 Four common lines of defense

On some hands all you need to do to defeat the contract is to take your tricks off the top. However, on many hands you need to do some work to develop defensive tricks or you must avoid helping declarer.

1. The force

I am including under this broad heading all forcing plays and trump promotions.

This is the most powerful line of defense, causing declarer to lose control of the hand. The goal is to gain control of declarer's trump suit. 

Conditions for forcing declarer:

(a) any time you or partner has four or more trumps (especially if headed by the ace).

(b) four-three trump contracts

(c) any time the long hand can be forced early 

(d) declarer has a two-suiter

The purpose of the forcing game is to make it impossible for declarer to draw trump and cash his side winners and / or to promote trumps for the defenders.

Lead the partnership’s most powerful suit even if it means leading from holdings

such as AQx, KJx or AJx. 

2.  Active defense

Go active when tricks can disappear.

Conditions for going active:

(a) anytime tricks can disappear

(b) declarer's side suit is breaking

(c) aggressive bidding (slam interest)

(d) long running suits (gambling 3NT)

An active defense usually means you have everything to gain and nothing to lose. Take high risks because any tricks you may have had are going to disappear anyway.
Example 1

North

East

South

West



NB

2S

NB

4S

North

S A Q x x





H x

D A J x

C K Q J T x

East

S  x x x

H A K x x x

D K x x

C x x

Partner leads a heart to your king. What is your next play? 

Lead a small diamond!

Even if partner has the club ace, declarer’s losing diamonds can be parked on the clubs. You must establish a diamond trick now!

Once you are in the habit of analyzing the bidding and your hand, you can almost

always tell when tricks are going away.

3. Passive defense

There are a number of conditions which dictate remaining passive. When these

conditions exist, do not snatch winners or open up suits for declarer. Don’t give anything away

Conditions for remaining passive:

(a) no evidence of a strong side suit for declarer

(b) declarer is very strong, dummy is weak

(c) there is a misfit, or bad splits in key suits

(d) you have no real suit to lead against NT

(e) defending 6NT or grand slams

The basic situation for remaining passive is the absence of any source of tricks on which declarer can throw his losers. Go passive when dummy is flat and weak. Simply return declarer's lead, or remove what little ruffing power there is in dummy.

Another time to take a passive approach is when opponents stagger into game.

There is a good chance they don't have enough tricks unless you give them some.

A most common occurrence is when you hold all the outstanding points. The

auction is 2NT by RHO, 3NT by his partner. You have 13 HCPs. Knowing partner

has one or two points at most, be as passive as possible.

4. Cut down ruffing power

There are several conditions that should suggest a trump lead. When these conditions arise you must lead trumps, even if it costs a potential trump trick.

Conditions for leading trumps:

(a) a second suit has been bid and supported

(b) there is a partial or total misfit

(c) you are strong in other suits

(d) you control dummy's side suit

(e) lead a trump when partner converts your one or two level takeout double to a penalty  double.

Example 2

North

East

South

West



1H

1S

2H

3S

X

You hold:
S x

H J x x
D Q J x x x

C K J x x

Lead your trump.

Example 3 

Sometimes you can recover from the opening lead by switching to trumps.

Contract: 4 spades by south

North

S K J





H x x x x

D x

C A Q 10 x x

East

S  x 

H J x x

D A J x 

C K J 9 8 x x

Partner leads the diamond king. Overtake and switch to a trump.
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1

