The Buenos Aires Affair

The glory days of bridge in the media are long gone. In the thirties, the charismatic Ely Culbertson
managed to get the world interested in bridge. His legendary matches were newsworthy, reaching the
front page daily for weeks on end. The Second World War marked the end of the bridge frenzy.
Afterwards, newspapers, radio and television hardly paid any attention to the card game.

Only once since the thirties was bridge front page news. That was in 1965, during the world
championships at Buenos Aires...

Terence Reese, left and Boris Schapir'o, far right in Buenos Aire

This is how it was reported in the June 4, 1965 issue of Time magazine:

Five-Finger Exercise

For days there had been an enormous amount of mysterious scurrying about at Buenos Aires'
Plaza Hotel. It was most unusual, for the Plaza was the scene of a particularly staid and cerebral
gathering: the 13th World Bridge Championship, among whose participants were some of the
game's most polished players. They are normally a reserved and polite group. But there was
reason for their excitability, and last week it came out in a terse, oblique communiqué from the
World Bridge Federation.

"Certain irregularities," said the officials, had been reported and investigated. "The captain of the
British squad ... very sportingly conceded the matches to the United States and Argentina." In
plain words, Britain's crack bridge team, which had been leading in a match with the U.S. for
second place, conceded that match as well as the one it had won from the Argentines. The
tournament ended with Italy's team the winner, the U.S. second, Argentina third, and Britain last.

In plainer words, the incredible fact was that the two leading members of Britain's team had been
accused of systematically cheating. One was Terence Reese, 51, a saturnine, abrasive Oxford
chap, inventor of an esoteric, seldom-used artificial bidding convention known as the "Little
Major." He was also England's most brilliant writer on bridge (author of twelve books, columnist
for the Observer and London's Evening News), and one of the two or three best players in the
world. The other man was Boris Schapiro, 53, a gregarious ex-wholesale-butcher, now a London
baccarat dealer, and a longtime (25 years) partner of Reese's.

Famous Bridge Deals downloaded from www.bridgeace.com



http://www.bridgeace.com

The Buenos Aires Affair

Peculiar Position

It was U.S. Player B. Jay Becker who, on the third day of the tournament, first spotted "something
highly improper." Playing against Reese and Schapiro, Becker noticed that his opponents were
holding their cards in a peculiar fashion: both Britons kept varying the position of their fingers;
sometimes only one finger showed at the back of the fan of cards, sometimes there were two, or
three-bunched together or splayed. Later, Becker watched Reese and Schapiro play against
other teams. At first, he could not believe his eyes; it was inconceivable that two such highly
regarded professionals should be so stupid as to cheat at all, let alone risk their standing with
such juvenile self-indulgence.

Becker confided in Teammate and Partner Dorothy Hayden. She watched the Englishmen too,
and agreed with Becker. Still uncertain, they passed their suspicions on to New York Times
Bridge Columnist Alan Truscott and to non-playing U.S. Team Captain John Gerber. All four
observed Reese and Schapiro closely; all concurred.

The Code

Late that night, Becker, Mrs. Hayden and Truscott met privately and went to work on the finger
code itself. It was Mrs. Hayden who broke it. "Let's see," she said, "on that hand he held up one
finger; his hand showed only one heart. Maybe this holds true for other hands." Checking the
records of past hands against notes that they had made during the observations, the trio found
the pattern. One finger meant a singleton heart. Two fingers together meant two hearts; two
spread in a V shape meant five. Three fingers clenched meant three hearts; three fingers spread
apart indicated six. Four fingers together meant four. A holding of seven hearts or more could be
indicated simply in the bidding. Holding the cards in the right hand instead of the left indicated a
heart void.

Could all this be of value to experts? Most agreed it could. Tournament players usually strive for
contracts in the highpoint major suits-hearts and spades-or in no-trump. But hearts is the lowest-
ranking of the three, the "danger suit." An opponent can shut out a heart bidder with a spade call
at small risk. This, in turn, makes it much more costly for the heart bidder to reach his contract. If
he knows his partners heart length, he reduces his risks.

Inventive Mind

With the evidence in hand, John Gerber informed British Team Captain Ralph Swimer and British
Bridge League Chairman Geoffrey Butler. The two watched Reese and Schapiro play 18 hands.
At a hastily called meeting of the World Bridge Federation's appeals committee next day, officials
directly accused Reese and Schapiro of cheating. Both denied the charges. That afternoon the
federation called a meeting of the executive committee, including Honorary President General
Alfred M. Gruenther, himself a first-rate player.

At one point, Italian Team Captain Carlo Alberto Perroux, a Federation Vice President, put in: "l
am a criminal lawyer. | do not want 99% proof; | want 100%!" Bursting into tears, Britain's Swimer
cried: "It's not 99%)! It's not 100%! It's 110%! | know they are guilty!" How, Swimer prudently
refused to say. At least one other man had no doubts. Geoffrey Butler turned to Reese and said
bluntly: "You have an inventive bridge mind. You invented the Little Major. Now you have
invented the Little Heart!"

When it was all over, Schapiro himself would say only that "l am through playing cards." Reese,
supremely cool about it all, merely shrugged: "Frankly, I'm not surprised all this happened. When you are
on the top, all sorts if people drag you down." The two then headed back to London to await disciplinary
action from the British Bridge League. If they are found guilty, they could be blackballed for life, and never
be permitted to participate again in a world tournament.
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The "Buenos Aires Affair" spawned two books about it: Alan Truscott's The Great Bridge Scandal and
Terence Reese's Story of an Accusation.

Here is one of the deals Truscott cited as evidence of cheating:

East Deals a Q10
N-S Vul v K107
¢ 9874
&« KJ74
aJ65 N a A9872
v 65 W v 92
¢ J32 s ¢ KQ105
% 109865 % A3
a K43
vAQJ843
¢ AG
« Q2
West North East South
Reese Forquet Schapiro  Garozzo
1a Dbl
Pass 2 % 2 vl 2 NT
All pass

On his second bid, Shapiro psyched two hearts, a rebid which should show at least four hearts. This is a
most strange bid carrying a very high risk. In an attempt to muddy the waters for the opponents, he risked
his partner supporting hearts at a high level and the possible ensuing disaster.

However, if Shapiro knew Reese held just two hearts, there was no danger of support, and the
obstruction could only gain. Shapiro knew the opponents had nine hearts between them and likely, game.
If they were doubled, they would find safety in two spades or three diamonds.

To competent players this would seem to be compelling evidence of cheating, but Reese answered this
allegation in his book.

Since the vulnerability was favorable it was reasonable for East to attempt this maneuver, Reese claimed,
"As to the alleged risk, if I, as West had just one spade but five hearts, | too could have would certainly be
alive to the possibility that partner's heart bid may not be genuine."

Reese also makes a point that if he knew his partner was short in hearts he too could have bid hearts to
try and fool the opponents.

The British Bridge League eventually found Reese and Schapiro innocent of cheating; however, the
World Bridge Federation found them guilty and banned them from W.B.F. events for three years.
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