
  CHAPTER ONE Luck

  IF YOU PLAY POKER, you can’t win without some luck. If you get three aces, an opponent may have a straight. If you play bridge, your finesses will win now and then and they will lose now and then. Contrary to popular belief (“My finesses never win.”), half of your finesses will win and half will lose. Take this hand.

  You are West. You and your partner reach 6♦, a fine contract.
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  North leads a heart and you see thirteen tricks. That’s what you will get most of the time. But not today. South ruffs the heart. He returns a spade and North takes two spade tricks. Really bad luck today.

  It gets worse. North leads another heart and South ruffs that too. Down three.

  It would be understandable if you wondered why this was happening to you. It isn’t any better when your partner notes that you can make 6NT from your side of the table and will take thirteen tricks if the defense doesn’t take the ♠A.

  What does this hand mean? Just that luck plays a role. Learn that you can’t be right 100% of the time. The best plans can turn sour. Bad luck happens. Live with it. Good luck happens too. Enjoy it.


  CHAPTER TWO A Winning Attitude

  ONE OF THE GREATEST PLAYERS of our time, Robert Hamman, has a rule that really is a rule. Learn it, remember it, and follow it.

  Hamman’s Rule

  After a good result, stop reveling in it. After a terrible result, stop fretting about it. The only important thing in your life right now is the new hand you just picked up. It’s the hand that deserves your attention.

  I can’t begin to tell you how many bad results have occurred in bridge because someone forgot this rule and spent time thinking about the last hand when he should have been thinking about the new one.

  Instead of lamenting your bad luck, take the positive attitude that the next hand will be better. I guarantee you will get a better result if you go into it with positive anticipation than if you go into it dripping with despair.

  The Hamman rule is known to many. It’s been around for a long time. In spite of its proven success, only a few players have the ability to follow it whenever something bad happens. You have to be aware of the rule and when you get a horrible result, you have to be in tune with your emotions to keep from getting depressed. That’s the hard part. Knowing the rule is one thing. Following the rule is another.

  There is a side benefit to following the Hamman rule. One thing about having a positive attitude is that your partner will play better and your opponents will sense your mood and perhaps pull back a little. Players may not know they are doing it, but someone who sends out bad vibrations is giving emotional support to their opponents. Don’t be that person.

  Homework: Go online and read Ecstasy, by Mike Lawrence.


  CHAPTER THREE Introducing Dubious Bridge Rules

  THIS CHAPTER is an introduction to ideas that newer players will run into sooner or later. If you look at the books that teach you the basics, you will see lots of ‘rules’ that you should follow. You will be given the impression that what you are reading is how bridge is played by all players. These books give you a good start but you need to know that the advice they include won’t be valid forever. Here are two ‘rules’ that are not good once you begin to gain experience. I’ll show more of these ‘rules’ in later chapters.

  Two bad ‘rules’ regarding opening preempts

  1. If you preempt with a weak two-bid you promise two of the top three honors.

  2. Your preempts should guarantee that if you are doubled, you will go down less than the value of an opponent’s game.

  My intent is to show you why many rules, in this case on bidding, are tainted with marginal advice. Here are my thoughts on them.

  BAD RULE #1: If you preempt with a weak two-bid you promise two of the top three honors.

  As you gain experience, you will see that this rule is too encompassing. The idea behind preempting is to make life hard on the opponents. The gains from preempting far outweigh the requirement to be safe and sane. This means that your weak two-bids will eventually deteriorate from the standards you read in your first book on bridge. Waiting for suits headed by the AK or AQ or KQ, or better, will keep you safe (well, sort of) but it means you won’t make many weak two-bids and your opponents won’t have to contend with them very often.

  BAD RULE #2: Your preempts should guarantee that if you are doubled, you won’t go down more than the value of an opponent’s game.

  This advice is seriously tainted too. Here’s your first problem hand in this book. You are the dealer in first seat with no one vulnerable.
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  Should you open 3♥? I wish I knew. The problem with this hand, and other hands that you might preempt with, is that you have no idea how many tricks you can take.

  If this is the layout your partner’s 5 high-card points will usually allow you to take eight tricks.

