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Author’s Tribute...
SINCE MY INTRODUCTION TO THE GAME on that train ride in 1944,
my life has been positively touched by thousands of incredible people
whose memories I will always hold dear. Obviously, time and space does
not allow me to detail all those associations, but I would be remiss if I
did not recognize the following individuals who so generously impacted
my life and in some measure played a major role in The Lone Wolff:
Johnny Gerber, Ozzie Jacoby and Tobias Stone who recognized the
talents of a young enthusiast and helped further my career;
Joe Musumeci who was my first mentor and with whom I started a
bridge club in San Antonio in 1960. He later joined the Aces as Coach
and whipped us into shape so that its founder, Ira G. Corn, could realize the dream of his life — creating the first successful professional
bridge team in the world whose players devoted their lives to nothing
but learning and enhancing their playing of the game at the highest
level possible;
Jimmy Ortiz-Patino (The World), Denis Howard (Australia), Jose
Damiani (France) and Ernesto d’Orsi (Brazil) who helped me recognize
and appreciate the important composition of foreign bridge cultures
and most importantly, different types of work ethic, creativity, individuality, and making good things happen.
Nick Nickell, the actively ethical crème de la crème of the bridge
and financial world, who, when everything is considered, formed perhaps the most successful bridge team of all time (for whom I played
from 1991 to 1998);
My late wife, Debby, to whom I was married for 17 years, for
demanding and bringing out the best in me and encouraging me to pursue my ideals to uphold the high standards of the game, making the
bridge world a better place for posterity.
And finally to Judy Kay-Wolff, whom I wed late in 2003. Her
enthusiasm and vitality compelled me to resume writing the book I had
temporarily abandoned — having begun it in 1995.
Unrelentingly,
Judy stayed on my case till its conclusion — allying me with a delightful publisher, Ray Lee of Master Point Press in Toronto, to whom I will
always be grateful.
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Foreword
An intriguing behind-the-scenes revelation of what’s going on in our
game and a clarion call to players and administrators alike to right the
wrongs and clean up the very best of games. Who better to blow the
whistle than Bobby Wolff, eleven-time World Bridge Champion, United
Media Syndicated Bridge Columnist, who served as WBF and ACBL
President, member of the ACBL Board of Directors, Chairman Emeritus
of the WBF Appeals Committee and co-founder and co-organizer of the
first professional bridge team, the Dallas Aces?
I hope that this book leads to beneficial changes in our game and
that Bobby’s warnings are not vox clamantis in deserto!
— Eric R. Murray
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FIRING IRA

