
What Am I?
GUESS THE MYSTERY item
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Here are some clues: 

I’ve been around for centuries.
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In the 16th century,  
I was especially popular  

in the Middle East.
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My rules may have changed,  
but the basic objective has 

remained the same.
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I evolved in Turkey  
and in France.
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The Brits loved me, too.
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Harold Vanderbilt made me 
more sophisticated.
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There are books and websites  
to explain my rules.
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I’ve been on the cover of  
Time magazine.
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I had my heyday in the  
20th century, but I’m  

still popular today.
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I’ve been in the homes of  
Donna Stone, Lucy Ricardo,  

and Ozzie and Harriet Nelson.
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Contracts are important to me.
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The deal is the easiest part.
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You can be a dummy  
and still play.
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Some people have been  
paid to play.
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Sports Illustrated had a regular 
column just for me.



page 16

Iceland won a world 
championship in 1991.
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Kids in Holland learn about  
me in public school.
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I “declare” that I might be  
one of the world’s most  

popular games ever. 
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Actor Omar Sharif knows 
everything about me.
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Sometimes players get to lead. 
Sometimes they don’t.
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It’s impossible to stack the  
deck in this game.
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There is a trick to winning.



page 23

Remember that aces  
are high—usually.
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You must follow suit if you  
want to stay in the game.
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You can win with a trump  
card up your sleeve.
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Can you guess what I am?

I am the game of bridge.
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Introduction

Bridge is one of the most popular 
games in the world and one of the 
few played by people of all ages, 
races, and nationalities. It combines 
the elements of strategy, luck, 

communication, and socializing—a combination hard to 
find in other games. And all you need is four players and 
an inexpensive deck of cards.
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How to Play
The game of bridge is played by four players (in two teams) 
with a standard deck of 52 cards. The cards are divided into 
four suits: clubs, diamonds, hearts, and spades. Each suit has 
13 cards: ace through 10 and then a jack, a queen, and a king. 
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Ace is the highest card, followed by king, queen, and so on. 
The object of the game is to win as many tricks as possible. A 
trick is a set of four played cards. The highest card in the set 
wins the trick. Each hand, or round of play, follows four steps: 
dealing, bidding, playing the hand, and scoring.
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Dealing
To start a game, one of the four players 
shuffles the cards and places the deck 
facedown on the table. Each player 
takes one card and turns it faceup. The 
player with the highest card becomes 

the dealer. All cards return to the deck, and the dealer shuffles 
again. Then they deal the cards one at a time, starting with the 
player to the left. The deal moves clockwise around the table 
until all the cards are dealt and each player has 13 cards. 
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Bidding for Tricks
Once the cards are dealt, players arrange their cards in suits 
and then determine how many of those cards might win a 
trick. Each player bids on the number of tricks greater than 
6 they think they can win. Because each player has 13 cards, 
there are 13 possible tricks to win. Players can also name 
a trump suit, the suit of cards that will win over all other 
suits. So, for example, a player who bids “one heart” is saying 
that they expect to win seven tricks (6 plus 1) with hearts as 
trumps. A “no trump” bid can also be made. 
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Bidding starts with the dealer and moves clockwise 
around the table to each player. A player can either bid 

or pass. The least a player can bid is 1 
(for 7 tricks), and the most is 7 (for all 
13 tricks). Each bid must be greater 
than the last bid, or equal but in a 

higher suit denomination. Spades are the highest suit, 
followed by hearts, diamonds, and clubs. No-trump is 
the highest denomination.
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The bidding continues around and around the table, with 
each player either bidding or passing. Bidding stops after at 
least one bid has been made and three players in a row pass.

The final bid is called the contract. 
The player who bid first in the suit 
named in the contract becomes the 
“declarer.” If the contract names a 
trump suit, every card of that suit 
becomes a trump.
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Playing the Hand

The player to the left of the 
declarer plays the first card, 
called the “lead,” and play moves 
clockwise around the table. The 
next player, the “dummy,” places 

their cards, arranged in suits, faceup on the table. The 
dummy is basically out of the hand now. The declarer will 
play the dummy’s cards as well as their own.
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The player who leads may play any card in their hand. 
Once the lead is played, the other players must follow 
suit (or play a card in the same suit as the lead). The 
highest card wins the trick. However, if a player cannot 
follow suit, they may play any card, including a card 
from the trump suit. If there is a trump suit, the highest 
card of that suit beats all other cards.
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Scoring

After 13 tricks have been played, each team counts the 
number of tricks it has won and records the score. The 
cards are reshuffled, the deal moves clockwise to the 

next player, and play resumes with a 
new hand. Most games consist of four 
hands, with each player taking a turn 
as dealer. 
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Discussion Starters
• Do you play bridge? Have you ever? Who did you  

play with? Who was your favorite partner? Share  
with the group.

• What card games did you play as a child? What card 
games besides bridge do you play now? Which game is 
your favorite? Explain.
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Origin Story

The origins of bridge date back to the early 16th 
century and the trick-taking game of whist. In whist, 
four players (two teams of two players) are each dealt 

13 cards from a 52-card deck, and the 
objective is to win as many tricks as 
possible. The game was very popular, 
especially in the Middle East. 
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In the late 19th century, whist 
players in Turkey began adding 
strategies and rules that are still part 
of the modern game. For example, 
the calls “double” and “redouble” 
were added to double and quadruple 

a bet. “Declarer” and “dummy” were also added around 
this time. By the turn of the century, the French were 
playing a version of the game, which they called plafond. 
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In the French variation, teams had to name 
the number of tricks they intended to win. 
In other parts of the world, trump suits 
were introduced.

