Two Suited Overcalls

Despite popular misapprehensions, you cannot show a two-suited hand after starting with a takeout double because double followed by a change of suit shows a very strong one-suited hand. However it is very important to be able to show two suited hands, not least because two-suiters tend play for far more tricks than their point count might suggest.
Whatever conventional gadget to use to show a two-suiter it is important to, discuss the strength of your overcall. Suppose you play that after a 1♦ opening a 2♦ overcall shows the majors. How is your partner to know what to do if your 2♦ bid can be made on any of these hands?

(a)
♠ K Q 10 6 4 

♥ Q J 9 4 3

♦ 8 5

♣ 2

(b)
♠ K Q 10 6 4 

♥ A Q J 9 4 

♦ 8 5

♣ 2

(c)
♠ K Q J 6 4 

♥ A Q J 9 4 

♦ A 5

♣ 2
The popular solution is to classify them according to strength

(a) is weak: 6-10 high card points.

(b) is intermediate: 11-15 high card points.

(c) is strong: 16+ high card points.
You should only make your two-suited overcall on the weak or strong types. Partner will assume you have the weak type and if this is correct you will pass partner's choice of contract. On the other hand. If you have the strong type you will bid on. It is worth noting the potential of (a) and (c).

Hand (a) has little defence at all against your opponents* high level diamond contract. It is quite possible that each side can make a high level contract, and it is very much in your interest to stake a claim. You should be very wary of competing at the two level at red vulnerability, but being able to show both your suits in one bid you have an excellent prospect of finding a major suit fit, so you shouldn't be put off.

Hand (c) has only 17 points, but give partner as little as   ♥ K 3 2 and game would be excellent. This hand is very powerful in offence, however you wouldn't be totally sure that you could beat an enemy 5♦.
That leaves hand (b).

With (b) you must overcall l♠. Hopefully you will be able to compete with a heart bid later, for example:

South          West  

North

East

1♦

1♠
  
3♦

P

P

3♥

 etc
Partner will realise that you have intermediate strength and act accordingly.

(d)
♠ J 7 4 3 2

♥ Q 8 6 4 3

♦ K 7

♣ A

Hand (d) is put in to show what a two-suited overcall doesn't look like! The hand, with 7 of your 10 points in your short suits and no tens and nines in your long suits good defence and not a great deal of offence.

We recommend that your two suited overcalls should show at least 5-5 shape, except in a few circumstances (particularly at duplicate pairs).
Having decided that you want to play two-suited overcalls you have to identify the bids you have available.
  You can easily use the cue bid of your opponent's suit. That used to show a game-forcing hand, but that is a very inefficient use of the immediate cue bid. Such a hand is rare after an opponent's opening bid, and in any case if you have a very powerful hand that needs discussion with partner you can easily start with a takeout double and then cue bid the enemy suit on the next round.
  A jump to 2NT is available, because with a very strong, balanced hand you start with a double and then bid no-trumps.
  A jump overcall in a new suit is not directly available (as presumably you are playing weak, intermediate or strong jump overcalls) but you might consider it worthwhile to give a conventional meaning to a jump to 3♣. 
So you have two (or three) bids at your disposal. There are two types of two-suited overcalling systems you can use:
Firstly there are systems like Ghestem. The advantage of Ghestem is that you immediately show your two suits. The disadvantage of Ghestem is that it uses all three bids, and a jump to 3♣ to show a two suiter does take up rather a lot of your bidding space.
Secondly there are systems like the Michaels Cue Bid with the Unusual no-trump. These only use two bids (the cue bid and 2NT) but sometimes only one suit is specified (called the anchor suit). Partner can easily find out the second suit, provided the bidding stays low) but East has an insoluble problem in the auction below at game all.

South

West

North

East                                                                                                                             1♠

2♠

4♠

?

2♠ shows hearts and a minor suit.  Should East bid on with (e)?
 (e)     ♠ 8 4 2

♥ K 2

♦ A Q 8 7 4 3

♣ 8 6 

If West has the red suits East should definitely bid on. It is quite possible that with each side having a fit in two suits (North/South in the blacks, East West in the reds) that 4♠ makes for North/South and 5♦ makes for East/West. However in the far more likely event that West has hearts and clubs by competing further East would be walking into a minefield that could cost 1100! Of course East assumes that West has hearts and clubs, but that means that if East/West have a wonderful diamond fit it will never see the light of day!
We now look at these alternatives, and we then leave you to choose the system with which you feel most at home.

