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Introduction for the Bridge Beginner

Bridge is fun to play, but the better you play the more fun it is. As you improve, you will be fascinated by how much there is to the game. Despite popular opinion to the contrary, bridge is not difficult to learn.

This book is the product of many classes given to beginners and improving players. It is intended for those who know nothing about bridge and also for those who already know how the game is played but wish to learn Standard American bidding or to improve their game. The book is set up to be used as a self-teacher or in conjunction with bridge classes.

If you are an absolute beginner, play through the games for beginners which are set out in Appendix 1, “From Whist to Bridge.” After you have become familiar with the mechanics of the game, proceed to Chapter 1.

For the reader who can already play, do not try to memorize everything as you go, but do pay close attention to the examples, the exercises, the partnership bidding practice, and the play hands in each chapter. It is worth rereading the text every six months or so until you are confident you know all of the contents. It is beneficial to test yourself on the exercises as you go. These exercises simulate countless ordinary bidding situations, and by scoring well on the exercises you will build confidence and also score well at the table when everyday problems occur.

This book is not for the expert and will not make you an expert bridge player. It does not deal with expert bidding, expert play, or expert defense, but it does cover the ordinary, standard situations—the basics that make up over 95 percent of the game—where many players often go wrong. Follow the recommendations and you will eliminate fundamental flaws from your game and progress from a novice to a competent, confident bridge player.

To improve, you should try to play as often as possible, for the more you play, the speedier your improvement. It is all very well to take lessons and read books, but a lot of bridge competence is based on experience. The more often you encounter a basic situation, the more readily you will be able to deal with it in future.

Above all, remember that bridge is a game to be enjoyed. It can, and should, be a lot of fun and that is how you must approach it. I hope you derive as much enjoyment and satisfaction from it as I have.

Happy bridging.

Ron Klinger, 1972, 1991, 1993, 2000, 2011




Introduction for the Bridge Teacher

In conducting regular courses for bridge players, you will encounter two distinct groups in classes for beginners: those who have never played bridge (and may never have played cards), and those who have played before and might have learned the game socially, but who either know very little about bidding methods or have not played for quite some time and have forgotten most of what they have learned. It is quite a task to cater to both groups within one class. If you dwell at length on the basic concepts of a “trick,” “trumps,” “lead,” and so on—needed for the absolute beginners—the more advanced players are wasting their time since they already know these fundamentals. On the other hand, if you cater to the advanced members of your class, you run a far greater risk of leaving the absolute beginners floundering, and they may lose interest and perhaps even give up.

Bridge Basics is suitable for classes for beginners’ to improvers’ standard. It is based on Standard American bidding and can be used for courses for absolute beginners. When dealing with absolute beginners, it is desirable to base the first class on “From Whist to Bridge” (Appendix 1) before starting on Chapter 1. This is like a “pre-bridge” course. It is even sensible to hold two such pre-bridge classes (for those who have never played) before commencing the course proper (when those who have played previously should join in).

Bridge Basics commences with the basics of all standard systems—the high card point count valuation and hand patterns. Chapter 2 covers the one-level suit opening bids. Page 28 is suitable if you are teaching 5-card majors. Use page 27 if you wish to teach 4-card suits. Chapter 3 deals with the 1NT opening and the treatment of balanced hand patterns, but does not include the 2NT and 3NT openings or slam bidding. These appear later to reduce the content at the start of the course. It is important not to overwhelm your students with too much detail at the beginning.

The suit openings when holding a 5-card or longer suit are standard (open the longest suit, with 5-5 open the higher) regardless of which approach is adopted. Differences arise only for the 4-4-3-2, 4-3-3-3, and 4-4-4-1 patterns. Simply instruct your students to follow either page 27 or page 28. The answers to the exercises at the back of the book indicate when a difference arises because of the bidding system. However, the play hands have been constructed to tally with either method. Each teacher can thus cover the approach that is in local common usage.

