partner’s point count from his bidding. At other times, you may have to assume a certain point count before making a judgement as to the level to which it is safe to take your partnership.


Whilst this chart is quite accurate for NT contracts, it is only a rough guide for suit contracts, as the power of an 8-card fit (and of length and shortages in other suits) is much harder to gauge. Note that these point counts include your distributional points for length and shortages, as summarized in the chart on page 7.




PARTNERSHIP TARGETS


Pack contains a total of 40 HCP
















	Combined partnership point count


	Target Level


	Number of tricks







	20–22


	1-level


	7







	23–24


	2-level


	8







	25–26


	3-level


	9







	26–28


	4-level


	10







	29–32


	5-level


	11






	33–35


	6-level


	12







	36+


	7-level


	13








These are minimum point counts for each level. Some point counts overlap to cover both NT and suit contracts.


Part score = 21–24pts
Game = 25–32pts
Small Slam = 33–35pts
Grand Slam = 36pts+







DISTRIBUTIONAL POINTS


Until a fit (8 cards or more in the same suit) has been found, only points for length should be added to your HCP total.


Add 1pt for each card over four in any suit in your hand.


Only once you know that you have an 8-card fit, or better, can you add points for shortages.


When supporting partner’s suit:














	doubleton


	add 1pt







	singleton


	add 3pts







	void


	add 5pts.








Having been supported by partner, only add points if your partner has not previously bid the suit(s) in which you hold shortage:














	doubleton


	add 1pt







	singleton


	add 2pts







	void


	add 3pts.








If you have no fit (a misfit) with partner’s hand, ensure that the bidding does not reach too high a level. If necessary, deliberately bid to one level lower, on your combined point count, than the chart on the previous page recommends.
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OPENING THE BIDDING


Balanced Hands – Opening 1NT


If your hand is balanced and contains 12–14 points, you must open the bidding with 1NT. This opening bid describes your hand in one go, removes the need to find a re-bid, and puts the ball firmly in partner’s court. Knowing what you have, he will either decide the final contract immediately, or ask you about a specific element of your hand.


Having opening 1NT, you have limited your hand, and you never make another free bid. Only if partner’s response asks you to describe your hand further should you ever bid again.


Should you open 1NT if your hand contains a 5-card minor suit? Yes. If your hand is balanced, the minor suit is of far less importance than telling partner your shape and point count all in one easy bid.


Your targets on every hand of bridge run as follows:














	1st


	An 8-card fit (or better) in a major suit.







	2nd


	A NT contract.







	3rd


	A minor suit contract.








A major suit and a NT contract are almost as good as one another. The major-suit fit gets top billing because it is often safer, especially if it is a 4-4 fit. Opening 1NT allows you to reach NT contracts with ease. The use of Stayman (see page 22) removes any fear of missing a 4-4 fit in a major suit.


Minor suit contracts should be avoided because of their feeble scoring value, and should only be considered when both major suit and NT contracts are impossible.


So, what about hands containing 12–14pts and a 5-card major suit? Should they be opened with 1NT?


Experts are divided on this question. Many believe that a 5-card major suit should take priority over a 1NT opening, whilst some feel that the balanced nature of the hand should be expressed immediately.


I recommend compromise:


(a) [image: illustration] 97532


[image: illustration] KQ3


[image: illustration] QJ6


[image: illustration] AJ


(b) [image: illustration] AKJ75


[image: illustration] 64


[image: illustration] 963


[image: illustration] AJ8


(a) With 13 HCP, the choice is between opening 1NT, or opening 1S, and then re-bidding 2S. With the quality of the suit as poor as this, and with an even distribution of high cards, 1NT seems the better description of the hand.


(b) The major suit is good quality – well worth bidding and re-bidding. There are also two unguarded suits. 1S is the superior opening now.


You should open a 5-card major suit in preference to 1NT, unless the quality of the suit is so poor that you judge 1NT to be a better description of the hand.


This rule works well for everyday use. If you are building a regular partnership, or you play with the same group, you may wish to experiment by always opening the 5-card major regardless, before forming your own conclusions.


This type of decision is greeted with approval by partners when you make the right choice, and derided when the result is not as might be hoped. Look out for the people who change their view after looking at the result, rather than thinking about the problem. These characters form the group known as “result-merchants”. They will have you believe that they are terribly good players because they always know what everybody should have bid and every card they should have played. Unfortunately, this “wisdom” is only apparent after the hand is over…


Balanced Hands with more than 14pts


With these hands you need to consider your re-bid before deciding on your opening bid. With more than 14pts you are too strong to open 1NT, so you should open a suit, and plan to re-bid NTs. Obviously, if you hold a 5-card suit, you should open the bidding with this.


