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INTRODUCTION


Are you looking for something that will stimulate your mind, provide hours of entertainment, open you to connections with new friends, and give you a hobby you can pursue for a lifetime? Congratulations! You are about to become a bridge player.

You’ll join millions of people around the world who enjoy this exciting hobby. This book will get you to the first level of bridge—how it works (it’s not difficult), its “language” (the bidding), and how to play your cards for the best results. You will take advantage of the at-a-glance “cheat sheet” to help you with your decisions as you play.

One of the first things you’ll learn is that bridge is fun—complex without being scary. In nearly fifty years of playing bridge and three decades writing about it, I often tell those considering bridge that people of all skill levels can enjoy the game.

No matter what level you’re playing at, bridge challenges your mind. As you gain experience, you will see that successful play involves puzzle solving: who has what cards, based on clues you get from what’s happening at the table.

In addition to the intellectual stimulation it brings, bridge is a great way to meet new people. Even if you have just a basic understanding of bridge, there are opportunities for you to play in tournaments and clubs—the most fun way to play bridge—all over North America and even the world. You’ll have all the conversation and advice you want. Or you can play at home with your friends or family. Bridge really brings people together.

I’m still learning, and that’s one of the reasons I keep playing. You won’t be sorry if you “follow suit” in your effort—guided by this book—to learn this wonderful game. Welcome aboard!


    

PART 1



BRIDGE BASICS






CHAPTER 1


INTRODUCTION TO THE GAME

Playing bridge provides a wonderful opportunity to meet people in a recreational environment where you can socialize and stimulate your intellect. Among all card games, bridge is unique. Your imagination and deductive reasoning will take you far if you let them.

Bridge has enjoyed a renaissance in the past decade as an increasing number of young professionals, empty nesters, baby boomers, and seniors have discovered the challenges and pleasures of the game. Bridge is attractive to so many players nowadays in part because it’s not necessary to be an expert to enjoy the game. New players quickly learn the social aspects of organized games.

There are more than 3,200 bridge clubs in North America, and with a bit of advance notice, most are very welcoming to visitors and often provide partners. For a list of clubs, visit www.acbl.org. From your own home, to the Internet, to the bridge club, to cruise ships, to organized tournaments on the local, regional, and national level, you will find bridge to be the vehicle for meeting new friends who share your growing interest in this fascinating game.

Develop Your Communication Skills

As you learn from this book and develop your skills at bridge, you will find your communication and social skills advancing. The game of bridge may seem daunting at first, but you will soon become quite at ease with the buzzwords of bridge. You will find yourself fascinated with the endless possibilities, the excitement of your triumphs, and, believe it or not, even some of your failures. Just about every aspect of bridge has something interesting about it.


Meet New People


As you learn to play, bridge will provide many opportunities for making new friends. You will find that those who share a passion for the game have a special bond that is easily recognized. Bridge is played all over the world, and you can make new friends at clubs, tournaments, and cruises.

On the Internet, you can meet and play with people from distant lands who share your interest in the game. With dozens of free and pay sites, you can choose when to play at a moment’s notice. If you want to play for only a few rounds, go ahead. But more likely you will find yourself engrossed in the game for hours at a time.

Many aspects of bridge are not intuitive, so don’t give up if one or more parts of the game come to you slower than you would like. Always keep a positive attitude and accept that lack of success is not failure. It is just a critical part of learning.

If you prefer a more organized setting and the face-to-face bridge experience, try one of the more than three thousand bridge clubs affiliated with the American Contract Bridge League. These clubs are run by friendly, welcoming people who are excited each time they encounter a prospective new member or out-of-town visitor.

Use Your Intellect and Sharpen Your Memory

You and your partner will experience different situations with each round of bridge. The multitasking skills that are required to successfully play bridge help exercise your mind and keep your intellect nimble and quick. You will learn methods for winning in this book, and with each hand you will apply those methods to win more points than your opponents. That is what bridge is all about.

Bridge is great exercise for the mind. You must train yourself to follow the cards, keeping track of who played what, who showed out of a suit, and how many cards in that suit the other players hold. You will become a bridge detective, putting together clues from the bidding and play that can lead you to the right action. Getting it right through a process of deductive logic is one of the most rewarding aspects of the game.

The very best resource for bridge players is the American Contract Bridge League, located in Horn Lake, Mississippi, near Memphis, Tennessee (www.acbl.org or 1-800-264-2743). The ACBL staff can answer your questions, help you find bridge clubs or tournaments, inform you how to contact a bridge teacher, send you a sample of their monthly magazine if you are not a member, and sign you up on the spot if you want to join.

