RECAPPING A GRAND NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIP
We sincerely wish that all serious Minnesota bridge players get to experience the thrill of playing for a national championship.  Our mantra the last couple of days of the event was that the opportunity doesn’t come about very often so that we needed to seize it.  And we did!  The following is not a recitation of any of the 280 boards we played over five days but rather a description of how the event works and hopefully an idea of the excitement of playing in such an event.  For a more detailed description of some of the hands played in the finals we have a separate document for those who are interested.
The Grand National Teams is a grass-root event that begins with qualifying at local clubs beginning in the previous fall.  On May 15-16 District 14 held its finals in New Brighton, Minnesota.  There were 16 teams in Flight B (maximum of 2,000 master points for any player as of September 1 of the prior year), by far the most teams of any of the 4 flights.  Our team featured a new partnership of Eric Hendrickson and Paul Gutterman as well as a not longstanding partnership of Richard Lawson and Andy Caranicas.  As a team we had virtually no experience.

Nevertheless we were fortunate to win both the qualifying round on Saturday as well as the all important final on Sunday, giving us the right to represent District 14 in New Orleans at the summer nationals.  Due to the outstanding efforts of Mike Cassell in coordinating this event, each member of our squad received $479 dollars to defray expenses.  Since three of us were able to get reasonable air fare, this amount actually covered air and about three nights of sharing a hotel room with our partner.  So thank you Mike!

Between the District finals and New Orleans Paul and Eric were able to play a handful of additional times, but our only practice as a team were several “home games” arranged by Eric against “quality” competition.  Although we routinely seemed to have our hats handed to us, playing “up” in competition kept us from expecting any gifts from our opponents.  Again special thanks go Sharon and Roger Anderson, Peg Waller and Ron DeHarporte, Judy and Phil Schwarz, Jason and Matt Bribitzer-Stull and Keith Connelly and Bjorgvin.  

Tuesday, July 20  
Paul and Eric catch the early afternoon flight and get to the hotel in time to have a nice leisurely dinner in the French quarter at a restaurant serving “New Orleans” fare.  Richard and Andy arrive several hours later but were hungry so the four of us walked around the French quarter until a great pizza place was found.  We then spent about 5 minutes walking back on Bourbon Street.  We would not be back.  There were many things we agreed upon, but certainly one was that we were there to play bridge and hopefully do well.  Everything we did was directed to getting each of us to play our best and we would not be distracted even by scantily-clad sirens outside “gentlemen’s clubs!”
Wednesday, July 21

The GNTs begin a day earlier than any other event at the summer nationals.  There are 25 teams that qualify from their respective districts.  A two-session Swiss narrows down the field to 16 teams which are then seeded based on the result of the Swiss.  The Swiss is scored on a 20-point victory scale.  We won our first match 23-8, but in the second match Andy and Richard played six spades doubled and making and still lost 6 IMPs.  How is that possible?  Well Eric and Paul brought back a minus 1880.  Not your usual score.  It happens when you defend against four spades doubled and redoubled making six!  Yet despite that disaster we tied that match.  The next match was won 16-7 but then we lost 21-9.  So at the dinner break we were in good shape at 2-1-1, but definitely still had work to do in the evening session.

In the evening we had some close matches but won 14-11, 8-6, 27-10 and 23-14.  So at 6-1-1 we clearly had qualified but the question was seeding.  The top four teams get to pick their opponents.  As the last scores were being tallied we were solidly in 4th  place with only one team able to catch us but they would need 19 or 20 VPs, requiring a win of at least 24 IMPs in seven boards, something we had not come close to all day.  Of course they did it.  So despite a tie for the second-best overall record we were the 5th seed based on VPs.  However, due to the somewhat byzantine Rules of Contest they randomly reseeded 5-8 and 9-12 (or whoever was not selected by the 1-4 seeds), so then we went from 5th to 7th.  While we were a bit disappointed to be seeded 7th after having compiled the second-best record in the Swiss, we decided that we were there to win the event and to win it you would have to beat whoever you played.  We had confidence that in a 56-board match we should be able to hold our own against anyone in the field.  Now the question was if we could back it up.
Thursday, July 22

Each round from this point would be a 56-board knockout match, with 28 boards each session, comparing and reporting after 14 boards.  So essentially four quarters.  Our first match against the 10 seed started with a wild 36-34 first quarter.  We moved ahead to 66-54 at the dinner break.  We walked around a long time looking for something relatively inexpensive to eat that we could all agree upon.  It was an unusually long break because the first “official” night of the tournament is the “Hall of Fame” dinner which pushes back the start of the evening sessions from 7:30 to 8:00 p.m.

At dinner we talked how we thought we were the better team but hadn’t been able to show it.  That demonstration came in the third quarter which we won by the astronomical score of 79-13.  As we compared scores almost every board was a big swing our way.  The last quarter was a mere formality as we won the match 169-103.

After the match we had been invited to the Presidential suite by our District 14 representative to the ACBL board of directors, Sharon Anderson.  This was incredibly kind of Sharon as invitations are very limited and as Flight B players we suspected we were not the usual suspects that garner such invitations.  We were able to have a drink to unwind and talk with some other board representatives and was a nice cap to a very long day.

Friday, July 23

Game time is always 1:00.  The mornings are spent getting mentally and physically ready to play, but what that meant differed among us.  Since none of us gets to sleep very early, sleeping later than usual is true among all of us.  But some of us need more sleep than others.  Some sleep better than others.  Some of us need exercise to be sharp for the day.  Some of us get more hungry than usual, others can hardly eat anything.  With a four-person team in a long event like this we all thought it important to let our teammates do what they thought best knowing we were all on the same page in the goal of winning.

