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BEFORE YOU BEGIN...

COMMON ERRORS TO AVOID
Most of this book is technical — it’s about how to bid, how to play and how 
to defend. But before we go there, let’s talk about some general things that 
we all do at the bridge table — but shouldn’t.

What distinguishes experts from good players and good players from 
average players? The frequency of their mistakes. Bridge is a game of mis-
takes. The players who make the fewest mistakes win. But take heart… when 
you make a mistake and it is pointed out to you, you often remember not to 
repeat that same error.

Here’s a quote from Alan Sontag, a multiple World Champion: It is not 
the handling of difficult hands that makes the winning player. There aren’t 
enough of them. It is the ability to avoid messing up the easy ones.

Here are some of the more common errors we all make — and how you 
can avoid them.

Playing Too Fast
Slow down. Yes, duplicate bridge is a ‘timed event’, but take the time to 
make a plan at the start of the hand and stop playing instinctively and by 
rote. Stop and think. As declarer, count your winners in notrump contracts 
or your losers in suit contracts. As a defender, calculate how many high-card 
points declarer and dummy have in the combined hands (the bidding will 
give you a good idea of that), then count your points and subtract that total 
from 40. There are 40 HCP in the deck, so your partner has the leftover 
points. If you know that partner can only have 5 points and she has already 
led a king, you know she has the king and the queen in that suit (by infer-
ence) and can have nothing more. All of this is done at Trick 1, before you 
play a card.
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Cashing Tricks Too Early On in the Game
Aces were put on this earth to capture kings and queens. Kings have a job to 
do too — they capture queens and jacks.

If dummy is on your left and has KJ72 and you have A63, think ahead. 
Be prepared, so that when declarer leads a small card from her hand toward 
that suit in the dummy you will play low smoothly and not hesitate. You are 
going to hope that declarer will play the jack — it’s possible partner will be 
able to win the trick with the queen. That’s where the expression ‘second 
hand low’ comes from.

Another situation. Let’s say hearts are trumps, and you have the ♠A54 
and the ♦♦KQJ. If your opening lead is the ♦♦K, you have established tricks 
for your side. When you win a trick with the ♠A, you may now be able to cash 
one or even two diamond winners. But if instead you choose the ♠A as your 
opening lead, your diamonds have not been established. Besides which, you 
may now have set up declarer’s king (and maybe queen) of spades.

On opening lead, do not lead an ace unless you also have the king (or 
partner has bid the suit). So, from A54, which card do you lead? The correct 
answer usually is, ‘Another suit.’

To Draw Trumps or Not?
Sometimes you may be reluctant to draw trumps because your trumps are 
poor quality, e.g. 5432 opposite 9876. That should not make you nervous. If 
you have lots of good tricks (high cards) and lousy trumps, you simply have 
to draw those trumps, otherwise the opponents will ruff your good tricks in 
the side suits.

Sometimes you may err by playing too many rounds of trumps or draw-
ing trumps when you cannot afford to do so. If, for example, you have to ruff 
some losers in dummy, then you must leave some trumps in dummy with 
which to do it.

Sometimes you need to keep some trumps in dummy as entries to win-
ners in a side suit.

Sometimes you have quick losers and no ace of trumps. Don’t draw 
trumps just yet; try to discard one of your quick losers on an extra winner 
before letting the opponents have the lead.

Bidding Errors
Bidding is a language. Make sure you know what bids mean. For example, 
think about the simple sequence 1♠ – 2♠. Bidding 2♠ in response to part-
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ner’s 1♠ opening says you have 6-9 points. If you make the same bid with 12 
points, partner will have no idea what you have. Memorize standard bids. 
Pay attention to the opponents’ bidding so you can use the clues to help you 
figure out who has what.

Too many people agree to play a convention but, when the situation 
arises, discover that they only know page one of the convention. They do not 
know the follow-up responses. The sequence 1♠ – 2NT is a good example. 
Most people play this as being a convention called Jacoby 2NT, a forcing 
raise in the major. There are four or five choices of subsequent bids by open-
er, and they all have specific meanings. It is no good just knowing the first 
part.

Have You Already Told Your Story?
You have this hand as dealer:

♠ 4   ♥♥ K Q J 9 8 6 3   ♦♦ 5 3 2   ♣ K 6 

You open with 3♥♥ and the next two players pass. Now your RHO overcalls 
3♠. What will you do?

You must pass. Too many players feel they should bid again, as they 
don’t want to ‘sell out’ to a spade contract. But you have already told partner 
that you have a weak hand and a good-quality seven-card suit. You cannot 
tell the same story twice (unless you happen to look down and find an ace 
on the floor). You may not now bid 4♥♥. If partner wishes to bid, she can, but 
you may not.

