Using a Trump Suit

The suit combinations you have met so far are not affected by the presence or otherwise of a trump suit. So why have a trump suit, bearing in mind that no-trump contracts score better? The reasons for choosing a suit contract can be divided into two main categories.

Using Trumps for Control

Playing in no-trumps, it can be most frustrating to lose the lead while establishing winners only to find that you cannot regain it because opponents cash their winners. The first purpose of a trump suit is to swing the balance of control in your favour. Consider these hands.

(a)
♠ 8 6 2



(b) 
♠ 8 6 2

♥ A 7 6 2




♥ A 7 6 2

♦ 10 9 7




♦ 10 9 7

♣ 9 6 4




♣ A 6 4
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♠ A K Q J 10 9



♠ A K Q J 10 9

♥ 5





♥ 5

♦ A K Q J 2




♦ K Q J 8 2  

♣ 2





♣ 2

Imagine playing (a) in no-trumps. West leads the ♣A and continues clubs. Despite having twelve winners you are helpless, having to discard them on West's clubs until West has run out. In fact you are quite lucky if the missing clubs break 5-4, but there are still only eight tricks left by the time you gain the lead.

Now try playing the same layout with spades as trumps. You lose trick 1 to the ♣A, but can trump the ♣K continuation. Having played high trumps until your opponents have none left (known as drawing trumps) you then start on diamonds. This time you make twelve tricks, a small slam.

Playing (b) in no-trumps you seem to be better off with a control card in each suit, but that is an illusion. You can indeed grasp trick 1 with the ♣A but you can take only eight tricks before you have to turn your attention to diamonds. Your opponents will then take the rest. You had a club control but having to lose the ♦A before you could realise your assets, one control card was insufficient.

Once again playing in spades is better. You take trick 1 and draw the missing trumps. Now you drive out the ♦A, trump the ♣K and make twelve tricks. This theme is typical of suit play. You should pick a trump suit in which you have at least 8 cards, leaving the defenders with at most 5. Play sufficient trumps to leave you with some but them with none. You can then trump their side suit winners but they cannot retaliate.

Now try your skill at (c) and (d).

(c) 
♠ 8 6 2



(d)  
♠ 8 6 2

♥ A K 6 2


            
♥ A K 6 2

♦ J 10 9




♦ 10 9 7

♣ 9 6 4




♣ 9 6 4
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♠ A K Q J 10 9
                  

♠ K Q J 10 9 7

♥ 5





♥ 5

♦ K Q 8 7




♦ A K Q J

♣ A 2





♣ A 2

Contract: 6♠    Lead: ♣K


Contract; 6♠  Lead: ♣K

In (c) you take your ♣A and draw trumps. Did you then try to drive out the ♦A? Hard luck, they cash a club trick to defeat you. You must cash the ♥A K (throwing the ♣2) before touching diamonds. Then when West takes the ♦A you can trump a club continuation and safeguard your twelve tricks.

This is straightforward once you recognise the danger, but how could you anticipate it? The secret lies in counting your losers. Your hand will lose the ♦A and one club, unless you can find a winning card in dummy which you can use to discard a club. That card is the ♥K. If West hadn't led a club there would be no urgency as you would still have the ♣A as protection. However the club lead has left you with a problem that requires immediate solution. Recognising the problem puts you halfway to solving it!

How about (d)? Again you have the urgent problem of two losers (the ♠A and a club), and again the solution is to pair up dummy's ♥K with your ♣2. This time you cannot even afford the luxury of drawing trumps before you dispose of your losing club because to do so would involve losing the lead. Take your ♣A and immediately cash the ♥A K.

To summarise:

When you play in a trump contract it is usually correct to play on trumps until the defenders have none left. The purpose of this is to allow you to cash your side suit winners in peace, without fear of losing them to an opponent’s ruff. However sometimes there are reasons not to draw trumps, for example the need to eliminate losers first.

Cross-ruffing

How many spade tricks do you expect to make if you have the top twelve spades, six in each hand:

(i) in no-trumps?       (ii) with spades as trumps?

(i) When playing in no-trumps you are limited to six spade tricks, because neither hand has more than six spades.

(ii) If spades are trumps consider these layouts. In (e) West leads the ♣K to your ♣A. What next?

(e)
♠ K J 9 8 5 4



(f) 
♠ K J 9 8 5 4

♥ -





♥ A 9

♦ 10 9 6 4 3 2



♦ 7 4 3

♣ 4





♣ A 5
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♠ A Q 10 7 6 3



♠ A Q 10 7 6 3

♥ 9 7 5 4 3 2




♥ 8 6

♦ -





♦ A 6 2

 
♣ A





♣ 8 7

Earlier you were advised to draw the missingtrumps unless you have good reason to do otherwise. Now you will see a number of hands where you do have reason to either delay drawing trumps, or even abandon it completely. Here you want to make all your trumps separately by alternately trumping hearts in dummy and diamonds in your hand. This process is called a cross-ruff. In this case you are guaranteed success because all your trumps are higher than any of those possessed by the defenders. At the end East or West is subject to the indignity of under-ruffing, ie. discarding the ♠2 under your high trump. Despite the fact that you have just fourteen HCP, you make all thirteen tricks.

