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Preface to the first edition

In this book, I will try to present the fascinating game of bridge in a way which
avoids intricacies as much as possible. The text is based on the notes meant
for a series of seminars for beginners; they were given at the Paul-Scherrer
Institute (PSI), Villigen, Switzerland, in the beginning of 1995. More than two
years later, I have come to the idea of publicising my story. I am grateful to
all the club members for their response, suggestions, and contributions. David
Maden and Vjeran Vrankovic interacted with me strongly and constructively
throughout this period; their suggestions have always been most useful. The
President of the PSI Sport Club, Otto Fischer, supported this effort since the
very early days, thus risking the criticism of being financing an unofficial (at
that time) activity. Last but not least, I would very much like to thank my
good partner, Nadia Fettes, for her invaluable comments on the subject dealt
with herein.

The title of the book has been chosen from a set of candidate names, most of
which were less modest than the present one. This title represents one of the
most powerful reminders of the good old days to me; the time when Daniel
Sigg, Oleg Ayranov, and I were constantly searching for a fourth person to
‘set a table’ at PSI.

This book is dedicated to my first teacher, Stavros Bombolakis, and to my
first partner, Magda Konstantinidou. With Magda, I have spent many sunny
Saturday mornings - let alone Monday and Tuesday evenings - by the bridge
table; a picture, prevailing in my memory from those years, wants Magda
drawing at her eyebrows each time my bidding was turning exotic.

Evangelos Matsinos
Villigen 1997
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Preface to the second edition

Twenty years have passed since the first edition of my bridge notes was dis-
tributed to the then near beginners, who had earlier participated in the first
(1995) and second (1996-1997) bridge courses at PSI. During this long time,
these beginners became familiar with the intricacies of the game, systemati-
cally practised it, gave similar courses, organised the PSI tournaments, and to
this day gladly participate in bridge events at PSI and elsewhere.

I am currently on the verge of delivering this course once again, to a new class
of colleagues at PSI. While preparing the inevitable PowerPoint presentations
for this new course, I (once again) came to notice the extent to which the
tools, used today in order to disseminate the information, differ from what we
used to consider the ‘norm’ 22 years ago: there is Internet and Google now,
Doodle, Microsoft Office, Webminars, the whole shebang . . . Judged from the
distance of two decades, our norms are very different from those of the times
when I had to write on transparent foils with erasable markers and (one week
later) erase (using cotton pads dipped in alcohol) what had been written, so
that the same foils could be re-used.

I feel glad to have returned to PSI after a personal Odessey; it really does feel
like coming home after a long journey. I am also glad to give this course once
again to colleagues, some of whom (after a few years of practice) will surely
be able to teach others the rudiments of this fascinating game.

One serious omission in the first edition of the notes was the evident lack
of references; better late than never. To start with, I used notes from the
course I had followed in the early 1980s, when I was first exposed to the
rituals of the game; as it turned out, those notes were frequently nebulous,
incomplete, and rather muddled. I also consulted a wonderful book, which
unfortunately is available only in Greek: entitled Bids of Natural Bridge, the
book was written by D.I. Yialirakis in 1967 and, though it generally follows the
Standard American bidding system, it also provides insight into other bidding
systems.

A book I had enjoyed reading (and also used in the preparation of the first
course during the Christmas-New Year break at PSI in 1994) was Mollo’s and
Gardener’s classic Card Play Technique or the Art of Being Lucky [1].

Karpin’s book How to Play Slam Contracts [2] discusses the particularities
of slam contracts; therein, the reader gets to know how great deals had been
played by experts like Oswald Jacoby, Helen Sobel, and many others. Each of
the deals, presented in the book, poses a challenge to the reader: although the
contract seems impossible at first glance, surely down by one or two tricks, the
declarer did find a way to make it possible! Either exploring this way yourself,
or letting Karpin guide you, will help you broaden your horizon and see the
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game with different eyes. Interesting is also the story behind each deal, which
Karpin cleverly included in his book.

One of the books in my collection is Nunes’ Improve Your Bridge [3], which
I would recommend to beginners intending to dive into the British Acol bid-
ding system. Finally, in their book How to Play a Good Game of Bridge [4],
Reese and Dormer touch upon a number of subtle subjects, e.g., how to be
competitive during the auction, how to choose the right playing technique,
how to choose between alternative plays and lines of defence, and the like; the
book also describes a number of conventions which were considered modern
at the time it appeared. The sequence in which the subjects are presented in
the last two books [3,4] helped me to organise the material of these notes in a
way which, in my opinion, makes it useful to both beginners and experienced
players.

A few last comments on the second edition of the notes are in order.

 

Evangelos Matsinos
Villigen 2017
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1 Introduction: There is a first time for everything

1.1 Some history

Bridge was derived from the card game of whist (itself a descendant of a game
called trump or ruff) in the late 1800s. By that time, whist had already been
played (predominantly by the aristocracy) in the United Kingdom for about
two centuries.

In whist, the partnerships and the dealer are determined on the basis of the
face value of cards randomly drawn from the deck. As in bridge, the play in
whist runs clockwise. The player to the dealer’s left leads to the first trick 1 ,
whereas the other three players follow suit, i.e., play a card in the suit of the
card led. In addition (another similarity to bridge), if a player cannot follow
suit at some stage of the play, that player may

• trump/ruff (play a card of a predetermined suit) and, unless another player
overruffs (contributes a higher trump), claim the trick, or
• discard a card from any of the three remaining suits and waive his 2 right

to the trick.

Finally, the winner of the current trick leads to the next trick.

Therefore, it appears that there are no major differences in the play of the
cards between whist and bridge; in some variants of whist, there is even a
dummy (conveniently introduced in order to allow three players to play an
originally four-player game). The major difference between whist and bridge
concerns what precedes the play. In comparison to the elaborate auction phase
in bridge, whist surely appears to be rather primitive: the trump suit in whist
is determined by simply exposing the last card in the dealer’s hand; the suit,
to which that card belongs, defines the trumps in the current deal. At his turn
to play to the first trick, the dealer retrieves the exposed card and either plays
it to that trick or replaces it among his other cards. Now, to bridge.

1.2 What do four people need in order to play bridge?

Very few items are needed:

1 A trick is a set of four cards, played by the four players in the proper sequence.
2 To avoid diverting attention from the important issues, all players will be assumed
male in this book. Repeating ‘he/she’, ‘his/her’, and ‘him/her’ in every other sen-
tence would have made the text unbearably tedious.
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Fig. 1. The 52 cards of the standard (French) deck, presented in order of increasing
importance from left to right. The suits have a ranking order in bridge, with spades
at the top, followed by hearts, diamonds, and clubs, in that order.

• a standard (French) deck of cards, a piece of paper, and a pencil,
• a table with four chairs, and
• three additional players to occupy the three remaining chairs.

The standard deck consists of 52 cards of 13 ranks, from the 2 to the Ace (A),
and four suits (spades: ♠, hearts: ♥, diamonds: ♦, and clubs: ♣), see Fig. 1.
The Ace, the King (K), the Queen (Q), the Jack/Knave (J), and the Ten (T)
are called high cards or honours.

The four players are seated at right angles at the table and are usually named,
for convenience, after the four cardinal directions (North: N, East: E, South:
S, and West: W). Bridge is a game of partnerships: the E-W partners compete
against the N-S partners.
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1.3 The game

Each round consists of four stages:

• the deal (the cards are distributed to the players),
• the auction/bidding (the two partnerships compete for the ‘contract’),
• the play (the cards are played), and
• the scoring (the result of the round, i.e., whether the contract was made or

not, is noted down on the scoring sheet 3 ).

1.3.1 The play

Since the presentation is considerably simplified if the scope of the game is
brought home to the reader as early as possible, I will describe the play first.

The declarer’s left-hand opponent (LHO) plays the opening lead (the first card
of the deal). As mentioned above, the four players follow suit (if they can). In
case that a player does not possess a card in the suit led, that player is allowed
to play a card from another suit. Exempting trumping, the trick is won by
the hand which contributed the highest card in the suit led. The winner of
the current trick leads the first card to the subsequent trick. The procedure
is repeated until all cards have been played; hence, there are thirteen tricks
in a deal. The declarer tries to make (at least) the tricks his side (he and his
partner) promised during the auction (I will come to this shortly), whereas
the defenders try to prevent this. The declarer’s side will receive (contract)
points when (at least) making the contract, whereas points will be given to
the opponents if they manage to bring the contract down.