Another example. You are dealer again with:

♠ A 5   ♥♥ K J 4   ♦♦ A Q 6 3   ♣ Q 6 3 2

You open 1NT, and after two passes, RHO bids 2♥♥. Now what?
Once again, you have told your story. You may not bid again. Leave it up 

to your partner. You still have a balanced hand with 15-17 HCP, no more, no 
less. Partner has already heard that. Partner can bid now if she wishes.

Silly Errors
Don’t be in such a rush. When we rush, we forget to notice whose bid it is 
and bid out of turn. We don’t pay attention to the auction so far and make 
insufficient bids. Take your time and look to see what RHO has already bid. 
It is easy to miss doubles by partner or the opponents. These can be such ex-
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pensive mistakes. Also, make sure it is your lead before facing a card. Do not 
lead out of turn — another expensive error. Always make your opening lead 
face down, just in case. And last but not least, do not revoke. Those things 
keep you awake at night.

Do not arrive at the last minute before the start of a game. Come early 
to discuss your agreements with partner so that you are both on the same 
page. Also, give yourself time to settle down and focus and not be distracted.

As soon as a deal is over, you must erase it from your memory, especially 
if you did make a mistake. It is impossible to change the result, so get over 
it. If you dwell on a bad result, the next deal will also be a disaster, and now 
you have two bad boards to fret about.



PART ONE
BIDDING



|  10  |  Barbara's Bridge Tips

1. HAND EVALUATION AND REVALUING

Many students have great difficulty with the concept of hand evaluation. I 
believe that it is right to count distribution even as an opening bidder. Most 
people now count long suits (1 point for fifth card in long suit, 1 extra point 
for sixth, etc). That is counting distribution. Let’s call your points including 
distribution total points.

You need 13 total points to open the bidding in first or second seat. Some 
books say 12 only but then they are not including distribution. You need to 
know the Rule of 20 for when you are in first or second seat and only have 
11 or 12 points. If you find yourself close to an opening bid but feel you don’t 
have enough points to open, use the Rule of 20. Count your HCP and then 
add the length of the two longest suits. If this totals 20, then you have per-
mission to open the bidding.

e.g. If you have:

♠ A 8 3 2   ♥♥ A 6 5 3   ♦♦ A 7 6 4   ♣ 5 

Your 12 HCP plus two four-card suits = 20. You have permission to open the 
bidding.

Note: You should not use the Rule of 20 to give you permission to open 
the bidding in first or second seat when you have a hand such as this:

♠ Q J   ♥♥ Q J 6   ♦♦ Q J 7 4   ♣ Q J 4 2

This assortment of junk will tally 20 with the Rule of 20 but doubleton 
queens or jacks are a sorry sight and do not deserve much respect. We call 
queens and jacks, ‘quacks’! This hand is not an opening bid.

Here’s what you really have to remember: the value of your hand is in a 
constant state of flux. Once partner starts bidding, your hand is like a flower 
— it either blossoms and grows or it wilts and dies. If you have a short suit in 
your hand and partner bids that suit, you are depressed. Your hand has wilt-
ed. It is never good to have a shortage in partner’s suit. We are constantly 
searching for fits, not misfits. If partner bids spades and you have a shortage 
of spades in your hand (2 or fewer), adjust your point count as follows:
•  if you have a void in partner’s suit, deduct up to 3 length points from 

your hand.
•  if you have a singleton in partner’s suit, deduct up to 2 length points 

from the value of your hand.
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•  if you have a doubleton in partner’s suit, deduct up to 1 length point 
from your hand.

If you had not added any length points because you had no long suit, you will 
not subtract at all. But you need to realize that your hand has gone downhill. 
It is devalued.

Declarer Points

♠ 3   ♥♥ A J 6 5 4 3 2   ♦♦ A K 4   ♣ 7 6 

Counting total points on this hand, it comes to 15. But if we open with 1♥♥ 
and partner bids 1♠, this hand has now dropped in value and we only have 
13 (subtracting 2 length points for the singleton spade). We should choose 
2♥♥ as our rebid as this is now a minimum hand.

But, if instead (see hand above again) partner has bid 2♥♥ after our 1♥♥ 
opener, then our hand now grows up. We must add 1 extra point for the 
fifth card in the suit that has been supported and 2 extra points for each 
remaining card. (Yes, in addition to the length points you already counted. 
You may call it double-dipping!) Your hand has increased in value, now that 
you know you are going to be declarer. If you do not do this, then you re-
main with the same old 15 points and will have to pass partner’s 2♥♥ bid that 
showed 6-9 points. How can this be right?

