BUILDING A BIDDING SYSTEM

Two bridge players in a casual partnership sit down at 6-50pm. The session is due to start at 7pm. A is the dominant male. B is as near to being a normal human being as any bridge player gets. Let us listen in to the conversation.

A: ‘And of course we must play Modified Reverse Cowpat ….’

B: ‘Um, Er, I am not totally …’

A: ‘ No problem. I will teach you.’

B: ‘But ….’

A: ‘Just listen. We will never get our system sorted out if you keep interrupting.’


Do you get the picture? A isn’t listening to a word B is saying. B desperately needs to master the short sentence: ‘Get Stuffed’, but hasn’t the confidence. A is bullying B. The best outcome is that Modified Reverse Cowpat won’t happen. You can guess the worst outcome. 

I have fond memories of A trying to teach B Stayman at the table many years ago. A’s last comment was: ‘If I bid 2( over your 1NT you must bid your 4-card major or 2( if you haven’t got one. I was East. The bidding went: 

South
West
North
East

1NT
No
2(
4(
5(
Double    for –800.

Partner said to me: ‘Why didn’t you bid 6(? He would have bid 7( and we would have got 1400.’

Non-regular partnerships should play a simple system and I would go much further than this. I am firmly convinced that most bridge players would be better if they never played any conventions at all. Of course I understand the merits of Transfer Bids, Stayman etc., so the problem lies not with the conventions but with the players.

Firstly, most players use conventions as toys. They are status symbols, to be used whenever possible, with little regard to whether their use is appropriate. We all use the ‘Unusual No-Trump’ don’t we? So left-hand-opponent opens 1( and you overcall 2NT at favourable vulnerability with:

( A 

( K 3

( 10 8 6 5 4

( Q 7 4 3 2

Guess what? They bid 4( and partner, expecting you to have good cards in the minor suits and no defence outside, sacrifices in 5(. This is doubled for –500, but you would have beaten 4(. Conventions without judgement are a menace. Of course there is nothing wrong with playing with toys if that gives you pleasure, but don’t delude yourself that they make you a better player.

Secondly, if you play a convention you need to discuss when it is ‘on’ and when it is ‘off’. For example suppose you play red suit transfers. Do you still play transfers if they double 1NT? Do you play transfers opposite a 1NT overcall? When is it OK to break the transfer, and how do you break the transfer? Suppose you open 1NT and partner transfers with 2(. Before you can complete the transfer with 2( your right hand opponent doubles. What does it mean if you pass? It takes a partnership of some experience just to anticipate the consequences of as simple an idea as Transfers.

Thirdly, most partnerships spend a lot of time discussing conventions, but little time discussing style. For example you cannot just agree to play Weak Jump Overcalls of their one-level opening bids. How weak? How awful can (1() 2( be at favourable vulnerability?  How about (1() 3( at unfavourable vulnerability? Sometimes partner is dealt a good hand opposite your pre-empt so he needs to know.

So how should a regular partnership approach the business of forming a system? Firstly there is the psychological side. It must be recognised that players have  personal preferences. When I play bridge I want system to be second nature. I don’t want to have to waste energy trawling the deepest recesses of my mind for something that hasn’t come up for two years. At least 90% of my energy (which is limited as I approach senility) must go towards exercising judgement, the unglamorous but essential tasks of counting in defence and as declarer. All my experience tells me that 90% of the points lost at the table are lost not by lack of system but are caused by poor judgement, lack of concentration and human error. My system must reflect this.

I don’t like to change my system unless the case is clear-cut, because I am well aware that the first time a new piece of system crops up there will be teething problems. If the ‘improvement’ only crops up once every two years it will take a long time to recover this. 

When you decide on system with a new partner your starting point should be to discuss your attitude towards system. Generally speaking the stronger player should give way to the wishes of the weaker player. I am well aware that in most partnerships this will instantly solve the problem because both partners will be bending over backwards to accommodate partner. In particular no piece of system should be played unless both players are clearly happy with it. The rule is: ‘No Bullying’. Psychology is important here. Suppose you bid hand 1 beautifully to 6( with the aid of an obscure gadget, resulting in +13 IMPs. On hand 2 one of you forgets the system, resulting in –13 IMPs. You might be level in IMPs, but I believe that psychologically you are down in that the stupid result has damages your morale more than the good result lifts you.

I suggest the following guidelines:

1) Your system should reflect how much you play together. A partnership that plays three times a week can afford to be far more ambitious than one that plays once a month.

2) Your system should reflect how much work you are prepared to put into it.

3) A convention should only be used if it clearly is of more use than the bid it replaces.

4) Only play conventions that come up with reasonable frequency. In particular beware of bids that sound natural but only come up rarely. Splinters (in which a double jump in a new suit opposite partner’s opening bid agrees partner’s suit and shows a singleton in the bid suit) are a marvellous idea, but the sequence 1( (No bid) 3(  does sound natural, doesn’t it? If you agree to play splinters you need to mentally adjust to sequences such as this in advance, otherwise it will come up at 11pm and you will pass 3(. 

5) Try to anticipate ambiguous sequences and avoid them. I have tried to develop a sixth sense to see trouble coming. A couple of juniors had this sequence:

South
West
North
East   

      
1NT
2(
No
2NT


No
3(
etc.

2( showed hearts and another suit. 2NT asked: ‘Which other suit?’ West thought: ‘3( is a clever bid. It must show hearts and spades because I bypassed 3(/3(.and stresses stronger hearts than spades.’ East thought: ‘Partner must have six good hearts and is stressing them rather than bid his other suit, probably a minor’. I don’t care who is theoretically right. The bid was un-discussed, needn’t have been made and therefore shouldn’t have been made.

   Should they now discuss the meaning of 3(? There is a danger here. They might agree for future reference what 3( means in this exact sequence but that won’t occur again. What will occur is a different sequence that one player thinks is covered by the new agreement, but the other doesn’t: an accident waiting to happen as my good friend, Marco Alcalay would say. Heaven protect me from idiots who want to allocate a conventional meaning to every conceivable spare bid in a system. In case you think it is possible, consider this. Eric Crowhurst’s book, The Acol Index, aims to classify the first four bids of an uncontested auction. It runs to 351 pages. 

6) Try to base as much as possible on principles rather than Herculean feats of memory. For example, what does it mean if your right hand opponent opens 2( and you overcall 3(? This shouldn’t be related to your strengths of jump overcalls. It should be based on Ron Klinger’s principle: ‘Bid weakly over their strong bids and strongly over their weak bids’ Therefore if 2( is weak then 3( is strong, while if 2( is strong then 3( is pre-emptive. The great advantage of this approach is that when you and your partner meet an undiscussed sequence you might be able to apply such a general principle, keeping you on the same wavelength.

7) Try to make common decisions in advance. For example, partner opens 1NT. You have 7 points and 5-3-3-2 shape (5 weak spades). Do you sign off or pass? I don’t care much, but don’t agonise on the numerous occasions this happens. I always sign off. Sometimes I am right: sometimes I am wrong, but I don’t waste energy on it.

I hope you understand the underlying point of all this. Bridge is a game played by people. People have individual preferences. People have strengths and weaknesses. People make mistakes. People have memory limitations, particularly late at night. If you fail to take this into account when building a system with your partner then you will pay the price. 

One final point. You might consider system to be a very personal matter but if all of the players in your bridge circle agree to play a convention in exactly the same way it has the great advantage of smoothing over the unfamiliar partnerships that are often necessary. That is worth a certain amount of disruption and a bit of give and take.

