Introduction to Bridge by Bob Kemp of Keswick Bridge Club
 

It is assumed that you understand the basic concept of games like bridge (i.e. it’s a game based on tricks, highest card wins the trick, trumps out-rank other suits, you must follow suit if you can…)

 

Like partnership whist, you deal all 52 cards.  Unlike whist, your partnership (or that of your opponents) decides the trump suit, and how many tricks you will aim to make.

The game proceeds through three stages:  

1 - The auction, where you decide the trump suit (or no-trumps), and how many tricks you will aim to make.

2 – The play, where you try to make the contract you bid during the auction (or stop the opposition making what they have bid)

3 – Scoring up when you’ve finished.

 

During the auction each player, starting with the dealer, makes a bid in clockwise rotation.  Your partner sits opposite you such that each side are taking it in turn to bid.  Like any auction, the bidding always goes upwards until everyone passes.  When this happens we have a contract: it determines the number of tricks that need to be won by the side who made the highest bid, in order to fulfil the contract and the trump suit, if any. 

 

In bridge we have the following suit order:

No-trumps

Spades

Hearts

Diamonds

Clubs

 

During the auction the bidding must go upwards, so 1 club is bottom of the ladder – over 1 club you can bid one of anything else.  Over 1 heart you can bid 1♠ and 1NT, but you cannot bid 1♣ or 1♦.  If you want to bid clubs or diamonds you have bid 2♣ or 2♦. 

We also have special contracts (called game contracts) – these are 3NT, 4♥, 4♠, 5♣ and 5♦. As these contracts attract large bonuses if they are successful, it is important that they are bid whenever possible.

 

1. Opening the Bidding

1.1. When to Open

 

Each player, starting with the dealer, makes a bid.  Dealer will either bid a suit, No-trumps or Pass, then it will be the next player’s bid.  But when should dealer (or anyone else) bid?  Here we need some rules and guidelines. 

 

OK, say you deal yourself the following: 

 

    ♠ - A K 7 5 4

    ♥ - 8 5

    ♦ - K Q 7

    ♣ - A T 2

 

You’d like spades to be trumps, since it’s your best suit, and you can reasonably expect to make ♠A, ♠K, A♣, either the ♦K, ♦Q, or both, and probably a low spade if they are trumps – 5½ tricks.  Your partner probably has some help for you, so you should make a bid:  Why not bid a spade?

 

First I should explain that any bid you make commits you to making at least half of the tricks.  Since each player has 13 cards there are 13 tricks - half is 6½, and so a bid of 1 Spade refers to making 7 tricks if spades are trumps.  So you have 5½, and you need your partner to give you 1½ tricks – say and ace and a king (or queen) – and you’ll expect to make the contract, not too much to ask!

 

The problem is that partner cannot see your cards and he cannot know exactly what you are holding, and so we need to agree on rules in order to find out what the best contract is: after all why settle for a 1 Spade contract when a 4 Spades contract might be making?  Here we need to introduce a way of evaluating the strength of our hand by some standard method, so that both players in the partnership understand what is going on in the auction.  The simplest and most widely used method is the point count.  It goes like this:

count 4 points for an Ace

          3 points for a king

          2 points for a queen

          1 point for a jack

 

The rational goes like this: There are 4 suits in the deck, and 10 points in each suit: a total of 40 points.  There are 13 tricks to be won in the game, so 40/13 = 3, with a point left over.  Therefore, each trick will be won with around 3 points.  Well, an ace will win a trick so at 4 points it’s a little over valued, however it may be useful (is useful) to have a guaranteed winner.  3 points for a king – sounds fair. 2 points for a queen – well queens win a trick most of the time.  1 for a jack:  jacks will occasionally win a trick.  