Getting Started: Bridge Basics

There are two phases of bridge. In the first phase, one card is dealt to each of the four players in turn until all the cards are dealt. Each player will have thirteen cards. Then the auction begins, with the dealer speaking first. This is the first phase, and there is more about this part of the game in Chapter 2. For now, just know that you and your partner compete against the other two players, who are also partners. You will be vying for the right to name one of the suits as the wild suit (“trump” in bridge lingo) in the second phase of the game. You can also bid to play without a trump suit. In addition, you are competing in the auction by raising the number of tricks you and your partner will propose to win.

Suits

A standard deck includes fifty-two cards (not counting the two jokers, which aren’t used in bridge). The cards include four different suits, which are represented by symbols throughout this book: spades are represented by ♠, hearts by ♥, diamonds by ♦, and clubs by ♣. You will quickly understand the charts that represent the cards a particular player is holding in his or her hand. Note that the placement of the suit symbol is important. For example, 4 ♦ is a bid, while ♦ 4 is a card.



	CARD SYMBOLS CHART




	REPRESENTATION

	ACTUAL CARDS




	♠ AKJ84

	ACE, KING, JACK, 8, 4




	♥ Q1085

	QUEEN, 10, 8, 5




	♦ 83

	8, 3




	♣ K10

	KING, 10





The suits are always represented in the order of spades on top, hearts next, then diamonds, and finally clubs. They are in this order because spades is the highest-ranking suit and clubs is the lowest. In the auction, the order of the bids from lowest to highest is clubs, diamonds, hearts, spades, and no-trump (NT). During the auction, you and your partner will try to name a suit as the trump suit when, collectively, you have at least eight cards in that suit. You and your partner may also want to play the contract without a trump suit. Then you are playing no-trump.

The declared trump suit beats all other suits. For example, if clubs is the trump suit, a club (even a very low one) will beat any diamond, heart, or spade. This is why the ability to name the trump suit is important.

The proprieties of bridge demand that spoken communication with your partner is limited to pass, the numbers 1 through 7, the names of the four suits, no-trump, double, and redouble. All other words are strictly forbidden, as are gestures and other means of conveying pleasure or displeasure with your partner’s bids or plays.

Be a Good Partner

Perhaps the most important bridge skill you can cultivate is being a good partner. If you are known as a calm, supportive partner, you will be in demand at the bridge table, even if you never become an expert.

No one wants to sit across the table from an enemy. You already have two of them at the table. If your partner is also an antagonist, you are in deep trouble. Your chances of enjoying the most enjoyable of games will dwindle sharply. As you become more keenly interested in bridge and its many nuances, you will thirst for improvement and knowledge. You must remember, however, that players progress at different paces. You might well learn more rapidly than your partner. Be patient and supportive.

How to Use This Book

For starters, beware of information overload. Don’t try to absorb everything all at once. It will be easier, of course, if you have experience at card games, possibly even at bridge. For example, if you ever played the card game Spades, you already know about tricks.

It’s the bidding that will take some study and concentration. Keep in mind that most experts consider bidding to be, by far, the most important aspect of the game. No matter how well you play, if you consistently fail to get to the right contract, your results will suffer.

Many of the principles of bidding are not intuitive, and there are many rules of bidding covered in later chapters. If that sounds intimidating, don’t be concerned. Once you absorb the basics, it will all become clear. The key is to take each section slowly, making sure you understand the underlying principles.

Online Play and Resources

The convenience of playing online has converted many players from regular club habitués to chronic computer contestants. There are dozens of games played every week on the three main bridge websites (see Chapter 10), and it’s fair to say you can play any time of the day or night online.

You don’t have to play in a structured game, however. You and your partner can simply invite two other players to join you at a table, and you play until you need to stop—half a dozen deals or one hundred. It’s up to you.

The Internet is also a resource for learning from the best players in the world. Most of the major matches—certainly the world championships—can be viewed live on Bridge Base Online (see Chapter 10). There is also a complete record of the bidding and play for review later if you can’t or don’t want to stay up to watch a bridge match in, say, China or Europe.

You also can take bridge classes online and consult with experts about your problem hands and bidding systems, and there are numerous websites with an incredible amount of information for improving your game.



CHAPTER 2


KEY POINTS TO GET STARTED

In this chapter you’ll learn the basics of how to play bridge: the terms used in the game, how the cards are dealt, the hierarchy of suits, and the mechanics of play and scoring.

Bridge Jargon

Let’s start with some terms that will come up over and over again in this book. Some of them may seem strange, even inexplicable. Don’t worry. They will become second nature quicker than you think. Most of them are in the Glossary at the end of this book, but some additional explanation can help you get started.

[image: Image] Trick. Four cards played in clockwise succession by each of the four players, starting at trick one with a card from the player to the left of the declarer (the player who first named the denomination of the final contract) and later starting with the player who won the previous trick. There are thirteen tricks in the play of each deal.

