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methods espoused by Culbertson and
others. Whatever else these methods were,
they represented some of the first efforts
to bring some order into the bidding.
Great matches were played to decide
which was the best system. Whoever won,
they always failed as the task of showing
superiority of system over a few hundred
boards was doomed to failure. In America
the first life masters were appointed but it
would be years before a scheme for master
 points would produce life masters by points
earned. In England it was 1956 before such
a scheme started.

A book on bidding published in time for
the 1936 season was The Beasley Contract
Bridge System by Lt Colonel HM Beasley
Esq. In the foreword to his book he says
that: ‘I remember a few weeks ago at Harro -
gate when 1100 players from all parts of the
British Isles turned up to play in the various
competitions.’ He then tells us that we will
be astounded by the percentage of
accuracy we will achieve if we follow his
point count for honours and distribution.
This is pretty similar to the Milton Work
Count we all know and love, and a
minimum 85% satisfaction level was
guaranteed.

Here is an example, a bit alien to modern
bidding I suspect:

´ A 10 7 2 ´ K Q 9 6
™ K 10 9 ™ 8 4
t A K J 10 t 9 7 4 2
® K 3 ® A 6 4

Recommended auction:

West East
1NT 2´
4´

1NT is 15-17. West downgrades because of
the honour doubleton. East holds a hand
worth responding so bids his major. West
re-evaluates his hand, decides his trumps
and doubleton are useful and raises to
game.

All bids at the two level over 1NT are
natural and show some values, so if you
played Beasley you did not have Stayman
or transfers available. Stayman would not
appear for another ten years and even
though many credit Jack Marx of England
with the idea, it was not published until
after World War II. You also had no way of
making a weak take out in Beasley, so with
something like:

you were condemned
to play in 1NT unless
the opponents res -
cued you.

Partner opens 1´ (at least four spades)
and a normal open ing bid. What would
you call on:

. . . and what do you
imagine Lt Colonel
Beasley would call? 

I guess we would all
bid 2t without too
much thought but
the recommended bid
in Beasley is 4t.

Say partner opened 1t and you held:
You would respond
. . . ? Well, 1´ , of
course. Wrong! In
Beasley you would
respond 2´ because
you have more than a
minimum respond -
ing hand.

IT was all happening in 1936: an
abdication, a controversial Olympics in
Berlin, a civil war in Spain and of course
the founding of the EBU.

Now the EBU has reached its 75th
anniversary milestone, it is time to assess
how much bridge has changed in that
time. We can look at trappings such as
bidding boxes and electronic scorers, at
the use of technology to give us results in
a couple of minutes or in the comfort of
our own home thirty minutes after the
duplicate has finished. We can wonder at
the fact that international bridge is played
behind a large wooden screen, a decision
reviled at the time it was introduced in
1974 but largely preferred by those players
these days. We can take our stop and alert
cards and wonder how those people 75
years ago ever coped without them. Did
you know they didn’t even have an Orange
Book (but they had just revised the laws)?
Ah! The good old days.

When sports fans get nostalgic about the
past they want to put their favourite player
of many years ago against the current
number one and compare them. Fred Perry
vs Roger Federer? WG Grace vs Sachin
Tendulkar? Jesse Owens vs Usain Bolt?
There will then be endless discussion in the
pub about who is best. Generally standards
of fitness, training and equip ment have
improved so much that if you could get the
time machine and send a modern day
sportsman back, he would prevail.

1936 Bidding

So does the same apply to bridge? Let’s
start with some bidding. In 1936 Acol was
about two years old and had yet to be what
most people in England played. The first
book on the topic would not appear until
1938. Americans were being converted to
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´ Q J 9 6 5 4
™ 5
t 8 7 6 5
® 3 2  

´ Q 2
™ Q 10 6
t A K Q 10 6 4
® 10 2  

´ K J 9 4 2
™ A 10 6
t 9 4
® K 10 6  
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The Play is the Thing

While some of the bidding might have
been a touch rudimentary 75 years ago,
there were some fine card players, so has
defence and dummy play moved on
much? 

Culbertson’s books had sections on the
use of probability, establishment of
tricks, when to ruff and when not to,
ducking and unblocking. He knew and
taught his readers what a Bath Coup was.
It is interesting, however, that nowhere is
there very much about signalling. Did
counting the hand matter? Could
partner give attitude? His Gold Book
published in 1936 was largely silent on
the matter except for a paragraph on
playing unnecessarily high cards as a
‘come on’ or using an echo to help
partner know how many he held. He
gives an example of a suit divided thus:

K Q J 10 5

6 4 2 (or 6 2) A 8 7

and advising, as we would all do nowa -
days, unless we played reverse signals, to

peter with 6-2 and play low with 6-4-2 so
partner would know for how long to
hold up.

