Winning With Wimpy

I’ve been writing this column for nearly 3 years now, but I continue to see confusion about common occurrences that happen at the bridge table. I addressed this in one of my earliest columns, but it’s probably time for a refresher course. Let’s start out the year on the right foot. 

Do not ask the opponents about how many points a bid promises. A bid is either forcing to game, forcing one round, non-forcing, or invitational. That’s all the information to which you are entitled. It’s also all the information you should volunteer if somebody asks you.

When the opponents have bid and raised a major suit, new suits are forcing one round. These new suit bids are commonly either cue bids or some kind of game try. They will frequently not be natural. If you have sufficient strength in that suit to double this bid, (for a lead or possible sacrifice) do it. If not, keep quiet. Asking about this bid is improper, and might convey unauthorized information to your partner.  There are only two times you should ever ask about any bid: when the opponents have alerted, or when you are considering making a bid depending on the meaning of earlier bids.  ALL other times, pass, and ask at the end of the auction.

On this topic: If you have a question about the auction and you are on lead, by all means ask the question before choosing your opening salvo. If your partner is on lead, wait until he tables his lead before asking any questions. Is both improper and illegal to ask a question with the intent of illuminating partner about a situation to which you are aware or suspicious, but you are concerned that he is in the dark. 

If your partner either alerts a bid he shouldn’t, or fails to alert a bid he should, you MUST continue as if partner had done what you expected him to do. Thus, if partner doesn’t alert your transfer bid, or splinter, or whatever, you must continue as if he HAD alerted, and knows exactly what you have. You are not allowed - by either bid or demeanor - to try to wake him up.  In the same vein, (after a failure to alert by partner), you are not allowed to pass what would have otherwise been a forcing bid, simply because you know partner has made a mistake and bidding further rates to cause a disaster.

When someone asks your partner about a bid you made, and he gives them information that does NOT describe your hand, there are two important and different considerations: (A) You have misbid and partner correctly describes your agreements about what you should have had.  (B) Partner has made a mistake and incorrectly described your agreements. In both situations, if you end up defending, you must say NOTHING and tell the opponents what has happened at the CONCLUSION of the hand. The declaring side should call the Director if they feel they have been damaged. If your side is declaring, In situation (A), you are under no obligation to disclose anything – yet it is perfectly permissible (and courteous) to tell the opponents that although your partner has correctly described your agreements, that you made a mistake.  Don’t say more than that. In situation (B), you are required not only to inform the opponents that your partner has given misinformation, but also the correct explanation of what your bid meant. 

As often as possible, try to make all calls in tempo. This includes pausing 8-12 seconds after a (weak) jump bid on your right. If you are reasonably certain that your action will end the auction, take as much time as you need to make your decision.  If your partner may still likely have a decision to make, be aware that a break in tempo by you might very well limit his options.  Be especially wary of passing after a long hesitation if partner still has a call. 

When the opponents had bid poorly but end up with a great result, be gracious and accept that these things happen. When dummy is tabled and it is not what you would have expected from the auction, don’t call the Director looking for “protection”.  The laws are in place to protect players against misinformation, not questionable decisions. When you call the Director in these situations, you are suggesting both opponents deliberately misled you – while all along knowing something about this hand not disclosed in the auction. This is a serious charge, and should not be made lightly. 

Accept that everyone may not know as much about the game as you. When someone asks an improper question, it is invariably because he didn’t realize it was so. Be polite. It’s quite possible to decline to answer a question without being combative. When in doubt, call the Director. The more everyone learns about proper procedure at the table, the less reason there should be for conflicts. Bridge is a great game. Following these simple guidelines will improve everyone’s enjoyment of it. 

