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Abbreviations







	4C*

	An asterisk after a bid indicates a conventional (non-natural) bid, which will have been or is about to be explained in the text.




	GSF

	Grand Slam Force




	LHO

	Left-hand opponent




	LTC

	Losing Trick Count




	RHO

	Right-hand opponent




	4SF

	Fourth Suit Forcing – the essential convention – see Control the Bidding




	UCB

	Unassuming Cue-bid




	UNT

	Unusual No-Trump




	Blackwood

	Is used to indicate any form of Blackwood you prefer




	RKCB

	Roman Key-Card Blackwood – my preference.




	TTP

	Total Trumps Principle




	4H

	A number and capital letter indicates a bid or contract




	3♣ / ♦AKQ

	A suit symbol and number/letters indicate card(s)




	Balanced-ish

	This refers to a hand which, if one card were to be moved to somewhere else, the hand would be balanced. For example:
♠ AKJ2
♥ K7
♦ AQ
♣ KJ1074
This is a balanced-ish hand because, if 4♣ were a heart or a diamond, the hand would, indeed, be balanced. As it is, this hand is quite suitable for a 2NT opener, showing a balanced hand.




	Never

	Almost never




	Always

	Almost always






Introduction

When you start playing bridge, there is so much to learn, to absorb, to remember, that most of your brain is being used to retain this information, recalling what each bid means in context, your basic leads, signals and discards, and the standard declarer plays required for success.

This book is for players who have a decent grasp of the basics, and seek to spend more time thinking about bridge, rather than trying to remember what they have been taught. And this is how you improve at bridge, whether you are in your second or third year of playing, or whether you’ve been working on your game for decades: as material becomes second nature to you, there is space in your brain to consider more exciting things.

The book is in three sections. When it comes to card play, you want to try to form a picture of your opponents’ hand(s), and this can be achieved through attention to the auction, your partnership’s agreement on leads, signals and discards, and new ways to think about problems. These methods are not based on a formula, on remembering rules, or consulting flow charts – this is thinking through the hand for yourself to reach interesting, exciting and ultimately empowering (in bridge terms) conclusions.

The first section on Declarer Play will introduce you to, or remind you of, ways of thinking that will help you to develop successful Avoidance plays; create key Endplays and Squeezes to bring home contracts which would otherwise have failed; to manufacture alternative Finesse positions, and entries to a key hand; to interpret and read your opponents’ cards and what they reveal about their hands. At a higher level yet, you must be practised in occluding from your opponents the vital information they will be seeking in order to find a way to defeat you.

In the section on Defence, I’ll try to help you and your partner to lead more successfully, signal and discard to provide clear and crucial information, interpret and anticipate the declarer’s plan and hence have a better chance to thwart it.

To succeed, we will look at unconventional NT leads and trick counting in defence – both your own side’s and declarer’s, learn about Surround plays, Entry-killing plays, and judge when to use your own or partner’s entries. In doing so, you will improve your capacity and create time to consider not only which suit to play, but which card. Tricks will be changed beyond recognition, as you limit what your opponents are able to do, withhold information from them, and maintain control of the hand.

What I love about card play is that the play and defence are intimately linked – the better you get at one discipline, the more potential you have to improve the other. This is because in order to form the best play, you must interpret what your opponent is doing and strive to counter their actions directly. And this is true when it comes to your opposition too. Instead of trying to avoid the best pair at your club, make a bee-line for them. You always want to play with and against the best players you can find, because this is the most effective way to improve your game. You may get criticised – hopefully in a constructive friendly way – but, if the criticism is justified, that knowledge will help you to improve.

The last section, on Bidding, looks at how you might supplement a modern Acol-style bidding system with some useful gadgets and partnership understandings. If you play a system closer to Standard American, there will be plenty of ideas you can adapt and adopt to suit you too. Just as importantly, I suggest that there are some gadgets which aren’t such a good idea to play. Above all, you want your bidding to help you to judge the right contract – be it making or as a sacrifice –	to inform your partner without giving away too much about your hand to your opponents, and constantly to challenge your opposition to make tough decisions.

As so many of my students now enjoy playing Duplicate Pairs, I have included a Convention Card with suggestions as to the best Acolbased system you might play. Players who have looked at one of my previous books, Control the Bidding, can add the innovations included in this book to their previous knowledge, eliminate the illogical elements of their system, and include only the most powerful and useful elements. A streamlined, logical system, without too much complication, will definitely serve you best in the long run.

I always tell my students that bridge is a thinking woman’s game. People who play just to socialise, push cards around the table and tell one another off, will hopefully enjoy their game – it is a great social asset – but bridge becomes a more and more satisfying game the better you get at it. The techniques in this book will not only improve your score but, once you and your partner (or group of bridge friends) become familiar with them, will increase your enjoyment too, as you begin to see just how amazingly brilliant this game of ours is.

It’s time for a pronoun change in this tome. Previously, mainly for ink-saving purposes, I usually referred to players as ‘he’. This time, it will be ‘she’. Most of my students are women and, since many hands in this book are taken from my classes, it is only right that those guileful, thoughtful and ingenious members of the opposite sex are given full credit where it’s due.

Paul Mendelson
London


1

DECLARER PLAY



What to Think About as Declarer

Assume that leads against NT contracts are from a five-card suit

Let’s start this section with something very simple but which gets you off to a really good start.

When you play in a NT contract and your opponent leads, assume that it is from a five-card suit.