1.3.2 The deal

In rubber bridge (what you will play with friends and relatives at home), the
player drawing the highest card (at random) from the deck becomes the first
dealer. He delivers the deck to his LHO for shuffling, then to his right-hand
opponent (RHO) for cutting. He next distributes the cards (one at a time)

3 John Crawford mentioned to me that the recent trend in scoring the deals in
tournament bridge is via the real-time registration of the results using wireless
tabletop score-pads and dedicated software applications.
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in the clockwise direction starting from his LHO. After the round has been
bid and played, and the score has been noted down, the cycle is repeated (the
new dealer being the previous dealer’s LHO). Performance in rubber bridge is
more a question of luck on the particular day you decide to play than it is of
skill.

In tournament bridge 4 , the cards are prepared in advance (at the beginning
of the tournament) and are placed inside the pockets of special boards, see
Fig. 2. The attributes of the deals, such as the vulnerabilities of the pairs (to
be defined in Section 1.3.4) and the dealer, are predetermined. The deals are
played by different pairs and the results are noted down on scoring sheets
accompanying the boards. Finally, the results (in each deal separately) of the
participating pairs are compared, and the pairs receive points representing
their performance in that particular deal (e.g., each pair scores 2 points for
each inferior result in that deal, 1 point for each equal result, and no point
for each superior result). The results of each pair are summed up across deals
and normalised to the total number of points available to that pair in the
particular tournament. The ratio is expressed as a percentage, representing the
performance of the pair on that day (i.e., what they achieved in comparison to
what they could have achieved, had they performed better than all the other
pairs in all deals). The pairs are then ranked on the basis of these percentages
and the pair with the highest percentage becomes the tournament winner.

Coming home from a bridge tournament with 50% implies that your per-
formance (i.e., your partner’s and yours) was average, as half of your oppo-
nents have done better, the other half worse. Bridge tournaments are usually
won with 60% performances. Results above 65% are memorable. Tournament
bridge thus enables the relative comparison of the performance of the partic-
ipating pairs.

1.3.3 The auction/bidding

The play is preceded by the auction, during which the two pairs compete for
the contract, i.e., to be able to name the trump suit and set the minimal
number of tricks they must make.

At this point, one might pose the first question: what are trumps needed for?
The answer is that they prevent the opponents from running their long suits
and, by doing so, bringing the contract down: if trumps are defined, then the
(otherwise) winners of the opponents can be trumped at some stage of the
play. Naturally, if the hands of two partners contain an adequate number of
guards in all suits, they may decide on a no-trump (NT) contract.

4 A complete set of the laws for tournament bridge may be found in the official web
site of the World Bridge Federation (WBF) [5].
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Fig. 2. Standard boards used in bridge tournaments all over the world. As can
be seen, the attributes of each deal, e.g., the vulnerabilities of the pairs (if the
background colour in the field defining the hands is green, the partners are not
vulnerable; if red, they are) and the dealer, are predetermined.

If more players than one trump in a trick, the trick is won by the player who
contributed the highest trump (regardless of the cards in the suit led). Notice
that whist and bridge share the characteristic of optional (not compulsory)
trumping.

It is expected that one would open the auction in bridge when one has reason
to believe that his side will manage to win more tricks than the opponents
in that deal. This is why the first six tricks do not count for the bidding and
the scoring phases (they are usually referred to as ‘the book’). As a result,
the auction starts at the level of the seventh trick. Each player (in turn) calls
(e.g., bids, passes, doubles, or redoubles), the dealer being the first to exercise
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Fig. 3. A standard bidding box used in bridge tournaments all over the world.
It contains the 35 possible bids, cards for 3 additional calls (pass, double, and
redouble), the alert card for warning the opponents in case that an uncommon
convention is used by one’s partner, and the stop card to be used in case of ‘jump’
bids, as in the sequence 1♠-4♣.

that right.

What does one mean by opening the auction with, say, 1♠? One means that,
with partner’s help, one will win at least six (the book) plus one tricks with
spades as trumps. The auction in bridge is standardised and limited: there are
35 possible bids and 3 additional calls (pass, double, and redouble); everyone’s
ambitions end at the level of all thirteen tricks of the deal (see Fig. 3).

In order to obtain the series of the possible bids, two issues must be taken
into account: the order of the suits and the fact that NT bids rank above the
equal-number-of-tricks bids in the four suits. Thus, the possible bids form the
following ladder (increasing auction level from left to right and from top to
bottom):

1♣, 1♦, 1♥, 1♠, 1NT,
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2♣, 2♦, 2♥, 2♠, 2NT,
. . . ,

7♣, 7♦, 7♥, 7♠, 7NT

A real-life auction goes to the highest bidder. The same applies to bridge,
money being replaced by these bids.

At this point, one needs to mention that a plethora of codes have been devel-
oped in order to enable the exchange of information between the two partners
during the auction: they range from natural to purely artificial bidding sys-
tems (for additional information, see Section 1.7). In the former category, the
bids are (most of the time) directly translated into values in the suits bid
(e.g., a bid in hearts promises values in the heart suit). In artificial bidding
systems, the bids do not usually represent values in the suits bid (e.g., a bid
in clubs does not promise any values in the club suit, in fact the bidder might
even have a void in clubs). Of course, the aim of every bidding system is the
maximisation of your side’s profit or, equivalently, the minimisation of your
side’s loss (number of contract points gained by the opponents). However, the
efficiency of the bidding system is not the only variable in the equation deter-
mining the success or the failure in a contract: a lot depends on you, on the
degree to which you master your bidding system, and on the decisions you
will make during the auction and the play. Naturally, the bidding system and
the skills of the opponents are also relevant.

Although most of this book adheres to the philosophy of the British Acol
bidding system, e.g., regarding the four-card openings in the so-called major
suits (♥ or ♠), it does nevertheless adopt elements of other bidding systems.
For instance, the medium 1NT opening will be described in the next chapter,
rather than the weak 1NT, which is favoured by British Acol. My plan herein
is to depart from the common practice of many other authors, who generally
overemphasise the indisputable superiority of one bidding system (naturally,
the one they have chosen to describe) over all other systems, and prove their
point by carefully selecting deals which suit their cause.

I believe that any pair of players, who play together for sufficiently long time,
will develop their own conventions by borrowing and patching together el-
ements of different bidding systems. To mention one example, some of my
partners and I had agreed to use two versions of the 1NT opening, depending
on the vulnerability: if we were not vulnerable, the weak 1NT was used; if
vulnerable, a 1NT opening indicated medium strength (corresponding to the
point ranges quoted in the next chapter). It is up to each pair to fine-tune
their bidding system and, in my opinion, this is quite appropriate. My in-
tention in this book is to provide a general overview of what a good bidding
system should contain, and to leave it to my readers to decide which of these
elements they would like to incorporate in their own bidding system. A list of
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a number of items, which need to be fixed before you start playing with your
partner, may be found in Appendix A; of course, this list is not exhaustive.

The last thing to bear in mind is that, though the bidding system one uses
is a question of taste and, evidently, of agreement with one’s partner, the
opponents do have the right to be warned in case of unusual bids (not rep-
resenting values in the suit bid or the overall strength of the bidder’s hand),
to ask (if they so wish), and to receive reliable replies about the meaning of
your bidding conventions. At the end of the day, you are allowed to develop a
special language with your partner 5 , yet the opponents do have the right to
an honest translation.

Let me next discuss an example of an auction in which W is the dealer. The
call ‘pass’ is denoted below by a dash (‘-’), whereas the symbol ‘x’ stands for
the call ‘double’.

W N E S

- 1♥ - 2♦

2♠ 4♦ - 5♦

x - - -

The last three passes signify the termination of the auction. The contract is
5♦ doubled (in short, 5♦x); it has been won by the N-S partners. W’s ‘double’
may be translated as follows: “N-S partners, I raise the stakes, as I believe
that you cannot make the contract. In case the contract goes down, you will
be subject to conceding more penalty points.” It goes without saying that,
if the doubled contract is eventually made, the reward for the N-S partners
will significantly exceed the booty from an ordinary contract. Were the N-S
partners very confident about their contract, they could have redoubled. In
the example, the diamond suit was first called by S. Therefore, S becomes
the declarer, to play against the E-W defence. The declarer’s LHO (W in the
example) plays the opening lead. After that, N lays down his cards (face up-
wards) in columns, with the trumps (diamonds) on his right, becomes dummy,
and does not participate in the play. S plays his hand as well as the dummy’s
against the E-W defenders. S tries to make (at least) the tricks promised in
the contract (eleven in this example); the defenders fight for the contrary.

