Competitive bidding

 

It often happens that opposition open the bidding before you get the chance to.  If you are holding a decent hand, you might well still want to make a bid.  The question is when can you bid and what should you bid?

 

1. Opposition Open with One in a Suit

1.1  Simple  Overcall

Let’s say that opposition open 1♥, and you hold the following:

 a: ♠  K Q J 5 2

b:   ♠  K J 4                 

     ♥  Q 6 4


      ♥  8 7                             

     ♦  K 8 2 


      ♦  A 9 4                            

     ♣  7 5                                   ♣  K J T 8 5                           

 

Bid 1 spade on hand (a) and 2 clubs on hand (b).  An important point to note when overcalling a suit is that the suit should be good, both in terms of its length and the high cards it contains.  The minimum length for a suit overcall is five cards, and it really should contain at least one top honour (ace, king or queen).  If the suit is long and strong, then you can overcall on hands that you wouldn’t usually bother opening on.  For example, if opponents open a heart and you hold:

 

a:  ♠  8 6 2                         b:   ♠  K 6                  

     ♥  6 4                                  ♥  A Q 7                              

     ♦  A K J T 2                         ♦  J 9 8 5 2                   

     ♣  Q 5 3                              ♣  7 4 3

 

While both these hands have 10 high card points and a five-card diamond suit, bidding 2♦ over opposition’s 1♥ makes sense on hand (a). It is not a good idea on hand (b), where passing is a far better idea.  In general, to overcall you need about 10 points and a good 5+ card suit.  There is a ceiling on the strength of this kind of bid - you don’t want to be too strong as partner may well pass your overcall.  Once you have around 16 picture points, you will prefer to double and bid your suit later (discussed further below) 

My personal method of evaluating my hand for overcalls is to estimate how many tricks my hand is likely to make:

For a one level overcall not vulnerable I need 4 tricks to overcall

For a one level overcall vulnerable I need 5 tricks to overcall

For a two level overcall not vulnerable I need 5 tricks to overcall

For a two level overcall vulnerable I need 6 tricks to overcall

1.2 Jump overcall

You need an opening hand and a six card suit for this bid.

a:  ♠  K Q J 5 3 2                   b: ♠  K J 4                 

     ♥  Q 6 4                                ♥  8 7                             

     ♦  K 8 2                                 ♦  A 9 4                            

     ♣  A 5                                   ♣  K Q J T 8 5    

With hand (a) you are good enough to bid two spades over the opponent’s one level opener whereas with hand (b) you are good enough to bid three clubs                       

1.3 One no-trump Overcall

So what do we do if we do not hold a good 5+ card suit?  Well there are two bids that are available to us: double and no-trumps.  We’ll deal with the no-trump overcall first.  When we were opening the bidding, you were required to have 12-14 points and a balanced hand to open 1NT.  There are two differences here.  Firstly, opposition have told us of a suit that they hold.  Secondly, opposition have shown values, and that means that our partner rates to hold fewer high cards.  To combat these to problems we change the rules slightly for overcalling 1NT.  Firstly, we must have a stopper in the opposition’s suit – that is a high card in the suit the opposition have bid – and secondly, we must be a little stronger – we need 15-17 points to overcall 1NT.  So if you held:

 

a:  ♠  Q J 2                         b:   ♠  A J T 6               

     ♥  K Q 6 4                           ♥  8 4                         

     ♦  K 9 6 2                            ♦  K Q 5 4                  

     ♣  A 7                                 ♣  A Q 3                               

 

And the opposition had opened a heart:

Hand (a) is worth a 1NT overcall – 15-17pts and a heart stop (two heart stops actually), but hand (b) is not worth the 1NT overcall as you don’t have any high cards in hearts. 

 

1.4 The Take out double

OK, so what if we don’t have a good long suit, or 15-17 points with a stopper in opposition’s suit?  Well there is one more bid we can use: double. This is NOT a penalty double. It says to partner 

·         You have at least an opening hand.

·         You have a shortage in opposition’s suit.

·         You have a choice of suits that you are happy being trumps.

 

This kind of bid is called a ‘take out double’.  The idea is that it is very unlikely that you should want to make a penalty double over a low level contract and there are better meanings for the bid. Obviously the ideal hand on which to make such a double is something like:

     ♠  K J 9 2                     

     ♥  4                               

     ♦  K 9 6 2                             

     ♣  A Q 9 7                                  

 

After opposition open 1♥, you hold an opening hand with a shortage in opposition’s suit, and are happy with any suit your partner suggests.  Sadly we don’t get such clear-cut hands dealt to us very often.  A couple of hands that might be worth a double are:

 

                     a:  ♠  A K 6 3                      b:   ♠  A Q 6 5

                          ♥  8 7                                  ♥  K 9 8

                          ♦  K Q 8 4                           ♦  K Q 9 4

                          ♣  Q 5 4                              ♣  A 4

 

With hand (a) you have a shortage in hearts and a choice of suits: spades or diamonds.  With hand (b) you don’t really have a shortage.  You do have a heart stop and a balanced hand – how about overcalling 1NT?  Well the problem with that is that you have 18 points and the 1NT overcall shows 15-17.  With this hand you should also double: you do have a choice of suits (again spades and diamonds) but more importantly you have a very strong hand.  Basically whenever you have 18 or more points and opposition open the bidding, you double.

Note that a double forces your partner to bid something – anything – so if you are very strong your double will not end the auction and you will be able to bid again later.

 

2. Opposition Open with 1 No-Trump

 

There are one or two differences when making an action over the oppositions 1NT bid, as opposed to their 1 of a suit bids.  You still need 10+ points and a five card suit to bid 2♣, 2♦, 2♥ or 2♠, but you are more limited as to what you can bid, since  you don’t have a 1NT overcall.  Basically, If you have the good five card suit bid it.  If you hold 15+ pts without a 5 card suit, or any 17+ pt hand you should double.  In contrast to when opposition open one of a suit, this is a penalty double: it doubles the odds of the hand (more or less).  Of course the auction may well not end at 1NT doubled, but your partner will know you have a good hand and may be able to make a bid if opposition run away from the 1NT to a suit contract.

 

3. Summary

To make a suit overcall you should hold

· A decent 5 card suit & 

· 10-16 points 

To make a jump overcall you should hold

· A good 6 card suit

· 12 to 17 points

 

To make a 1NT overcall you should hold

· 15-17 points AND 

· A stopper in oppositions suit 

 

To double over a 1 of a suit opening you should hold either

· An opening hand & 

· A shortage in oppositions suit & 

· A choice of suits 

Or 

·         any 18+ point hand

 

To double a 1NT opening you require either:

·         15+ points no good suit

or

        17+ points, any hand.

