Winning With Wimpy

The popularity of Knockout events along with the proliferation of Stratified pair games has done a great disservice to the average player. At one time, the rank and file could expect to play against top-flight opponents regularly, and learn some valuable lessons in the process. Today, most non-Life Masters opt to play only against others of similar limited ability, and consequently have little or no opportunity to discover that the strategies they have found to be successful at their local club game will be woefully inadequate at the next level – assuming they ever get there. This column will attempt to provide Flight B and C players with some of the tools necessary to win if they ever elect to venture out of their protected safety strata.
Before I begin changing the way you play the game, let me begin by trying to change the way you act. A large number of players have never been educated about several proper procedures, and because they tend to play against other uninformed players, they have developed some poor habits that should be corrected.

The first thing that I’ve noticed about most novice to intermediate players is that they don’t know how or when to ask a question, and they most definitely don’t know how to answer one. When you are unsure about the meaning of a call, you are entitled to ask the partner of the bidder at your turn. When a bid has not been alerted, you are usually safe assuming it is natural, however you are expected to have a basic knowledge of both Standard American bidding as well as 2 over 1 Game Force. Thus, in common situations such as when a major suit has been bid and raised, you should expect that a new suit is a one round force and is some type of game try. Most often it is some type of Help-Suit Game Try, and assuming that the bid has not been alerted, you can be reasonably safe in that assumption. Asking a question about this call, will serve to only alert your partner that you probably have some decent holding in that suit. If you have length and strength in the suit and want to direct your partner to lead this suit (assuming it was bid on your right), go ahead and double the bid – but don’t ask a self-serving question which may give partner information to which he has no right. Also, you should refrain from asking a question in the middle of an auction if you had no intention of bidding regardless of the answer. Ask at the conclusion of the auction – and only at your turn. 
Proper questions are: “Is that bid competitive, invitational, forcing, or game forcing?”  Unless they’ve opened some number of No Trump, you should never ask about the high card strength in the hand. You aren’t entitled to that information. If someone makes a cue bid, you should assume it is some type of control. Controls vary. They can be aces or kings, singletons or voids. You shouldn’t ask “Does that show the Ace?” Most often it does, but simply asking the question may suggest you already knew where it was.

Answering questions requires the same restraint. You should never volunteer the high card strength you expect in partner’s hand (unless it is an opening No Trump bid). If partner makes a limit raise, it is NOT 10-12 pts in support of your suit, it is a raise invitational to game. If partner felt his 8 point hand was sufficient to invite game, that’s his business. When dummy comes down and the 10 points you promised would be there are absent, expect a director call. Many opponents will feel they have been unfairly dissuaded from competing further, and they may even be due an adjustment. When you train yourself to only give answers such as competitive, non-forcing, less than invitational, invitational, forcing one round, and game forcing, you will not give the opponents grounds to dispute your explanations. You will also be playing the game properly.  More next issue.  
