Bridge - What Should Have Happened  by Andrew Robson
Some time ago, Andrew Robson produced an excellent book entitled “Bridge: Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them”. This is the follow-up to that volume, although it incorporates several improvements over the original, notably a comprehensive index (slightly unusually placed immediately after the contents rather than at the back of the book). This allows the reader to locate easily a particular topic within the four main sections: The Essentials of Bidding, Declarer Play, Defence and Progressing the Bidding.
Those readers who enjoy Andrew Robson’s regular newspaper column will find the format of this book quite familiar. Each page starts with an Introductory section which explains clearly the theme being examined, usually with several examples. Then there is a hand, together with two parallel sets of bidding (with explanations) and play. The first of these describes what happened, with the critical mistake highlighted, the second shows what should have happened. Finally, there is “If you remember just one thing...” which encapsulates the point being made.
The first section, on bidding, covers the early part of the auction: opening bids (including the 1NT opening), the first response, opener’s rebid and responder’s rebid. Some of the recommended methods are perhaps rather different from those generally taught: in particular, Andrew is enthusiastic about including balanced hands with a 5-card major in the 1NT opening bid – a perfectly good method which, however, is not yet standard. However, all of his chosen methods are explained clearly and logically, and as long as you and your partner are on the same wavelength (that always helps!) there is nothing here that will cause problems. On the contrary: having read this, you will have a clearer understanding of what the early rounds of bidding should achieve.
The Declarer Play section describes all of the basic techniques, with sections on unblocking, promoting high cards, developing length winners, suit establishment by ruffing, utilising entries, a detailed look at finessing and a thorough examination of the different ways of using trumps.
Defence is regarded as the most difficult area of the game, and Andrew devotes an appropriate amount of space to the subject. The opening lead, third-hand plays, second-hand plays (with the best exposition on covering an honour with an honour that I have ever seen), signals and discards and the finer arts of defence are covered. As with the rest of the book, the examples are well-chosen and the explanations are crystal-clear.

The final section (Progressing the Bidding) covers 1NT and Stayman, overcalling, the takeout double, pre-emptive bids, slamming and opening two-bids. My only criticism is that I would have liked to have seen an explanation of Transfer Bids over 1NT, principally because there are many different systems in use and I am sure that Andrew could have suggested a method that would have been adopted as standard for improving players.

This is a handsome hardcover book with over two hundred and fifty pages. Moreover, the way in which the material is set out means that there is more on each page than on two or three pages of most bridge books. In other words, this is the equivalent of a book two or three times the size, and it therefore represents fantastic value for money. In addition, there is an Interactive CD version for those who prefer to learn from their computer or laptop – without the space constraints imposed by the book there is even more in-depth analysis, and quizzes on the different topics are also included. Both book and CD are available from www.arobson.co.uk. 
Nobody explains bridge better than this author. Aimed at players with a sound grasp of the basics, this will establish a solid base in all the main areas of the game. I recommend this book (and the CD version) for any improving player – if you have any bridge-playing friends below expert level then this is the Christmas present to get for them.