With two (or three) 4-card suits, always open 1H; never open 1S.
If you do not have four hearts, open either minor suit (see below).


This ensures that you open the bidding with a low-ranking suit, allowing your partner to show his 4-card major suit if he holds one. However, it is better to open 1H than 1C or 1D since, as a major suit, this must be your priority. To open 1S, however, would force partner to show a suit at the 2-level.


With two 4-card minor suits, generally open the weaker quality one as this may inhibit a dangerous lead from your opponent.














	
[image: illustration] A84


[image: illustration] AQ


[image: illustration] 5432


[image: illustration] KQJ9



	If you open the bidding here with 1C, your partner may reply 1H and you will rebid 1NT (15 –16pts). However, your opponent may well lead a diamond, which will not please you. If you open the bidding with 1D and end up in No-Trumps, your opponent will probably not lead a diamond, and this gives you an advantage.








Since you will try not to play in a minor suit, the only way that you will end up having your weak suit as trumps is if your partner supports you (with four cards) and there is no chance of a No-Trump contract. In that case, you still hold an 8-card fit and should succeed.


Only if partner supports a major suit, or responds a major suit in which you hold 4-card support, would you not make your intended NT re-bid.


Provided that you hold the requisite point count, always ignore a minor suit fit in favour of making your NT re-bid.


In the following examples you need to decide your opening bid, and prepare for your re-bid – although you cannot be certain of it until you have heard partner’s response. For more details on the re-bid consult Chapter 5, OPENER’S RE-BID.


Partner’s hands are shown alongside:


(a)
















	
[image: illustration] AJ76


[image: illustration] J5


[image: illustration] K96


[image: illustration] AK52


1C


1NT



	
[image: illustration] 985


[image: illustration] A86


[image: illustration] AQ543


[image: illustration] Q3


1D


3NT



	Note that you re-bid 1NT rather than 1S. As your hand is balanced, you must mention NTs within the first two rounds of bidding. Had you re-bid 1S, this would have promised more than eight cards between your two suits – at least five clubs and four spades.








(b)
















	
[image: illustration] AQ43


[image: illustration] KJ76


[image: illustration] Q3


[image: illustration] AJ6


1H


3S



	
[image: illustration] KJ76


[image: illustration] Q52


[image: illustration] 94


[image: illustration] KQ82


1S


4S



	You open 1H; partner replies 1S. Rather than making your intended 2NT rebid, you should support partner’s major suit. The 8-card major suit fit – usually the safest contract – is reached with ease. Note that the responder’s chief priority is always to show a major suit at the 1-level.








(c)
















	
[image: illustration] AQ


[image: illustration] KJ8


[image: illustration] Q963


[image: illustration] AQ43


1C


1D



	
[image: illustration] 652


[image: illustration] Q43


[image: illustration] AK742


[image: illustration] J6


2NT


3NT



	Here, partner responds with a minor suit in which you hold support. You should ignore this in favour of your planned NT re-bid. This results in the best Game contract being reached.








So, the one and only time you do not make your planned NT re-bid with a balanced hand is when partner responds a 4-card major suit for which you have 4-card support.


1C – 1H – 1NT


The 1NT re-bid in this sequence shows 15–16pts. This is sound, because partner’s 1-level response promises a minimum of 6pts, and this opposite 15–16 gives a total of 21–22: just right for 1NT.


If responder holds more points, he can raise the level.


If the bidding runs 1D – 2C, partner’s change of suit at the 2-level is now promising a minimum of 8pts. Your lowest available re-bid of 2NT still shows only 15–16pts. This too is sound, as you now have a combined minimum of 23–24pts – suitable for 2NT.


Note that this is completely different from 1D – 2D, in which partner’s response is weak, indicating maybe just 6pts.




OPENING WITH BALANCED HANDS














	12–14pts


	Open 1NT.







	15–16pts


	Open a suit;
Re-bid NTs at lowest available level.







	17–18pts


	Open a suit;
Re-bid NTs jumping a level







	19–20pts


	Open a suit;
Re-bid 3NT.
In each of above, with 4-card support for a response of a major, support this in favour of making your NT re-bid.