  [image: ♠ 4 3 ♠ 10 8 7 5 ♥ K J 9 7 6 4 3 ♥ Q 8 2 ♦ 3 ♦ 10 8 6 ♣ K 6 4 ♣ Q J 9]

  If this is the layout your partner’s 10 high-card points may be useless.

  [image: ♠ 4 3 ♠ Q J 9 ♥ K J 9 7 6 4 3 ♥ a 2 ♦ 3 ♦ K Q J 10 9 ♣ K 6 4 ♣ J 7 5 3]

  You have two spade losers, two to four heart losers, a diamond loser, and up to three club losers. Seven or eight losers are likely, which adds up to your taking five or six tricks. What this means is that the success of your preempt depends on the luck of the draw.

  However, if you are insanely lucky, you might get eight winners if South has the ♥Q10 or ♥AQ and if you can get to dummy to lead a heart. This would be a case of luck being on your side.

  Why is the 10 points in partner’s second hand not a bigger help? The answer is that partner’s high-card points aren’t useful points, something you won’t know about until after you see partner’s hand. Partner’s ♦KQJ109 might have been useful on some other hand, but they won’t help here against sane defenders.

  This leads to the following principle:

  When you are thinking of making a preempt, you can’t tell for sure if it will be a good idea or a bad idea.

  So what is one to do? Here are my thoughts, which represent the thoughts of most experienced players. Be an optimistic, not a pessimistic.


  CHAPTER FOUR Preempting

  FACT: YOUR OPPONENTS will bid better and play better if you leave them alone. Preempts, as well as other competitive bids, are necessary for you to become an aggressive opponent, one who is continually sticking thorns in the middle of the opponents’ bidding where they will not be appreciated. In other words, be willing to make bids that quiet players won’t make.

  This is true of preempts, overcalls, and takeout doubles. I will go further on this later. The key here is that winning bridge is not passive bridge. Your attitude towards bidding should be aggressive, not passive. Be seen and be heard. Do not be invisible.

  You’ve heard of the rule of two or three, used when considering a preempt. Forget it. It looks good on paper. But it doesn’t work at the table.

  There are four vulnerabilities you have to contend with.

  No one is vulnerable

  In theory, your preempts should promise hands that won’t go down more than two tricks. That means you can go down 300 if doubled, which is good if they have a game.

  Both sides are vulnerable

  In theory, your preempts should promise hands that won’t go down more than two tricks. That means you can go down 500 if doubled, which is good if they have a game.

  You are vulnerable and they are not vulnerable

  In theory, your preempts should promise hands that won’t go down more than one trick. That means you can go down 200 if doubled, which is good if they have a game.

  You are not vulnerable and they are vulnerable

  In theory, your preempts should promise hands that won’t go down more than three tricks. That means you can go down 500 if doubled, which is good if they have a game.

  So, in a perfect world, you should play the rule of one or two or three.

  In our imperfect world, when you are considering a preempt, you rarely know for sure how many tricks your hand is worth. This means the rule of one or two or three should be viewed as a guideline that reflects your judgment. I suggest that you keep the rule of one or two or three in the back of your mind, but in cases of uncertainty, you should be aggressive and make a preempt as opposed to not making a preempt.

  Here are examples to show what I mean. You will note that many preempts don’t follow the rule of one or two or three. If you look at these examples you may think I am touting the rule of two or three or four instead. In a way, I am.

  You are South, not vulnerable.

  What do you bid if they are not vulnerable?

  What do you bid if they are vulnerable?

  [image: W N E S ? ♠ K Q J 10 8 7 4 ♥ 4 3 2 ♦ 3 ♣ 9 5]

  This hand, unlike some others, can predictably take six tricks on its own. In theory, you should pass if the opponents are not vulnerable. And you should bid 3♠ if they are. It’s not a good idea to open 2♠. Your partner will think you have six cards, and that may cause him to make a poor bid or misdefend.

  If no one is vulnerable, then going down three for -500 is a bad result because if the opponents can make a game, it will get them less than 500.

  If the opponents are vulnerable and you go down three tricks for -500, that isn’t such a bad result because if they can make a game, it will get them more than 500 points.

  The point here is that you need to consider more than how many tricks you can take when you preempt. You need to consider what the opponents’ vulnerability is and you need to realize that you won’t often be sure of what your hand is worth.