WHEN I AROSE FROM THE TABLE, I knew
it was time. We still had to compare with our teammates, but when
that was done, I would be steeling myself for the job ahead — one I had
been delaying for months. “Ira,” I said, “let’s take a walk.”
It was a Tuesday in Minneapolis in the summer of 1968. We, the
Aces, had been there for five days — five troubled days. As Ira and I
weaved our way through the hotel, the chatter of other players comparing scores was audible. I rehearsed the speech in my head, trying hard
not to envision the worst-case scenario. Would he blow up? Fire us
all? Make a scene? I had no clue. This dreaded task had fallen to me,
and I had to get on with it — like it or not! Though the sun was shining, I sensed a dark cloud looming overhead. I was about to ‘fire’ Ira
Corn as a playing member of the Aces.
No one was more enthusiastic about bridge than Ira G. Corn, Jr.,
millionaire-businessman and founder of the first full-time professional
bridge team in history. Ira’s odyssey began in 1964, when, as an aspiring bridge enthusiast, he traveled from Dallas to New York to scrutinize
the high-level game during the World Bridge Olympiad. After discovering bridge through a friend, Ira had thrown himself into the game
with the same energy that had built Michigan General, his thriving
business.
Always supremely confident, Ira figured he could master the game
through sheer force of will. He was an enormous success in the business world, so why couldn’t he apply the same drive and intelligence
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toward becoming a top bridge player? All he needed to do was study
the game, observe some successful players and emulate what he saw.
Simple!
Ira was electrified by what he witnessed at the Olympiad in New
York. The revered Italian Blue Team won comfortably against a good
American team in the gold-medal round, and Ira returned to Dallas
with a vision. He approached Dorothy Moore, the friend who had
introduced him to bridge, and set his plan in motion.
“What would it take for us to put together a team in Dallas?” Corn
wanted to know. “What do we need?” Money was no object at that
point, but Ira had no idea how to go about fielding the right players.
Eventually, Dorothy put Ira onto me. She knew me because we had
both played professionally in Texas. I was living in San Antonio at the
time, and she respected my bridge ability and my evaluation of the talent in the bridge world.
When we finally got around to recruiting players in 1967, we started with Jim Jacoby, who was right there in Dallas. Two down, four to
go. Ira, however, was thinking in terms of three more. He was planning
on being a member of the team — and I was going to be his partner.
Ira did a lot of things right after we got the Aces together. Our lineup (besides myself) was Jacoby, Billy Eisenberg, Bobby Goldman, Mike
Lawrence and, of course Ira. In the early days, we were involved in a
lot of practice matches against competent players in the Dallas area.
Eventually, for these sessions, we imported even stronger opposition
from out of town. Ira was absorbed with his business, which had just
gone public. He had neither the time nor the inclination to work at
bridge but he still wanted to play, and his indomitable personality
could be a problem. Ira was about the level of an average club player
— at best. He never read a bridge book but he was thrilled by good
results and he was eternally optimistic. He loved to play. It was like
cake and candy to him.
One incident will always loom large in my memory. I was playing
with Ira in a practice match and my right-hand opponent, the dealer,
opened 1♣. I held:
♠AQJ

♥KJ72

♦ K 10 7 5

♣A3

I doubled for takeout. My left-hand opponent passed (though many
would have bid 1♠ on his cards) and Ira bid 2♣. This was followed by
5♣ by the opening bidder. Given Ira’s cuebid, 5♣ sounded like an
advance save. I had a good hand but it was more defense-oriented than
offensive, so I doubled for penalty and everyone passed.
2 |
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♠
♥
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E
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S

8
South (Me)

♠
♥
♦
♣

AQJ
KJ72
K 10 7 5
A3

I started by laying down the club ace to look at dummy; Ira played the
♣4 and declarer followed. It immediately occurred to me that we
should take our heart tricks before declarer could establish the spade
king for a heart discard…so I switched to the ♥2. To my wonderment
(not to mention displeasure), this rode around to declarer’s queen.
Soon declarer extracted my other trump, conceded a spade trick and
scored up +550 by making 5♣ doubled. The full deal:
♠
♥
♦
♣
♠
♥
♦
♣