Add up the points in the following hands:

a:  ♠  -  K Q 2                       b:  ♠  -  A Q 6 2                  c:  ♠  -  J 8 6 5

     ♥  -  Q 6 4                            ♥  -  Q 7 4                          ♥  -  K 9 8

     ♦  -  K Q 8 6 2                      ♦  -  T 9 8 4                        ♦  -  A K Q 7 

     ♣  -  7 5                                ♣  -  7 6                             ♣  -  A Q 8

 

There are 12 points in hand (a), 8 points in hand (b) and 19 points in hand (c)

 

One further rule:  if you have a long suit you can add on extra points:  for a five card suit add an extra point and for a six card suit add two extra points.  The idea here is that if you play with a long suit as trumps you may well make the small cards by trumping in, so your hand is worth a little more.  This means that hand (a) above is actually worth 13 points. 

One more adjustment: you should deduct points for unsupported honours. For example a singleton king may not take a trick if the opponents hold the ace so you should value it at 2 points, not 3.

 

Now that we know this, when should we make a bid?  Well with 40 points in the deck and 4 players at the table, an average hand will have 10 points.  It seams reasonable to open the bidding when you have more than an average hand – say 12 points.  This is the minimum for an opening bid.  Whenever you hold at least 12 points you should open the bidding, with less the 12 points you should pass.

 

1.2. What to Open

So you have an opening hand – what are you going to start with?

If you have a long suit (5+ cards) you could start off with that.  If you don’t have a long suit, your hand is balanced and you will be better off in no-trumps, so maybe you could start off with that.  Let’s look at a couple of possibilities:

 

 a:   ♠  -  K Q 2                       b:   ♠  -  A Q 6 2                

      ♥  -  Q 6 4                               ♥  -  A Q 7                        

      ♦  -  K Q 8 2                           ♦  -  Q J 5 4                       

      ♣  -  7 5                                   ♣  -  K 7                            

 

Neither of these hands has a long suit and so they are both suitable to play in no-trumps.  However (a) has 12 points and (b) has 18 points and partner cannot see our cards.  If we open the bidding 1 no-trump on both these hand our partner will have no idea about the right final contract.  We need to impose a point range to help partner judge the hand.  In Standard English and Acol bidding methods this range is 12-14 points.  If we open the bidding 1 No trump partner knows we hold 12-14 points and a balanced hand, that is one that has no long suits and no short suits (by short I mean less than 2 cards in the suit).  If we have a strong hand like (b) above, then we bid our longest suit first (either spades or diamonds in this case) and bid no-trumps later. 

So what if we do have a long suit?  Well you bid your longest suit first. So you could have the following:

 

a:   ♠  -  8 2                       b:   ♠  -  A Q J 7 6               c:   ♠  -  A K Q 6

     ♥  -  K 4                             ♥  -  8 7                               ♥  -  5 

     ♦  -  K Q 8 6 2                    ♦  -  A Q 8 5                       ♦  -  8 7 4

     ♣  -  K Q 7 3                      ♣  -  A 4                             ♣  -  Q J 8 7 3

 

With (a) you have 14 points, and your longest suit is diamond, so you kick off 1♦ 

With (b) you have 18 points and your longest suit is spades, so kick off with 1♠ 

With (c) you 12 points and your longest suit is clubs so that’s where you should start.  Yes that is a very nice spade suit you have, but always bid your longest suit first.  The rational here is that the A, K, Q of spades will win tricks whatever the trump suit is – your low clubs will only ever win tricks if clubs are trumps.

 

In each case you start off by bidding 1<suit>.  This is in contrast to the 1NT bid where you had to hold a precise number of points.  The idea is simple: with a hand suitable to play in no-trumps you tell your partner precisely how strong you are when you bid, when you have a long suit you tell your partner your suit and leave him guessing as to how strong your hand is.

 

1.3. Summary

·       You need 12 points to open the bidding.  

·       With a balanced hand and 12-14 points open 1NT.

·        With a balanced hand and 15 or more points open your longest suit and bid no-trumps later.

·        With an unbalanced hand bid your longest suit.

