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INTRODUCTION

Every week, in my work for The Financial Times, I am sent a great pile of bridge handbooks to review. The hands illustrated are magical and inspiring, making for great journalism but, all too often, they are illustrations of plays that you will probably never see again. In Winning Ways To Play Your Cards, I want to focus on the type of hands which crop up every time you play, the class of hands which will make a real difference to your scores, the type which, once mastered, will be the springboard for real improvement in your game.

Wherever you play bridge – especially social rubber bridge – it is your card-play which will account for most of your success. Even if your bidding were perfect, play and defence will net you many more points over the years.

Both as declarer and as a defender, you need an effective strategy in order to play your cards right. Often these strategies are mirror-images of one another. For that is the key to successful card-play: if the declarer has one plan, the defenders must counter it with one of their own. You cannot properly consider your own strategy in isolation from that of your opponents. For every thought they have, you need to have a counter, and vice versa. This is how it must happen in real life, at the table, and here, in Winning Ways To Play Your Cards, you have a book which will help you to think in exactly that way.

Once you have identified the main lines of play for the declarer, both at no-trumps and with a trump suit, the more adept you will become at thinking ahead strategically. As those skills improve, your appreciation of what is going on in all four hands around the table will improve more than you ever dreamt possible.

In no-trump contracts, both the declarer and defender have identical aims: to establish enough winners to foil their opponents. The play in no-trumps is a race, plain and simple, but it is not necessarily a sprint. It is a cross-country course, full of potential for tactics as well as for sheer speed.

In suit contracts, the strategy to be employed by declarer will usually depend upon the shape of the dummy hand. Declarer must establish a long suit or ruff losers there and, failing that, he should look for finesses, endplays or squeezes. Defending, you must counter each of these moves and, if possible, anticipate the declarer’s strategy and attack him from trick one.

Overall, it is important to appreciate that the declarer can adopt only relatively few lines of play and that your defence needs to concentrate upon blocking whichever of these declarer may deploy.

The auction provides vital clues for both declarer and defenders. To decipher the true meanings of bids, leads and early defence, and to construct a picture of your opponents’ cards will help you to plan your campaign. This will involve counting and card-reading for the declarer; and the use of signals and discards to impart information between defenders.

Many of these techniques will be best learnt with your regular playing partner or group, so that you can introduce them to your game and suffer minimum complications whilst doing so. However, in order to improve you must not shy away from the best players in your club or circle. Rather, you should relish every opportunity to face the best players in order to hone your own game. With this combination of learning and experience, your confidence will increase, your results will improve, your reputation will become stronger and your brain will be ready to tackle still more expert techniques. It is a fantastic positive upward spiral . . .

As you see each of the examples, you may be tempted to speed-read your way through the early ones. I urge you, however, to take your time and be certain that you understand the fundamental principles because these are the steps without which you cannot climb. If you are not confident of a technique, grab a pack of cards, lay out the hand and play it through. This can cement a principle for life.

Sometimes, during an explanation of the course of play, you’ll be able to observe as a spectator. Sometimes, you will be placed in the driving seat and asked to make decisions. If you can, try to resist the urge to skip ahead to find the answer, and instead work it out for yourself. Without doubt, you will learn more by doing so.

To my mind, bridge is not about rules. It is a game where, as time passes and your experience widens, your understanding of the complexities grows. This book sets out to take you through years of experience, smoothly and without grouchy comments from your partner or opponents, to enrich your understanding of the key principles and to set you on a path where nothing at the green baize is a secret. Instead, anything new should simply fire your enthusiasm for understanding and learning from it.

Quite often when I play, a smile comes over my face. It is the recognition that I face a problem and I am not yet sure how to solve it. I play for moments like these. It is a great feeling when, as you truly start to influence what happens, and your play proves equal to the task, the cards start working with you and everything comes together perfectly.

You will also notice in the examples that your opponents do not always bid as you would have done. You must cope with that and derive whatever information you can from their auction; that is exactly how it is in real life.

Finally, as usual, I have made the players at the table male – they are all he and not she. In our conservation-aware times, you will appreciate that this represents a massive saving on S’s and the ink required to print them.