5 In Section 1.7, I will mention examples of bidding systems which have been banned
from official tournaments. Evidently, the exception proves the rule.
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1.3.4 The scoring

For the fulfilled contracts, only the tricks in excess of six (called ‘odd’), i.e.,
above the book, count in the scoring. The gain per odd trick depends on the
type of the contract. For a NT contract, the first trick (therefore, the seventh
in the deal) gives 40 (contract) points to the declarer’s side, the subsequent
ones 30 points. The declarer’s side scores 30 points per odd trick for a contract
played in a major suit (♥ or ♠) and 20 points per odd trick for one played
in a minor suit (♣ or ♦). The game level is reached at 100 points. Therefore,
a game is achieved (in one deal) with 3NT, 4♥, 4♠, 5♣, or 5♦ contracts.
The side which has already made one game becomes ‘vulnerable’. Failure to
make a contract costs the vulnerable side more points. By fulfilling a contract,
the vulnerable side might gain more points from the opponents (if at least a
game is bid). A slam is equivalent to twelve or thirteen tricks (small or grand,
respectively). The declarer’s side receives a special bonus when bidding and
making a game or a slam. It must be mentioned that it does not make sense
to advance beyond the game level in an uncontested auction (no intervention
by the opponents), if there is no chance of a slam: a 5♥ contract will bring you
as many points as a 4♥ contract with one overtrick. In tournament bridge,
the scores are listed on the back of the bidding card corresponding to that
particular contract. If the contract is not made, the defence gains ‘penalty’
points (depending on the number of undertricks, on the vulnerability, and on
whether the contract was passed, doubled, or redoubled).

1.4 About valuing a hand

Evidently, most tricks are won by honours. Consequently, the more honours
one’s side possesses, the more tricks that side is expected to make. Charles
H. Goren (1901-1991), see Fig. 4, the leading bridge figure in the United
States of America around the middle of the 20th century, was the first bridge
theorist to introduce a systematic way to quantify the strength of a hand
[6], thus improving on Ely Culbertson’s (1891-1955) qualitative method of
assessing strength, and shifting the basis of the bidding from intuition to
(nearly) calculation. That development made bridge more attractive to the
general public and strongly contributed to its growing popularity after World
War II. In an article entitled Bridge: Goren leaves behind many fans and a
column with an international flavor (The New York Times, April 15, 1991, not
two weeks after Goren died), Alan Truscott (the developer of the precision-club
bidding system, see Section 1.7) pays Goren a tribute by writing: “Goren’s
Point Count Bidding (1949) pushed the great mass of bridge players into
abandoning Ely Culbertson’s clumsy and inaccurate honor-trick method of
valuation.” Three days earlier, in his obituary for Goren, Truscott had written
in The New York Times [7]: “A whole generation of new players learned the
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Fig. 4. Perhaps, the most famous of Goren’s photos.

Goren method, and almost all players have counted points ever since. One
authority reported that Goren had knocked out Culbertson on points.”

Goren’s combined-point count is quite simple and may be outlined as follows:

• Assign 4 points to each Ace, 3 to each King, 2 to each Queen, and 1 to each
Jack in your hand. The sum of these points yields the honour points (HPs)
of your hand. There are 40 HPs in the deck.
• Assign 1 point to each fifth and each sixth card, and 2 points to each subse-

quent card in a (long) suit. The sum of these points yields the distribution
points of your hand.
• By adding the honour and distribution points, you obtain the combined

value of your hand.

Additional points are added for hands with special features, e.g., very short
suits: many openers add 3 points per void, 2 per singleton, and 1 per double-
ton in their hands. The responders also add shortness points: for example, the
supporting partner (about to raise partner’s bid) may add 5 points per void,
3 per singleton, and 1 per doubleton. A word of caution: when adding such
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points, better make sure first that your side does not double count. Such situ-
ations occur frequently, in particular when both partners add shortness points
for the same suit: in that case, the strength of the combined hands has been
overestimated, as (unless the opponents lead that suit) the partners’ hands do
not contain enough cards to be trumped in that suit. Another frequent mishap
is the addition of shortness points for a suit which turns out to be partner’s
long suit! I generally avoid adding shortness points, unless the auction pro-
vides sufficient indication that these shortness points will be translated into
additional tricks.

Example: you hold the following cards:

♠ A Q x x x ♥ K T x ♦ J x x ♣ A x ,

where x stands for a low card (not an honour). You have 14 HPs and 1 distri-
bution point (due to the presence of the fifth card in spades). Therefore, your
hand contains 15 points in total.

Although Goren’s combined-point count is useful, one must remember that
only adding positive integers has not yet made anyone a bridge master. The
more experienced you become, the cleverer questions you will learn to ask
when valuing your hand, e.g.,

• “How well does my hand combine with partner’s?”
• “What is the relative position of the other (high) cards in the deal?”
• “How many tricks will we probably lose in the deal?”
• “Do I need to add distribution points in a hand which contains few trumps?”
• “Should I count 3 HPs for that King after the suit was bid on my left?”

You, dear reader, will find that the list of questions will expand as you become
more experienced and hopefully wiser.

1.5 The strength of a pair

Let me assume for the sake of the argument that there are no distribution
points in any of the four hands in a deal. The expectation is that each of
the pairs possesses 20 HPs, which are translated into an average of six-and-
a-half tricks. On the other hand, 22 HPs (against 18 HPs of the opponents)
will yield (on average) one additional trick, i.e., seven tricks versus six by the
opponents. In Goren’s scheme, this 4-point difference corresponds to one Ace.
Similarly, 24 HPs (against 16 HPs of the opponents) will (more often than not)
be translated into eight tricks (against five of the opponents), etc. A NT game
(nine tricks) is usually bid with 25 points, a game in a major suit (ten tricks)
with 26, and a game in a minor suit (eleven tricks) with around 27-28 points.
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There are two reasons why the number of points for bidding slams is pushed
higher: 33 HPs for a small slam (so that the opponents do not possess two
Aces), and 37 HPs for a grand slam (so that they do not possess one Ace). For
one thing, rationality and security drive the bidding of strong hands: no one
likes to miss an easy game for an impossible slam. For another, what matters
more in a slam contract is the tricks to be lost, not those to be made! Very
frequently (in particular in slam contracts), these two numbers do not add up
to thirteen: in many situations, the strong partners possess even more winners
than 13 (as the combined strength of their hands enables them to develop
their long suits), yet they will go down if the opponents cash their quick tricks
first 6 . This will become evident in later chapters, where examples of strong
hands will be discussed.

The numbers above are distorted after the distribution points are also taken
into account. In all bidding systems, the partners investigate two subjects
in parallel during the auction: the type of the possible contract (in a trump
suit or in NT) and the number of points they possess (which sets the level of
the contract). On the basis of this investigation, they then make a choice on
whether to try for a game (or slam), stop at a part score, or simply leave the
contract to the opponents.

1.6 When should one open the auction?

With, say, 10 HPs in your hand, you expect an average of 10 HPs for everyone
else at the table. This means that you have no good reason to believe that
your side will make more tricks than the opponents. As a result, you should
not open the auction.

Suppose now that you have 13 HPs. The remaining 27 HPs are distributed
among the other three players, each of whom is expected to hold a hand with
9 HPs. This means that your side is expected to hold 22 HPs against 18 HPs
of the opponents. Statistically speaking, you now have reasons to believe that
you will make one trick more than the opponents. Therefore, with 13+ (≥13)
points you are ‘adequately qualified’ to open the auction. About one third of
all hands are worth an opening bid.

One must also bear in mind that opening with 13+ points is no rule (in the

6 Benito Garozzo, one of the most talented players of all time and a member of
the legendary Blue Team which won sixteen world titles between 1957 and 1975,
remarks: “Heroic measures are rarely needed when leading against a game contract
. . . Not so against slams. Unless two tricks can be cashed at once, the defence must
strike a telling blow to develop the setting trick by the opening lead. Later is too
late. Games may be quietly defended, but slams must be attacked.”
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sense that, if you open a hand containing fewer points, your side will be subject
to conceding penalty points to the opponents). Bridge is a competitive game.
From time to time, you will find yourself opening with fewer points, frequently
with 12, sometimes with 11, rarely with even fewer. Sometimes, your partner
might open 1NT with no points at all 7 ! It requires a good deal of experience
to tell in advance (i.e., before the scoring of the deal) when such ‘infractions’
will rocket you to heaven or plunge you to hell. Nevertheless, you should not
forget that opening with fewer than 13 points 8 :

• deceives your partner and
• leaves you with all the blame if something goes wrong (which is very likely

to be the case!).

1.7 Natural and artificial bidding systems

Additional information in regard to the subject of this section may be obtained
from Ref. [8].

The most popular natural bidding systems are British Acol and Standard
American; numerous variants of these two systems have been developed. British
Acol favours openings in four-card major suits, as well as the weak NT. Stan-
dard American originally favoured four-card majors (Culbertson, Goren), but
it gradually shifted to five-card majors.

Popular artificial bidding systems include the strong-club and strong-diamond
bidding systems: strong hands (typically with 16+ HPs) are introduced either
with a 1♣ or with a 1♦ bid. Being the two lowest bids, these openings al-
low for more bidding space available to the two partners for the exchange of
information. The remaining one-of-a-suit openings are natural, but they are
limited to fewer than 16 HPs. In regard to the former bidding systems, popular
schemes exist, e.g., the Vanderbilt club, the precision club, etc.