 

2. Responding

 

So your partner has opened the bidding and it’s your turn to bid… but what?  There are basically two situations: your partner has opened 1NT, or your partner has opened 1 of a suit.

 

2.1. Partner Opened 1 of a Suit

 

So far you know what your partner’s longest suit is but have no idea how strong he is: he may have 12 points or he may have 20!  For this reason it’s important for you to make a bid, even if you don’t have a very good hand.  Usually this involves holding just six points.  

 

2.1.1 Support for partner

If you have support for your partner’s suit you can raise it.  So for example, if your partner opens 1♥ and you hold the following:

 

a:  ♠  -  6 2                             b:   ♠  -  J T 6 3                       

     ♥  -  Q J 4 2                            ♥  -  A 9 8 7                           

     ♦  -  J 6 2                                ♦  -  Q J 4                              

     ♣  -  K 7 4 3                            ♣  -  K 6                            

 

In both (a) and (b) you have 4-card support for your partners suit and so want to raise his bid.  With hand (a) you have 7 points, so all you want to do is raise partner with a minimum bid – 2♥.  With hand (b) you have 11pts and so you can show a little more enthusiasm – raise the bid to 3♥.  The basic rules to raising partner are that you need:

 

4-card (or better) support, and with

6-9 pts raise to 2

10-12 pts raise to 3

 

2.1.2 No support for partner

So what if you don’t have support for your partner?  Well you have to bid your own suit, or no trumps as appropriate.  Again, we want to keep the bidding open, in case our partner turns up with a massive hand.  But we also need to be careful – after all our partner may have about 12 points and between us we may have no trump fit (that is, a suit where we between us we hold eight or more cards).  We impose the following rules: to bid a new suit at the 1-level requires 6 points, to bid a new suit at the 2-level requires 9 points.  1NT trump shows 6-9 points though this is not necessarily balanced – the reason for this becomes obvious if we look at some hands: 

 

a:  ♠  -  K Q 5 4                    b:    ♠  -  T 2                       c:    ♠  -  J 8 

     ♥  -  J 7 3                               ♥  -  A 7 4                          ♥  -  T 5 

     ♦  -  7 2                                  ♦  -  A Q 9 4 3                    ♦  -  K 9 8 3 

     ♣  - J 7 3 2                             ♣  -  J 8 6                          ♣  -  Q J 7 6 2

 

Say partner opens a heart.

With hand (a) you simply bid 1♠ - you have 6+ points and a spade suit.

With hand (b) you bid 2♦ as you have 9+ points and a diamond suit.

With hand (c) you… well you’d like to bid clubs, but you don’t have a good enough hand to do so.  At the same time you must keep the bidding open – partner could be very strong.  The only thing to bid is 1NT, 6-9pts even though your hand isn’t really balanced.


When bidding a new suit, you have not limited your hand.  So while you must hold at least six points to bid at the one level, and 9 points to bid at the 2 level, you could still have a very strong hand.  This contrasts with supporting partner’s suit and bidding no-trumps, when you will have both a maximum and a minimum point count for your bid.  If you don’t have as many as six points, then you will have to pass opposite your partners bid.  Yes, even if you have no cards in partner’s suit, with less than 6 points you still pass.

 

2.2. Partner Opens 1NT. 
This situation is very different from that when partner opens one in a suit.  This time you know how strong his hand is (12-14 pts) and that he is balanced – no long or short suits.  This means that you are in a good position to judge what the final contract should be right away.  Sometimes you will need a little more description from partner.  There are three possibilities: you could have a strong (13+ pts), weak (0-10 pts), or intermediate (11-12 pts) hand opposite your partner.

