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It is safe to assume, and the reader may be relieved to learn, that the auction shown in 
the diagram is both the longest and the most incomprehensible that will appear in this 
column this year. It is an example of a relay auction, and it makes as much sense to an 
average player, or even to an uninitiated expert, as computer language does to 
someone whose only language is English. Relay systems are rarely encountered in 
North America but are popular among some experts on other continents.

The idea was introduced by Pierre Ghestem and Rene Bacherich of France four 
decades ago, and they used it to good effect as members of a French team that won 
world team titles in 1956 and 1960. It was revived in a more comprehensive form 20 
years ago by David L. Cliff of Basking Ridge, New Jersey. He persuaded several young 
experts to try his ideas, and they had many successes. Other relay languages, based 
on the same principle, have been developed in New Zealand, Australia and parts of 
Europe.

The relay method is theoretically superior to standard bidding, especially at the slam 
level, because one player eventually selects a contract with detailed knowledge of his 
partner's hand. One practical disadvantage is the need for many hours of study and 
practice before relays can be used without confusion. Another, in North America, is the 
restrictive attitude of the American Contract Bridge League, which bars relays in nearly 
all its events.

In such systems, which vary widely in detail, one player asks questions by making 
minimum bids while his partner describes his hand in a prescribed artificial fashion. An 
effective method, titled Symmetric by its New Zealand inventors, calls for the "slave" 
hand to show its long suits, its short suits, its controls in aces and kings, and finally the 
location of its high cards.

-- The diagrammed deal has not been preserved by The New York Times --

In this case North, the controlling hand, eventually bid six spades, knowing that South, 
the slave hand, held: four spades headed by the A-K, lacking the queen; a singleton 
heart; three diamonds headed by the king and perhaps including the queen, and five 
clubs headed by the queen. This information, of course, was made available to the 
opponents when they requested it.

West led the club ace and South ruffed in dummy. Paradoxically, he now did absolutely 
the right thing for absolutely the wrong reason. West's double of five clubs seemed to 
imply length and strength in that suit, so South expected most of the missing trumps to 
be with East.



With the idea that West's trump holding might be a doubleton ten, a singleton ten or a 
singleton eight, South led the jack from the dummy at the second trick. The appearance 
of the ten from East was a surprise, but not an unpleasant one. A small card was played 
from the closed hand, and West won with the queen.

There was no defense at this point, but West made a tricky move by returning the club 
seven. South would have survived if he had ruffed and maneuvered to draw trumps, but 
he did not know that the hearts were evenly divided. Nevertheless, he did feel sure, 
from West's double of five clubs, that the king of that suit was on his left. He discarded a 
heart from the dummy and captured the jack with the queen.

Now a club ruff brought down the king and the rest was easy. The spade nine was 
cashed, and the closed hand was re-entered in diamonds to draw trumps. The slam 
was home with three heart tricks, two tricks in each minor suit and a total of five trump 
tricks. South was disappointed to find that the hearts were splitting evenly, since he had 
avoided the need for that division.

Notice that if South had made the more obvious play of a small spade to the ace at the 
second trick he could still have succeeded by an unlikely line of play. He could have 
ruffed a club and cashed three heart winners, throwing a diamond and a club. Then he 
could have played three rounds of diamonds, ruffing the third in his hand, and led a club 
to score the spade jack, making the slam.