Ghestem

There are many different interpretations of Ghestem. They have little to choose between them, so we just give one.
In this system over an opening bid of l♦, l♥ or l♠: A 2NT overcall shows the two lowest ranking unbid suits. A 3♣ overcall shows the two highest ranking unbid suits. A cue bids shows the extremes.

Therefore, if South opens l♦: 2NT shows hearts and clubs. 3♣ shows the majors. 2♦ shows clubs and spades.
One word of warning. If you play Ghestem make sure your convention card is filled in accurately, and that you know your system. Tournament directors find that the most notorious source of misinformation to opponents comes from players who say they are playing Ghestem, but then disagree which particular suits a bid shows, this surfacing when an explanation given to an opponent is found to differ from the actual hand. Since there are so many variations of Ghestem, the players can rarely satisfy the tournament director as to their system, so adherents of Ghestem become used to having directors rule against them!
Michaels Cue Bid 

I will concentrate on the Michaels Cue Bid and the Unusual No-Trump, because that is the most popular combination played in Great Britain.

The Michaels Cue Bid involves an immediate bid of opener's suit. If the opening bid is a minor suit then the cue bid shows the majors, weak or strong. Consider East's actions with hands (f) to (h) after this start to the auction at love all.

South
West

North

East

1♣

2♣

P

?

(f)   
♠ Q 6 3
  ♥ K 4 2
 ♦ J 7 4 3
♣ 8 6 2

(g)

♠ K 7 6 4 3
  ♥ Q 7 6
 ♦ 9 7 6
♣ 8 5
 


(h)

♠ K 6

  ♥ J 7 5 3
 ♦ A 7 3
♣ A K 3 2


East assumes West has the weak option.
With (f) East bids 2♥. If West is minimum West will pass. Suppose West continues with 2♠. West is now known to be strong, and has longer spades than hearts, presumably 6-5 shape. With two useful honour cards in the major suits West should now jump to game in 4♠.
With (g) East should pre-empt to 4♠. If West has a weak hand South must be very strong and East should seek to silence South. If East is strong then 4♠ will make in comfort. Note that if West is strong West should not seek to look for a slam. A jump to 4♠ (or 3♠) shows a weak, distributional hand. If East is strong East should start with a cue bid of 3♣.
With (h) East raises the cue bid to 3♣ as he will do with any hand worth a game-try. Note that a jump to 3♥ or 3♠ would be pre-emptive, not a game try. West, who almost certainly has the weak type, will bid a major and West will show hand (h) perfectly by continuing with 4♥.
If the opening bid is a major suit then the Michaels Cue Bid shows the other major suit and a minor, again weak or strong. Consider what East might do with hands (i),(j) and (k) after the following start to the auction.

South
West

North

East

1♥

2♥

P

?

(i)

♠ Q 6 3
 ♥ K 4 2
♦ J 7 4 3
♣ 8 6 2

(j)

♠ 3
 
 ♥ Q 7 6
♦ J 9 7 6
♣ A J 8 5 3


(k)

♠ K 7 6
 ♥ A 7 3
♦ K Q 3 2
♣ 6 3 2


With (i) East bids a peaceful 2♠.
With (j) East bids 2NT, asking West to show the second suit. With the weak option West bids 3♣/♦. With the strong option West jumps to 4♣/♦.

With (k) East again starts with 2NT. If West bids 3♦ showing spades and diamonds, East bids 4♠ because of the double fit. If West bids 3♣ East contents himself with 3♠.
As we saw earlier the fact that East doesn't know West's second suit can make life difficult if the bidding soars towards the stratosphere, but sometimes common sense allows competition.

South
West

North

East                                                                                  1♥

2♥

4♥

?

What should East bid with hand (l)?

(l)  

♠ 8
♥ 6
♦ Q 8 6 4 3

♣ A J 7 5 4 2

East wants to compete in the West's minor suit, sacrificing if West is weak or expecting to make if West is strong. East bids 4NT to ask for West's minor suit. This cannot be natural because if East had enough to try 4NT opposite West's weak type East would be doubling 4♥. It is an example of an unusual 4NT, for takeout. 

