Short Sharp Tips for Beginners

My reason for writing this is to give the Bridge playing beginner a helping hand. What I have written here is not rocket science. If that is what you want there are shelves of books and articles on the web that you can read. Most are written by experts and are tedious because of the seemingly endless intricate detail. Having said this I find them very helpful when I am trying to get to sleep at night.

There are however some things that you can do to make yourself a better player and some things you can do to avoid getting worse. Most of these are merely common sense. The maxim “Practice makes perfect” is true if you are a juggler. It is not necessarily so for Bridge. Bad habits are easy to practice and very difficult to stop. Smoking is a good example of this but bad habits in Bridge are intangible and because these are thoughts and ideas they can be insidious.

1. Lessons (I am assuming here that you have taken or are taking Bridge lessons)

The lessons you receive when you start are the most important thing you will learn about Bridge in your whole playing career. You will probably go on and learn much more sophisticated things as you progress but the fundamentals you learn in the original lessons are the foundation that everything else is built upon. Never lose sight of them because they are the benchmark that will allow you to assess any temptation you may encounter in the future. These temptations come from people who have attempted to, in their opinion, improve upon the basic ACOL system. Maybe they have but there is a good chance that they have not. I hope that you take this point seriously because temptation to stray from what you have learned in your classes will not be far away when you start mixing with the club players.

2. Scoring

Being able to play the cards correctly is important in Bridge but the point of the game is to get the best score you possibly can. You might think that this is stating the obvious but it is not as simple a proposition as it may first appear. Getting the best score for your side does not just mean playing the cards correctly and bidding to your maximum level with your cards. It is also achieved by preventing your opponents making their best score. In certain circumstances you can do this by bidding your hands too high fully intending to not win the tricks you have bid. One obvious example of this is when you hold a few high cards and a long suit that the opposition is ignoring in their bidding or opening with a pre-emptive. To be able to do this you have to know what the score is likely to be especially if your bid is doubled. My second tip therefore is that you must learn to score and not rely on the bidding tables on the back of the cards in the bidding boxes. How on earth can you bid in an attempt to achieve the best score if you do not know what effect your bidding has on the final score?

Now that you have learned to score you can watch your opponents and pick out the ones who cannot calculate the score in their heads. These people can then be targeted for your sacrifice bids.

A sacrifice bid is as the name suggests a bid you make with no intention of making your contract. The penalty you receive will be, if you have judged it correctly, much less than the score your opponents would make if the complete their contract. Beginners are often embarrassed at the prospects of not fulfilling their contracts and therefore shy away from this type of bidding. They also don’t do it because they do no have a working knowledge of the scoring system.

3. Read the board 

If you are going to try and get a good score one of the first things you have to do before you bid is to read the board (By this I mean the container that the cards are delivered in at your table). Look and see who is vulnerable and who is not. The effect of vulnerability on the score is dramatic. It is crucial when you are bidding that you are aware of the state of vulnerability when you are competing in an auction. If you do not do this you will be at a great disadvantage when playing with experienced players.  

4. Compete

Remember that Bridge is a competition. If you can compete do so. There are advantages to be had from overcalling. One advantage is that you could be throwing a proverbial spanner in the works by interfering with your opponents bidding by using up bidding space. It is also a way of communicating with your partner and you might even miss a game for your side if you do not do it.

 5. Pre-emptive bidding at the one level
You probably think that pre-emptive bidding is opening with a high bid perhaps at the level of three. This is not so because all opening bids are pre-emptive in nature because overcalling is not as easy to do as opening. Making an opening bid therefore makes life harder for the opposition. This can only be a good thing for you.

You will have been taught to pre-empt with certain hands but I am sure there are other times when it would be advisable with less than 12 high card points. I am not going to break my own rule here and advise you to open at the level of one with less than 12 High Card Points. I will leave this open to question and advise you to ask your teacher about it.

Opening without 12 high card points is a very attractive idea but it is very dangerous for a beginner to start doing this. Experts do this all of the time but you are a beginner not an expert.

I hope the above paragraphs illustrate how easy it could be for you to be lead astray if you found this theory seductive.

6. Good and bad hands

Which of these two hands is in your opinion the best?