 

2.2.1 You hold a weak hand 0-10 pts

 

Suppose your partner opens 1NT and you hold:

 

a:  ♠  -  6 2                           b:   ♠  -  K Q T 6 3              

     ♥  -  Q 6 4                             ♥  -  8 7                              

     ♦  -  J 9 6 2                           ♦  -  9 5 4                           

     ♣  -  A 9 7 2                          ♣  -  7 6 5                          

 

In case (a) you also have a balanced hand, and you have 7 points.  Since partner has 12-14 points, your combined strength is 19-21 points out of the total of 40.  So you have around half of the good cards (points) and you are already committed to making 7 tricks in no-trumps.  Surely the only thing to do is pass, and hope that partner makes seven tricks!

In case (b) you have 5 points opposite partner’s 12-14, that’s a total of 17-19 – not even half.  In contrast to situation (a) you do have a nice spade suit:  it’s unlikely that 1NT will make, however there is a chance that 2 Spades might – especially if partner has some help for you in spades.  You should bid 2 Spades as it rates to be a better contract that 1NT.

To standardise these general points, if you have 0-10 points opposite your partner’s 1NT opening you have 2 choices: you can pass or you can bid 2♦, 2♥, 2♠.  These are the only bids you can make. (I’ll come back to 2♣ later).  If you open 1NT and your partner makes one of these bid you must pass, because he could hold no high cards at all.

 

2.2.2 You hold a strong or intermediate hand (11+ pts) 

 

When holding 11 or more points opposite partner’s 1NT opening you have enough values to at least look for one of the special (game) contracts, that is 3NT, 4♥/♠, and sometimes 5♣/♦.   Obviously, since pass, 2♦, 2♥ and 2♠ are weak bids, any other bid we make will show a strong or intermediate hand.  Let’s look at some hands that you might hold opposite a 1NT opening.

 

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

     ♥  -  Q 7 3                              ♥  -  Q 7 4                         ♥  -  J 5 

     ♦  -  A Q 2                              ♦  -  K J 4 3                       ♦  -  J 8 3 

     ♣  -  K 7 6 2                           ♣  -  Q 8 6 2                      ♣  -  K 9 

 

With hand (a) you have a balanced hand and 14 points.  Combined with partner’s hand that’s 26-28 pts altogether.  But do you have enough to bid game – 3NT?  Well the rule of thumb is that a combined 25 pts is roughly the minimum for biding game in no-trumps or a major suit – 4♥ or 4♠, provided you have a trump fit.  So the answer is yes, you have enough for 3NT, so why not go there straight away?!

 

With hand (b) you hold 11 points, which gives you a total of 23-25 pts when added to your partner’s hand.  If your partner is minimum – 12 points – game (3NT) is a bad idea.  On the other hand, if he’s maximum – 14 points – game (3NT) will be a good place to play.  The best you can do is invite him to bid game by bidding 2 no-trumps.  This bid shows 11 or 12 points, and if partner is maximum he can bid 3NT and other wise he can pass your 2NT bid.

 

With hand (c) you know that you want to play in spades.  As partner bid 1NT he must have at least two cards in all suits, so the worst possible spade fit you could hold is 6+2.  You can’t bid 2 Spades, as that would show a weak hand (0-10 pts), so you jump to 3 Spades.  This bid invites partner to bid 4 Spades with better than minimum values and 3 or more spades, and 3NT with maximum values and only 2 spades.  Were you a little stronger you should bid 4 Spades directly.

 

In the previous examples you knew the right strain (No-trumps with (a), (b) and spades with (c)), though not necessarily the right level.  But what if you don’t know whether you should be playing in a suit or no-trumps?  For example, holding: 

 

♠  A Q 8 7      ♥  K Q 9 3      ♦  T 5 4      ♣  K 7

 

You would be happy to play in either major suit: 4 hearts or 4 spades, provided your partner held four cards in either of those suits – you have 14 pts plus 12-14 pts from partner, after all.  If he does not hold a 4-card major (♥ or ♠), then he will have length in the minor suits (♦ and/or ♣) and you will be happy to play in 3NT.  But how can we find out?  There is a way of asking partner if he has a major suit after he bids 1NT.  You bid 2 Clubs.  This does not say that you hold a club suit and a weak hand in the way that bidding 2♦, 2♥, or 2♠ does, it simply asks partner to bid a four card major if he has one and 2♦ if he doesn’t.  This agreement is called Stayman.  So opposite your hand (above) opener could have:

