Opener Values His Hand
You are playing a weak no-trump (12-14 points). What do you open with these hands with both sides vulnerable?

(a)       ♠ A K Q


(b)
♠ A K Q 2

♥ J 6 3




♥ Q J 2

♦ Q 5 2




♦ 8 4 2

♣ 7 6 5 2



♣ 7 6 5

Many players regard (a) as an obvious 1NT opening bid. This is because there is a stopper or half a stopper in each of the 3-card suits. However they are looking for the wrong thing.      

If you declare a contract the prime requirement is to make tricks, not to stop your opponents taking tricks. Admittedly it doesn't help you to make 3NT if your opponents start by cashing five tricks, but if that is the only problem you are always in with a chance because they might not find the right lead. It is far more dispiriting to find yourself in 3NT with no realistic chance because you haven’t got enough tricks

If you open (a) with 1NT presumably partner will raise to 3NT with a balanced 13 points. Suppose the hands are distributed as below:

West



East


♠ A K Q


♠ J 7 5

♥ J 6 3


♥ A 5 4 2

♦ Q 5 2


♦ A 7 4

♣ 7 6 5 2


♣ A 8 4

Where are your 9 tricks? Your only hope seems to be to make 3 spades, 2 hearts, 2 diamonds and 2 clubs. Unless you receive a very generous defence you need hearts and clubs to be 3-3, and South to hold the (K, This gives very poor odds; less than 10%. Yet the combined total of points is the magic 25. What has gone wrong?

There are two things wrong with hand (a),

Firstly, all the high points are in the short suits. The potential duplication in spades was not hard to spot! Most bridge players realise that they should not count a singleton king as worth a full three points, or doubleton K Q as five points, It is common initially to deduct a point for these holdings. That is a compromise because you don't yet know whether this type of holding will be of any value. However combinations like A K Q tripleton are also not worth their point count, because they don't help you to develop tricks with small cards.

Secondly there are too many isolated honours. Look at your diamond holding. Suppose it is opposite (K63, as in (c). You are unlikely to make more than one trick if you have to play them yourself, because the lurking (A is hovering over either the (K or (Q.

(c)
K 6 3


(d)
K Q 2

     
Q 5 2



6 5 3

The combination in (d) is much healthier. You will always make nine tricks if the (A is with West by twice leading towards dummy. Honour cards work best when they are supporting each other in the same hand.

Here are some other examples of honours supporting, or not supporting each other,

(e)
A Q J

(f)
A Q 4

(g)
A 4 3



4 3 2


J 3 2


Q J 2

(e) is best, giving you three tricks whenever West has the king.

With the Jack unsupported in (f) your prospects for three tricks are poor. The jack's isolation makes it likely that the enemy king will ensnare either the queen or the jack. You require West to hold the king, either singleton or doubleton to make three tricks.                                                  

With (g) you need the king to be singleton with either defender. Not likely.

Taking all this into consideration:

Hand (a) is worth no more than 11 points (at best). You should pass as dealer. The point count must be your servant, not your master. To bid well you should see the evaluation of hands as involving more than point counting.       

Hand (b) is somewhat better, despite the fact that you have no guard in either minor suit. This time your (A K Q may well promote the (2 into a fourth winner in the suit and your heart honours are supporting each other. There is more case for an opening 1NT this time though it would be quite reasonable to pass at teams-of-four scoring if vulnerable.       

How about (h) and (i) if you are dealer?

(h)
♠ A K Q 2


(i)
♠ K 7

  ♥ J 7 3



♥ 8 5 4

  ♦ Q 8 5 4



♦ 9 7 3

  ♣ 7 6




♣ A K Q 4 2

The fact that (h) has more shape than (a) also gives it more playing strength. 1NT, though not automatic, is slightly less foolish this time, though still we would pass if vulnerable.                       .                           
(i) has even greater playing strength because of the excellent 5-card club suit. While it would not be wrong to open 1( with a 2( rebid planned, 1NT is best. Moreover, if partner raised to 2NT I would opt for continuing 3NT despite holding only 12 high card points.

Of course intermediate cards (nines and tens) so improve the playing strength. (j) is comfortably worth a 1NT opening bid, despite being a more sophisticated cousin of (a). 