One of the unlucky aspects of dropping to the #7 seed was that we were scheduled to play the 2nd seed in round two.  However, the #15 seed scored a huge upset by overcoming a 21-point 3rd quarter deficit and won their match 98-95.  This was a nice bit of fortune as we were confident that we should be able to beat the #15 seed, at least in theory.
Once again we began with a tight first quarter, winning 40-34.  We had a nice second quarter to put us up at the half 76-50.  Although this was a comfortable lead, we were very conscious of their comeback from the previous night.  In the third quarter they invoked their seating rights to switch who they were playing against.  It didn’t help as we again had a huge third quarter winning 53-12 and putting us up by 67 going into the final quarter.  It would have been nice of them to concede the match to give us some extra downtime, but none of us blamed them for wanting to play.  Although we lost the quarter by playing “prevent” defense, we handily won the match 150-103.

Saturday, July 24

Our semi-final opponent was the original #11 seed.  However, they were the team from NYC, which we figured must be a tough district to win.  They had solidly won their two previous matches.  Sure enough, for the first (and only time) in the entire knock-out phase we found ourselves behind 20-28 after the first quarter.  
Since we were the higher seed we had seating rights in the match.  You can choose to have seating rights in the 2nd and 3rd quarters or, if undeclared, in the 1st and 4th quarters.  This gives your team the right to decide which partners would play against the opponents’ partners.  Since no one knows anyone in Flight B the 1st quarter is a total guess.  So it makes sense for the higher seed to choose the 2nd and 3rd quarters once you have had a chance to play 14 boards.  

Being down after the first quarter it might have made sense for us to assert our seating rights and switch up.  When this was suggested after comparing we just looked at each other and agreed to stay as we were.  Each of us was confident we were better and had just had a poor session.  It would turn around.

Eric and Paul were not happy before comparing for the 2nd quarter.  They had their only systematic bidding error of the week when Paul forgot they weren’t playing Bergen raises in 3rd and 4th seats and the opponents seemed to bid and make a number of thin games.  However, Richard and Andy not only had bid all those games too but a couple of more.  A bid and made slam by Paul and Eric was not bid at the other table.  When the dust cleared we had won the 2nd quarter 55-24 to take a comfortable, but not insurmountable 75-52 lead at dinner.
In each of the prior two matches we had huge 3rd quarters to make the 4th quarter a formality.  Amazingly the pattern held again as we won the 3rd quarter 52-13 to take an insurmountable 62 point lead.  Although once again our opponents didn’t formally concede, they did give up in the last quarter.  They didn’t assert their seating rights to switch up and they made no serious attempt to create swings.  We won the 4th quarter and the match ended at 168-91.
Sunday, July 25

In the finals we had to play the #1 seed from Wednesday’s qualifying Swiss.  It was a team that had blown out 2 of its previous 3 opponents to go along with 7 wins in 8 matches in the Swiss.  Clearly this would be our stiffest challenge.  After the first quarter we led 35-30.  Eric and Paul’s opponents were very good and extremely aggressive, willing to bid on almost anything, including 2-point weak two bids.  Andy and Richard were playing a husband-wife pair whom they believed to be of disparate abilities, with the wife the suspected weak link.  This belief proved prophetic.  In a match where the cards lay heavily in the North/South direction, the second quarter would be the only one where East-West held cards.  Several key errors by West (the wife) allowed us to stretch our lead at the half to 70-42.  Now all we could hope for was the continuation of the pattern of having a big third quarter so we could cruise in the final quarter one last time.

Alas, this was not to be.  While we did win the 3rd quarter it proved to be the lowest scoring quarter of all our knockouts: 14-9.  Nonetheless, this gave us a fairly safe 33 point lead with 14 boards left to play.  Obviously fine bridge players but lousy tacticians the #1 seed had not declared seating rights meaning that by default they now had the right to switch up in the 4th quarter.  Curiously they chose not to do so.  However, unlike some of our prior opponents they did not give up.  Instead they pushed very hard to find swings on every hand.  Some of their aggressiveness paid off but some didn’t.  In a wild quarter we piped them out 39-38, winning the match 123-89.
It was now time to celebrate!  However, we did have to get up at 4:30 to catch a 6:30 a.m. flight back to Minneapolis and work.  So the immediate celebration was pretty tame.  But the memory will certainly linger forever!!

For more details on the final match we have a companion article with some hands and commentary.

Concluding Thoughts

Throughout the week several patterns held.  First and most importantly whenever one pair felt they struggled during a quarter the other pair picked them up.  In golf this is referred to as “ham and egging” which we did repeatedly. The sessions when both pairs were “on” is when we put away matches.  Second, we were consistent in being down only 1 quarter (and a first quarter at that).  Third was the generation of big third quarters which allowed us to essentially cruise to easy wins.  Fourth, and just as important, we had great confidence in each other.  There was never a cross word even when our partner did something clearly wrong as happened to each of us at some point.  Finally, we felt we were the best team in each match and events proved it.  We deserved to win!
Matches are not won or loss on great squeezes and endplays.  Rather it is being in the right contract most of the time and defending well most of the time.  For example, in the 280 boards Paul and Eric each had exactly one board where defensively they did something that was clearly wrong.  In 280 boards Paul and Eric each had exactly one board where they made a patently bad or wrong bid.  That is the type of consistency that wins these long IMP tournaments.

That all being said there is no guarantee we could repeat if it all started over tomorrow.  There is always an element of serendipity in the hands that are dealt and who plays them that allow upsets at all levels of bridge.  We had five days where everything seemed to be working.  But there is no doubt that it was a great experience and each of us hopes to get another chance at a title!

Submitted by the Hendrickson Team of Eric Hendrickson, Paul Gutterman, Richard Lawson and Andy Caranicas.