	20–22pts


	Open 2NT.
See 2NT Opening and Responses to 2NT, page 74.







	23+ pts


	Open 2C;
Re-bid NTs at appropriate level.
See 2C Opening and Responses to 2C, page 75.











For that you must hold a full 17–18pts to re-bid 2NT (to bring you up to the 23–24pts you require). With fewer, you should just pass.


Distributional Hands – Suit Opening Bids


A hand is distributional if it contains nine cards or more between its two longest suits.


When assessing the strength of this sort of hand before there has been any bidding at the table, you should count only High Card Points (HCP) but pay attention to the length of suits in your hand. The general rule is that you may add on an extra point for every additional card over four in each suit.


You should not count points for shortages (listed on page 7) yet. The reason for this is that shortages are only of use once you have established a trump fit, and you know that partner is not about to bid the suit in which you are short. If your partner does bid a suit in which you are short, this makes your hand worse, because it is the beginning of a misfit.


You require 12 HCP to open the bidding, except when your hand contains a 6-card suit or longer. At this stage, you need to keep in mind what you will rebid too since, if you open the bidding with a suit and your partner changes the suit, you must bid again.


Always start at the 1-level unless your hand can make at least 8 tricks on its own. (For stronger openings, see page 73.)


On hands with more than one suit, the underlying rule about which suit to bid first is always:


Length before strength – always open your longest suit.


And on hands when you hold two suits of equal length:


With two 4-card suits, always open 1H; without hearts, open a minor suit.
With two 5- or 6-card suits, open the higher ranking suit except if they are clubs and spades when, for reasons of bidding space, it is better to open 1C.


With two 4-card suits being your longest, your hand would be balanced – 8 cards or fewer between the two longest suits. If you held over 14pts you would open the bidding with the appropriate suit, planning to re-bid NTs. Therefore, it is logical to say that:


If you open one suit, and then re-bid another suit, you are promising at least five cards in the first suit and four cards in the second.


In other words, you possess at least nine cards between the two suits (5+4).


This fundamental difference between balanced and distributional hands is the crux of modern Acol bidding.


Distributional Hands – Acol Light Opener


The Acol light opening simply takes into account the strength of a long suit. It is made on hands of 10 or 11 High Card Points with a high quality 6-card suit. There is nothing special about this bid; it just reflects the fact that often the playing strength of such a hand is greater than one with 13 or 14 HCP.


For example, contrast these two hands:


(a) [image: illustration] KQJ987


[image: illustration] 8


[image: illustration] AJ62


[image: illustration] 42


(b) [image: illustration] KJ432


[image: illustration] AK4


[image: illustration] K432


[image: illustration] 7


Both hands warrant an opening bid of 1S. The so-called “light opener” in (a) is more likely to produce tricks than the stronger hand (b).


Hand (a) contains at least six tricks if the hand is played in spades, whereas (b) will provide four or five at most.


The key to the Acol light opener then, is a good quality 6-card suit.
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RESPONDING TO 1NT


As Chapter 2 makes clear, once your partner has opened 1NT, he has described his hand pretty fully. As responder, it will be for you to decide what the final contract should be. Sometimes, you will be able to leap directly to the right spot, whilst on other occasions you will take the opportunity to ask partner to describe his hand further.


As always, your priorities will be an 8-card major suit fit, followed by a NT contract. Only if both of these are impossible should you settle for a minor suit contract.


Limit Raises


Holding a balanced hand, it is a matter of arithmetic. You require a minimum of 25pts for 3NT. Add your point count to partner’s known minimum (in this case 12) and bid to the limit of your combined hands.


If there is no chance of 25pts between you, pass. If you hold enough for 2NT if partner has the minimum, bid 2NT, and partner can raise to 3NT if he actually holds 14pts. With enough for 3NT even if partner has only the minimum, bid 3NT straightaway.


That is the thinking. Converted into points, you need to remember in response to partner’s 1NT opening, that if you hold:














	0–10pts


	NB







	11/12pts


	2NT } but with a 4-card major(s),







	13–18pts


	3NT } use Stayman (see page 22).







	19pts+


	Consider a Quantitative Raise (see page 137).








Over 2NT, partner then passes if he has minimum points, and bids 3NT if maximum. With 13pts, he will need to hold a 5-card suit, or good intermediates (10s and 9s) to bid 3NT. Failing this, he should pass, and settle for a part score.
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