K8742
985

10 9 5 3
10 6 4 3
J862
4
N

W

A943

E
S

8

♠
♥
♦
♣

♠
♥
♦
♣

6
AQ
Q
K Q J 10 9 7 6 5 2

AQJ
KJ72
K 10 7 5
A3

It turned out that Ira’s 2♣ bid was his idea of a brilliant bid, something
he saw once on Vugraph — “I’ll just cuebid, Bobby will pick one of my
majors, I’ll pass and everything will be fine”. Never mind the implications of the cuebid if the auction became competitive, as it always will.
The post mortem was enlightening in the extreme!
Ira asked, “Couldn’t we have set the hand?”
“Yes,” I told him. I thought so.
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“How?” he asked.
I replied I could have switched to the diamond king at Trick 2.
Ira snarled, “Why did you switch to a heart? You blew the setting trick!”
“Yes,” I agreed, starting to question my role in this situation.
Ira did not begin to comprehend that the only cards he could hold
which might possibly justify a cuebid were the ace and queen of hearts
and probably the diamond queen. Eventually, he calmed down and
realized he was out of line in the way he was talking, but he still didn’t
get the picture. As smart as Ira was, he had no idea how much there
was to bridge — particularly at the level where he was striving to play.
For example, much is gleaned about the other hands once dummy
is tabled. I am not always exactly correct but I can approximate the distribution of the other hands at that stage and have a better idea than
most players about where the high cards lie. Then, after the next few
tricks, the distribution becomes a virtual certainty and the high card
information falls into place. Is this unusual? No! Not only is it not
unusual, but there would be no way you could be among the top one
hundred players in the country if you didn’t do this on every deal. You
must count each deal, which requires concentration, work and more
work, and then you must possess the discipline to work some more
after that. Envisioning the unseen hands is second nature to an expert.
You will soon learn that we are talking about the essence of the
game itself. And only with such reasoning is the high-level game of
bridge as beautiful an art as it is. Of course, what I’m really talking
about is time. I didn’t become a world champion overnight. I played
and played and played, made mistakes, learned to concentrate, learned
to count and learned to read the table action. This didn’t happen in
two weeks or two months or two years. There’s no magic pill you can
take to develop the kind of judgment that is essential if you are going
to hold your own among the big boys.
One important factor which cannot be overlooked: I began in my
teens. I was resilient enough to take my lumps and bounce back. I
didn’t have to unlearn a million bad habits. I’ve seen it time after time
— men and women who take a fancy to bridge late in their lives. Some
are smart people, often ultra-successful in other fields, with great determination and motivation, but I can count on one hand those who have
made it to the top without starting in their youth.
There wasn’t much point in telling stuff like that to Ira. Despite his
fervor to be a top player, he just didn’t come close to possessing the
mandatory attributes of a world-class player. Few do! The game
didn’t come naturally to him. He had all the confidence in the world
4 |
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from his business success, and he saw no reason why he couldn’t succeed in bridge to the same extent, but it didn’t work that way. Don’t get
me wrong here. Ira was a good guy. I loved him. The people who knew
him loved him. However, on occasion, he could be absolutely infuriating. Sometimes it seemed his ego was as big as Texas, which is part of
the reason we ended up with him as a playing member of the Aces —
at least at the outset of the venture.
We had practice matches and played in a few Regionals. Our
results were okay at the Regionals, but the competition wasn’t really
what you’d call stiff. Our first NABC appearance was in the Vanderbilt
in the Spring of 1968 in New York. We won two matches, then lost to
another Texan team.
Now… here we were in Minneapolis in the Spingold, the other
major knockout team event on the national tournament scene. When
Ira and I played as part of the Aces, we were always behind at the half.
In Minneapolis, we had barely squeaked by teams in the first two
rounds that we should have trounced. Now in the third round, we were
trailing again. Without Ira in the lineup, we probably would have been
up by about 50.
The Aces had been assembled only months before, so we really
hadn’t formulated a personality as a team in any real sense — and we
hadn’t discussed the ‘Ira Situation’ as a unit. If the subject was keeping me up nights, it had probably also crossed the minds of my teammates. If Ira continued to play, we were fated to be merely an ordinary
team. How were we going to dominate as we wanted to — as Ira
dreamed we could — if we were actually no better than all the other
monkeys in the zoo?
I didn’t consult any of my teammates, and I knew I was going out
on a limb, but I felt I had no options at this point. It was time for Ira
and me to go for that walk. We compared scores with Billy and Bobby.
