BUILDING THE PERFECT PARTNERSHIP

Are you looking for the perfect partner? Let me disillusion you. If you find him he won’t want to play with you! The best description of bridge I have heard is that it is a game of geniuses playing with fools! The purpose of this article is to help you build a partnership in which you bring the best out of each other, warts and all.

Let me give you a typical scenario from high standard bridge where the opposition continually bid thin games that depend on the opening lead and really push you about in the bidding. You have just faced three difficult decisions in a row, and in each case you have taken the losing option. You now face the following decision as West.

West hand


South
West
North
East

( 7



1(
No
1(
No

( A Q 6 5


1(
No
3(
No

( J 7 5 4


4(
No
No
No

( Q J 7 4

According to bridge books you are always on lead against 3NT with ( K Q J 10 9  and an outside ace. They don’t mention this hand. You ponder the options.

  Your opponents seem to be in a 4-4 fit and a trump lead may cut down their cross ruffing, but a singleton trump is all too likely to expose partner’s trump holding, perhaps ( Q 10 6 3.

   There is a case for leading the (A, trying to take what you can in this suit before declarer’s hearts disappear on dummy’s diamonds. However you might easily set up a trick for declarer’s (K.

   A diamond could prove fatal if the suit is distributed as shown below: Inexperienced players think that leading from a jack is safe. In many ways it gets the worst of all worlds. It isn’t safe, and it requires an awful lot from partner to achieve anything.
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The (Q lead isn’t safe either. The layout might be as shown below. If you lead the (Q declarer will need just one ruffing-finesse to establish the suit.
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Having looked at all four options I learnedly conclude that I don’t like any of them. Unfortunately I must lead something and I have a sinking feeling that I am going to get it wrong. Partner has managed to keep quiet on the previous three hands when I took the losing option but his body language was ominous. Maybe I should give up bridge! On second thoughts I’ll persevere. Hopefully he will face some difficult decisions soon and with any luck he will get them wrong. Then I will have something to hold against him.

Do you get the picture? Bridge is a difficult game. Things are going wrong. If you have made an obvious error either:

(a) You realise it and partner can do a huge amount of good if he can avoid rubbing it in. Body language can be just as damaging as words.  Or:

(b) You don’t realise it and it will only damage your confidence if he points it out. It may need discussing, but after the session is the appropriate time.

Even more damaging are the times when you had a perfectly good reason for your decision. However it cannot be explained in a few words and you must get on with the next hand. You are aware that partner is being judgemental but you cannot defend yourself. You feel resentful, which will probably lead to you making more wrong decisions and downright errors. I hate bridge players who see every difficult and borderline decision I have to take in black and white. My first tip is this:

If partner does something that appears to be totally stupid, do not demand immediate explanation or penance. Assume he had a good reason, which you may not understand, and hold inquests later.

Recently I attended a meeting of the EBU youth committee. Sue Burn, the chairman, explained that the EBU needed to have a child protection policy, which included a policy on bullying. She explained that bullying was not just physical abuse, reading out a long list of forms of bullying including sarcasm. I could see everybody grinning. She ended up by summarising all of our thoughts by saying: “I suppose that sums up the average bridge player.”

Many of us learned about irregularly declining verbs at school. Bridge is full of them, for example:

I took an unlucky view.

You made a clear-cut mistake.

He/She made a complete pigs ear of it.

My second tip is this:

Admitting your errors is hard, but it does wonders for partnership morale. You have a difficult bidding sequence which goes wrong. It isn’t obvious who, if anybody, was at fault, but if you can bring yourself to say: “Sorry partner” you have contributed hugely to partner’s self esteem, particularly if he is having a hard time.  

My third tip is the hardest. Set aside time to sit down with partner and discuss the following:

1)   What do you think are your partner’s strengths as a bridge player?

2) What do you think are your partner’s weaknesses as a bridge player?

3) What do you like about your partner as a person?

4) What irritates you about your partner’s behaviour?

Be totally honest and frank, but positive with the intention of improving matters rather than allocating blame. Have this discussion once a year, reviewing progress. If you are a married couple (or life partnership) it might well improve the quality of your marriage also. It is often said that married couples don’t make good bridge partnerships. Bridge can either improve or damage a marriage.

  Bridge damages a marriage if there is the all too common bullying. If one partner is better than the other it is crucial that she has the right temperament.

  Bridge works well for married couples when they both share the same objectives. These might be purely social, or it might be that both players want to improve together. It rarely works well when one partner is ambitious, but the other plays purely for social reasons. 

Team-mates can be just as damaging to morale as partner. There are two things that can be said quite innocently but hardly help team harmony.

  You come back to compare scores. –620 says your other half. –100 says you. “How on earth did you go off in that?”  You don’t want to waste energy defending yourself, instead you feel resentful.

  The other menace are the team-mates who always come back saying: “We are enormous”. What they mean is their opponents bid two normal game contracts which failed on a finesse. Eight quite predictable flat boards, but it is you who feels guilty. Even worse is the comment: “We have two good boards and two bad ones.” The two good ones are normal. Your team-mates bid and made game on a finesse and opponents failed in 4( on a 5-0 trump break. Two flat boards. The two bad ones are –500 and –800 on part-score hands. You are –25 IMPs and since the culpable pair has refused to admit error, the implication is that you are to blame.

If you want to succeed as a bridge player you need to analyse your own strengths, weaknesses and personal needs. 

  How good is your concentration? This plays a far greater part in determining your success than what system you play. It is a well-known fact that you are most vulnerable on the first hand of a set (when you haven’t yet engaged your brain) and on the last set (when you are winding down). 

  How disciplined are you? For example, do you always take time to consider dummy before playing to the first trick or do you snatch at a card and then regret it.

  How do you react to a bad board? It is the hardest thing in the world to put it behind you and tackle the next one as if nothing had happened. Ideally the natural human emotions of frustration and elation should play no part at the bridge table.

  Alternatively, if you are playing in a tournament does staying up drinking affect your performance the next day. My personal need is to immediately go to bed after a long day. Even a few minutes of hand discussion makes me too mentally active and keeps me awake. 

Do I always get these things right? You must be joking! When I have finished writing this article it will become compulsory daily bedtime reading for me for the next month.

