Bidding Principles: Best Game or Slam Try
Your opponents have pre-empted the bidding. You have to make a decision at a high level, without much space to compare notes with your partner. Not only is it going to be difficult to exercise judgement: you are also in danger of having a bidding misunderstanding. For example, is 4NT Blackwood? What does it mean if you bid their suit? We need wide-ranging principles to clear away the fog. I will start with some observations.

1)   Good slams are comparatively rare when both sides are bidding aggressively. However there are many hands where it is vital to find a fit at a high level to play in the right game contract, either because you can make it or because it will be a cheap sacrifice.

2)   If your opponents are bidding pre-emptively, even if you bid to a theoretically good slam you are all too likely to fail because of bad breaks.

3)   If your opponents are bidding pre-emptively, you may well not have enough space to find your best fit or to determine whether or not slam is likely to be good.

4)   If you know the trump suit and you do think that a slam might be appropriate, a Blackwood 4NT is often not the best way to investigate. 

These four observations lead us to a new principle:

Principle: Any 4NT bid without a jump in a competitive auction when no suit has been agreed and when the last player to ‘bid’ is an opponent is take-out, suggesting two places to play. Note that ‘bid’ does not include pass.

The reasoning is that finding the right denomination takes priority over finding the right level (ie. bidding thin slams).
As you will see, we give up the use of 4NT as Blackwood and give it a far more flexible, wide-ranging use.
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In hand (a) West has a strong hand and makes a take-out double of 4(. If East passes then West is happy: he expects to beat 4(. If East has considerable shape and removes 4( doubled then East will not be disappointed by West’s hand.
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In (b) West wants to compete, but has less defence and more offence than in (a). West bids 4NT, showing two places to play. East initially believes that West has the minor suits, probably with considerably better diamonds than clubs because with equal length West would bid 5(. West’s 5( shows his two places to play did not include clubs, so he must have the red suits.

What do you think West’s 4NT bid means in the auction below?
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You could make a case for 4NT being Blackwood (if West had ©), however West should bear in mind that even 5( may be in jeopardy if East has poor spades and values in the red suits.
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Alternatively, West could have (d).
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(d) is consistent with our principle. We only depart from a principle if it is clearcut and easy to define, hence we should keep with our principle here.

The last four hands are worthy of consideration in that they show just how flexible our bidding can be, and how many different hand types we can show, if we adopt the principle.
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In (e) East bids 5( over the 4( pre-empt as a two-way bet. He doesn’t know if 5( is making, or if 4( is making for North/South. West is not invited to bid on, indeed only the fact that West is better than minimum makes 5( likely to succeed. If West was less suitable then 5( would fail, but perhaps 4( would make for North/South.
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In (f) East bids 4NT, showing two places to play. West assumes that East has the minors (the cheapest two options). 
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In (g) the auction starts in the same way as in (f). However East converts 5( to 5(, showing that his two places to play were the red suits. West is delighted to convert this to 5(.
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In (h) the auction starts as in (g) but East continues with 5( over 5(. What can be his two places to play if he doesn’t like clubs and bypasses 5(? Logically his two places to play can only be 5( or 6(. West, with a singleton spade, good trumps and high cards in the minor suits is highly suitable for a raise to 6(. Looking at opportunities East has for making a slam try, as in this auction, I am sure you can see why West had no reason to raise 5( to 6( on hand (e). My principle gives a weaker and a stronger way of bidding 5(.

Priorities
An opponent pre-empts. You overcall. Your partner changes suit. Are you sure you know what this means? Consider auctions (a) and (b).
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Disagreements about whether a new suit is natural or a cue bid lead to even more silly contracts than misunderstandings over Blackwood. What matters is that your partnership agrees.  However in considering the use of 4NT in a contested auction we decided that finding the right denomination takes priority over finding the right level (ie. bidding thin slams). Therefore I would consider East’s club bid to be natural in each case. 

How about if your partner bids the opponents’ suit? What do you think East’s diamond bids mean in auctions (c) and (d)?
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In © most players would conventionally play that 2( is an Unassuming Cue Bid, agreeing spades and making a game try. This is clearly not the case for East’s 4( in (d) and you would probably find experts disagreeing on whether 4( was a cue bid agreeing spades or a general strong bid, looking for the best game contract. I would suggest the following principle:

Principle:  In a competitive auction where we have not agreed a trump suit, then a bid of their suit at the four level is initially taken as looking for the best denomination at game level rather than a cue bid looking for a slam.
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In auction (e) East is prepared to commit the partnership to game, but which one? East tries 4(. East should really try to avoid rebidding a far from robust 5-card spade suit and shows he has at least three hearts with 4(, leading to the best game.

(f)  West

East


South
West
North
East

( A Q J 9 6 4

( 5 2


3(
3(
P
4(



( K 6


( A J 10 8 4

P
4(
P
P

( 9 2


( 6 3


P

( K J 10

( A Q 4 3

In auction (f) West’s strong 6-card spade suit is highly suitable for a 4( rebid over 4(.
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In (g) East chooses to bid 4( rather than 4(. The message is clear to West. East did not bid 4( so East must be confident that 4( is the correct contract. East’s hearts must be strong, so West has no temptation to try to rescue the partnership in 4(.

Principle: When a player’s bid of  the opponent’s pre-emptive suit at the four level is taken as showing two places to play, if his next bid is to  return to partner’s suit then the bid of opponent’s suit should be re-interpreted as a cue bid. 
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In (h) again West initially takes 4( as showing two places to play, but when East  bids 4( on the next round West should re-interpret 4( as a cue bid. West is maximum for his 3( overcall so he proceeds to the excellent slam, having checked that the partnership has the required number of aces. 

If 4( is meant as a cue bid, then for flexibility you should play that it can show first or second round control. Failure to make such a cue bid in the enemy suit suggests worry about that suit.
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In auction (i) East has ample values for a slam but fears the possibility of two losing diamonds. 5( instructs West to proceed with any first or second round diamond control. West shows first round diamond control with 6( but West wisely takes the view that grand slams are only bid after an opponent’s pre-empt if you can count 14 tricks.