Yes, we were trailing again — and Ira and I left the playing area. We
meandered down a side entrance to the hotel, away from the crowds.
Ira was puffing on one of those gigantic cigars he enjoyed so much. It
seemed to fit his personality and accentuate his intimidating persona.
I was not thrilled to be in the vulnerable position in which I had placed
myself, but the job had to be done.
“Ira,” I said, “we’ve been practicing and working and we’re at a
point now…” I was fumbling for words, about to lose my nerve.
Suddenly, I just blurted: “There’s no way in the world the Aces can be
anywhere close to what you want them to be if you continue to play.”
Ira puffed on his cigar and regarded me coldly.
“What do you mean?” he queried.
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“Ira, I know you love the game, but you are so far away from where
you should be as a player. It’s like we’re a Class D Bush League team
trying to win the World Series. Actually, it’s even worse than that. We
can’t hide you in right field. You’re right there.” I couldn’t believe I
was saying all this to Ira G. Corn. “If you feel that you have to play,” I
went on, “maybe we should disband the team. Everyone knows your
intentions were stellar. It has nothing to do with that. It has to do
with...”
I couldn’t say any more. I was finished pleading my case, and Ira
understood exactly what I was saying. If he threw me off the team or
abandoned the whole Aces idea, I figured I could always go back to San
Antonio. I was in a haze of sorts, mentally playing out the rest of the
impending self-imposed debacle when Ira’s voice hauled me back to
reality.
“Well,” he said gruffly, “you better win.” We lost the next day.
As I reflect on it, it was terrifying for me to try to break it to Ira Corn
that he wasn’t good enough to play with the Aces, but winning back to
back world championships in 1970 and 1971 more than justified the
potential suicide course I embarked upon. It was well worth the gamble. I was thinking of how much time and effort had been devoted to
trying to mold the Aces into a world-class team and how it would be
such a waste to let it all go down the drain. Of course, there was also
the dream of a world championship that had seemed so real at first, but
started growing dimmer and dimmer. Those were some of the thoughts
that motivated my taking the stand with Ira.
I don’t hold myself up as any kind of noble character or hero for biting the bullet and taking on the ‘Ira problem’. Certainly, back in the
summer of 1968, part of my motivation was selfish. But today, even
with six decades of playing bridge behind me, I am still compelled to
take a position when I am troubled by actions I feel are inappropriate.
Perhaps it is having the courage of my convictions that has earned me
my reputation as ‘The Lone Wolff’.
Through the years, I have been a player, administrator and ‘politician’. Bridge has taken me around the world and I have played with
and against the best — and against some of the worst. I’ve seen how
decisions are made behind closed doors, for wrong reasons and right
ones, and I’ve formed some strong opinions about the way things
should be in the bridge world.
My opinions are not shared by all. Far from it! I have made enemies when I have spoken out because I have initiated action where I
was convinced it was needed. I’ve stepped on many toes, and this book
will no doubt generate more animosity. There are individuals and
6 |
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groups out there who have strong reasons for zealously guarding the
status quo. I hope my voice will serve as a clarion call for change. A
person’s opinions and beliefs are, in large measure, formed from life
experiences. That is certainly true for me. What I have seen and heard
over the course of a long career has inspired and fortified me to strive
to effect the changes that I feel are necessary if our game is to survive.
From my perch, the world of bridge is comprised basically of four
groups:
Social players, who play solely for recreation, relaxation and sheer
enjoyment of the game;
Professionals, both top experts and expert ‘wannabes’ who prefer
to cash in on their bridge talents rather than hold down an equal
or lesser-paying real 9 to 5 job (and who can blame them for that?);
Sponsors, many with unlimited funds, who are unlikely to
achieve stardom playing with their peers;
Administrators, who shape the fate and conditions of bridge, the
majority of whom are not top players but get their kicks from being
around the game they love, volunteering, and probably most of all,
enjoying the limelight and authority to make decisions affecting
the game.
It is this mix of bridge activists that will be examined as you read on.
My intention is to share my experiences and enable you to understand
both my motivation and the tactics necessary for achieving my goals.
At times, these methods may appear to be extreme. I assure you my
sole objective has been and always will be to preserve the dignity and
beauty of the game and have it assume its rightful station in the scheme
of things. No one can argue that the best position to be in is on the side
of the angels.
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