In small-club bidding systems, the 1♣ opening is not necessarily strong: bal-
anced hands, hands with a long club suit, and very strong hands are typically
introduced with 1♣. Several variants exist: the Vienna club, the Roman club
(developed and used by the Blue Team), the Polish club, SAYC+ (which has
borrowed many elements from Standard American), etc.

7 Such calls are known as ‘psychic’ and aim at misleading the opponents who pre-
sumably have strong hands in that deal.
8 In fact, there are exceptions to the 13-point limit. They are reserved for very spe-
cial hands. On these occasions, your bid will not leave room for misunderstanding;
your partner will immediately notice that your hand is weak. The subject will be
dealt with in a subsequent chapter.
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In the so-called strong-pass bidding systems, the one-of-a-suit openings (other
than 1♦) describe hands with only 8-12 HPs; weaker hands (0-7 HPs) are usu-
ally introduced with 1♦. Hands which are routinely opened as one-of-a-suit
in British Acol are introduced in such systems with the call ‘pass’ ! These sys-
tems were already popular in the 1960s and 1970s, but were banned from all
WBF competitions except at the highest level. The reason was that the ma-
jority of the players could not easily (i.e., without serious preparation) defend
themselves against such bidding systems 9 . The last category of artificial bid-
ding systems involves the so-called relay systems: the responder replies to the
opener with the least adequate bid (an opening in 1♥ is responded to with 1♠,
regardless of the responder’s hand), after which the opener describes his hand
using a complex bidding scheme. Although several relay bidding systems have
been developed and put into application, they are banned from competitions
organised by the American Contract Bridge League (ACBL).

9 I do not feel comfortable with the practice of banning bidding systems from
tournaments. I can understand that the majority of the players, who follow variants
of natural bidding systems, consider it a nuisance to be alerted, and need to obtain
information on all the opponents’ calls throughout the auction. That being said, I
fail to understand the exclusion of any bidding system on the basis of complexity
or the lack of preparation by the opponents.
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2 The 1NT opening

2.1 When and why does one open 1NT?

About half of all hands are balanced: the distribution of the cards in the suits
is a) 4-3-3-3 (‘flat’ hands), b) 4-4-3-2, or c) 5-3-3-2. If containing 15-17 HPs 10 ,
such hands are introduced with 1NT.

There is no consensus on the appropriate introduction of the hands (falling
within the 15-17 range of points) of the type (c) above, containing a five-card
major suit; as a rebiddable major suit should be opened in the original form of
British Acol, most followers of variants of this bidding system will introduce
such hands with 1♥ or 1♠, rather than with 1NT. The question becomes more
relevant in bidding systems featuring five-card majors.

The following hands are introduced with 1NT:

♠ A x x ♥ x x ♦ A Q x x x ♣ K Q x ,
♠ A J x ♥ A x x x ♦ Q x x ♣ K J x , and
♠ A Q ♥ x x x x ♦ A x x ♣ A K x x .

On the other hand, holding

♠ A Q x x x ♥ x x ♦ A x x ♣ K Q x ,

most players will open 1♠. Lacking an honour in hearts, I also opt for 1♠;
on the other hand, holding a hand of equal overall strength, but with slightly
different cards, say

♠ A J x x x ♥ A x ♦ A x x ♣ Q x x ,

I will probably open 1NT.

10 This range of points corresponds to the medium 1NT opening. In fourth position
or if not vulnerable, the partners could agree to use the weak 1NT opening (12-14
points). The strong 1NT implies 16-18 points and might be considered more suitable
for overcalls, in particular when the 1NT overcall comes from the opener’s RHO.
Without doubt, an arrangement with the partner, on what you imply with and
what you expect from a 1NT opening, is needed. Last but not least, the consistent
use of the medium 1NT (irrespective of the vulnerability and/or of the position
of the opener in the auction) does not need to be alerted. On the contrary, the
weak and strong 1NT calls need to be alerted. If the partners use a variable (e.g.,
vulnerability-dependent) 1NT call scheme, then it is more appropriate to alert all
1NT calls, including those corresponding to the (standard) medium 1NT.
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It will become evident in the following chapters that the hands which qualify
for the 1NT opening may also be opened in one-of-a-suit (in British Acol).
Why then does one need the 1NT opening call at all? Three reasons make the
1NT opening an attractive call:

• It describes the strength of the opener’s hand within 2 points.
• Given that the opponents will be compelled to introduce their hands at the

level of two, they might think twice before entering the auction. In other
words, the 1NT opening eliminates bidding space from the opponents and
it is generally difficult to overcall.
• The shortest way to the game, i.e., the 3NT contract, is easier to reach after

a 1NT opening.

2.2 Responses to the 1NT opening

Let us assume that the partner opens 1NT. In case that you also hold a
balanced hand, your side will (more often than not) land in a NT contract.
On the other hand, when holding an unbalanced hand, you are expected to
consider the possibility of introducing a trump suit. Bear in mind that all
responses in this chapter have been tailored to the medium 1NT opening;
they can easily be adjusted to the weak or strong 1NT openings by adding 3
points to or by subtracting 1 point from the value of the responder’s hand,
respectively.

2.2.1 Responses with a balanced hand

The responses with a balanced hand are listed in the table below. If, as the
responder, you hold a hand containing 7+ points, your response in NT implies
that you do not have a four-card major suit. The appropriate bidding of the
hands with at least one four-card major suit will be the subject of the next
section (Stayman convention).
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Strength Call

7− (≤7) points pass

8-9 points 2NT

10-15 points 3NT

16-17 points 4NT

18-19 points 6NT

20-21 points 5NT

22+ points 7NT

The bids 2NT, 4NT, and 5NT are invitations to the game, small, and grand
slam, respectively. The opener is encouraged to bid on with the maximum of
points for the medium 1NT opening (i.e., 17); otherwise, he should pass the
first two bids (2NT and 4NT), but bid 6NT in the last case.

It goes without saying that, though the theory treats the ranges of the previous
table as absolute, the personal judgment and the level of risk, which one is
willing to take, are important factors during the auction. I have no doubt
that I will directly bid 3NT with 9 HPs as a responder to a 1NT opening
(in particular, when teamed up with an experienced partner); in addition,
I do not remember when I last denied an invitation to the game holding
(as a 1NT opener) 16 HPs. Why that? First, bridge is a competitive game.
Second, many players find it more agreeable to go down by one trick in a
demanding contract (along with everyone else who played the same deal in
the tournament) than to miss a game which can be made. By writing this, I do
not want to discourage you, dear reader, from developing your own approach to
the game; different people adopt different risk-taking thresholds, and there has
been no indisputable evidence so far that those setting a high risk threshold
are finally better off.

Exercises: the partner opens (a medium) 1NT. What would you respond with
the following hands?

♠ A x x x ♥ x x x ♦ Q x x ♣ x x x
♠ A x x ♥ Q x x ♦ A x x ♣ Q x x x
♠ A x x ♥ Q x x ♦ Q x x x ♣ x x x
♠ A K Q ♥ Q J x ♦ Q x x x ♣ A K J
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2.2.2 Responses with an unbalanced hand

In the first part of this section, I will describe a convention which one could
easily call ‘universal’, i.e., incorporated in a variety of natural bidding sys-
tems. The next two parts of the section will be devoted to the introduction of
two systems dealing differently with the responder’s calls at the level of two:
depending on one’s bidding system, such bids may either be sign-off calls or
Jacoby transfers. Although not contained in the original form of British Acol,
the Jacoby transfers are used in a variety of bidding systems either versions
of British Acol or derived from it. Finally, I will stress a few important points
on the tactics after the 1NT opening.

The Stayman convention

One of the most popular and widely-spread conventions in bridge is the Stay-
man convention. Named after Samuel M. Stayman (1909-1993), an American
player and author, the convention was formally introduced in 1945, though it
had been used by other players several years before Stayman’s publication in
the Bridge World magazine. Although the convention was introduced as the
means to investigate the possibility of a contract in a major suit, it has been
used in a variety of other situations, e.g., in order to demonstrate strength and
distribution, or to check for guards in specific suits. Nevertheless, let us focus
on its original application, by using the convention as a tool when looking into
the possibility of a fit (eight cards between the two partners) in a major suit.

Opener Responder

1NT 2♣ The responder asks the opener: “Do

you have a four-card major suit?”

2♦ The opener responds: “No.”

2♥ The opener responds: “I have four hearts;

I may have four spades as well.”

2♠ The opener responds: “I have four spades;

I do not have four hearts.”