In the final example of Michaels cue bids East/West are vulnerable

West


East



South
  West
   North  East

♠  A Q 10 6 5

♠ 3 2



1♥
  2♥
   4♥
    P



♥ 4



♥ 8 5 



P
  Dbl
    P        4NT

♦ A K Q 5 3

♦ J 7 5 4 

           P
  5♦
    End

♣ A 4 


♣ K 10 8 7 3

At unfavourable vulnerability East is not tempted to sacrifice in a minor if West is weak. West shows the strong type with a double of 4♥. Now East is happy to play in 5♣ or 5♦, depending on West’s suit. 4NT asks West to show his minor suit.

The Unusual no-trump

Having seen a couple of examples where 4NT is played as seeking out a minor suit we now look at a similar Unusual No-Trump at the two level.
If South opens with one of a suit then 2NT by West shows the lowest two unbid suits, either weak or strong. It is called the Unusual No-Trump. East uses the same principles in responding as East would if West had made a Michaels cue bid.
(m)  West


East



South   West  North  East

♠ 4



♠ 7 6 5 3 2 


1♠
  2NT
  P
   3♣

 
  

♥ 8



♥ K 4 3 2


P
  3♦
  P
   4♣
   

♦ A Q J 9 8 6 

♦ 4 



End

♣ A K Q 10 4 

♣ 9 5 2

In (m) East assumes West is weak and picks a minor with 3♣. 3♦ (not forcing) shows a sixth diamond and the strong type. East is still not impressed  and gives preference to 4♣. 

(n)  West


East



South
   West  North  East

♠ 4



♠ 8 6 5 3 


1♥
   2NT   P
    4♦

♥ 8



♥ 4 2



4♥
   End

♦ Q J 9 8 6 4

♦ K 10 3 2

♣ K Q 10 4 3

♣ 9 5 2

In (n)  East makes a pre-emptive jump to 4♦, bouncing opponents out of their easy heart slam.

Before leaving the combination of the Michaels cue bid and the Unusual No-Trump we should point out that, unlike Ghestem, not all combinations are covered. If opponents open with a minor suit there is no two suited overcall to show spades and the other minor.
Hopefully you can now choose for yourself which system to incorporate into your partnership.

Extreme Distributions
Before leaving the topic of how to handle a two-suiter over an enemy suit bid it is sensible to look at some extreme hands. How should West handle (o) and (p) if South opens l♥ at game all?

(o)

♠ K Q J 9 8 3

♥ -

♦ A Q 10 9 8 7
  ♣ 8

(p)

♠ K Q J 9 8

♥ -

♦ A K 10 9 8 7 2   
  ♣ 8

Forget points, these hands have huge playing strength. If you decide they are worth a two suited overcall of 2♥ you would have every justification of treating them as strong types.
Hand (o) is highly suitable for 2♥, but suppose the auction develops as follows:

South
West

North

East

1♥

2♥

4♥

P

P

?

A double would indeed show the strong type, but East would have every reason to place West with more points but less dramatic distribution. West should continue with 4♠ over 4♥. If East dislikes spades East can always continue with 4NT, asking West to show the minor suit.
Hand (p) is indeed a two suiter, but not remotely suitable for a two suited overcall. It is rarely correct to make a two suited overcall when you have a difference of two cards or more in the length of your suits. It is easy to imagine you playing in 4♠ (perhaps doubled) with partner having a small doubleton in each of your suits. You would then be forced to shorten your trump holding by ruffing hearts and the hand would fall apart as your opponents wrest trump control from you.
The answer with hand (p) may be surprising to you. You should overcall a simple 2♦! Admittedly you have far greater playing strength that partner can remotely envisage from your simple overcall. Of course you would be worried if your diamond overcall was followed by three passes, but that won't happen more than once in a blue moon. You have only 13 high card points, leaving quite a few for your partner and opponents. If you have extreme shape it is quite likely that others at the table also have shapely hands. Somebody is sure to bid again and you can then complete a perfect description of your hand by leaping to 4♠. Note that an immediate 3♦ would be badly judged, because that would increase the danger that your bid will be passed out. You want to encourage competition!
Incidentally, we have seen numerous examples of players who insist on using the Unusual no-trump with 6-4 shape. You are very likely to end up playing in a 4-3 fit with a far superior 6-2 fit overlooked. You cannot expect partner to make a successful choice based on such poor data.
Overcalling their INT Opening Bid
There is a crucial difference between a two-suited overcall to a suit and such an overcall of a no-trump bid. Most strong hands start with a double of INT, making it unlikely that you would start with a two-suited bid. Your overcall will therefore be intermediate (up to 15 points), or weak. We will deal with stronger, unbalanced hands later.
Whether you insist on 5-5 shape, or whether you will allow 5-4 shape depends on personal taste and whether you are playing teams of four or duplicate pairs. In duplicate pairs there is often strong reason for dislodging your opponents from a INT contract, but for the time beings we assume that you are playing teams of four. In that case a two-suited overcall should show a decent hand of roughly opening strength, and partner should look for game if at all suitable.
However we are assuming that 5-4 shape is possible because that has the most popular support in Great Britain.
Once again you are faced with a choice of a system which shows both suits, and one which tends to show an anchor suit and an unnamed second suit. The pros and cons are very similar to the arguments already outlined.
The Landy Defence to INT
This is the simplest of conventional defences to INT. 2♣ shows the major suits (at least 5-4 shape). The other two level suit overcalls are natural.