  Having said that, the rule of being aggressive tells you that you should bid 3♠ when not vulnerable regardless of whether the opponents are vulnerable or not. If the opponents are vulnerable, you can safely preempt 3♠ since you should get six tricks. But passing does nothing to bother the opponents, while 3♠ does a lot.

  You are South, vulnerable.

  What do you bid if they are not vulnerable?

  What do you bid if they are vulnerable?

  [image: W N E S ? ♠ 3 ♥ A Q 9 8 7 4 3 ♦ 9 ♣ 10 9 6 4]

  Vulnerable versus not vulnerable, it’s reasonable to pass with this hand. You have no idea how many tricks you can take. If partner has a singleton heart and a bunch of junk, you might be down four or five tricks. But if he has a modest heart fit and a little help in clubs, you might take nine tricks. The aggressive player (optimist) expects that his partner has the ♥K and something in clubs. He bids 3♥ and if left there, expects he will make it. The bidder who follows rules to excess will pass. Whatever happens, he will hold his head high and say that he stayed out of trouble.

  If vulnerable versus vulnerable, you have a greater cushion and should bid 3♥ with more comfort.

  Keep these things in mind. All of them can happen.

  1. Your partner may turn up with a trick.

  2. Your partner may turn up with enough that he can compete.

  3. Your partner may turn up with enough that you can make a game.

  4. The opponents could get too high because of your bid.

  5. Your opponents may get to the wrong suit.

  6. Your partner might turn up with a good hand and can double the opponents.

  Here’s a fact that should give you courage when it comes to preempting:

  When you preempt, even if it turns out that you are going to go down too many tricks, it doesn’t have to be bad if the opponents aren’t able to double you. That can happen. Answer this simple question. Have you ever defended a hand where an opponent preempted and went down four or five tricks and you regretted not doubling it?

  It has happened to everyone.

  Trust me on this one. If you preempt wildly the fact is that you will escape undoubled more often than you might expect.

  EXAMPLE ONE — A disgusting preempt that worked.

  NORTH-SOUTH VULNERABLE 
EAST DEALS
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  East opens 2♥. Surely this hand doesn’t qualify for a 2♥ preempt if you follow the rule of one or two or three. This hand has nine top losers, and there could be a lot more if the heart suit has more than two losers in it.

  East opens 2♥ on his stinker. South bids 2♠, a sane bid that many would make. West thinks it’s his birthday and doubles. All kinds of things can happen from this point on but 2♠ doubled will be the contract much of the time. A great result for East-West. Is it deserved? You decide.

  Postmortem

  What is clear is that if East doesn’t open 2♥, the bidding will go differently. All kinds of things can happen but East-West getting 500 or so is not one of them. Among the likely things that can happen, North-South might get to a club contract. That would be good for North-South. Only if East opens with his wretched 2♥ will East-West get a penalty. It may cause South to make a bid that could be punished.

  There is always a downside to opening 2♥ with the East hand. It’s easy to show a layout where 2♥ is doubled and set 1100. No need to show such a hand.

  Here’s another possible layout if East opens 2♥. Things are different here.

  EXAMPLE TWO

  NORTH-SOUTH VULNERABLE 
EAST DEALS
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  East again opens 2♥ on his lousy hand.

  South can’t bid. He has no suit to bid and his shape is wrong for a takeout double. There’s no safe bid for South with his 13-count.

  West passes and hopes no one bids. West should worry that North can double 2♥ for takeout and that South will pass, in which case a large penalty is possible.

  North has 10 points, which might be enough to bid with if he had better shape or a suit he could bid at the two level, but this hand isn’t worth a bid. North passes. No one can double but 2♥ is such a bad contract that East-West are going to get a poor result anyway.

  The defense to 2♥ will be messy. South will at some time lead his ♦8. The defense can now take the following tricks:

  Two spades

  Two diamonds and a diamond ruff

  Two hearts

  A club

  Down three.

  Due to vagaries in the play, 2♥ might be down four. Minus 200. Will that be a good result for North-South?

  This is probably bad for East-West. If East passes, South will open and North-South will get to some partscore and will make a small plus score.