In some bidding systems, the 2NT response to the Stayman 2♣ indicates a
hand with two four-card major suits. However, this response is (in my opinion)
problematic as it consumes too much bidding space; economical bidding is an
important factor when the responder to the 1NT opening holds a weak hand
with a long major suit, and intends to sign-off in that suit (I will come to this
possibility shortly).
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Finally, the Stayman convention may also be used in the bidding of balanced
hands (e.g., in order to reduce the possibility of ending up in a NT contract
lacking the guards in some suits). The other responses to the 1NT opening at
the level of two depend on the bidding system.

2♦, 2♥, 2♠ as sign-off calls

In the original form of British Acol, every direct response to the 1NT opening
at the level of two, other than the Stayman 2♣, is a sign-off, i.e., it conveys
the message: “Partner, I think that this is the only contract we can pursue.
Please, pass.” Evidently, these calls cover the cases in which the responder to
the 1NT opening holds a weak hand, i.e., a hand which cannot be of much
help to the declarer in a NT contract. For instance, the partner opens 1NT
and, as it is one of those days, you hold:

♠ x x x x x x ♥ x x ♦ x x ♣ x x x .

With this delightful hand,

• you do not want to leave the partner play the 1NT (judging from the number
of points available to the opponents, it is expected that your 1NT contract
will go down by a couple of tricks) and
• you do not want the partner to bid anything over your 2♠ response.

The opener must respect the partner’s sign-off call. A raise to 3♠ (in the
previous example) is advisable only when the 1NT opener holds a hand with
the maximum of points (i.e., 17 in the medium 1NT opening) and a substantial
support in spades (e.g., A K x, A x x x, etc.).

Examples: as a responder to the 1NT opening, you hold:

i) ♠ x x x x x ♥ A x x x ♦ x ♣ x x x ,
ii) ♠ x x x x ♥ x x x x ♦ x x x x ♣ x ,

iii) ♠ x x ♥ K x x x x ♦ Q x x ♣ x x x ,
iv) ♠ x x ♥ x ♦ x x x ♣ x x x x x x x , and

v) ♠ x ♥ J x x x ♦ Q x x x ♣ x x x x .

With hand (i), use the Stayman convention and, in case that the opener bids
2♦, sign-off in 2♠. Pass the opener’s 2♠ and 2♥ responses.
With hand (ii), use the Stayman convention and pass any response including
2♦. If the partner does not possess four cards in any of the two major suits,
then the chances are for a fit in diamonds!
With hand (iii), either pass or sign-off in 2♥ (after consulting an oracle).
With hand (iv), you would like to sign-off in clubs, yet the bid of 2♣ is not
a sign-off. However, a contract in clubs appears tenable. The solution: one
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may use the Stayman convention and sign-off in 3♣ over any response by the
opener. As calling 3♣ after the Stayman 2♣ does not have the same meaning
for everyone, an agreement with the partner is needed for the correct inter-
pretation of the 3♣ bid as sign-off.
With hand (v), pass.
Important: it is not correct to invoke the Stayman convention with the hands
(iii) and (v), expecting that the partner will bid hearts. It is more likely that
he will bid spades, in which case there is little to do to save the day.

2♦, 2♥, 2♠ as transfer calls

Jacoby transfers (or simply transfers) are widely-spread artificial calls, ini-
tiated by the responder to the 1NT opening. The transfer calls fall in the
broader category of artificial relay calls, i.e., responses by raising the part-
ner’s bid by the smallest possible amount, by invoking the first available call,
and waiting for further information. The transfer calls became popular after
Oswald Jacoby (1902-1984) published a relevant article in the Bridge World
magazine in 1956.

Responding to the request, the opener bids the first available suit above the
responder’s call. For instance, the sequence 1NT-2♦ asks the opener to call
2♥, whereas the sequence 1NT-2♥ asks the opener to call 2♠ 11 . Evidently,
the responder has a long heart suit (in the former case) or a long spade suit
(in the latter case), and wants the declarer to call that suit first. But why?

At first glance, the introduction of such artificial calls appears unnecessary. If
holding a weak hand, the responder may always use the 2♦, 2♥, 2♠ sign-off
calls, previously described in this section; if holding a strong hand, he can
surely bid on, introducing his suit at a higher level. In regard to the usefulness
of such calls, the proponents of the Jacoby transfers come up with two reasons.

• It may be that one additional trick will be won if the opening lead is made
by the opener’s LHO (the strong hand of the pair will play last, not second,
to the first trick). For instance, the opening lead might find the declarer
with an A Q tenace in that suit, or K x; on both occasions, one additional
trick may be won by your side (in comparison to the opener’s partner be-
ing the declarer and facing the opening lead with dummy’s A Q or K x
combinations).
• The contract is safer if the strong hand of the pair (the one belonging to

the 1NT opener) remains concealed during the play.

11 Although many players use the Jacoby transfers only for the major suits, it is a
question of arrangement with one’s partner to use the 2♠ bid as a transfer call to
the club suit and the 3♣ bid as a transfer call to the diamond suit.
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Following this argumentation, one comes to the inevitable conclusion that the
transfer calls are of greater importance in the cases where the responder holds
weak or medium hands. Of course, this is mostly the case after the partner’s
1NT opening.

When invoking a Jacoby transfer, the only promise which the responder makes
is that of a five-card suit (the one he requests the opener to call); there is no
promise whatsoever in regard to the strength of his hand. This implies that
the responder will need to decide whether to pass or bid on after the 1NT
opener has complied with the request for the transfer call. Jacoby transfers
can be played at the level of two or at the level of four (Texas transfer); for
instance, the sequence 1NT-4♥ asks the opener to bid 4♠.

Despite the fact that the use of the Stayman convention does not promise a
five-card major suit, the Stayman 2♣ may also be thought of as one special
Jacoby transfer, as the prevailing idea in that case is that the 1NT opener
will become the declarer in case of a contract in a major suit. Furthermore,
the two conventions share the same reasoning (better chances of winning one
additional trick, the stronger hand remains concealed). Note: the Stayman
convention is so widely-used that there is no reason to alert when using it; on
the contrary, the Jacoby transfers must be alerted.

Tactical moves after the 1NT opening

It is about time I brought up a subtle issue, distinguishing the major from the
minor suits. If a fit in a major suit has been found, pursuing another contract
(i.e., one in a new suit or in NT) is hardly advisable. On the contrary, if
the fit involves a minor suit, the partners routinely investigate whether a NT
contract may be a realistic option (as the case is when they have guards in
all the suits and their hands are balanced or fairly balanced hands, i.e., not
containing singletons or voids). Only if the door to a slam remains open (e.g.,
when the responder to the 1NT opening holds 16+ points) or the responder
has a very unbalanced hand, would the partners pursue a high contract in a
minor suit. Of course, this strategy has its origins in the peculiarity of the
points gained from contracts in major and minor suits, as discussed in Section
1.3.4.

With a five-card major or (in case of slam prospects or a very unbalanced hand)
minor suit and 11+ points, the responder bids his suit directly at the level of
three. The opener then usually bids 3NT (with two cards in the responder’s
suit) or gives support (with at least three cards in the responder’s suit, if a
major). With a six-card major suit and 11-15 points, the responder bids the
suit directly at the level of four: this is a sign-off bid. Examples: you must
respond to a 1NT opening holding the following hands:
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i) ♠ A Q x x x ♥ K x x ♦ x x x ♣ J x and
ii) ♠ A Q x x x x ♥ K x ♦ x x x ♣ J x .

Bid 3♠ with hand (i). The opener is expected to raise to 4♠ with three spades
or to bid 3NT with only two. Bid 4♠ with hand (ii): you have no ambition
for a slam, you can be certain of a fit in spades (as the opener has a balanced
hand, his hand contains at least two spades), and your side has enough values
for the game.

Of course, the bidding of two aforementioned hands is different if the partners
have agreed on using the Jacoby transfers. In that case, the bidding sequence
would be 1NT-2♥-2♠-3NT with hand (i); the opener then decides on whether
to leave the 3NT contract (with exactly two) or bid 4♠ (when possessing more
than two spades). The bidding sequence with hand (ii) is either 1NT-2♥-2♠-
4♠ or (my choice) 1NT-4♥-4♠.

Let us bid some special hands without invoking the Jacoby transfers. Having
to respond to a 1NT opening, you hold:

i) ♠ A Q x x x ♥ x x x ♦ Q x ♣ x x x ,
ii) ♠ A Q x x ♥ x ♦ A Q x x ♣ x x x x , and

iii) ♠ A J x x ♥ x x ♦ A x x x ♣ x x x .