Weak responding hands (under 10 points) are covered in Chapter 4 followed by strong responding hands (10 points or more) in Chapter 5. This division should simplify matters for both teacher and student. When we respond to a partner’s opening, we think in terms of “weak hand” or “strong hand.” This conceptual approach should be of considerable assistance to students. Bidding by a passed hand is covered in Chapter 6 and strong openings (2-openings plus 2NT and 3NT openings are discussed in Chapter 7). Slam bidding has a chapter of its own (Chapter 8), as do pre-emptive openings (Chapter 9). Each chapter has its own set of exercises, partnership bidding practices, and play hands.

The last three chapters deal with competitive bidding: overcalls, takeout doubles, and penalty doubles respectively. In the chapter on takeout doubles, the suit response at the cheapest level is 0-9 (counting distribution) and the jump-response is 10-12. The no-trump responses also conform to these ranges: the 1NT response to a double is 6-9 and the jump to 2NT is 10-12. The advantages of these ranges are that they coincide with the ranges for responding to an opening bid (0-5, 6-9, 10, or more) covered in the earlier chapters, and that the ranges for the no-trump responses dovetail with the ranges for a suit response. Both of these features mean that the ranges will strike students as familiar.

Students will not have to learn one set of ranges for suit bidding and a different one for no-trump responses.

The use of the 5-3-1 short suit count for suit responses to a takeout double has the effect of making the recommended ranges as accurate as necessary. The 3-2-1 short suit count is suggested as helpful in valuing a hand in order to make a takeout double, even if it is not used in determining when to open the bidding and when to pass.

The exercises, the partnership bidding, and the play hands provide more material than you can usually manage within a lesson. Choose the exercises you feel are most useful, but remember, the more student participation, the better. In particular, do not omit the four play hands. Students often find this to be the most valuable part of the class. Exercises that you have not been able to cover in class can be set as homework and corrected at the start of the next class. 

Suggested Structure of Bridge Courses

Course content will vary according to the number of classes available and the standard of the players. The following are possible suggestions but, of course, you may construct your own curriculum.

Content of Bridge Courses (chapters in Bridge Basics in parentheses)

 

Absolute Beginners

12-week Course:

1. Whist to Bridge I (p. 119)

2. Whist to Bridge II (p. 123)

3. Basics & Suit Openings (1, 2)

4. 1NT Opening (3)

5. Weak Responding Hands (4)

6. Strong Responding Hands (5, 6)

7. Two-openings (7)

8. Slam Bidding (8)

9. Pre-empts (9)

10. Overcalls (10)

11. Doubles (11, 12)

12. Revision and Play Practice

 

10-week Course:

1. Whist to Bridge I (p. 119)

2. Whist to Bridge II (p. 123)

3. Basics & Suit Openings (1, 2)

4. 1NT Opening (3)

5. Weak Responding Hands (4)

6. Strong Responding Hands (5, 6)

7. Two-openings (7)

8. Slam Bidding (8)

9. Overcalls (10)

10. Doubles (11, 12)

 

8-week Course:

1. Whist to Bridge (p. 119)

2. Basics & Suit Openings (1, 2)

3. 1NT Openings (3)

4. Weak Responding Hands (4)

5. Strong Responding Hands (5, 6)

6. Two-openings (7)

7. Slam Bidding (8)

8. Overcalls, Doubles (10, 11)

 

Improvers

12-week Course:

1. Basics & Suit Openings (1, 2)

2. 1NT Opening (3)

3. Weak Responding Hands I (4)

4. Weak Responding Hands II (4)

5. Strong Responding Hands I (5)

6. Strong Responder II (5, 6)

7. Two-openings (7)

8. Slam Bidding (8)

9. Pre-empts (9)

10. Overcalls (10)

11. Doubles (11, 12)

12. Revision and Play Practice

 

10-week Course:

1.Basics & Suit Openings (1, 2)

2. 1NT Opening (3)