  On this layout, East’s 2♥ bid gets a poor result. If anyone can double 2♥, unlikely, East-West will get a horrible result. But who can double? Not South. Not North. This is just another case of a preempt deserving a bad result and in this case, the fates allow it.

  But wait! There’s more . . .

  It could be worse. There is a chance that North-South will wander into 3NT after East’s 2♥ bid. If this happens, declarer can take nine tricks due to good luck in the diamond suit.

  What does all this mean? It means that when you open a preempt, just about anything can happen. Think back about all the times you heard someone say, “My opponent opened 3♦ on that rag and he got away with it. Grrr.”

  Finally, there is the extreme case where your preempt isn’t doubled and it goes down a lot but the opponents have a cold game that they can’t bid. You’ll no doubt remember a few cases where their preempt kept you out of your game.

  Postmortem advice

  Remember that if you preempt, the only way for the opponents to double you for penalty is for one of them to make a takeout double, and then his partner has to know to pass. It is odds-against that this will happen. Yes, it does happen, but not as often as the fearful authors of books on preempting claim. On the last hand, I discussed the fact that neither South nor North could double. It’s a fact that some preempts are undisturbed and allowed to go down two or three or four tricks, undoubled. Sometimes going down a lot undoubled is good. On this hand, going down a lot undoubled was bad.

  Let me say that I disagree with East’s 2♥ bid. It’s just too weak for my taste. But it is good enough for some players.

  The upshot of preempting

  Why preempt?

  Is it to show partner what you have so your side can bid more efficiently?

  Not really.

  It can happen that a preempt will help you get to a good contract but the real reason for preempting is to disturb the opponents’ bidding. The more times you can bring yourself to preempt, the more likely it is that your bid will cause troubles for your opponents. This is true whether you make an opening preempt or a preemptive jump overcall. It’s all about sowing confusion.

  In the first example layout above, East’s 2♥ bid was rancid but it sufficed to cause South to make a good bid that didn’t work out.

  Sometimes it will cause an opponent to make a bid he shouldn’t make, and he’ll pay a price for his bad judgment.

  In the second example layout above, East’s 2♥ bid could have been punished but it wasn’t. Even when you’re in trouble, you may escape if your bad (mistimed?) bid is not detected.

  Your partner knows everything.

  Remember this. When you preempt, your partner knows you have a preemptive hand. He knows that your hand will fall into your partnership’s parameters for opening with a preempt.

  Your opponents are in the dark.

  Your opponents, on the other hand, have no clue about what their partner has. They have to bid if they want to find out. Sometimes when they bid, their partner has a good enough hand and all is well. In the first example above, South found his partner with a horrible hand. But even if the opponents discover enough points to make something, they still have to decide what that ‘something’ is.

  When you preempt, either (or both) of your opponents has to make a guess at an awkward level.

  If you open a weak two-bid, the opponents have to start their bidding at the two or three level.

  If you open with a weak three-bid, your opponents have to start their bidding at the three or four level.

  If you open with a four-bid, your opponents have to start their bidding at the four or five level.

  Summing up:

  The point of preempting is mostly to hurt your opponents’ bidding. You should start learning early how far you can go to do this. I will show you examples shortly.


  CHAPTER FIVEBidding When They Preempt

  HERE ARE SOME of the problems you may have to contend with. Note that I’m giving you questions. There are a few answers, but mostly thoughts. The thing for you to do is to note how your frustration level rises as the level of their bid gets higher. When they open with a one-bid, you have a range of problems. When they open with a preempt, your problems become more strained. As their preempts get higher and higher, your difficulties increase accordingly.

  NO ONE VULNERABLE 
RIGHT HAND OPPONENT DEALS
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  Nice hand.

  What do you bid if your RHO passes?

  You open 1♦. No problem.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 1♠?

  You bid 2♦. Good suit. Good hand. But you’ll have to find partner with a little something to be safe.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 2♠?

  Getting difficult. You can bid 3♦, but it’s scary. If your partner doesn’t like your diamonds, there could be trouble.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 3♠?

  Pass. No way can you bid at this level.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 4♠?

  Pass. The dangers of bidding over 3♠ are magnified by the fact that you are a level higher.