If you follow the Rule of 7, or the Rule of 11, or the Rule of David Beckham, that’s great. The problem is that you are following a rule and not thinking – and thinking about bridge is what you must do if you are going to succeed. So, ditch the rule, and assume that the leader has got a five-card suit. If she only has four cards, you are likely to succeed anyway; if she has a six-card suit, assuming five cards will cover this longer holding anyway. Best of all, if you take a moment to count out the opponent’s suit at trick one, before playing from dummy, you are starting to picture the full layout of the hand, and not just you and your partner’s hand.

Interpret your opponent’s lead

In the section on Defence, we’ll be looking at lots of standard and not-so-standard (but correct) leads. Your job as declarer is to think about the lead your opponent has made and work out from what holding she has played. Still thinking, then place what you think is left in your other opponent’s hand. From there, see how that might affect your plan.

Just using these two really basic thoughts, plan the play here:

[image: Illustration]

You assume that West has five hearts, so East holds two. So, maybe you duck the first trick and win the continuation and then hope that East (who has no further hearts) holds A♣.

Unfortunately, that isn’t good enough. You followed a rule (assume that the leader against NTs has a five-card suit) and then you switched off. Let’s think more deeply.

You are missing K♥, Q♥, J♥ and 10♥. If West held any three out of these four cards, she should have led one. With any three honour cards at the head of your suit, you should lead one. Therefore, to have led fourth highest instead, you can conclude that West does not hold three honour cards, but only two. That leaves East with a doubleton heart – and both cards are honours.

Now, there is a far superior play available: you rise with A♥ at trick one. East will still be left with a heart honour and later either the suit will be blocked, or West will have to overtake/crash her partner’s honour to keep on lead, allowing your 9♥ to become good. All of a sudden, the contract is 100 per cent safe. Here’s the full deal.

[image: Illustration]

West leads 6♥, declarer hops up with A♥. Whichever card East plays, when West regains the lead with A♣, she faces an unpalatable choice. If she leads K♥ crashing East’s Q♥ or 10♥, then dummy’s 9♥ wins the fourth round; if West leads low to East, East wins, and has no heart left to lead.



 

Here’s another situation where this simple thinking can help you enormously, again looking to thwart the defenders within their own long suit.
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West leads 5♣ to East’s K♣; J♣ is returned. How does South know whether to rise with Q♣ or duck the trick?

Most good players do not lead a low card from a four- or five-card suit headed by the ten. From this holding, a top-of-rubbish lead is more normal. So, it seems likely that West holds A♣.

Since there is only one card lower than 5♣ unaccounted for, West cannot hold more than five clubs: East must hold at least three.

Using the old-fashioned Rule of 11, West’s 5♣ lead suggests that there are six cards (11 – 5 = 6) higher than the 5♣ in the other three hands. You hold two, dummy one, and so East holds three cards higher than the five. Your only hope is to play for East to have started with ♣KJ10. On that basis, you should cover J♣ with Q♣. West wins, returns a club and East wins but, without any more clubs, East must relinquish control back to the declarer. In diamonds, declarer leads 3♦ from hand and, when West follows low, she puts in 9♦. East wins, but cannot put West back on lead again, and the contract is home.

Card placement at trick one

The bidding and opening lead often provide great insight into the shape of, and high-card positions within, your opponents’ hands. Here’s one of my all-time favourite examples:
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All you have to do is to place each of the missing high cards in the correct hands. Right now; just from the bidding and the lead.

To help you: three key thoughts.

 

1)   When you play a hand, always add up how many points you hold between you and dummy. If your opponents have bid, factor that into the likely placement of points.

2)   When an opponent does not lead the suit she has called, it is often because, at the head of the suit, she holds the ace without the king, and does not wish to lead from it. An opponent might lead a singleton ahead of ace from ace-king, but usually you would cash one top trick before switching to your singleton.

3)   When an opponent leads a low card in a suit, it means that she does not hold touching honour cards, such as: AK, KQJ, KQ10, QJ10, QJ9, etc., right down to 1098 or 1097. Instead, honour cards will be alone, or broken.

Back to the problem. Having placed the missing cards, what’s your basic plan to bring home eight tricks?

Between your hand and dummy, you hold 19pts. West opened and East responded 1NT. For the moment, let’s give East 7pts, and allocate West the remaining 14pts.

West led J♣, denying Q♣ (unless they are playing some arcane lead system). You can therefore place East with Q♣.

You are missing ♠AK. Since West did not lead a spade, you should assume that she does not hold both these cards. One of them is in the East hand. Let’s assume, for the moment, it is K♠.

You are missing ♦AK. Since West did not lead a diamond, you should assume that one of them is in the East hand. As we’ve already placed East with Q♣ and K♠, it is less likely that East holds A♦, since that would give her 9pts and, in Acol, you are less likely to respond 1NT with 9pts unless you have a singleton or void in your partner’s opened suit. Let’s assume then East holds K♦.

Does West have a six-card spade suit? It’s unlikely: she would probably have rebid 2S.

Who holds Q♥? This is the vital question on the hand.

West has ♠AJ, A♣ and J♦. Really, she needs to hold Q♥ to justify her opening bid.

Your plan should be to win trick one, and lead J♥. When West plays low, you run this card. As a result, you make six heart tricks and your ♣AK.

Here’s the full deal:
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Notice that – by thinking – you discovered both the position of the high cards, and the basic shape of the hidden hands, a quarter of the way through trick one.

Remembering the key elements to think about, having seen dummy and your opponent’s lead, have a go at planning this contract.
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You and your partner hold 22pts between you, leaving E/W with 18pts. This looks like West has 12 or 13pts and East 5 or 6pts. E/W only have eight hearts between them, so
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