 

  a: ♠  -  K J 3 2                   b:   ♠  -  K T 6                c:    ♠  -  K 9 6 2

     ♥  -  A 4                               ♥  -  A 7 2                       ♥  -  A 8 5 4

     ♦  -  Q J 3 2                         ♦  -  A 3                           ♦  -  K 3

     ♣  -  Q 6 5                           ♣  -  Q J 8 3 2                 ♣  -  Q 8 2

 

The bidding will start off:  1NT – 2♣

And on the hands above will bid (a) 2♠, the four card major, (b) 2♦, as the hand doesn’t contain a four card major (in case your confused: Clubs and Diamonds are minor suits, Spades and Hearts are major suits) and (c) 2♥, as the hand contains four cards in both major suits.  Notice that on (b) you would respond 2♦ over the Stayman call, even though you don’t hold a diamond suit.

 

You might ask: why do all the examples involve looking for a major – what if we hold a minor suit?  Well the first thing to note is that to make game in a minor requires making 11 out of the 13 tricks (5♦, ♣).  Most of the time when a 5♣ contract is making, so is a 3NT game contract, since you only have to make 9 tricks out of 13.  This means that it is only when you have a very long minor suit that you go looking for club and diamond games.  For Example, if your partner opens 1NT and you hold:

 

a:  ♠  -  A 3 2                          b:  ♠  -  7                            

     ♥  -  K 4                                  ♥  -  K Q 6                           

     ♦  -  Q J T 8 6 2                      ♦  -  A Q J 9 8 3                    

     ♣  -  K 6                                 ♣  -  9 8 7                         

With hand (a) you will probably be happy playing in 3NT as anywhere else, in spite of your six card suit.  With hand (b) you probably want to play in 5 diamonds rather than 3NT:  it’s a good suit and you have a single spade.  Having said this, both these hands should probably bid 3 Diamonds over partners 1NT: it’s a forcing bid so there’s no chance of partner passing.  Basically over 1NT, a jump to 3♣ or 3♦ is forcing and should show a good long minor suit and enough values to go to game.  Given that game may be 5♦, you’ll need around 28 points in total (usually), though since you  can only afford to lose 2 tricks, making these contracts will often come down to the specific high cards (aces and kings) your partnership holds.

 

2.3. Summary 

When responding to a one of a suit openings:

With 4 card support raise partner with 6-9 points (2 level) and jump raise with 10-12 points (3 level).

Without support keep the auction alive if you can; with 6+ points bid one of your suit if you can, or 1NT with 6-9 points.  With 9+ points you can bid your suit at the two level.

 

When responding to 1NT.

·        You know your partner’s hand, so your action should be decisive. 

·        With 0-10 points, Pass or bid 2♦, 2♥, 2♠.  Your partner will pass these bids.

·         With 11+ points and a balanced hand bid: 2NT as invitational to 3NT holding 11-12pts, or bid 3NT directly with 13+ points.

·        With an unbalanced hand and 11+ points jump to a new suit at the 3 level.

·       2♣ is Stayman – asking for a major.  Partner bids his major when he has one and 2♦ when he doesn’t.  After that it’s up to you to choose the final contract.  

 

3 Opposition open the 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?

 

3.1. Opposition Open with One in a Suit

 

3.1.1 Suit 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                           

 

In both cases you hold a nice suit and have a hand that you wouldn’t be embarrassed to opening on.  So you are happy to 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

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                       

3.1.2. 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. 