(j)        ♠ A K Q





♥ J 10 9





♦ Q 10 8





♣ 10 9 5 2





For example, the (J 10 9 is far superior to ( J 6 3.

(k)  
♥ Q 5 2

(l)
♥ Q 5 2


           ♥ J 6 3


♥ J 10 9

In (k) declarer will have to work hard to build a trick unless opponents lead hearts, while in (l) a trick is guaranteed,

(m)
♥ A 5 2

(n)
♥ A 5 2


           ♥ J 6 3


♥ J 10 9

In (m) declarer will be extremely fortunate to make a trick with the jack, while in (n) a second trick is highly likely by taking a double finesse: indeed two tricks may be a formality if you can arrange to endplay East.

Of course the same criteria apply if you are distributional, and you are thinking of playing in a suit contract,

(o)       ♠ A J 10 9 5

(p)
♠ 9 6 4 3 2

(q)
♠ A K

♥ K J 10 7 4


♥ 9 8 5 4 3


♥ A

♦ 8 6



♦ A K



♦ 8 6 4 3 2

♣ 7



♣ A



♣ 9 8 5 4 3

(o) is an excellent opening bid of 1(. It has useful intermediate cards, good shape, an easy rebid and is lead directing, if you lose the auction.

(p) has two points more but it is totally unsuitable for an opening bid. With. the high cards in the short suits the values are defensive. They are not helping to promote winners for partner but if your opponents play in a minor suit you have three almost certain tricks. Compare this with (o), in which you may well have only one defensive trick. Holding (p) you don't want to encourage partner to lead a spade from ( K x.

It would be even sillier to open 1( with (q), You are more likely to be outbid (the enemy having the majors) and you don't have the incentive of making a ten-trick game if you find a super fit. You certainly have no wish to encourage a diamond lead.  

What would you do, third in hand, with these hands at love all?
(r)       ♠ A K 8 7

(s)
♠ 6 3


(t)
♠ 6 3

♥ 6 3



♥ A K 8 7


♥ 9 6

♦ 9 6



♦ 9 6



♦ A K 8 7

♣ K J 8 5 3


♣ K J 8 5 3


♣ K J 8 5 3

Of course Acol encourages you to open light third in hand, particularly if you can indicate a lead to partner, In each of these hands you probably would like to open 1( for that reason, after all if partner leads the fourth highest from his longest suit it is all too likely he will hit you with a small doubleton. You have a respectable suit, together with a side suit that hopefully will provide entries to your main suit. The decision is borderline here, so you should look at whether your rebid will give an accurate picture of your hand.

With (r) you can rebid 1( over a red suit response. Open 1(.

With (s) you will be delighted to rebid 1( over a 1( response, but over 1( you must rebid 2(. Suppose partner is weak with 5 spades and 4 hearts. He will have to pass 2( and you will miss your heart fit. I would suggest that you pass.

With (t) you will have to rebid 2( over any major response, thus suppressing your diamond suit. Your opening bid together with your rebid does not accurately reflect your hand, so pass.

Finally, what criteria govern light opening bids fourth in hand? The key is that you must have reason to believe you can make a part score without being outbid by a higher ranking enemy suit. The key is to hold spades! The following suggestion is widely accepted: when in doubt, open fourth in hand if your total of high card points and spades comes to at least 15!

(u)       ♠ A Q 5


(v)
♠ 9


(w)
♠ -

♥ 9



♥ J 6 3

`
♥ A K J 7 5

♦ A J 9 8 5 4


♦ A J 9 8 5 4


♦ A Q 10 8 7

♣ J 6 3



♣ A Q 5


♣ 9 7 3

In (u) you have 12 high card points and three spades; a total of 15. Open 1(
In (v) you have 12 high card points and just one spade; a total of 13. It is better to pass.

Of course this is for guidance, not a rule to be blindly followed. Open (w) with 1(. This is a good hand, and although you don't want to hear spade bids from the enemy you have every reason to hope for a good part-score or even game in one of the red suits.

To summarise the main themes of this chapter:

· A hand has more playing strength if the high cards are concentrated in the long suits

· The more shapely a hand, the greater its potential playing strength, even if you play in no-trumps.

· Value your intermediate cards (tens and nines)

· Open light third in hand if you have high cards in your long suits, if you want to indicate a lead in that suit, and if you have a rebid that will describe your hand fully.