Hand (i): five-card major suit with 9-10 points. Use the Stayman convention.
Bid 3♠ over any response (including 2♠). Bidding a major suit at the level
of three after invoking the Stayman convention conveys the message: “I have
a five-card major suit, but only 9-10 points, so I cannot bid it directly at the
level of three.”
Hand (ii): four-card major suit with 11-15 points. Use the Stayman convention.
Bid 3NT over the opener’s 2♥ or 2♦; raise the opener’s 2♠ to 4♠. Notice that
your bid of 3NT over the opener’s response in 2♥ conveys the message: “I do
not have four hearts. I invoked the Stayman convention because I have four
spades. We possess the values for the game. It is up to you to decide whether
the game will be in 3NT or 4♠ 12 .” Also notice that the opener’s response in
2♦ (to the Stayman 2♣) makes the bidding of the hand (ii) very awkward, as
it is difficult for the responder to investigate further whether the opener has
a guard in hearts (in which case, the 3NT contract appears promising) or not
(in which case, it is not your day). I apply the rule: take the risk, if there is
no way that knowledge can be gained by exchanging further information.
Hand (iii): four-card major suit with 9-10 points. The bidding is similar to
that of hand (ii), except that you now bid 2NT over the opener’s 2♥ or 2♦
response to the Stayman 2♣; raise the opener’s 2♠ to 4♠ 13 .

12 The opener might have four cards in both major suits.
13 After the fit in spades is found, your hand acquires ruffing value (you trump
hearts).
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3 The one-of-a-suit opening: part I

3.1 Qualifications

Hands, which

• contain between 13 and (approximately) 19 points, and
• cannot be introduced with 1NT,

are opened one-of-a-suit. Before opening, you should remember that your part-
ner’s response in a new suit (‘unlimited response’, see Section 3.3.4) is forcing
for one round, i.e., you (as the opener) must come up with a new bid when it
is your turn again to call.

3.2 Which suit should be bid first?

One first needs to define when a suit can be bid. All biddable suits contain
more than three cards; however, the four-card suits are biddable only if they
contain 3+ HPs. Consequently, all rebiddable suits contain more than four
cards; and five-card suits are rebiddable only if they contain 3+ HPs.
Examples of biddable suits: A x x x, K x x x, Q J x x, x x x x x, . . .
Examples of rebiddable suits: A x x x x, K x x x x, Q J x x x, x x x x x x, . . .

To determine the order in which biddable/rebiddable suits (if more than one
are available in a hand) are to be called, a set of principles have been put forth
in British Acol.

i) With biddable and/or rebiddable suits of unequal length, the longer suit is
called first; therefore, with

♠ x x x x x ♥ A Q ♦ A Q x x ♣ K x ,
open 1♠. The same applies to the hand

♠ x x x x x x ♥ A ♦ K J x x x ♣ A .
ii) With a 4-4-4-1 distribution, open the first biddable suit below the singleton;

therefore, with
♠ Q J x x ♥ x ♦ Q x x x ♣ A K J x ,

open 1♣; with
♠ Q J x x ♥ x ♦ Q J x x ♣ A K x x ,

open 1♦; and with
♠ K x x x ♥ A x x x ♦ A x x x ♣ A ,

open 1♠.
iii) With two adjacent (touching) biddable suits of equal length, open the
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higher-ranking suit. The lower-ranking suit may be introduced in the next
round. With

♠ K x ♥ K Q x x ♦ A J x x ♣ x x x ,
open 1♥.

iv) With two separated (not touching) biddable suits of equal length, open the
lower-ranking suit. The higher-ranking suit might a) be introduced in the
same round (if the partner responds in a suit between your two biddable
suits), b) be supported by you (if the partner calls that suit), or c) not be
introduced at all (if the partner comes up with a higher bidding call, then
- in all probability - he does not have four cards in your higher-ranking
biddable suit). With

♠ K Q x x ♥ K J x ♦ x x ♣ A J x x ,
open 1♣.

v) With two rebiddable suits of equal length, bid the higher-ranking suit first.
With

♠ A K x x x ♥ x x ♦ A K x x x ♣ x ,
open 1♠. One notable exception: with

♠ A K x x x ♥ x x ♦ x ♣ A K x x x ,
the recommended opening is 1♣.

Time for a subtlety. What if your hand contains the values for an opening,
yet neither does it contain a biddable suit nor is its rebid straightforward 14 ?
In this respect, the following hands are awkward to introduce:

♠ J x x ♥ A K Q x ♦ x x x ♣ K x x ,
♠ J x x x x ♥ A K Q ♦ x x ♣ K x x , and
♠ Q x x x ♥ A K x ♦ K J x ♣ x x x .

The prevailing convention is to open such hands in 1♣ (short-club convention).
It thus follows that, if the short-club convention has found its way into your
preferred bidding system, the opener’s 1♣ is not always natural, as it may
have been used in order to introduce an ‘awkward hand’. Be that as it may,
the short-club convention should not be used with fewer than three clubs. To
remedy the obvious loophole, another convention has crept into many bidding
systems, in particular into those favouring opening five-card majors. With
fewer clubs than three, and assuming four-card major suits, the opener’s hand
is bound to contain at least three diamonds; to make the long story short, with
fewer clubs than three, an ‘awkward hand’ may be introduced with 1♦ (short-
diamond convention), rather than 1♣. Evidently, both 1♣ and 1♦ openings
might not represent biddable club and diamond suits in a variety of modern
bidding systems. (One cannot but notice the recurring problematique in ar-
tificial bidding systems: putting forth one artificial call opens up Pandora’s

14 The rebid is frequently problematic in weak hands (i.e., in hands with fewer than
15 points), lacking a rebiddable suit or two touching biddable suits.
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box, necessitating the introduction of another.) Such conventions have gained
momentum during the recent decades and have captured the attention of the
bridge community, though it is unclear (to me) that they have adequately
demonstrated their efficiency in resolving any real bidding problem. To men-
tion the obvious, the use of the weak 1NT - a mere question of arrangement
with the partner - would provide an attractive (and straightforward) solution
to this category of bidding nuisances.

Last but not least, the 1♥ and 1♠ openings imply rebiddable suits in a num-
ber of highly-esteemed natural bidding systems (five-card majors). Systems in
which only the 1♠ opening shows a rebiddable (spade) suit are also in use.
Although followed by many, I am not convinced about the benefit (e.g., con-
venience and/or improved clarity in the auction, more accurate and/or more
descriptive bidding) gained from the introduction of such conventions. I have
to admit that, though I spent time describing the medium 1NT opening in
the previous chapter, I am an ardent enthusiast of the weak 1NT opening, in
particular when my side is not vulnerable.

3.3 What should the responder do after his partner opens one-of-a-suit?

The responder has four options:

a) to pass,
b) to support the partner’s suit,
c) to bid NT, or
d) to bid a new suit.

Cases (b) and (c) are also known as ‘limited bids’; they describe the responder’s
hand within (a range of) 2 to 3 points. In contrast, the bids (d) are frequently
referred to as ‘unlimited’, the term suggesting that they do not describe the
responder’s hand as precisely as the limited bids.

In case that the responder can support the opener’s suit (‘support’ implies
at least four cards in that suit), he should re-value his hand by adding to
its original value (see Section 1.4) the so-called support points 15 (his hand
acquires ruffing value), according to the (aggressive) scheme:

• 5 points per void,
• 3 points per singleton, and

15 In general, the support points should be added only by the player who first
supports the partner’s suit; adding support points in both hands requires experience
in predicting a cross-ruffing game (i.e., one in which the two hands can ruff in
different suits).
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• 1 point per doubleton.

Milder schemes for taking the support points into account had been in use
at earlier times, e.g., one popular choice (which I follow whenever I sit at
the table) adopting the 3-2-1 scheme of the shortness points in the opener’s
hand, see Section 1.4. At this point, one remark is due. The shortness points
are added by many openers to their hands before they even start investigating
the possibility of a fit; of course, this is the optimist’s approach, assuming that
a fit will be found. On the contrary, the support points are added only after
this possibility materialises. It goes without saying that adding both shortness
points (when originally valuing your hand) and support points (after a fit has
been found) is inconsistent and (more often than not) leads to the serious
overestimation of the strength of the two hands of the pair.

3.3.1 The responder passes

With fewer than 6 (honour + distribution + support) points, the responder
should gather his wits and do the one thing reasonable: pass. Example: the
partner opens 1♠ and you hold:

♠ x x x x x ♥ x x ♦ K x x ♣ x x x or
♠ x x ♥ J x x x ♦ J x x x ♣ Q x x .

3.3.2 The responder holds 6-15 points with support in the opener’s suit

In this case, the responder bids the opener’s suit in the following manner:

• With 6-9 points: simple raise.
• With 10-12 points: double raise.
• With 13-15 points: triple raise 16 .