[image: Image] Irregularity. New players, especially at duplicate, will encounter this aspect of bridge—a mistake in procedure—more often than others. An irregularity can be a lead out of turn, an exposed card, an insufficient bid—the list goes on. In social bridge, these errors are usually overlooked. In a club game or tournament, the director must make a ruling by consulting the Laws of Duplicate Bridge.

Becoming familiar with these terms will help you feel more at ease in a bridge setting, especially if it is a tournament or a club game. As part of your effort to study the game, make the Laws of Contract Bridge (different from the laws of duplicate) part of your library of bridge books.

It is important for your development as a player to learn the correct way to play the game. You don’t want to be branded as a coffeehouser—a player with dubious ethics. The term comes from the bridge play at European coffeehouses, where conversation was often designed to give information or to guide partners in ways that are frowned upon.

A Quick Summary

In each suit, the highest-ranking card is the ace. The lowest is the 2. In the bidding phase of the game, the suits rank from the lowest, clubs, to diamonds, hearts, and spades (the highest). The cards are dealt in clockwise rotation, one to each player, until all the cards are dealt. Each player will hold thirteen cards.

The player who dealt the cards begins the auction, which proceeds clockwise. Each player in turn must bid, pass, double (only after an opponent’s bid), or redouble (only after an opponent’s double). Some of these terms may seem mysterious at this point, but don’t worry. They will soon be clarified.

Each bid is an offer by the bidding side to win a certain number of the thirteen available tricks. A player can propose a contract in a suit, in which case that suit becomes trump and can be used to control the other suits. It is also possible to play without a trump suit. Contracts of this kind are called “no-trump” contracts. In the hierarchy of the auction, no-trump even outranks spades.

Starters

The auction begins when the dealer makes a call, which can include a pass. A deal is considered passed out when there are four consecutive passes at the beginning of the auction—in other words, when no one has a hand she or he feels confident enough to bid. The cards should be dealt again, the deal passing to the next player in the rotation—e.g., from North to East.

When you have two decks, one can be shuffled while the dealer is distributing the cards. Then the second deck is ready to go at the completion of the first deal.

Let’s Play

You have a partner in bridge who sits opposite you at the table. The people to your left and right are also partners, but they are your opponents. Your opponents might be lovely people away from the table, but when you play bridge, they are the opposition and your goal is to score more points than them. That doesn’t mean you should be rude or hostile. They are your friends, after all, and bridge is just a game. It’s important to always maintain that perspective.

First you must shuffle and deal the cards. The dealer, sometimes determined by a cut of the cards, distributes the cards in clockwise rotation, starting with the player on his left, and continues until all fifty-two cards are dealt.

It’s important to shuffle the cards thoroughly to achieve a truly random deal. Believe it or not, this topic has been the subject of a scientific study in Great Britain, where it was determined that seven is the “perfect” number of times to shuffle the cards before dealing them.

Once you have received your cards from the dealer, sort them so you can clearly see them. Most people alternate the black and red suits to keep them straight. There’s nothing more embarrassing than having to admit that your “ace of diamonds” was actually a heart.


Bid ’Em Up


Once all players have their cards sorted, start the bidding. The auction, of course, is essential. Without the bidding there is no contract. Without the contract, there is no play. We will take the phases one at a time, starting with the bidding.

Each player will have at least one chance to bid, and in many deals there will be a spirited competition for the final contract.

To illustrate an auction, here is a representation. After the cards have been dealt, the dealer starts, or “opens,” the bidding. The auction has begun.

West, North, East, and South

The compass points are used to identify players at the table. You could be any of the positions. North and South are always partners and sit opposite each other at the table, as do East and West, who are the second set of partners.

Each auction starts with a call by the dealer. Remember that a call can be a pass. If any person bids before there are four passes at the outset of the auction, the bidding continues until there are three consecutive passes.

How the Bidding Works

In the auction, each bid must represent a number or suit higher than the previous one. For example, a bid of 1 ♠ cannot be followed by the bid of one of any of the other suits. If someone bids 1 ♠ and you want to mention hearts, you must bid at least 2 ♥. You can, of course, bid a higher-ranking suit at the one level, as when 1 ♣ is followed by a bid of 1 ♦, 1 ♥, or 1 ♠.

If someone bids 1 ♣ and the next person bids 1 ♠, then the bid will be won by the person who bid 1 ♠ because spades are ranked higher than clubs. If the next person bids 2 ♣, that is sufficient to be a legal bid because a bid requiring a larger number of tricks always beats a bid of a smaller number.

Rank Rules

If the number of tricks is equal, the higher suit beats the lower. Once the auction starts it continues for three straight passes. The last bid becomes the contract, and the suit that was bid becomes trump.