A K X X X


K X X X X



A Q J



A X X



X X



X X




K X X 



X X X 

If you picked the first hand I suggest that you have made a mistake. Perhaps you think that this was an unfair question and I have tricked you. In my opinion they are both the same, because when you play Simultaneous Bridge there is no such thing as a good or a bad hand, because all of the pairs play the same hands. The point is that you have to do your best with what you are given. There is no column on the score sheet where you can enter “good” or “bad” hands but there is one to record good and bad scores. The danger here for the beginner is that if you are dealt the second hand you might have a tendency to switch off your brain because you consider it unworthy of a bid and then just go through the motions of passing, which brings me to my next tip Number 7. 

7. Listening to the bidding

Don’t go to sleep when you are not bidding, listen instead. I know that is tempting to just pass with frustration and just let the opposition get on with it. Remember, if your opponents are using the same system that you are when they are bidding, they are exchanging information and you can make use of it if you bother to listen to it. You might even learn something useful about their hands that could lead you to double their final contract or give you clues to where certain high cards are.

All information you can glean might be useful to you!

Always follow the oppositions bidding. We all make mistakes, as I have said before, and if they do you will now be in a position to take advantage of it.

8. Forget it and move on.
If you make a mistake do not dwell on it. Everyone makes mistakes. The problem is that you can turn one mistake into a string of mistakes if you insist in carrying on the argument and incriminations when the next hands appear in front of you. You and your partner should forget that hand as soon as possible and move on to the next. If it helps you to put it out of your mind make a note of the board and come back to it later and try and find out what your mistake was.

9. A very bad score

In Simultaneous Bridge all that happens when you score the lowest for a board is that you get the lowest percentage for that one hand only. This applies no matter how many points you lose by and how many tricks lost. This is true even if you are in 7NTs and lose all 13 tricks. You can see how this works out in the following table. It is therefore not the disaster it appears to be at first sight. What could be a disaster is if you allow this one board to distract you in the rest of the subsequent play.

	Pairs
	Contract
	Scores
	MPs

	NS
	EW
	Bid
	By
	Ld
	NS
	EW
	NS
	EW

	1
	4
	4S-1
	W
	
	100
	
	2
	8

	2
	6
	4H+1
	N
	
	650
	
	10
	0

	3
	2
	4H
	N
	
	620
	
	8
	2

	4
	5
	4Sx-1
	E
	
	200
	
	6
	4

	5
	1
	4S-1
	E
	
	100
	
	2
	8

	6
	3
	4S-1
	W
	
	100
	
	2
	8


The table above shows you how the scoring is done after you have handed your slips in after your Bridge session. Here you can see that there were six tables in the competition. NS pair 2 has the best score (10) and they played EW pair 6 and they get the worst (0). This shows that no matter how well you score you can only get a maximum of 10MPs and no matter how few points you get you can only get a minimum of 0MPs.

10. Temptation 

Do not be tempted to add onto your system strange conventions or start changing the basic ACOL bidding system. This can be disastrous for a beginner. You have enough to remember as a beginner and complicating things unnecessarily can only make things worse for you and your partner.

11. You make a mistake (and it works to your advantage)

If you make a mistake in the bidding you could be said to be lucky if you then get a high score. You are only lucky if you are aware that you have been lucky. The danger is that you might think you have stumbled upon something special that other players are not aware of. If this is the case and you fail to recognize that you have made an error the worst thing that can happen is that you try the same thing again and it works for a second time. This could become a problem because failing to recognize a mistake could lead you down a dangerous route. For example there will probably be a time when you miscount your high card points and find yourself in 3NTs when you ought to be in 2NTs. All that you need now is a poor lead and a favorable distribution and your 3NTs makes. The ACOL bidding system or any system cannot take into account every conceivable permutation of distribution, and cannot take into account which card is lead, but it was designed to take into account the odds spread over many hands not just one or two hands. The above example of miscounting your high cards is rather an obvious one but the same principle applies to bids in a suit.

12. You make a bad bid and it works to your advantage. Second example.

In your lessons you were taught that when you open one of a suit,

1. You have a minimum of four cards in that suit.

2. You have 12 to 19 high card points.

3. You will bid again if partner responds in a new suit.

(Remember that when you open 1NT you are saying that you do not have a re-bid)

For some reason people remember rules 1 and 2 and seem to forget the third. I have seen this happen and when the opener passed their partner was left playing in a hopeless contract.