Paul Mendelson

London
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KEY STRATEGY FOR SUIT CONTRACTS

The moment a hand of bridge is dealt, the two partnerships begin to jostle for position. During both bidding and play, when one side takes action, the other endeavours to counter it – and the action taken cannot be random: it must be a direct response to the aims and strategies of the opposing side.

The overriding fact to grasp about suit contracts, whether you are the declarer or in defence is that, for declarer to succeed, there are only three basic strategies he will be able to adopt:

•   Ruffing losers in dummy.

•   Establishing a long suit in dummy or, rarely, in his own hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand. hand.

•   Relying on finesses, endplays, and defensive errors.

The declarer must decide which of these options to take and, to succeed, the defence must identify the strategy and seek to counter it directly.

Sometimes, in defence, you will be able to assess which line the declarer is likely to take just from the auction; at other times, you will need to see the dummy [hand] before feeling confident about what plan your opponent may have. On rare occasions, you may even need to wait to see declarer’s early play before being able to launch your counter-offensive. But counter-attack you must and, nineteen times out of twenty, you should respond to his basic strategy as follows:

•   If dummy contains shortages of which declarer may wish to take advantage for making ruffs, lead trumps to cut down dummy’s ruffing potential.

•   Indeed, whenever declarer hesitates before pulling trumps, your thoughts should be on leading them.

•   If dummy contains a long, establishable suit, attack the other non-trump suits aggressively, so that declarer will not have time to throw his losers away on dummy’s winning tricks.

•   If dummy is relatively balanced (which accounts for most hands), defend as safely as possible, so that you neither open up new suits nor provide declarer with free finesses. A forcing defence, as will be described in Chapter 3 – making declarer trump in his own hand – usually works very effectively.

Understanding that in a suit contract declarer has just three basic strategies from which to choose, and the counter-offensives appropriate to each of them, will help you to find the best line, both as declarer and defender, on the vast majority of occasions. In the chapters that follow, all kinds of variations on this theme will be examined but one, simple, underlying philosophy remains constant: identify your opponents’ strategy and then counter it directly.

To set the mood let’s take a look, with this understanding, at a few examples and how you set about countering your opponents’ plans.

Pay careful attention during the auction because, especially if you end up defending, the very progress of the bidding may tip you off as to the likely shape of dummy and therefore to declarer’s probable plan. If you remain uncertain as to why the defensive line would succeed, take time to lay out and play out the deal so that you can see how the strategy succeeds in beating the declarer’s planned route.

Interpreting the Auction









	Hand 1

	 

	Dealer South




	N

	E

	S

	W




	–

	–

	1H

	NB




	2H

	NB

	3H

	NB




	4H

	 

	 

	 





 

This is a typical, social rubber bridge auction where, probably, both North and South have stretched the values required for their bids. However, all too often, this type of bidding leads to a making contract. How do you, as East-West, suppose that declarer will scramble ten tricks? Almost certainly, North-South do not hold sufficient points between them to make game just on high-card strength; nor is there any evidence of an establishable suit. So, it looks like ruffing, and possibly cross-ruffing, will be declarer’s only hope. As a defender, this auction screams for a trump lead, so you can attack declarer’s best asset immediately.

[image: illustration]

South faces five losers: the ace of trumps, three diamonds and a club. If South can ruff two diamonds in dummy, his troubles are over and, without a trump lead, this can be achieved easily. However, if West interprets the auction correctly, he will lead A[image: illustration] followed by a low heart and, when he regains the lead with a high diamond, he can shoot through a third trump, leaving dummy one trump short. Declarer will hope that West holds K[image: illustration] but, when East beats dummy’s Q[image: illustration], the contract is defeated.

For West, there are several other attractive opening leads – but each would have led to South succeeding in his game. A low spade or K[image: illustration] are both quite acceptable – though a doubleton club certainly is not (see page 78). However, here, the auction should guide West to the killing trump lead.









	Hand 2

	 

	Dealer South




	N

	E

	S

	W




	–

	–

	1H

	NB




	2D

	NB

	2H

	NB




	3D

	NB

	4H

	 





[image: illustration]

The early bidding suggests a misfit for North-South but South’s final jump to 4H should warn you, as defenders, that his trumps are high quality. If dummy’s diamonds are either solid or establishable, their contract is likely to be secure unless you can cash your winners quickly, before declarer throws his losers away on dummy’s diamonds. This is the time to make a really attacking lead, because there is an urgency to take your tricks.