Example: the partner opens 1♥ and you hold:

♠ x x x x ♥ x x x x ♦ - ♣ K x x x x ,
♠ Q x x x ♥ Q x x x ♦ A x x x ♣ x , and
♠ A K x ♥ J x x x x ♦ x x ♣ A x x .

With 9 (3 + 1 + 5), 11 (8 + 0 + 3), and 14 (12 + 1 + 1) points, your bids
should be 2♥, 3♥, and 4♥, respectively.

16 The triple raise is recommended only for major suits. If the fit involves a minor
suit, the partners routinely examine the feasibility of a NT contract or the possibility
of a fit in a major suit.
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3.3.3 The responder holds a balanced hand with 6-15 points, no support

Assuming that the responder does not have a four-card major suit, he bids in
NT as follows:

• With 6-9 points: the responder bids 1NT.
• With 10-12 points and some values (e.g., honours) in the unbid suits: the

responder bids 2NT.
• With 13-15 points, values in the unbid suits, and (usually) a flat hand: the

responder bids 3NT.

With 6-8 points, a fairly balanced hand, and no biddable suit at the level of
one, the responder also bids 1NT. Examples: the partner opens one-of-a-major.
You hold:

♠ x x ♥ x x ♦ A x x ♣ J x x x x x ,
♠ K x x ♥ J x ♦ Q x x x ♣ Q J x x ,

♠ K x x ♥ A x ♦ Q x x x ♣ Q x x x , and
♠ Q J x ♥ A x x ♦ K J x x ♣ K x x .

You bid 1NT, 1NT, 2NT, and 3NT, respectively.

3.3.4 Unlimited responses

One should distinguish between the ordinary responses (6-15 points) and the
strong ones (16+ points). Let us start with the former. The responder needs

• 6-15 points to introduce a new suit at the level of one and
• 9-15 points to introduce a new suit at the level of two (economical bid).

Some apply the restriction of calling a suit only when it is biddable (i.e., only
when it contains at least four cards and 3+ HPs) to the opener, but not to
the responder (another issue for discussion with your partner); according to
them, the responder is allowed to call all his four-card suits regardless of the
HPs they contain. Although I recommend that only biddable suits (as defined
in Section 3.2) be called by both partners, I am not sure that I have always
followed my recommendation as a responder. Examples: the opener bids 1♦
and the responder holds:

i) ♠ A x x x ♥ K x x x ♦ A x x ♣ x x
ii) ♠ A x x x x ♥ K x x x ♦ A x ♣ x x
iii) ♠ x x ♥ K x x ♦ A x x ♣ Q J x x x
iv) ♠ A x x x ♥ x ♦ x x x ♣ A Q x x x
v) ♠ A x x x ♥ x ♦ x x ♣ A Q x x x x
vi) ♠ x x x ♥ A x x x ♦ J x ♣ Q x x x
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This is how I bid these hands.
Hand (i): 11 points, two biddable major suits; I bid 1♥ (the lowest biddable
suit).
Hand (ii): 12 (11 + 1) points, rebiddable spade suit, biddable heart suit; I
bid 1♠ (the heart suit may be shown in a subsequent round, thus revealing a
five-card spade suit).
Hand (iii): 11 (10 + 1) points, rebiddable club suit; I bid 2♣.
Hand (iv): 11 (10 + 1) points, biddable spade suit, rebiddable club suit; I bid
1♠ (normally one should bid the club suit first, yet economy and the enhanced
importance of the major suits dictate the introduction of the four-card spade
suit first).
Hand (v): 12 (10 + 2) points; biddable spade suit, rebiddable club suit, the
minor suit is longer by two cards; I bid 2♣.
Hand (vi): 7 points, biddable heart suit; I bid 1♥.

Notice that, holding three of the aforementioned hands (i.e., i-iii-vi), the re-
sponder may also bid in NT. Although this might appear to be a matter of
taste, it is generally a better strategy to advance towards a NT contract after
your side has investigated the option of a fit in a major suit and, if this inves-
tigation failed to yield a positive outcome, whether you possess the guards to
be successful in a NT contract. (In addition, following this gradual approach
to a NT contract frequently allows the stronger hand of the pair to call NT
first and become the declarer.)

Let me finally cover the case where the responder holds a stronger hand (more
than 15 points). The general practice in such a fortunate situation wants
the responder to bid a new suit using an uneconomical bid, the so-called
‘jump-shift’ 17 , regardless of whether he can support the opener’s suit or not.
Examples: the partner opens 1♥ and (to your immense joy) you hold:

i) ♠ x x ♥ A Q x x ♦ A K J ♣ J x x x ,
ii) ♠ A K x x ♥ Q x ♦ A Q J x ♣ A K Q , and

iii) ♠ A ♥ A Q ♦ x x x ♣ A K Q J x x x .

Hand (i): 16 (15 + 0 + 1) points, fit in hearts; jump to 3♦ (you will give the
fit in hearts in the next round 18 ).

17 A simple jump in a new suit (e.g., the opener bids 1♦, the responder calls 2♥)
introduces strong hands; the higher jumps (e.g., 1♦-3♥ or 1♦-4♠) are reserved for
relatively weak hands, playable only in one suit, namely in the one the responder
calls.
18 It may be arranged with the partner that the jump-shift and subsequent support
of the opener’s suit indicates the first Ace or the first void above the opener’s suit.
In this example, the bid of the diamond suit in the example indicates (after the
support in hearts has been given) the possession of the ♦A or a void in diamonds,
and denies the possession of the Aces and voids in the black suits!
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Hand (ii): 25 HPs, you will most probably land in a 7NT contract; however,
humbly bid 2♠ (the opponents might double your final contract, in which case
the redouble will bring you ‘a fortune’).
Hand (iii): 24 (20 + 4 + 0) points, a superb club suit; bid 3♣ with the intention
to rebid clubs in the subsequent round.

3.4 Last remarks concerning the minor suits

The partner opens 1♣ or 1♦. You should bear two things in mind:

• it might be that the short-club/short-diamond conventions have been used
(i.e., directly supporting clubs or diamonds shows a five-card suit on the
responder’s side) and
• the game in a minor suit is difficult (eleven tricks) and not particularly

rewarding.

As already mentioned, only in case of strong distributions or slam prospects,
should interest be aroused in setting contracts in minor suits. Examples: the
responder holds:

i) ♠ A x x ♥ x x ♦ K x x ♣ K x x x x ,
ii) ♠ A x x x ♥ x x ♦ K x x ♣ K x x x , and

iii) ♠ K x ♥ x x ♦ A J x x x ♣ A x x x .

If the opener calls 1♣, bid 3♣ with hand (i), 1♠ with hand (ii), and 1♦ with
hand (iii).
If the opener bids 1♦, respond in 2♣ with hand (i), 1♠ with hand (ii), and 2♣
with hand (iii); notice that, had there been no distinction between the major
and the minor suits, the responder would have directly bid 4♦ if holding the
last hand. To leave the possibility of a 3NT contract open, some players might
respond in 3♦ with hand (iii) (underbid). However, it is more constructive to
show the partner that you hold a hand with some values in clubs, as it will
surely be easier for him to call NT (if his hand contains guards in the major
suits).
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4 The one-of-a-suit opening: part II

4.1 On the opener’s options after the partner responded

During the auction, the players of each pair exchange information, pursuing
the twofold aim of assessing the overall strength of their side (i.e., of extracting
from the partner’s calls an estimate of their side’s HPs and distribution points)
and of finding the best-matching suit in case they finally decide to play the
deal in a trump suit. The former goal materialises when one of the partners
‘limits’ his hand, i.e., by using a suitable bid, he ‘discloses’ his hand’s point
content within a few (one to three) points; after that moment, it is (to a large
extent) the responsibility of the partner receiving that piece of information to
decide about the level of the contract.

After this short introduction, let me review the status in the problem we
set out to investigate in the previous section. The story so far: the opener
had called one-of-a-suit and his partner responded. The ball is now back in
the opener’s court. The opener’s next actions largely depend on his partner’s
response. It is useful to deal with the two following cases separately.

• The responder used a limited bid.
• The responder used an unlimited bid.

In the former case, the opener should have a clear picture of the overall
strength of the pair. Therefore, he should be in the position to provide re-
liable answers to two important questions:

• Is there enough for the game?
• Can we advance beyond the game level?

On the contrary, if the responder made an unlimited bid, the opener should
attempt to describe his hand more accurately, thus enabling his partner to be
in the position to answer the same two questions.

The treatment of the responder’s reply in NT is rather straightforward; per-
haps, the only interesting remark is that the call of a new suit at the level
of two by the opener, after the responder bid 1NT, e.g., 1♥-1NT-2♦ shows a
strong (game-inviting) hand containing 17+ points. Similarly straightforward
is the treatment of the cases where the responder supported the opener’s suit.
For instance, if a major suit is called, then the game (in that suit or - very
rarely - in 3NT) is routinely bid with (a total of) 26-32 points or is proposed
(when this point range might be possible, but only if the opener has the max-
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Balanced or
fairly balanced

hand with
13-16 pnts?