Probably what happened here to persuade the player to pass rather than re-bid is that at some time in the past failing to provide a re-bid unfortunately worked. If your partner bids a new suit, in response to your opening bid in a suit, they are expecting a re-bid and they could be relying on your re-bid to jump to game. They may have been delaying their raise to find out what your re-bid is with the possible intention of bidding a Slam. Now the newfound theory described above of passing when a re-bid is promised looks a bit sad doesn’t it.

Not only did the people that I saw do this get a bad score but also the faith in their partnership had been undermined. This is great news for the opposition.

Building trust in a partnership is vital so do not undermine it!

There are times when you can pass after opening one of a suit. It is when your partner makes a response to your opening bid and that bid is exactly the same as the one you intended to re-bid. For example: 

· You open one spade with the intention of re-bidding two spades. If your partner responds with two spades PASS.

· You open one spade with the intention of re-bidding one 1NT. If your partner responds with 1NT you can pass.

· You can also pass when partner bids 2NTs.

13. Giving information away unnecessarily to the opposition is a sin!

If gaining information is a good thing for you and your partner then why give information away to the opposition if you do not need to. There are many example of this and ways to avoid doing it.

· Do not start playing at a table by announcing to your opponents that you are a beginner. They do not need to know this. Telling them this could give them an advantage. Never give them information!
· Look confident and adhere to the rules of etiquette and don’t moan. If you do this you are giving your opponents information. Never give them information! 

· Do not discuss the hand you have just played especially if the other players can hear you. Never give them information!
· If you are for some reason in a bad contract do not let on. Keep a straight face and play on. It is done now and telling your opponents that you are in a mess can only be helpful to them. Remember that making comments and screwing up your face will not change the cards. Never give them information!
· When you are bidding and you have to make a difficult decision make your bid confidently. Hesitation and a show of nervousness give your opponents information. Never give them information!
· Respond to your Dummy with the phrase, “Thank you partner” not because you have impeccable manners but because if the Dummy is a disappointment to you what have you to gain by informing your opponents about your misgivings. Never give them information!
· Anticipate a possible finesse. If you hesitate you are giving away information.  Never give them information!
14. Get a partner

I would suggest that the best thing you can do is find a like-minded regular partner. If you do this be careful to heed my warning of picking up bad habits. It is easily done if you play with the same person regularly unless you have a system to stop this occurring. It is not wise to argue the point during and between the hands and so you have to have a time set aside to iron out any problems that will arise. 

As a beginner I felt very awkward having a partner provided. The best thing that can happen is the partner is an experienced player they will make you feel welcome and remove your anxiety. They will probably ask you which conventions you use and ask you if you have a discard system. Unfortunately the opposite could happen. They might start to give you a lesson in the last few minutes before you start playing. If they do it will be a fair indication the they have not grasped the rudiments of this game, and that is why they have come to play on their own, because the idea of Bridge is to score points from the opponents not your partner.

15. Transfer bidding

Transfer bids are takeout bids from an Opening of 1NT. If you have not been taught to transfer I suggest that because they are widely used today it therefore makes sense to adopt them as soon as possible because then there will be less chance that you will forget to transfer when the occasion arises.

16. Record the board numbers

There are many times when you will have a problem with a hand. This is a good opportunity for you to improve your game. Now a problem is something to look forward to and not to dread. In the present all you can do is your best with this hand but you can do something about it later on. Make a note of the board number and get some advice after the session. The other thing you can do is to check the scores and contracts for that board when the session has finished.

You could take the time to compare every contract and score for all boards after the session. You will then have a good idea if you have bid into the correct contract and if you have made the right number of tricks. If you then find that you are getting low scores you will have an indication of which area of your play or bidding you need to address to improve.

(Wisdom in hindsight)
If you and your partner are looking at cards laid out on a table in order to attempt to improve your game please remember that when you are bidding the bids can only convey a limited amount of information. You have to allow for this and sometimes you will find that what looks so obvious when you are looking at all four hands could not have been predicted in the bidding. As a general rule of thumb if you bid correctly you ought not make more than two tricks above or below your final contract. However if you are in a 2NT contract and everyone else is in 3NTs it might be a strong indication that something is wrong with your bidding system.