If you win the contract, you and your partner must take at least six tricks (called the book) plus the number of tricks you bid to win the auction. For instance, if you won the auction at 3 ♥, you and your partner must collectively win nine tricks (book plus three).

The side that “wins” the auction has an advantage because they usually have decided on the trump suit that best fits their hands, giving them a good chance for a positive score. When a trump suit has been named, those cards can keep the opponents’ high cards from winning precious tricks. The other side of the equation, of course, is that there is a penalty when you do not take the number of tricks required by your contract.

Sometimes a “victory” in the auction can be a loss for your side. Bidding can be a delicate process, and some guesswork is often needed. You will notice as you get into the game that the more experienced players make accurate guesses more often than their less-skilled counterparts. In bridge, as in other aspects of life, experience is the best teacher.

If your opponents don’t think you can successfully fill your contract (that is, take the number of tricks you say you can), they can double. This will increase your penalties when you fail to make the contract. If you disagree with the opponents’ opinion of your contract, you can redouble, which greatly increases your score if you are right. You should be cautious about redoubling, however, because if you do fail, the penalty is greatly increased. We’ll discuss the specifics of this when we come to talk about scoring.

Listen Closely

Every opening bid has a meaning that is conveyed to everyone at the table. Because it is important for partners to communicate well, players tend to bid as accurately as possible. You can take advantage of that information as you formulate your own plans. For example, say an opponent opens 1 ♠ and her partner raises her to 2 ♠.

Most people play five-card major openings (that is, they promise five cards in the suit they bid), so the opener has at least five. Players rarely raise their partners with fewer than three trumps, so now you know the opponents have at least eight spades between them. If you are looking at four low spades in your hand, you can just about count on your partner to have one spade at most, possibly none. You can use this information in deciding whether to compete—and all you had to do was listen to the bidding.

The final bid of the auction becomes the contract for the number of tricks to be won by the winning pair after three consecutive passes end the bidding. The first player of the winning pair to have named the suit or no-trump in the contract becomes the “declarer” and takes the starring role in the next phase of the game—the play.

You and your partner will use information from the auction to decide which suit to bid and how high to compete if the high-card strength is evenly distributed between the two sides.

The bids in the auction also convey the message about the ability to win tricks and points in the second phase of the game. In most social bridge games, the bidding is oral—players speak their bids.

To help you remember the rank of the suits, place them in alphabetical order: clubs, diamonds, hearts, and spades. The lowest bid is 1 ♣, the highest is 7NT (no-trump). It’s impossible—and illegal—to bid more than seven of a suit or no-trump because seven plus six equals thirteen, the total number of tricks available.

The Bidding Ladder

Take a look at the following bidding ladder. You can see that the lowest bid is 1 ♣. The first person to bid can start the auction with a bid of 1 ♣ or any higher bid. Each following bidder must make a bid that is higher on the bidding ladder; otherwise, the player must pass.



	BID VALUES INCREASE AS YOU MOVE UP AND TO THE RIGHT




	7 ♣

	7 ♦

	7 ♥

	7 ♠

	7NT




	6 ♣

	6 ♦

	6 ♥

	6 ♠

	6NT




	5 ♣

	5 ♦

	5 ♥

	5 ♠

	5NT




	4 ♣

	4 ♦

	4 ♥

	4 ♠

	4NT




	3 ♣

	3 ♦

	3 ♥

	3 ♠

	3NT




	2 ♣

	2 ♦

	2 ♥

	2 ♠

	2NT




	1 ♣

	1 ♦

	1 ♥

	1 ♠

	1NT





At the end of the auction the final bid will be the contract. The contract will state what suit, if any, will be the trump suit, and what goal you will try to achieve in the second phase of the game when you will play the hand.

How You Play a Contract

Once the final contract is determined, the second stage of bridge begins: the play of the cards. Each partnership will try to win as many tricks as possible. The contract will state how many tricks you or your opponents will attempt to make and what suit, if any, will be trump. If you succeed in the second phase of the game, do well in the play of the hand, and make your contract, you will win points. If you are unsuccessful, your opponents will win points.

To begin, the person to the left of the declarer will play any card, usually facedown—in case that person is confused about whose lead it is. Once she is assured it is her lead, the opening leader places her card face up on the table.

At that point, the declarer’s partner puts his hand down on the table for all to see. This is called the “dummy.” (Not a disparaging term, just bridge lingo.) The declarer’s partner arranges the cards in suits, usually alternating black and red cards. If the declarer is playing a trump contract, the trump suit goes on the declarer’s far left, dummy’s far right.

Touch and Go

Play proceeds in a clockwise rotation. If everyone follows suit to the opening lead, the highest card played wins the trick. Whoever wins the trick takes those four cards and puts them together in front of him.
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