He did briefly describe Hy Lavinthal’s
method from the early 1930s, which used
cards to tell partner which suit to lead. We
may call it McKenny today, but it was first
devised by Lavinthal. Culbertson gives the
following example:

´ K 10 7
™ 10 8 4
t A J 10 8
® Q 7 3

´ J 4 3 ´ 8 2
™ A Q 9 7 6 3 ™ J
t Void t Q 7 6 5 2
® K 10 9 6 ® J 8 5 4 2

´ A Q 9 6 5
™ K 5 2
t K 9 4 3
® A

West is on lead against 4´ and leads the
ace of hearts. He now gives East a ruff,
playing the queen of hearts to let him
know to play a diamond. Note that a club
return would let the contract make. 

Would we all get it right nowadays? 

Conclusions

The bidding has come on apace in the last
75 years. Some ideas have come and gone.
Some are not all that popular now if ever
they were (Strong Diamond anyone?) and
although the basic methods aren’t all that
different, the amount of development in
both constructive and competitive se -
quences is immense. If you doubt that, dip
into something like Partnership Bidding at
Bridge by Robson and Segal. Play has
perhaps developed less, although I guess
that the percentage of players knowing
techniques and the odds has increased at
least at tournament level.

What will happen in the next 75 years?
Will we all sit at our terminals playing
online? Will the face-to-face game die?
Will we all be playing forcing pass?
Lebensohl for breakfast as well as dinner?
Gazilli as standard? Will we be able to
encourage the young to play the game or
will they prefer something else? Will
standards rise as they have done in the last
75 years or will they plateau? Will
Forrester’s Platinum Book be required
reading for all serious players? 

I don’t think I’ll be writing the article in
2086 that describes it all, though! r

If partner opens 1™ or
1´, then you respond
6™ or 6´. If he opens
1t, you respond 5NT. 

I think it fair to say from the above
examples (and many more) that investi -
gating the best contract wasn’t high on the
list in this system. It did, I suppose, have the
advantage of not giving much away. 

By Contrast . . .

Both constructive and competitive se -
quences have developed enormously over
the last 75 years with a range of tools to help
express our hands – probably no more than
in the field of doubling. Mostly it was an
expression of rage in 1936 unless we were
doubling an opening bid. Today you some -
times wonder if it is possible to double
someone for penalties, although I don’t
think the number of 800 penalties has de -
creased much. I suspect there also might
have been fewer bidding mis under stand -
ings in the days before good/bad 2NT,
Halmic over 1NT doubled, unusual no-
trump over short club and many others.

´ A J 10
™ K Q 10
t K J
® A Q 9 6 4  
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Did You Know . . . ?
SANDRA LANDY writes: In 1936 bridge was widely played at home,replacing whist as the most popular card game which was thought tohave become too complicated! The regulations at the time provided thatany published method could be played in tournaments and an amazingnumber of systems were in use. Here are just some of them.

Acol: devised in 1934 by the experts who played at the Acol Road Bridge Club inLondon and first published by Terence Reese in 1938. 
CAB (Clubs Aces and Blackwood): the system my granny and her family played.Kempson propounded natural opening bids which make ‘prepared club bids andsimilar devices almost entirely unnecessary’. One of the example hands he gave was:´ AK3 ™ AKJ t 9642 ® 862; he wrote: ‘As neither minor suit is biddable, you openwith 1™’! 
Culbertson: designed by Ely and Josephine Culbertson and widely publicised,using strong 1NT, game forcing two bids, forcing to game jump raises and 2NTresponses. It was well designed and regularly updated.
Kempson: played in the North and was still in use in the sixties. Allegedly no con-ventions and no forcing opening bid. 1™ and 1´ openings showed five-card suitsbut 2™ and 2´ could be opened with four cards. 
Lederer 2®: a forerunner of Acol. Strong 2®, strong but not forcing two-bids. Vienna: came to England after Austrian Paul Stern fled here before WW2.  1NT wasthe forcing opening (28 points on the Robertson 7-5-3-2-1 count).  1t, 1™ and 1´were five-card suits, with 1® picking up the rest.  
Other natural systems included Manning-Foster's Simple System and Beasley,who introduced points instead of honour tricks, which were the original method ofhand evaluation. Strong Club systems included Barton, Ingram, and Pachabo(devised by Whitelaw).