3. Weak Responding Hands (4)

4. Strong Responding Hands (5, 6)

5. Two-openings (7)

6. Slam Bidding (8)

7. Pre-empts (9)

8. Overcalls (10)

9. Doubles (11, 12)

10. Revision and Play Practice

 

8-week Course:

1. Basics & Opening Bids (1, 2, 3)

2. Weak Responding Hands (4)

3. Strong Responding Hands (5, 6)

4. Two-openings (7)

5. Slam Bidding (8)

6. Pre-empts (9)

7. Overcalls (10)

8. Doubles (11, 12)

 

Each of our classes lasts about two-and-one-half hours and the content of each class after the first follows this structure: correct homework, introduce new material, exercises, partnership bidding hands, coffee break, and play hands. 

We do not spend much time on the homework, but it allows stragglers to come to class without missing any new material. Students
bring their Bridge Basics to each class for partnership bidding and the play hands.

Make sure to include the four play hands in each class. They are at least as important as the main part of the lesson. Students learn much more quickly by playing than by listening and it is also more enjoyable.    

The hands are structured so that each player is declarer once. Except for the hands on defensive play (Chapter 10), each contract can be made and the idea is to give relatively new players confidence in their ability. After the cards have been sorted out, the students should be allowed to bid the hands themselves. After their bidding is finished, go over the bidding with the class and explain any traps or errors.

The final contract should be the one in the book, not some other contract the students might have reached. The opening lead is made and, if wrong, should be corrected together with an appropriate explanation. The students should be left to play the hands on their own, though some brief advice can be given (e.g., “You need to ruff a club in dummy.”). Students should be encouraged to play the cards in duplicate fashion, so that the hand can be conveniently replayed, if necessary. After the hand, spend a little time explaining the main thrust of the hand, but remember that the students can go over the hands at home.

At the end of the course, encourage your students to play as often as possible. If you can arrange supervised practice sessions in conjunction with the course, so much the better. The aim of Bridge Basics is to make the game easy and fun for the students. If you can do the same, you will find that teaching bridge is a pleasant and rewarding pastime.

Ron Klinger, 1972, 1991, 1993, 2000

Changes in the 2011 sixth edition: The 1NT range is 15–17, the 2NT opening is 21–22, and 2♣: 2♦, 2NT caters for 23–24 balanced. The jump-raise of opener’s suit is now a limit raise, 10–12 points. With more, the delayed game-raise is recommended.

Ron Klinger, 2011


Chapter 1

The Basics of All Standard Systems

THE HIGH CARD POINT COUNT

All standard systems start hand valuation by counting the high card content of the hand on this scale:

A = 4

K = 3

Q = 2

J = 1

These are known as High Card Points, or HCP. Other points may be added to the high card point total of the cards you hold, but all hand valuation starts with the 4-3-2-1 count. The first thing you will do after you have sorted your cards into suits is to count and total your high card points. Then you will move on to noting the shape of the hand and the number of cards in each suit.

HAND PATTERNS AND HAND SHAPES

Each bridge hand contains thirteen cards. The pattern of a hand describes the length of each suit in the hand starting with the longest suit, followed by the next longest and ending with the shortest. For example, to say that a hand is a 5-4-2-2 means that it contains a 5-card suit, a 4-card suit, plus two doubletons, while a 6-3-3-1 pattern means that the hand has a 6-card suit, two 3-card suits, and a singleton.

There are three hand shapes: balanced, semi-balanced, and unbalanced. A balanced hand has a 4-3-3-3, 4-4-3-2, or 5-3-3-2 pattern. It contains no void, no singleton, and at most one doubleton. A semi-balanced hand has a 5-4-2-2, 6-3-2-2, or 7-2-2-2 pattern. It has no void, no singleton, but will have two or three doubletons (in contrast to the balanced shapes which contain either one doubleton or no doubleton).