 

3.1.3 The 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.  Now, ordinarily a double will double the odds once the hand is over so that if the contract makes, the side that bid the contract gets (roughly) double the score, while if the contract doesn’t make, the side defending the hand gets (roughly) double the penalty.  However there are some situations in which this doesn’t apply and this is one of them.  When you haven’t yet bid, and opposition have only bid suits the meaning of a double is:

 

·         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.

 

3.2. 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.

 

3.3. 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 & 

· 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.

4. Extreme Hands 

 

Occasionally you will get dealt an extreme hand:  that is one that is either very strong, or is very distributional (or both).  How do we deal with them?  Well we need some special agreements to deal with these types of hands; I will outline some that I think are sensible.

4.1 Strong Hands

These will fall into two categories:  Balanced or semi-balanced hands and distributional hands: either single suited, or two-suited.  When we say strong hands we mean hands that have more than 20 or so points in them.  We have two strong bids available – 2 Clubs and 2NT.  We ascribe an artificial meaning to 2 clubs – it is merely any very strong hand. 

 

4.1.1 Balanced Hands – 2NT

With 20-22 points and a balanced hand – that is one that has no void, singleton or 6 card suit – open 2 no-trumps.  You respond to this in a similar way to the 1NT opening, but obviously taking into account the strength of the opening.  So 3 clubs is Stayman – asking for a 4-card major, and 3♦, 3♥, 3♠, are weak bids.  Bear in mind that with as many as 4 points opposite a 2NT opening you will want to play in game (3NT, 4♥ or 4♠ especially) and that partner has at least two cards in every suit.

 

If you have a balanced hand with more than 22 points you open 2♣ and then re-bid No-trumps.

 

4.1.2 Unbalanced hands and Game forcing Hands – 2♣

If you have a hand that is so good that it can pretty much force to game on its own, or a hand that has lots of distribution and is very strong (20+ points) you should open 2♣.  The Bid doesn’t mean you have a club suit:  You may have no clubs at all, but it tells partner that you have a monster hand and want to bid on all accounts.  The point is that with a hand like:

 

     ♠  -  K 9                            

     ♥  -  A K Q 8 6 4                            

     ♦  -  A K 9                             

     ♣  -  K 7                               

 

You can reasonably expect to make game if your partner has as little as either the ace of spades or clubs, and even with just a queen and three hearts, you wouldn’t bet against a 4 heart contract making.  Therefore you have to force your partner to bid with 2♣, otherwise he might pass your 1♥ opening, when game is on.

 

In response to a 2♣ opening, you should bid 2♦ on any poor hand and the most descriptive but you can find otherwise.  The distinction between weak and strong is usually drawn at 1½ quick tricks, rather than a specific point count.  By a quick trick I mean:  an ace counts as one as does king-queen in the same suit.  Ace-king in the same suit is 2 quick tricks, and an unsupported king is ½ a quick trick.  So holding the following:

 

a:  ♠  -  K Q T 9 6                  b:   ♠  -  A T 7 2                 c:   ♠  -   J T 9

     ♥  -  A 7 4                               ♥  -  J 7 5 6                        ♥  -  A 3

     ♦  -  4 3                                   ♦  -  Q 5                             ♦  -  K J T 5 2

     ♣  -  6 3                                  ♣  -  J 3                              ♣  -  5 4 2

 

Hand (a) has 2 quick tricks, so you should bid positively: 2♠.

Hand (b) has only one quick trick, so you should bid 2♦.

Hand (c) has 1½ quick tricks so a positive 3♦ bid is in order.

 

Notice that on hand (b), you bid diamonds, even though you don’t have a diamond suit.  Notice also that just because you bid 2♦ on this hand, that doesn’t mean you won’t force to game – partner has a massive hand you should drive to game after he make his next bid.


If responder bids anything other than 2♦ over 2♣ then the auction is forcing to game.  After responder has bid, opener (i.e. the person with the massive hand) bids no-trumps with a fairly balanced hand (23-24points bid 2NT, 25+ bid 3NT) or his best suit if unbalanced.

