The Sayings   
Learning how to think

The object of this seminar is to reduce your reliance on dogmatic sayings, and teach you to think. When you make an opening lead, ask yourself what you are trying to achieve. If you do this you may well avoid some of the sillier opening leads seen at club level. 

Saying 1: Lead fourth highest from strongest and longest suit against no-trumps.

Verdict:  That is a legitimate line of attack, though by no means the only sensible strategy. 

Active defence can be risky. If you are trying to set up winners against no-trumps you are often going to lead the fourth highest of your longest suit. If you are leading away from a broken honour this is risky. Suppose South has opened 1NT, raised to 3NT by North. As West you choose to lead from ( K J 4 3 2.
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You are hoping that the layout is as in (a). You lead the (3, your fourth highest. East rises with the (Q, and whether or not declarer chooses to take the (A immediately East returns the suit as soon as possible. This sets you up four spade tricks.

  However what if the layout is as in (b)? Partner has no spade honour and declarer wins a cheap trick with the (10. Your lead has given declarer a trick that he could not have generated for himself. However even if the layout is as in (b) it could still turn out for the best if partner wins an early trick and returns his remaining spade, setting up spade tricks for you.

In practice most players tend to be too active, constantly opening up new suits and giving tricks away. The alternative is passive defence. There is nothing to be ashamed of in trying to be passive: certainly a Victorian work ethic where you feel that you have some sort of moral responsibility to work hard to defeat the contract can be misplaced. If you lead from a suit like (7 5 3  you are unlikely to give declarer anything that he could not do for himself (except perhaps to save him a guess as to who has a missing queen). 

Saying 2:  Don’t lead a long suit bid by an opponent against no-trumps.

Verdict:  There is a lot of truth in this, except when you are really trying to be passive and are leading from rubbish, or when you have a solid sequence. For example, if you lead a long suit against no-trumps you are probably trying to establish length tricks in the suit. However if one of your opponents has bid a suit in which you have Q 6 4 3  that is clearly not going to happen, so you should be looking elsewhere. 

Does that mean that you should never lead a suit bid naturally by declarer? Suppose you have to lead from the West hand below
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Leading a heart now is not silly. Admittedly your enthusiasm has been dampened by South’s 2( answer to Stayman, however if partner has as little as (K x  then a heart lead is totally consistent with a desired achievement of beating 3NT with 4 heart tricks and the (A. I am not saying that a heart lead is obvious, merely that it is worthy of consideration. There is certainly a holding that partner could have where a heart lead is necessary.

If we dwell further on the consequences of leading a suit bid by your opponents, look at the two layouts below.
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In (c) declarer has two obvious stoppers. In (d) declarer has only one stopper, for example you lead the (3 to partner’s (Q. As long as partner can regain the lead to return a heart through declarer’s (10 declarer has only one stopper and you have 4 heart tricks.

  This is a complicated idea but I show it because it so effectively demolishes the idea possessed by most players that it is automatically better to lead dummy’s suit than declarer’s suit. If you consider what you are trying to achieve and think logically you will realise that although leading a suit of A J 9 3 2 which has been bid by either opponent is highly dangerous, it has more chance of setting you up tricks if declarer has bid the suit rather than dummy. 

  Having said that, perhaps a more normal lead on this hand is a passive minor suit. It is very hard to explain to team-mates that you have just conceded declarer’s ninth trick in 3NT by leading his suit. A piece of general advice in defence is: ‘Don’t try to be too clever.’ Avoid stupidities and you will be a successful defender.

Saying 3:   Lead through strength and up to weakness.

Verdict: This is advocating passive defence. It envisages a layout as shown below.
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If West leads a fourth highest (7 against 3NT then declarer takes the first 9 tricks. However a spade lead, through dummy’s strength turns out to be devastating. East wins the first trick as cheaply as possible, and switches to a heart, up to dummy’s weakness. West wins cheaply and reverts to spades. The defenders take the first 8 tricks, leaving declarer licking considerable wounds.

This saying also suggests a legitimate strategy, but it needs qualifying. Leading ‘through dummy’s strength’ means leading a suit in which you are weak. The idea is that if dummy has bid spades with a broken suit, you hope that your partner has spades sitting over him. Leading a suit like ( J 9 3 2  through dummy’s suit is considerably less attractive. The spade suit below seems very mundane but it has hidden depths.
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You might find it helpful to make up the suit from a pack of cards. Suppose declarer has to play the suit himself. He can never make more than two tricks. Try it and see! Now suppose West decides to lead a fourth-highest two. Dummy plays low and East has to play the queen to prevent declarer’s eight winning the trick. Declarer wins the king and finesses dummy’s ten to make three tricks. You can see why it is called a frozen suit: whichever side starts playing it gives a trick away. 

