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Paul Mendelson is the London Financial Times bridge correspondent, and a leading author on bridge, poker and casino gambling.

Paul switched from chess to bridge while still at school, and has stayed with the game. Although competitive, he only rarely plays tournament bridge these days, but he can claim The National Schools’ Championship (a while back now), representing England in the European Friendly Games in 1984, two gold and two silver medals in several Mind Sports Olympiads and The Scottish National Championships – pairs and teams trophies, as well as numerous county and regional events.

Paul is the author of six books on bridge, three books on poker, and a huge book on the statistically correct way to play every casino game. He writes the Financial Times’ bridge column weekly and his articles appear in magazines throughout the world. For many years the administrator of The Macallan International Pairs Championship, Paul is known to many of the world’s finest players and is constantly seeking high-level innovations for his teaching and play.

His interactive lectures are renowned, allowing players of all standards to improve their game. Never relying on rules, he insists on explaining the logical thought processes behind each decision. His students have gone on to win many competitions, and he has coached expert players, training them for international competition.
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INTRODUCTION

THERE ARE NO RULES.

That’s it. That’s the first sentence of a book called The Golden Rules of Bridge.

The point, however, is that many players – and most students – seem to think that bridge is about remembering what to do. It isn’t. It is, as I tell my students – especially the men – a thinking woman’s game. To play well, you have to work out what to do, based on the guiding principles of the game, your knowledge of your opponents, and your own gut feelings. As you improve, there may be probabilities to consider, and combinations of plays. Reading a flipper or remembering a parrot-fashion-learnt bid won’t help you in the real world.

There are guidelines – rules, if you wish – but they are to guide, not to insist that you follow them. When I use the word ‘never’ that means, ‘almost never’; the word ‘always’, ‘almost always’. Bridge is about judgement and understanding. If you do not understand what you are doing, you will never make a good player.

However, there are some themes and understandings which, if you have them firmly in mind as you play, will definitely help you to improve, whether you are a social player, a club devotee, or a regular at Duplicate Pairs.

There are ideas which are so powerful that the thought of playing bridge without them seems ridiculous – yet, for years, that’s exactly what I did. Partners were quick to criticize but slow to inform. Once you know about the existence of something it is easier to look for it; if you don’t know it’s there, how can you ever see it? Now, I try to ensure that all my students hear about these principles as soon as they are ready. Once assimilated, I believe that they will help you to think correctly about each problem.

Whilst there are always exceptions, there are certain standard ways in which bridge works. Everything moves clockwise (that’s surprisingly important); it’s why a six-card suit is so much more powerful than a five-card suit; why if one side holds an eight-card fit, the other side will hold one too; why, if you assume that the leader against a no-trump contract has a five-card suit, this will guide you to the best way to approach the hand; why, in competitive bidding, trump length, not points, becomes the determining factor as to how high you should compete. Once you understand these principles in each of the key areas, not only will you play better, but you will enjoy your game so much more.

The first chapter of this book – ‘The Bonfire of the Rules’ – is a polemic on the mindlessness of most of the rules created for bridge. It is deliberately acerbic and grumpy, because I witness these so-called rules doing much more harm than good and the world would be a better place without them. I hope that, when you’ve read through the chapter, you’ll see why. However, the real answers come in the following chapters where, I hope, I will succeed in getting you to think about your actions rather than just doing what some textbook, flipper, chart or tweet has told you to do.

Paul Mendelson

London
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