 

4.2 Weak Distributional Hands

If you are dealt a hand which is weak, not strong enough to open on, but a very long suit – seven or more cards – then you can pre-empt the opposition by bidding as high in your long suit as you dare.  For example, holding:

 

a:  ♠  -  K Q J 7 6 4 2                             b:   ♠  -  Q J 3                   

     ♥  -  4                                                      ♥  -  K T 9 7 6 5 4                               

     ♦  -  6 2                                                    ♦  -                                 

     ♣  -  7 4 3                                                ♣  -  Q 6 5 

 

You don’t have enough to open the bidding with 1♠ or 1♥, respectively, but you would like to get in the way of opposition from bidding.  You do this by opening the bidding at a high level.  With hand (a) you have a nice seven card spade suit and nothing else; unless you play in spades, your hand is worthless.  To obstruct opposition, and tell your partner that all you have is a stack of spades, you should bid three Spades straight away.  With hand (b) you have a seven card heart suit, and why not make thing awkward for the opponents?  Bidding 3 hearts at the outset will usually work out well.

 

The basic rule is, if you have seven cards you can start out with a three level bid and with eight cards you can start off with a 4-level suit call.   

 After you make a pre-emptive bid, you should never make another bid (other than pass) unless your partner forces you to.

 

Remember: when you pre-empt you should have fewer than 10 high card points.  Usually, with 11 high card points you are better off opening at the one level, and letting your partner make a bid.    

4.3. Summary

With strong hands (20+ points) bid

·        2NT with 20-22 points, balanced(ish)

·        2♣ with 20+ unbalanced, or any 23+ hand

If partner bids 2♣, then respond with 2♦ as a negative bid - anything else as a positive bid and is game forcing.

 

Weak hands: fewer than 10 picture points.:

·        7 card suit open at the three level

·        8 card suit open at the four level

·        Don’t bid again after pre-empting.

Playing the hand

 

If your side make the highest bid, then either yourself or you partner will declare the hand. If it was the opposition that made the highest bid, then you will defend the hand. Should your side be declaring, it’s the first person to bid the suit (or No-trumps) that gets to play the hand. The person left of the declarer leads a card and then dummy goes down on the table. That is, the partner of the declarer puts his hand on the table.
As declarer you have to make your contract. As defender you have to work with your partner to try to bring the contract off. Sometimes this will be impossible, occasionally it will be inevitable. As a sound defence requires cooperation with your partner we need a few guidelines to aid us. 

 

1. Leading against No-Trumps

If your partner has made a bid during the auction, it will usually be right to lead his suit.  Moreover leading your top card in his suit will often be best – if for no other reason that your partner will know what you hold (and what you don’t hold) and so can work out what declarer has in his hand.  

In the absence of help from your partner, it is generally best to lead the top of a sequence, if you have one, say king from K, Q, J or Jack from J, T, 9.  In the absence of a sequence, a low card from your longest suit is often reasonable.  When on lead, do consider the bidding:  if declarer bid hearts, say, during the auction before ending in no-trumps, there is not much point is kicking off with a low heart.  If you held the following:

 

a:  ♠  -  6 2                              b:   ♠  -  Q T 6 3 2               

     ♥  -  Q J T4                              ♥  -  8 7 4                              

     ♦  -  J 9 6 2                              ♦  -  K 9                           

     ♣  -  A 9 7                                ♣  -  K 6 5                          

 

If the bidding from opposition went: 1NT – 3NT, then holding hand (a), you should lead the queen of hearts, while with hand (b) you might try a low spade.  By agreement we usually lead the 4th highest card – the ♠3 in this case.  If your partner bid a diamond somewhere in the auction then you should lead a diamond against no-trumps on both hands and the jack on hand (a) and the king on hand (b) look most appealing.   