The Astro Defence to INT 

Over an opponent’s 1NT:
Double is for penalties, catering for all strong hands except those which have extreme shape.
2♣ = hearts and another suit, with at least 5-4 shape.
2♦ = spades and another suit, with at least 5-4 shape.
2♥/♠ are single suited hands.

In response to a 2♣ overcall:
2♦ is a non-forcing enquiry for the cheapest 5-card suit. With 5 diamonds the 2♣ bidder passes.
2♥ is a sign off (maybe with only 3 hearts).
2♠/3♣/3♦ are natural and forcing.
2NT is conventional and forcing, asking for the second suit. Responder might be intending to pass the rebid, or responder might hold a strong hand and be looking for the best game contract.
3♥ is invitational.

(q) West


East


South
        West
  North
East


♠
9 2


♠ K Q 8 4 3

1NT
        2♣
  P

2♥

♥
A Q J 2

♥ 7 5 3

End

♦
8 4


♦ K 7 5 2

♣
K Q 7 4 2

♣ 6 

In (q) East dare not look for West’s second suit (in case it is clubs) so he signs off in 2♥.

(r) West


East


South
       West
  North
East


♠
9 2


♠ K Q 8 4 3

1NT
       2♣
   P

2♦

♥
A Q J 2

♥ 7 5 


P
       3♣
  End

♦
8 4


♦ K 7 5

♣
K Q 7 4 2

♣ J 6 3

In (r) East bids 2♦ to ask for West’s cheapest 5-card suit.

(s) West


East


South
        West
  North
East


♠
9 2


♠ K Q 8 4 3

1NT
        2♣
  P

2NT

♥
A Q J 2

♥ 7  


P
        3♣
  P

3NT

♦
8 4


♦ A K J 5 2

End

♣
K Q 7 4 2

♣ J 3

In (s) East bids 2NT to ask about West’s second suit. He is not remotely surprised to find it is clubs and settles for 3NT.

(t) West


East


South
         West
  North
East


♠
9 2


♠ K Q 8 4

1NT
         2♣
  P

3♥

♥
A Q J 2

♥ 7 5 4 3

End

♦
8 4


♦ A 7 5 2

♣
K Q 7 4 2

♣ 6 

In (t) East makes a game try with 3♥ which West declines, having only 4 hearts and being minimum. 

The 2♦ overcall to 1NT follows the same principle showing spades and another suit, with 2♥ being the non-forcing enquiry for the 5-card suit. I recommend that if you have both majors you show the weaker/shorter one first because that helps the search for a fit. So with 5 hearts and 4 spades overcall 1NT with 2♣, showing hearts and another suit.
(u) West


East


South
         West
  North
East


♠
K Q 7 4 2

♠ 9 3


1NT
         2♣
  P

2♦

♥
A Q J 3 

♥ 9 7 5 

P
         2♠
  End

♦
8 4


♦ A 7 5 2

♣
9 3


♣ K Q 6 2 

In (u) East bids 2♦ to ask for West’s cheapest 5-card suit. With 5 hearts West would rebid 2♥ but with only 4 hearts West bids 2♠. Generally the 5-2 fit plays at least as well as the 4-3 fit.