Sadly, playing in a trump suit doesn't necessarily guarantee that you can make your trumps separately in this manner. Playing (f) in a spade contract, you can never make more than six spade tricks because the other suits have mirror image shape between the North and South hands. You might as well play in 3NT.

Of course most hands fall in between these two extremes. It is common to be able to make one or two extra tricks by playing in a suit contract, hence it is normal to prefer a contract of 4♠ to 3NT if you have an eight-card or better spade fit.  

Cross-ruffing requires one crucial piece of advice, what do you think your opponents are doing while you are cross-ruffing? They are discarding cards in other suits. If you complete your cross-ruff and then try to cash your side suit winners you will be sadly disappointed because they will get ruffed.

Try playing (e) again if the lead is the ♥A. If you cross-ruff the first twelve tricks, at trick 13 one of your opponents will ruff the ♣A with the ♠2. You must cash your ♣A first. Before cross-ruffing cash your winners in the side suits.

Ruffing Losers in Dummy

Look at (g) and (h). Nine tricks are easy. Can you find a tenth?

(g)   
♠ 9 8 7



(h)      
♠ 9 8 7

♥ 8 4




          
♥ 8 4

♦ 8 6 4 3



           ♦ 8 6 4 3

♣ 5 4 3 2

          


♣ 5 4 3 2
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♠ A K Q J 10


                       ♠ A K Q J 10

♥ A K 7



            ♥ A 5 3

♦ 9 7 5



     
 ♦ A 2

♣ A K




            ♣ A K 6

Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♣Q

         Contract: 4♠ Lead: ♣Q

With (g) you seem to have four losers in your hand: one heart and three diamonds. The key to finding your extra trick lies in the fact that dummy has one heart fewer than your hand. Having won the ♣A you must postpone drawing trumps. At tricks 2 and 3 cash the ♥A K and ruff the ♥7

Note that the source of the extra trick came in ruffing a loser in the hand with the shorter trumps. Your original count of five trump winners was based on the five spades in your hand, the hand with longer trumps. It is tempting to regard the trumping of any loser as gaining a trick, but ruffing in the hand with longer trumps usually only gives you a trick that you were going to take anyway. Indeed, shortening your longer trump holding can seriously damage your prospects by causing you to lose control.

With (h) you also need to trump a heart in dummy, but this time you need to prepare your ground carefully. Win the ♣A, cash the ♥A and give up a heart trick. Of course there is an element of danger in this as your ♣K could then be ruffed, but you have no choice. Assuming you safely regain the lead at trick 4 you can ruff your ♥5 in dummy, before drawing trumps.

Ruffing losers in dusty has the same objective as cross-ruffing, namely making more tricks from your trumps than would have been possible if playing in no-trumps, but this techniques have differences. When cross-ruffing you cash all your side suit winners first, accepting that you don't intend to draw trumps. When ruffing losers in dummy you normally aim to retain control, eventually drawing trumps and then cashing your other side suit winners in safety.

Using Trumps to Help Establish a Side Suit

You are handling the combinations shown below in a no-trump contract, with  plenty of entries to either hand. Assuming that you are able to safely lose the lead as often as is necessary:

(i)   How many tricks do you hope to make?

(ii)  How many times do you expect to lose the lead in order to fulfil your expectation?

♦ A K 4 3 2

 ♣ 7 6 5 4 3 

♦ 5                                ♣ 2

You must hope that the missing diamonds break 4-3. In that case you can cash the ♦A K, concede two diamonds to the defenders and subsequently make a length trick. You will make three tricks, losing the lead twice. In clubs it will probably hardly occur to you that it is possible to make any tricks, indeed you are far more likely to be apprehensive as to how many club tricks your opponents will take. Nevertheless if the missing clubs break 4-3, it will be possible for you to make one length trick after losing the lead four times.

How about the same suits played in a suit contract?

(j)    
♠ A Q 10 8



(k)  
♠ A Q 10 8 7 4

♥ 7



       

♥ -

♦ A K 4 3 2

       
       

♦ 5 4

♣ 5 4 3


       
       
♣ 7 6 5 4 3
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♠ K J 9 6 5 3 2


      
♠ K J 9 6 5 3 2

♥ A 6



      

♥ 7 6 2

♦ 5



       

♦ A 6

 
♣ A 6 2


       

♣ 2

              
Contract: 7♠   Lead; ♥K


Contract: 6♠
 Lead: ♥A

What are you going to do about your club losers in (j)? One can be discarded on the ♦K and for the other you must establish a diamond length trick. Played in spades you can generate exactly the same number of club winners as you could in no-trumps, but you need not lose any tricks. Win the ♥A and draw trumps with the ♠A K. Now cash the ♦A K (pitching the ♣2) and ruff the ♦2. If both opponents follow suit you know that the missing diamonds are breaking 4-3, so you are home and dry. Cross to dummy by trumping the ♥6 and ruff the ♦3. Finally re-enter dummy with a trump and triumphantly throw your ♣6 on the master ♦4. If you have difficulty following this sequence construct the hands from a pack of cards, giving West four diamonds and East three, and distribute the other cards randomly.