Since you know that dummy contains a long, good quality diamond suit, your own meagre holding of [image: illustration]Q7 suggests that declarer will have no problem in establishing that suit to provide discards of losing cards from his hand.

A black suit lead, to facilitate taking your tricks quickly, is strongly suggested. Against a suit contract, to lead an unsupported ace, or to lead a small card away from a suit headed by an ace, would be highly risky and likely to give away tricks (see page 84). However, the auction demands that you attack the unbid suits.

Holding [image: illustration]AJ5, you may prefer a spade lead from your partner, through the declarer’s hand, to capture any honour he may hold there. So, a club seems best. The lead of A[image: illustration] allows you to view dummy and receive a signal (page 91) from partner. East should encourage you to continue leading clubs and, when he gains the lead with K[image: illustration], he should be equally aware of the threat from dummy’s diamonds and he should switch to a spade, probably 10[image: illustration]. Declarer must now lose four tricks and be defeated.

Notice that if you had made a passive lead, such as a trump, South would have pulled trumps and run his diamonds, pitching four black-suit losers from his hand, ending up with twelve tricks. The auction provided you with sufficient information to decide on an attacking lead – and you were never getting a second chance.

Both these auctions and contracts required decisive, positive action in order to counter them. Sadly, however, defence against suit contracts is more often a very unglamorous, unsexy pastime, where discipline and order are key and snazzy plays have no place. Whenever dummy is relatively balanced, your initial aim in defence will be to avoid giving tricks away. If both declarer’s and dummy’s hand turn out to lack shape, then your entire defence will be about just that. In simple terms, if declarer cannot ruff in dummy, or establish a long suit, he will either have to form some complicated manoeuvre or endplay, keep his fingers crossed on finesses, or rely on the defence giving him his contract. In this situation, if you can defend in a passive or neutral style, this will give declarer the most problems.









	Hand 3

	 

	Dealer South




	N

	E

	S

	W




	–

	–

	1H

	NB




	2NT

	NB

	4H

	 





 

Another familiar, simple auction but one which tips you off that dummy is likely to be flat, suggesting a passive defence. It looks as if declarer will have to work for his tricks, so you must not help him. Select a safe, neutral lead (see page 79) and make him work every step of the way.

[image: illustration]

This is a typical tight contract: declarer faces a club loser, two diamond losers, a trump, and a two-way finesse in spades. As West, you must not be tempted to make an aggressive lead (see page 77), such as a low diamond or doubleton spade, since either immediately presents declarer with an extra trick. A low trump lead would be safe, although there is little possibility that ruffs are possible in dummy. The most passive lead, however, is the top-of-sequence 10[image: illustration] which is highly unlikely to cost your side extra tricks. Now, the fate of the contract is in the balance.

Assuming that South covers 10[image: illustration] with an honour from dummy, East will win the trick, and should realise that he must wait to have clubs led to him again. That accepted, what switch looks safe? A spade solves declarer’s problems there, ace and another diamond enables declarer to reduce his two diamond losers to one. Only a trump is safe for West. Declarer probably finesses, West wins with K[image: illustration] and leads 9[image: illustration]. Declarer trumps that trick and, whenever they regain the lead, East-West continue playing clubs, making South ruff in hand with trump tricks he would make at the end anyway, and leaving him to guess the spade and diamond positions. Only in the highly unlikely scenario that South guesses who holds Q[image: illustration] and works out that East holds a doubleton [image: illustration]Ax will he prevail . . . unless you help him.

This type of contract is regularly allowed to be made when defenders get too aggressive and switch from suit to suit, looking for tricks. When defending, you almost never look for tricks – you wait to take them when it will cause maximum damage to the declarer and not before.

So, the content of your opponents’ auction may provide vital clues to get you off to the best start in defence. Even their style and tone may have a bearing on how you defend:


If your opponents’ auction is confident and they appear to have sufficient high-card points for their contract, make an aggressive lead (see page 77). Such leads will include singletons and leads away from honours.

If your opponents’ auction seems stretched and high-card points may be lacking, defend passively, take no risks, and wait for your own winners to defeat the contract. Opt for a trump lead or top-of-sequence honour card.
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