2. Leading against Trumps

The same basic ideas apply when leading against a trump contract as when leading to no-trumps, with one or two exceptions.  Leading top of your partners suit, or top of a sequence, or 4th highest in your longest suit are still reasonable plays.  You have also to consider the possibility of leading trumps, or a shortage.  For example: 

 

a:  ♠  -  K 5 4                            b:   ♠  -  T 2                       

     ♥  -  Q J 7 3                               ♥  -  A 8 7 4                       

     ♦  -  7                                         ♦  -  Q 9 4 3                       

     ♣  -  K 7 6 3 2                            ♣  -  J 8 6                           

 

If opposition are playing in spades and you have to lead holding (a), why not try a diamond?  The next time diamonds are played you will be able to trump.  Obviously this reasoning only holds when you have some trumps as well as the shortage.  With hand (b) you probably want to play 4th highest of your longest suit.  But which suit – hearts or diamonds?  Well against a trump contract you don’t want to lead low from an ace because if dummy or declarer have a singleton (one card only in that suit) then you may never make the ace – it will be trumped.  Therefore against a trump contract the diamond leads rates to be better, while against a no-trump contract a low heart is (marginally) better.

 

3. General Points during the Defence

Firstly, try to avoid just playing off your aces and kings – if you lead an ace it will win one trick and declarer will play low from both his hand and dummy.  If on the other hand you don’t lead your top cards, declarer may well have to play one of his own high cards to force out your ace.

Secondly, your partner leads a suit at the start of a defence with a reason, Usually it is best to lead the suit he has started with when you get a chance.  This means you should remember what your partner led to start with. 

Thirdly, the phrase ‘second player plays low, third player plays high’ is a good general rule (if you don’t want to think too much).  This means that if you are the second player to play to a trick (in defence) you should generally play a low card, and if you are the third person to play (i.e. your partner has led a card) you should play your highest card – provided that it is higher than the card played by your partner and dummy.  In most situations this turns out to be the best defence, though the notable exception is when the declarer leads a court card:  if a jack is led and you hold the queen, it will usually be best to play the queen.

Scoring up

If the bid contract makes, that the declaring side score points, if the contract is defeated then the defending side score points.  But how many?  Well that depends of the scoring method and what the contract was.  For social bridge, rubber scoring is usually applied, and it goes like this….

 

Contracts that make

The declaring side gets 

· 20 points for each trick in clubs and diamonds made 

· 30 points for each trick in hearts and spades made 

· 40 points – 1st trick, 30 points thereafter for no-trumps. 

 

If you bid these tricks they count towards game, otherwise they count as bonuses.  For example, if you bid 2 spades and make 9 tricks (3 spades) you will score 60 points towards game (below the line), and 30 points in bonuses.  You make game when you have 100 points below the line.  Then you start again.

The first side to get two games wins the rubber and so gets a large bonus.  Thus 3NT, 4♥, 4♠, 5♣, and 5♦ are all game contracts, as they all yield (at least) 100 points.

 

One other point to note: once you win a game, you become vulnerable.  This means that if you bid, and then fail to make a contract you will give away far heavier penalties.

 

Contracts that don’t make

The defence pick up points if the bid contract is defeated.  And this is how many:

 

Not Vuln.
 
 
               Vulnerable
 

Undertricks
un-doubled
Doubled
Re-doubled
un-doubled
Doubled
Re-doubled

1
50
100
200
100
200
400

2
100
300
600
200
500
1000

3
150
500
1000
300
800
1600

4
200
800
1600
400
1100
2200

5
250
1100
2200
500
1400
2800

 

We’ll just assume that no one going more than 5 down for the moment… it’s a regular pattern after 4 down anyway. 

 

Slam Contracts

If you bid and make a 6 or 7 level contract then you get an extra bonus.  For a small slam (12 tricks) it’s 500 not-vulnerable and 750 vulnerable.  For the grand slam (all tricks) it’s 1000 not-vulnerable, and 1500 vulnerable. 

NOTES

12
12