Over time, these different variations melded together and 
became known as biritch, or Russian whist. Biritch added 
more developments, including a call of no trumps, new 
scoring charts, and bonus points. This game became very 
popular in Britain and the United States in 1890s.
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The Modern Game

Bridge as played today began in the 1920s when Harold 
Vanderbilt and others came up with a new scoring 
system. The new system demanded more accurate 
bidding and penalties when a team did not meet its bid, 
or contract. This made the game more challenging and 
more interesting. Vanderbilt distributed the rules for 
the more sophisticated contract bridge in 1925. Within 
a few years, the game was all the rage.



page 42

Bridge had its golden age in the 
United States in the 1930s and into 
the 1960s. Bridge clubs sprang up 
in cities, suburbs, and small towns 
throughout the country. The game was 
also featured in many television shows 

and movies. Donna and Alex Stone (The Donna Reed Show); 
Ozzie and Harriet Nelson (The Ozzie and Harriet Show); Lucy 
and Ricky Ricardo and Fred and Ethel Mertz (I Love Lucy); 
and many others played bridge.
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In literature, Walter Mitty (The 
Secret Life of Walter Mitty by James 
Thurber) played bridge. The Marx 
Brothers played in Animal Crackers. 
Grand Slam, the 1933 film starring 
Loretta Young and Paul Lukas, tells 
the story of a couple who become 
bridge champions.
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Discussion Starters
• Compare the rules of bridge with other card games, such 

as spades, pinochle, or hearts. Which game do you think is 
easiest to play? Which requires the most thought? Which is 
most fun for you?

• If you are a bridge player, how would you teach someone else 
to play? How would you explain the scoring system?

• Do you recall television characters playing bridge? What was the 
time frame? What games do characters play on television now?
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Tournaments

Matches between bridge experts were 
not uncommon in bridge’s golden 
age. Perhaps the most famous was the 
1930 match between the team led by 
Colonel Walter Buller of England and 
the team led by Ely Culbertson of the 

United States. Much ballyhoo came before the match, with 
Buller vowing to beat the Americans “sky high.”
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The contest did not turn out as Buller 
predicted, and his team lost by a 
humiliating margin. The win established 
Culbertson as an authority and made his 
book, Contract Bridge Blue Book of 1930, 
a bestseller.
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The next year, Culbertson 
challenged Sidney Lenz (pictured), 
also an American, to a team 
match. Culbertson boasted that his 
method of bidding was unbeatable 

and that winning would be a cinch. The match ran from 
December 1931 into January 1932 and was dubbed 
“The Bridge Battle of the Century.” 
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Games made front-page news, and radio stations 
broadcast updates each evening. The match sparked an 
enormous amount of public interest in contract bridge. 

By the time Culbertson claimed his 
victory (his team won by a wide 
margin), the game was almost as 
popular as baseball.
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Bridge’s popularity may have waned in the past few 
years (Texas hold ’em is the latest rage), but it is 

still popular around the world. The 
American Contract Bridge League, 
founded in 1937, is the largest bridge 
organization in the world. It supports 

clubs and tournaments in the United States, Canada, 
Mexico, and Bermuda, determines rules and rule 
changes, and organizes tournaments.
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Discussion Starters
• The bluster leading up to these two tournaments was 

similar to that before a prize fight. How do you think this 
added to the allure of and interest in the games?

• Do you play or have you ever played Texas hold ’em? 
Why do you think it has gained such popularity  
over bridge?
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Bridge Jokes
• A man was polishing a lamp when a genie popped out and 

offered him one wish. The man pointed to a nearby globe 
and said, “Let the world live in peace and harmony.” 

The genie gasped and said, “You must be kidding!  
I’m just one genie!” 

“Okay,” said the man. “Then I wish to be a winning  
bridge player.” 

After a moment, the genie said, “Show me that globe again.”
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• Friend 1: My cardiologist says I can’t play bridge. 
Friend 2: Oh, my! Do you have a serious heart problem? 
Friend 1: No, she’s just played with me enough to know. 

• At any bridge table, you’ll witness genius and stupidity. The 
difference is that genius has its limits.

• I think all bridge players are a little masochistic. Otherwise, 
why would we continue to play?
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Other Interesting Facts About Bridge
• Many newspapers have a daily bridge column.
• Egyptian actor Omar Sharif (pictured) 

was a well-known bridge enthusiast and 
champion of the game. 

• There are more books written about bridge 
than about any other game, except chess.

• The word bridge is the English pronunciation of biritch.
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• Some think that the game is 
named for the Galata Bridge in 
Istanbul. British soldiers crossed 
this bridge during the Crimean 
War to reach a coffeehouse where 
they played cards. 

• Time magazine featured bridge expert Charles Goren, 
popularly known as “Mr. Bridge,” on the cover of its 
September 28, 1958, issue. 
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• Charles Goren had a weekly bridge column in Sports 
Illustrated. The Sports Illustrated Book of Bridge, 
published in 1961, was a combination of Goren’s  
weekly columns along with quizzes, rules, and history  
of the game.

• Students in Holland learn bridge in public schools.
• Bridge is so popular in Iceland that the tiny country of 

300,000 had the world championship-winning team  
in 1991.
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• Bridge is also popular in Brazil, Turkey, Israel, France, 
Italy, and Norway. France and Italy have put together 
some of the greatest teams ever.

• In 1964, Texas multi-millionaire Ira Corn formed the 
first professional bridge team. He hired six well-known 
players to study and practice full-time at his mansion. 
The Dallas Aces won the Bermuda Bowl in 1970 and 
again in 1971.
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