Before leaving this example it is important that you are clear about the source of your extra trick. It did not come from ruffing the diamonds in your hand. Admittedly you did win these tricks with tiny trumps, but you were always going to make these trumps simply by playing out trumps from the top. Ruffing in the hand with long trumps only generates extra tricks if you do it so often that the other hand ends up with more trumps, a technique called a dummy reverse which is beyond the scope of this seminar. The extra trick materialised because your ruffing manoeuvre established a length trick in dummy.

Playing (k) again you can establish a length trick, this time in clubs, provided the missing clubs break 4-3. Ruff the ♥A, and concede a club trick. Win the return and you can repeatedly re-enter dummy (by ruffing hearts and using trumps as entries) to ruff clubs until the ♣7 is a winner. You were lucky that West didn't lead a diamond!

Quiz 

1)
♠ J 5 4 3 2



2)
♠ A 4 3 2

♥ 6 2





♥ K 10 8 7

♦ 8 7 6




♦ 9 8 3 2

♣ Q 8 7




♣ 5
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♠ A





♠ 8

♥ 5 4 3




♥ A Q J 9

♦ A K Q J 10 9



♦ A 6 5 4


♣ A K 6




♣ A 8 7 6

Contract: 5♦   Lead: ♠K


Contract 4♥:  Lead ♦K

3)
♠ A K Q



4)  
♠ 10 6 5

♥ 4 2




      
♥ A K 4

♦ 10 5


      


♦ K 6 4 2

♣ A K 8 5 3 2


      

♣ J 4 3
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♠ J 10 9 8 7 6



♠ K Q J 9 8 7

♥ A 3





♥ 5 3 2

♦ A 8 2




♦ Q

 
♣ 7 6





♣ K Q 10

Contract 7♠: Lead ♦K
       

Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♥Q


(i) Trumps break 2-2  (ii) trumps break 3-1

5)
♠ 5 3 2



6)
♠ K 8 7 

♥ A 7 6 4 3




♥ 8 7 5 2

♦ Q 4 3




♦ 10

       

♣ A 2





♣ 7 6 5 4 3



____________
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♠ K Q J 10 6 4



♠ A Q J 10 9

♥ K Q 2




♥ A

♦ A K





♦ A 8 7 5 3 2

♣ 4 3





♣ A

Contract: 6♠:  Lead: ♣K


Contract: 7♠  Lead: ♦Q

Answers to quiz 

1)  You can count only 10 winners (the ♠A, 6 diamonds and 3 clubs). A heart ruff in dummy will provide the eleventh so win the ♠A and prepare the ground by returning a heart.

2)  This time you abandon the idea of drawing trumps altogether in favour of a cross-ruff. You can practically ensure 10 tricks by taking the ♦A, cashing two black suit aces and cross-ruffing spades and clubs, backwards and forwards.

3)  You must plan to increase your total of winners to 13 by establishing 3 club length winners in dummy, but you will need the ♠A as an entry.

 (i) Win the ♦A, cash the ♠K Q, take dummy's ♣A K and ruff the ♣2. If the clubs have broken 3-2 dummy's clubs are now winners, so you can enter dummy with the ♠A and cash the ♣8 5 3.

 (ii)  If spades had broken 3-1 you would have had to play identically, even though that would have involved cashing the ♣A K before drawing the last trump.

4)  You seem to have one loser in each suit. This is a hand where you have urgent business to attend to, so drawing trumps must wait. Win the ♥A and immediately play a diamond, allowing you to discard your heart loser on the ♦K as soon as the defenders force out your ♥K.

5)  The ♣K lead has left you with an immediate club loser, and you cannot avoid losing a trick to the ♠A. Win the ♣A, cash the ♦A K, enter dummy with the ♥A and throw the ♣4 on the ♦Q. Now you can drive out the ♠A.

6) You seem to have far too many losers in your hand to even contemplate a grand slam, but if you start ruffing diamonds in dummy you will find that you can establish length winners. Try the following sequence:

  Take the ♦A, ruff the ♦2, return to your hand with the ♥A and ruff the ♦3. If diamonds have broken 3-3 all your diamonds are winners so you can draw trumps, but we will assume a 4-2 diamond break. Re-enter your hand with the ♣A to ruff the ♦5. Finally trump a heart and draw trumps. The ♦8 and ♦7 are now winners.

