Bidding Principles 4

Principle:  A minimum opening bid shows 11+ high card points.  A minimum response shows 6 high card points.  If each partner shows a better than minimum hand then the auction becomes game forcing.

The logic is obvious. If opener has at least 15 points, and responder has at least 9 points then the partnership has at least 24 points. That is game territory, and you would do far better to concentrate on giving yourself space to find the right game rather than cater for the few hands where game is poor. That is not to say that all hands with 15 opposite 9 should end up in game. Look at hand (a).

(a) West

East

( A K 4

( 8 6 5

( K Q 6 5 4

( 2

( K 8 7

( A J 4 2

( 5 2


( K J 6 4 3

(b) West
East
      (c)  West
East

      1(

2(

1(
1NT

      2NT
3NT

Pass

West’s 2NT rebid in (b) makes the auction game forcing, but any game is terrible.  This is not a fault in my principle. It is a fault in East’s judgement. East seems to have the 9 HCP necessary for a change of suit at the two level but the hand fits badly with West and 1NT would have been far better judged, leading to auction (c). 

Opener can show a better than minimum opening bid in four ways:

1)   He can reverse

2)   He can make a jump bid.

3)  He can rebid no-trumps. The point here is that if he is playing a weak 1NT opening bid then any no-trump rebid shows at least 15 HCP.

4)   He can bid the fourth suit.

Responder can show a better than minimum response in four ways:

1)   He can change suit at the two level.

2)   He can make a jump bid.

3)   He can bid the fourth suit.

The auctions below illustrate some game forcing starts to the auction:

(d) West  East

(e) West   East

      1(     2(

     1(
     2(
      2(


     3(
(f)  West  East

(g) West   East

      1(     2(

      1(
     2(
      4(


      2NT

I lose count of the number of people who query whether 3( is forcing in (e), quoting that a jump rebid of your own suit was never considered forcing in traditional Acol. The founding fathers of Acol did a remarkable job, but the fact that they didn’t think of everything does not mean we have to live in a straight jacket forever. I ask such questioners to produce suitable hands for East/West that make this sequence sensible but game poor. To date, nobody has got close! I agree that a lot of these sequences contain bids that were limit bids in traditional Acol but which have now become game-forcing wide-ranging bids.  The obvious advantage of my principle is that the bidding is kept lower.

Hands (h) and (j) illustrate the space-creating advantage of my principle. 

For hand (h), which bidding sequence do you prefer from (i) or (ii)?

(h) West

East

( A


( Q 7 

( A K Q 8 4 

( 9 3 2

( 8 6 4


( Q 5 3

( K J 6 5

( A Q 10 7 3

(i)    West
East

(ii)   West
East

        1(
2(

        1( 
2(



        4(
4(

        5(
If 4( is not forcing then can West afford to bid just 4(?  Ten tricks is the limit because the defenders can take the first three diamond tricks. One of my later principles will explain why 4( is natural, rather than a cue bid.

For hand (j) which bidding sequence do you prefer from (iii) or (iv)?

 (j)  West

East

( A Q J 7 2

( K 4 3

( A 7  


(  J 4

(  J 6 2

( A Q 7 5 4

( A Q 2

( 7 6 3 

 (iii)  West
East

(iv)
West
East

        1(
2(


1(
2(
        2NT
3(


3NT
Pass

        4(
Pass

If 2NT is not forcing then West must bid 3NT, which gives East no room to discover whether or not West has a fifth spade.  If you play 2NT as game forcing, then the range becomes 15-19, not 15-16. 

In sequences (k) and (l) East’s last bid is game forcing.

(k)  West
East

(l)   West
East

       1(

1(

       1(

1(
       2(

2(

       2(

3(
Different partnerships have different views about how far the use of the fourth suit should be forcing. Some play it as game-forcing, others play that a reply to the fourth suit at the two level can be passed. However I recently conducted a poll of good players about how far the fourth suit by responder after opener’s reverse, as in sequence (k), should be forcing. It could be argued that East has to bid after opener’s reverse whether he likes it or not, so maybe a cheap two-level fourth suit bid should be forcing for only one round. They all thought it should be game-forcing. If East wanted to stop below game he had plenty of options, like rebid his suit at the lowest level, give preference to West’s first suit or bid 2NT (even without a sure stopper in the unbid suit).  This certainly fits in well with our principle. 

Hand (m) demonstrates the sort of scientific bidding made possible by my principle. For hand (m) which bidding sequence do you prefer from (v) or (vi)?

(m)  West

East

( A J


( 7 5 



( J 2


( K Q 10 7 4 3

( A K J 5

( 8 3 2

( A J 6 3 2

( K 4

(v)  West
East

(vi)   West
East

       1(

1(

         1(
1(
       2(

3(

         2(
2(
       4(


         
         3NT
Pass

In auction (v) both partners knew that an East rebid of 2( or 3( would be game-forcing. East chose 3( to stress the excellent suit, leading to the best contract.

  In auction (vi) East knew 2( was forcing for one round but thought 3( was not forcing, hence he felt he had to bid 2(. West felt he couldn’t bid just 2NT, so showed his 19 points with an elephantine jump to 3NT. What could East do? 4( certainly wouldn’t be a success if West had started with:

(  A Q 2
( 2
( A Q 7 6
( A Q J 10 5.