17. Getting advice

You have to be careful whom you ask for advice. I have never met a Bridge player who is not full of it (Advice I mean). Ask someone who knows what he or she is talking about. Your original teacher or the Tournament Director could be a good choice.

18. XX Redoubling

There is a card in the bidding box that is usually in pristine condition. It is the redouble card. It is so very rarely used that it is easy to forget that it exists. What would you do if your partner opens 1NT and is doubled when you have values that take your combined point count above half of those available? I would redouble. If 1NT makes how many points do you think you will score? You ought to know that 1NT will score 40 + 50 = 90 (40 for 1NT  + 50 for your part game bonus)

If doubled you might think 90 x 2 =180

If redoubled 180 x 2 = 360

This is not so because you will get a whopping 560 for 1NT doubled and redoubled, and an extra 200 for every trick you score above that.

I hope that this gives you an added incentive to learn how to score.

19. Play East-West

There are two reasons that I recommend playing East-West.

1. North does the scoring and is in charge of the boards. As a beginner the less you have to do the better. If you play East-West you can now just concentrate on your play, but do not use this as an excuse for not learning how to score.

2. If there is a sit-out you will get a break so pick a table in the middle. If there is a break yours will then come in the middle of the session. You can then relax and take stock, have a chat to your partner and have a drink etc. 

20. Ask

If the opposition alerts a bid and you do not know what it means ask. Do not be afraid to ask! Say to the person who alerted, “What do you understand by that bid”. This is much better than asking a direct question because you can now expect to get a comprehensive answer. If you ask a specific question the player then only has to address themselves to the limits of that question. 

21. How to get better

If you can avoid some of the pitfalls that I have already listed you will have a chance to improve. If you only bid when your side has an obvious contract between you probably the best you can hope for is an average score. There are many ways you can advance but the best way is to improve your communications. This applies to the bidding and the playing of the cards. Here are a few examples: -

· Keep your bidding simple and direct to avoid misunderstandings.

· Do not try to complete your contract. Instead, if you can, try to make more tricks than you need.

· Improve the communications in your partnership especially with your understanding of leads and discards. Signaling improves communications and that can only benefit you.

· Do not act unilaterally. Always discuss any problems you have with your partner and try to agree a solution. If this is not possible get another partner.

· Make sure you know what a double means when it is bid. Is it for penalties or is it for takeout? This is one of those bids that can be very difficult to read in the various circumstances that arise.

· Do not annoy your partner. Remember that your partner is not the opposition. 

· Treat every board as a separate challenge.

· The first board you play is as important as the last one so start and finish with the same enthusiasm.

22. How not to deteriorate

· Do not incorporate complicated conventions into your bidding until you have mastered the basics.
· For the same reason as above I would recommend that also avoid reading books about Bridge. Instead constantly go back to the notes you have from your teacher or the textbook they provided in your classes. In other words walk before you can run.
· Never lose sight of your basic bidding or pervert it.
· Be careful when seeking advice.
· Do not give away unnecessary information.
· Remember your partner ought to be on your side. If all they do is argue or try to confuse you with silly theories get another one.
· Keep your partnership relationship healthy by constantly updating it and sorting out any problems that arise together.
23 Leads

Leads can be very important. The first card you play can determine the outcome of a hand. The normal lead is a low card. As a general rule of thumb lead the suit you would like your partner to return to you. Only lead an honour, if you think it appropriate to do so, when it is part of a sequence of honours.

	Sequence
	Lead

	A K Q x
	A

	A K J x
	A

	A 10 9 8
	10

	A J 10 x
	J

	K Q 10 x
	K

	K J 10 x
	J

	Q J 10 x
	Q

	Q 10 9 x
	10

	J 10 9 x
	J

	J 10 8 x
	J

	10 9 8 x
	10


These leads are not only sensible but they also are a good way for you to communicate with your partner. Please note that the lead of an Ace shows that you also hold the King and an honour below it. For instance if you hold Q x x and your partner leads the Ace you know immediately to throw your Queen onto it. You do this so that the Queen will not take the lead away from them when they continue the suit. The Ace lead tells you that your Queen is in the way and to get rid of it. This is called “unblocking” the suit.