  [image: ♠ 8 7 ♥ 5 ♦ Q J 8 7 4 ♣ A K Q 10 6]

  This is a modest hand that may be useful if you find partner with a fit and some good values.

  What do you bid if your RHO passes?

  Open 1♦ and bid clubs next if the auction permits it. Nothing to worry about yet.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 1♥?

  Bid 2NT, showing the minors. Don’t be thrilled, though. 2NT is a good bid that you hope will mess up the opponents’ bidding.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 2♥?

  Pass. One thing you will learn is that 2NT over a weak two-bid does not show the minors. It shows a good notrump hand of about 15-18 points.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 3♥?

  Pass. Don’t be tempted. You have a relatively weak hand.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 4♥?

  Pass. No way that your hand is worth bidding with at the five level.

  [image: ♠ A K J 3 ♥ J 6 2 ♦ Q J ♣ K Q 8 4]

  This is a 17-point hand that has some good cards. That doesn’t mean it’s an invincible hand, though.

  What do you bid if your RHO passes?

  As is the case about 95% of the time, it is easier to bid when your opponents pass. Make your normal opening bid, either 1NT or 1♣.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 1♦?

  Make a takeout double. The hand is still relatively easy to bid.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 2♦?

  Getting harder. A takeout double is sane but if your partner’s only four-card suit is hearts, it could be that passing is best.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 3♦?

  Only really aggressive players will double. It could work. But not always. If your partner has a weak hand, there is very little future here. Note that your diamond honors are probably worthless.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 4♦?

  Pass. Bidding with what is really a 14-point hand with only fair distribution is dangerous.

  [image: ♠ Q 7 ♥ A Q ♦ K Q J 4 ♣ K Q J 8 3]

  Finally, a big hand. Is it immune to a preempt?

  What do you bid if your RHO passes?

  You might open 2NT. You might open 1♣. Two perfectly sane choices.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 1♠?

  Not so easy. You don’t have heart support. Double is nervous. You can double and then bid clubs, but that gets you to the three level. I expect most would double but it isn’t right to fall in love with this hand. You really hope partner can show some interest over there.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 2♠?

  Even tougher. I’m guessing 3♣ is the right bid. But it’s a guess.

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 3♠?

  Call for a doctor. This is the kind of situation your opponent is hoping for when he preempts. He is hoping you will have a difficult problem. Here, that’s what just happened. If you double and your partner bids 4♥, you may be way too high. In fact, 4♥ might go down three or four tricks. If you double and your partner bids 4♥ and it gets doubled, you now know for sure that 4♥ is going down three or four or five tricks. All your high-card points are not going to help if your LHO has ♥KJ985 along with a couple of aces.

  How will you feel if you bid 3NT and the opponents run off the first seven spades and then cash the ♦A?

  How will you feel if you bid 4♣ and LHO doubles? How will you feel when your partner puts down a 3-point hand with a singleton club? Yikes!

  The nightmare doesn’t end. If you don’t like hearing RHO open 3♠, how do you like the next situation?

  What do you bid if your RHO opens 4♠?

  This hand has 20 high-card points, more than any of the previous hands. Yet the frustration level rises dramatically. It’s not an easy hand to bid if you get to open. Putting up with RHO’s spade bids doesn’t make your job any easier. Here’s a sobering thought. Do you think you can set 4♠? It’s possible that RHO will take seven or eight spade tricks. He might get a heart trick if the king is on your left. And, their side might have both of the minor-suit aces.

  Here is a short quiz:

  YOU ARE VULNERABLE

  [image: W N E S 3♠ ? ♠ 8 7 ♥ 10 3 ♦ A K J 9 8 6 4 ♣ 4 3]

  Pass. If RHO had passed, you would have opened 3♦. When RHO opens 3♠, your entire world changes. You can’t preempt. They did that first. You can’t bid 4♦ vulnerable. You need partner to have an opening bid to make 4♦ a safe bet. And if he has an opening bid he may raise you to 5♦, which would rate to go down.

  [image: W N E S 2♥ ? ♠ A 7 6 3 ♥ K Q 7 5 ♦ 3 2 ♣ A J 8]

  Your plan to open the bidding is shot after East’s preempt. You shouldn’t double. And you
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