The characteristic feature of the frozen suit is that the high honours and intermediate cards are scattered randomly and fairly evenly between the four hands. If you have a single honour card in a suit it is not at all unlikely that the suit is frozen.  Frozen suits are very common. If you can usually avoid opening up frozen suits for the benefit of declarer you will become a good defender. Can you totally avoid it? If the bidding has gone: 1NT 3NT you might well quite reasonably lead the two of spades. However suppose this is the auction:
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The auction has told you that dummy has four spades, and that declarer is balanced. Isn’t the spade distribution as shown in layout A exactly what you would expect? Frankly, a spade lead now is pretty awful. So what should you lead? 

Clearly a lead from a single honour (or even two or three honours) in a suit that your opponents have bid carries great danger. Well, diamonds is the unbid suit so you should seriously consider a diamond lead.

Saying 4:  You should always lead partner’s suit.
Verdict:  Apart from bridge reasons, there is a strong psychological reason for leading partner’s suit if you are in any doubt. If you lead partner’s suit and it doesn’t work then partner will probably be marginally disappointed and then forget it. On the other hand if you fail to lead partner’s suit, and leading partner’s suit was necessary to beat the contract, then partner may well be particularly upset. Don’t underestimate the damage done to partnership morale if partner has strained to enter the auction on minimal values to indicate a lead and you then do your own thing! This is particularly true if partner has overcalled. An opening bid is made on the basis of point count and  in the longest suit, almost irrespective of suit quality. Suit quality has considerably more influence on whether an overcall should be made

  However, be careful about leading from a suit in which you have the ace if you think declarer might have the king. What do you think West should lead from the West hand below after the following auction?
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You might well have led a heart against 3NT, prepared to concede a trick in order to help partner set the suit up. However it is clear on the above auction that dummy is short of hearts. Will it really surprise you to find that the suit is distributed as below?
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You clearly need partner to get in and lead a heart through declarer so lead a passive minor suit, or even a trump.

Finally, I am aware that many club players lead the top card in partner’s suit, but I strongly advocate leading the ‘standard’ card from a holding, even if partner has bid it. You choose to lead a heart from (Q 7 2 against 3NT because partner bid hearts. The correct lead is the (2, not the ( Q. The reason is seen in the layout below:
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If West leads ( Q then declarer has two heart stoppers. If West leads (2, East wins (A and returns (4. Declarer has only one stopper, though he may be able to block the suit by rising with ( K.

Saying 5:   You should lead from a solid sequence if you have one.
Verdict:  Undoubtedly having a solid sequence can solve your opening lead problems. If I was on lead after South’s 1NT was raised to 3NT.   I would lead a spade from (Q J 10 9  rather than a diamond from ( Q 8 7 5 4. However you are more likely to have a couple of touching cards than a fully complete sequence Which card should be led is not necessarily the same against no-trumps and a suit contract. Here I look at the implications of leading the (K from holdings like ( K Q 2  or  ( K Q 4 3 2, maybe against a contract of 4(.

Firstly, neither of these leads is safe, as can be seen from holdings (g) and (h) below.
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In either of these suits leading the (K sets up the dummy’s (J as a second spade trick for declarer. It is more likely to be fatal in (g) than in (h) because there is a possibility that partner might be able to ruff the third round in (h). 

The shorter the holding, the greater is the risk of leading top of a sequence if the sequence doesn’t have great depth. Put another way, you need greater solidity of sequence to lead safely from a short holding than from a longer holding.

Suppose you are on lead with the West hand below after the auction shown.
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The most active, and dangerous, lead is the (K. It risks the layout in (g) above. On the other hand, if partner has (A or (J there is more potential for taking quick tricks than you would have with a club lead.

  The club lead is less promising, but less risky.

   On the other hand, you might decide upon a totally passive spade lead. I would compromise with the (K lead. I would hope that partner might have a trump trick and club shortage 

Saying 6:  If your opponents have bid three suits, then lead the unbid suit.

Verdict:  In as far as you don’t normally want to lead a broken suit bid by your opponents this makes sense, however once again each case must be judged on its merits. What would you lead from the West hand below after the auction shown? 
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*  2( is fourth-suit-forcing.

A diamond lead is most unlikely to be helpful for the defence. Partner probably has length in diamonds but will have few, if any entries. The most likely result of leading the (A is that you give declarer a cheap trick with the (K.  You will see later that in general a lead from J 5 3 in dummy’s suit is dangerous and pointless, however the bidding here makes it comparatively safe. Declarer has shown 5 hearts, 4 clubs and at least one diamond stopper. Declarer can have at most two spades, and in all probability has only one. An imaginative lead would be the (J in case declarer has the singleton ten, but again it might be wiser to play down the middle and lead the (3!  

Saying 7: Always lead a side-suit singleton against a suit contract. 

Verdict: A singleton lead can be very effective but a singleton lead can do considerable damage if you don’t get your ruff. Sometimes even if you do get your ruff you live to regret it. Consider carefully the deal below.
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If West leads the (5 he finds partner with the (A and ruffs a diamond at trick 2. However all he has achieved is to establish dummy’s diamond suit for heart discards. A heart lead sets up 4 comfortable tricks for the defenders.

  This hand demonstrates the dangers of leading a singleton in an opponent’s suit.