17+ pnts?
Rebiddable

suit?

13-16 pnts: pass
17-18 pnts∗: 2NT

19 pnts∗: 3NT
Bid in a new suit Rebid∗∗ or pass

Pass
no no no

yes
yes yes

Fig. 5. The opener’s actions after the responder’s call of 1NT. Remarks: ∗: balanced
hand; ∗∗: sign-off.

imum of points he promised by opening the auction with 1NT) 19 ; otherwise,
the contract will be left at the part-score level. I will mention once again that,
if a minor suit is bid (and supported), the partners - unless holding unbal-
anced hands or lacking the guards in some suit(s) - will usually pursue a 3NT
contract with 25-32 points.

In relation to the opener’s actions after the partner has responded, the three
following cases will be examined in somewhat more detail:

• The responder called 1NT: the opener’s actions are schematically shown, in
the form of a flow chart, in Fig. 5.
• The responder made an unlimited but economical bid: the opener’s actions

are based on the flow chart displayed in Fig. 6.
• The responder used a (simple) jump-shift (unlimited and uneconomical bid):

the opener’s actions are based on the flow chart displayed in Fig. 7.

One last time: the responsibility for bidding a game or for investigating a slam

19 Example of an invitation to the game: assume that the opener, holding a hand
with about 18 points, calls 1♠ and that the responder raises to 2♠ (showing a
hand with support in spades and 6-9 points). Evidently, the opener knows that the
contract will be in spades, but cannot decide on its level. If the responder holds 6-7
points (lower subrange of the original 6-9 point range), then there is not enough
for the game; on the contrary, if the responder has 8-9 points (upper subrange of
the 6-9 point range), then the game seems promising. The opener invites to the
game by raising to 3♠ (invitational raise); notice that, even if the responder has the
minimum of what he promised by calling 2♠, the 3♠ contract is reasonable. It is
now left to the responder to set the contract (acceptance with the upper subrange
of points, pass with the lower).
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The partner in-
troduced a suit at

the level of one

Can I support
the partner?

Do I have a
balanced hand?

13-16 pnts:
simple raise
17-19 pnts:
double raise

20+ pnts: raise
to the game (for

a major suit)

13-14 pnts: 1NT
18-19 pnts: 2NT

Can I support
the partner?

The partner in-
troduced a suit at

the level of two

Do I have a
balanced or

fairly balanced
hand with

15-19 pnts?

13-16 pnts:
simple raise

17+: double raise

15-17 pnts: 2NT
18-19 pnts∗: 3NT

New biddable
suit at the level
of two (reverse
bidding∗∗ only
with 16 pnts)?

17+ pnts?

Is the original
suit a strong

(at least)
six-card suit?

Rebid

Bid in a new suit

Simple jump in the
original suit (at

the level of three)

no

yes

yes

no

no

yes
yes

no

noyes

yes

yes

yes

no

Fig. 6. The opener’s actions after the responder’s unlimited but economical bid.
Remarks: ∗: balanced hand; ∗∗: see Section 4.2.1.
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Balanced or
fairly balanced

hand with
13-16 pnts?

17+ pnts?

13-14 pnts: eco-
nomical bid in NT
15-16 pnts: 3NT

Significant
slam prospects!

Probable slam
prospects!

no no

yes
yes

Fig. 7. The opener’s actions after the responder’s unlimited and uneconomical bid
(simple jump-shift).

lies with the partner who first becomes aware of the full potential of his side
in terms of points and distribution.

4.2 Last thoughts on the one-of-a-suit opening

4.2.1 The reverse bidding

The term ‘reverse bidding’ describes the situation where the opener introduces
his hand with one-of-a-suit and bids a higher-ranking suit in the next round.
This type of bidding sequence introduces hands with 16+ points and a special
distribution (the lower-ranking suit is longer). Example: you hold

♠ A K x x ♥ A Q x x x ♦ K x ♣ x x .

Open 1♥ and bid 2♠ after the responder’s bid in any of the minor suits. If
your partner trusts your bidding skills, then he will know that your heart suit
is longer (than your spade suit) and that you hold a hand with 16+ points. In
case that the responder supports your hearts in the first round of the auction,
then forget about the reverse bidding altogether; the same applies to his first-
round response in spades.

It is wrong to invoke the reverse bidding in order to show only points or only
distribution. Thus, with
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♠ A K x x ♥ A Q x x ♦ A J x ♣ x x ,

open 1♠. With

♠ A J x x ♥ Q J x x x ♦ K Q x ♣ x ,

open 1♥; unless the partner bids spades, you need not mention the suit. With

♠ A Q x x ♥ x x ♦ A Q x x x x ♣ x ,

open 1♦. Over a response in 1♥, bid 1♠ - this is not a case of reverse bidding
because both diamonds and spades were bid at the same level. If, however,
the partner bids 2♣ over your 1♦ opening, then simply rebid diamonds.

Imagine that the partner opens 1♥ and you hold

♠ x x ♥ x x ♦ Q x x x ♣ A Q x x x .

With 9 points, your hand barely qualifies for a bid in 2♣. Let me next assume
that the partner bids 2♠. Hm, the plot thickens. As the partner bid 1♥ in the
first round and 2♠ in the second, he holds a hand with 16+ points, containing
(at least) a five-card heart suit and (at least) a four-card spade suit. However,
you cannot support either major suit yet, so you bid 2NT 20 . Let us assume for
the sake of the argument that the partner next bids 3♠. Since he bid spades
twice, his spade suit is rebiddable. Yet, the heart suit is longer (otherwise, the
reverse bidding should not have been used in the first place). Conclusion: the
partner has (at least) six hearts and (at least) five spades. However, if this is
the case, then there is a fit in hearts. With your 9 points (given the two-card
support in hearts, I refrain from adding 1 support point for the doubleton in
spades), facing your partner’s 16+ points, you may safely (whatever ‘safely’
means in bridge) land in the contract of 4♥.

4.2.2 Some remarks on the tactics in the auction

• If a fit in a major suit has been found, it is usually not advisable to look for
another contract.
• Prefer a slight underbid to an overbid if, by underbidding, a wider choice of
contracts is left open.
• Keep in mind that strong suits make good side suits; on the contrary, weak
suits (if adequately long) make good trump suits.
• Lacking the communications (the cards which help you to conveniently move
from one hand to the other) and holding a hand with a singleton in the
partner’s suit, it is not advisable to pursue a NT contract (especially at a

20 Holding this hand, I usually lose my patience and bid 3NT instead!
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high level); in most cases, you will not be able to establish - promote the
small cards to winners in - the partner’s suit.

4.2.3 Sign-offs

Some typical sign-off cases in the one-of-a-suit opening are listed below.

Opener Responder

1♠ 1NT

2♠

1♦ 1♠

1NT 2♦ or 2♠

1♣ 1♥

2NT 3♥

Notice that, in the last case, any other response is forcing (to game).

4.2.4 Difficult hands

There exist a number of hands which are just difficult to bid. Although their
strength is beyond the range of points for the one-of-a-suit opening (i.e., they
contain 20+ points), they cannot (in the next chapter, we will see why!) be
introduced with a strong opening (i.e., an opening at the level of two). These
hands call for a special treatment. Example: you hold

♠ A K x x ♥ A K x x ♦ A K x x ♣ x .

Due to the singleton club, you cannot open 2NT. With this hand, I open 1♠.
If this sounds like “of two evils choose the lesser”, you are quite right! Over the
responder’s bid in 2♣, jump-shift in 3♥ 21 (the bid in 3♦ shows a rebiddable
spade suit).

21 Depending on the arrangement with the partner, the jump-shift by the opener
may also be taken to be a ‘splinter bid’; in such a case, the jump-shift in 3♥ (in the
example above) would show support in clubs (the suit bid by the responder) and
values for (at least) the game, and would mark a singleton or a void in the heart
suit.
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A On fixing the bidding conventions of a pair

A number of issues need to be fixed before you start playing with your partner;
they relate to the following issues:

The 1NT opening (see Chapter 2)

• Overall strength
• Significance of the responses at the level of two (sign-off calls, Jacoby trans-

fers)
• If the sign-off calls are used: are the 3♣ and 3♦ bids sign-off calls after using

the Stayman convention?
• If the Jacoby transfers are used: do they apply only to the major suits or

also to the minor suits? Are the Texas transfers used?

The one-of-a-suit opening (see Chapter 3)

• When is a suit biddable/rebiddable?
• Four-card or five-card majors?
• Short-club and short-diamond conventions?
• Strong responses: cue bid to show the first Ace or void?
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