This idea was the invention of Charles Goren, many years ago, and will 
never fail you in getting you to games and slams. I truly believe it is the best 
hand revaluing method. In the above example, we now have 20 points (after 
adding the extra 5 points). Partner has raised us to 2♥♥ (showing 6-9 points), 
and we should now bid 4♥♥.

If the opponents have bid a suit in which you have a singleton king or 
queen, or even a doubleton queen or jack, count nothing for these cards: 
they are most unlikely to win any tricks.

Dummy Points
When you are going to become dummy (because you have three-card or 
better support for partner’s major suit or five or more of partner’s minor 
suit), then long-suit points go away and short-suit points come in.

When you are going to become dummy, if you have three-card support 
for partner, then use the 3-2-1 dummy points method. Short-suit points will 
be counted as 3-2-1 (3 for a void, 2 for a singleton and 1 for a doubleton).
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When you are going to become dummy, if you have four-card support 
(or more) for partner, then use the 5-3-1 dummy points method. Short-suit 
points will be counted as 5-3-1 (5 for a void, 3 for a singleton and 1 for a 
doubleton).

Always remember to revalue your hand — up or down — as the bidding 
proceeds.

A misfit? Quit!
The ideas in this section are so important that they are worth emphasizing 
again. Less experienced players sometimes pick up their hand, count their 
points, find they have 13 points and no matter what happens during the en-
tire auction, they continue to believe they have 13 points. That’s very rarely 
true. A bridge hand is like a living, breathing thing, and its value changes 
during the auction. We must learn how to evaluate our hand at all times and 
bid accordingly. Take the following scenario:

   ♠ K J 10 9 7 5 3 
   ♥♥ 7 
   ♦♦ K 6 3 2
   ♣ 3 
 ♠ Q 4 2   ♠ A 8 
 ♥♥ K 8 4    ♥♥ J 5 3 2
 ♦♦ A J 4    ♦♦ 10 9 8 5 
 ♣ K 10 9 4  

N
W E

S  ♣ Q 8 2
   ♠ 6 
   ♥♥ A Q 10 9 6 
   ♦♦ Q 7 
   ♣ A J 7 6 5 

 West North East South
   1♥♥
pass 1♠ pass 2♣
pass 2♠ pass 3♣
pass 3♠ pass 4♣
pass 4♠ dbl all pass

This wasn’t an auction, it was a fight! Indeed, without the use of bidding 
boxes, the auction would get louder and louder as each player insisted on 
the right to play in their choice of trump suit! (Tip to the opponents: always 
penalty double such an auction!) On any reasonable line of defense, declarer 
will go down two in 4♠.
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What went wrong? Whose fault was this? Who should have quit first? 
The first person to recognize that there is a misfit should quit once they have 
adequately described their hand. In this case, South correctly bid hearts first 
and then bid her clubs next. She could have passed 2♠, but rebidding clubs 
isn’t terrible. However, after that, enough’s enough. Let partner play this 
hand in 2♠ or 3♠.

Now let’s look at a much rosier situation, where the players still went 
wrong.

A fit? It’s a hit!
   ♠ K 9 8 7 
   ♥♥ K 7 
   ♦♦ 8 5 4 3 
   ♣ 7 6 5 
 ♠ 2   ♠ Q 10 
 ♥♥ A 10 8 4    ♥♥ 9 6 3 2
 ♦♦ Q 10 9 2   ♦♦ A K J 
 ♣ Q 4 3 2 

N
W E

S  ♣ J 10 9 8 
   ♠ A J 6 5 4 3
   ♥♥ Q J 5 
   ♦♦ 7 6 
   ♣ A K 

 West North East South
   1♠
pass 2♠ pass 3♠
all pass

This hand always makes 4♠. What happened? Back to hand evaluation. 
Adding two points for the fifth and sixth card in the spade suit, South has 17 
points. But the minute partner supports your long suit, you should be glow-
ing. Gone are the feelings of despair that you experienced on the last ‘misfit’ 
hand! Your hand has increased in value.

Whenever partner supports your long suit, remember to add 1 extra point 
for the fifth card in the suit that has been supported and 2 extra points for 
each remaining card in that long suit. Yes, this is in addition to all the points 
you started with. Now this hand is worth 20 points. Partner promised you at 
least 6 points. Add this together and away you go! Knowing her side has 26 
points, South should have bid 4♠, instead of inviting partner with 3♠.
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