Unbalanced hands consist of every other possible pattern, but they all have one common feature: they must contain a void or a singleton. The hand shapes are summarized in the following table:



	 
	
HAND SHAPES


	 



	
BALANCED
4-3-3-3 
4-4-3-2
5-3-3-2 
No void, no singleton, 
at most one doubleton


	
SEMI-BALANCED
5-4-2-2
6-3-2-2
7-2-2-2 
No void, no singleton, 
two or three doubletons

 


	
UNBALANCED
5-4-3-1
5-5-2-1
and all other shapes
which include a void or 
a singleton






Balanced hands are best for no-trump contracts. Since there is no very short suit, and at most one doubleton, there is little prospect for trumping and you are bound to follow suit almost throughout the hand. Therefore, a trump contract holds little attraction. Your approach would be to suggest no-trumps early in the bidding.

Unbalanced hands are best for trump contracts. As you hold either a void or a singleton, there is ample opportunity for trumping. Your best approach is to suggest one or more trump suits, reverting to notrumps only as a last resort.

Semi-balanced hands are reasonable both for trump contracts and for no-trumps. There are two or three doubletons and that makes trumping attractive, while the absence of any singletons or voids makes no-trumps less risky.

1-SUITERS, 2-SUITERS, AND 3-SUITERS

Hands are also described according to how many suits are available for bidding. For a suit to be biddable, it requires at least four cards. When a hand contains only one suit with four or more cards, it is called a 1-suiter. When it contains two such suits, it is a 2-suiter and with three such suits, it is termed a 3-suiter. For example:

[image: image]

EXERCISE 1: HAND SHAPE

Hands can be balanced, semi-balanced, or unbalanced (see previous page). What is the shape of each of these hands?

[image: image]

EXERCISE 2: POINTS, SHAPE, AND HAND PATTERNS

For each of the following hands, complete these details:

[image: image]

POINTS NEEDED FOR GAMES AND SLAMS



	
IN ORDER TO MAKE


	 
	
YOU + PARTNER NEED





	
3NT

4 Hearts or 4 Spades

5 Clubs or 5 Diamonds

6-in-a-suit

7-in-a-suit


	
9 tricks

10 tricks

11 tricks

12 tricks

13 tricks


	
26 points

26 points + 8 or more trumps

29 points + 8 or more trumps

33 points + 8 or more trumps

37 points + 8 or more trumps






To say that 26 points or more are required to make a game in 3NT or that 33 points are needed before you should try for a small slam does not automatically guarantee that you will succeed if you have that number of points. However, the point requirements do mean that with the indicated number of points, you are more likely to succeed than fail. Skill in declarer play may still be required, but even with skill you may fail if the cards lie badly for your side. Bridge is not a game of guarantees and certainties; it is a game in which one takes calculated risks. The point requirements reveal when the risks are worth taking—when the odds of obtaining a significant score are in your favor. Successful players are generally those who are prepared to “have a go” at game or slams.

If you and your partner have enough strength to make a game, but you fail to bid it, you have lost a valuable score. Similarly, if the partnership hands can produce a slam, but slam is not bid, again a valuable score is lost. 

If the opposition bid and make a game, while you could have bid higher than their contract (even though you would have been defeated), you would have been better off to bid higher if the penalty for defeat would have been less than the value of their game. It is better to accept a small loss (a “sacrifice”) than to let the opposition score a game or a slam.

You need not succeed in every game or every slam you bid. The rewards for games and slams are so great that failing now and again is no tragedy. A failure rate in games or slams of about 1 in 4 is normal and expected. Suppose that you bid to 3NT four times and fail on two occasions but succeed on two occasions. Your success rate is only 50 percent but you are some 700 points in front because of the bonus points for winning two games. The point to remember is that you need not be downhearted if you do not make every contract you bid.

TALKING BRIDGE

A little girl is watching her mother and three other ladies playing bridge. As the girl is taking a keen interest in the game, one of the ladies asks her, “And can you play bridge?” The girl replies, “No, but I can speak it.”
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