Second hand plays low, third hand plays high

The title of this tutorial has its origins in the days of whist and remains basic, sound advice for newcomers to the game. However, there are situations where a player needs to deviate from this.

The following hand is highly instructive.





♠ 6 2 

♥ K 9 3
♦ A J 10 6 3
♣ J 9 7 

♠ J 10 7 4 







♠ Q 5
♥ 10 7 4 2







♥ A J 8 5



♦ Q 5








♦ K 4 2

♣ Q 5 4







♣ 9 8 6 2
♠ A K 9 8 3

♥ Q 2
♦ 9 8 7
♣ A K 10

Contract = 3NT by south 

Lead = ♥ 2

On west’s lead dummy plays low. If dummy holds only low cards then it would be correct for east to play the ace. However, should dummy hold a high card then west should retain a card to beat dummy. On this hand dummy holds two significant cards (♥ K 9) so east must retain two cards higher than dummy’s. In this instance then east’s correct card is ♥ 8 (third hand plays low!) Declarer wins the first trick with the ♥ Q. 

Declarer now needs to develop the diamonds which he will plan to do by ducking the first round to east (the safe hand).

West can disrupt declarer’s plan by inserting the ♦ Q on the first round (second hand plays high!) How does west know that this is the correct play? Because there is no entry in dummy to reach any established diamonds

 What can declarer do? If he allows west to hold the trick west will continue hearts and declarer will lose three hearts and two diamonds. If declarer rises with dummy’s ace and continues diamonds east will hold off until the third round and declarer will make only two diamond tricks.

So, yes second hand plays low, third hand plays high provides a useful guideline, but be on the lookout for the exceptions.

