Active or Passive Defence

 If fate has been kind enough to deal you a solid suit, eg ( K Q J 10 9  the answer to the question of what you are trying to achieve is obvious,. You are trying to knock out the ( A and make tricks with the rest. However in most cases the answer is not so clearcut. In general, you have two approaches to defence.  You can try to achieve something. It might be setting up length winners against a no-trump contract, or getting a ruff against a suit contract. I call this: ‘Active Defence’.  Alternatively, you can try to do absolutely nothing, in other words sit back and let declarer do his own work in the hope that he cannot generate enough tricks. I call this: ‘Passive Defence’.  

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.

 (a)

        ( 10 6 5


(b)

( 9 6 5



      ( K J 4 3 2


( Q 7

( K J 4 3 2


( 8 7



        ( A 9 8 





( A Q 10

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. However be warned: there is no such thing as a guaranteed passive opening lead. 

( A J 8

( 7 5 3


    ( Q 6 4 2



( K 10 9

In the layout above declarer has to guess who has the (Q. If you lead a spade declarer is saved a guess. Your passive spade has not directly given a trick away, but it has given information to declarer that might enable him to get things right. 

It is often thought that leading a small singleton or doubleton is passive. That really isn’t so, as demonstrated by (c) and (d) below. 

(c)
   ( Q 8 6 5



(d)
  ( Q 5 4


( 2


( J 10 4 3  

( 8 2


( J 7 6 3 


   ( A K 9 7




  ( A K 10 9 

In (c) a lead of the ( 2 gives the whole suit away. The (5 is played from dummy and East must play the (10. Declarer wins the (A, crosses to dummy with the (Q and takes a marked finesse against East’s remaining ( J 4. Left to his own devices declarer will try to cash the (A and (Q, leaving East’s (J 10 worth a trick. This example shows you why leading a singleton trump is rated so poorly. Equally, leading a singleton against a suit contract in a suit which declarer or dummy has bid is highly likely to compromise an isolated honour in partner’s hand. Only make this lead if you have good reason to believe that you will get your ruff.

In (d) your (8 lead allows declarer four easy tricks. If declarer had to play the suit himself he may well cash the (A Q K, hoping the (J falls.

Generally, the shorter your suit the more likely it is that you will damage partner’s holding. A holding like ( 7 5 2  or ( 7 5 3 2  is  as passive as you are likely to get.

Frozen Suits

There is always a danger if you underlead an isolated honour. If you lead from a suit like ( K 9 4 3 2 you risk finding layout (a1):

(a1)


( 7 6

( K 9 4 3 2



( J 10 8

( A Q 5

You have given away a trick that declarer could not have generated for himself. If you had known this in advance you might have waited for partner to get the lead and play the suit. This suit is safe for East to lead, but not for West.

There are other suits where leading away from rubbish don’t actually give declarer anything he could not have achieved for himself but gives away vital information, for example (a2).

(a2)

( K 10 6 

( 7 5 3
  


( Q 9 4 2



( A J 8

If West leads a spade he saves declarer from having to guess who has the (Q

However there are some suit combinations for which if any player on either side plays the suit, he concedes a trick. Such a suit combination is called a FROZEN SUIT. Look at the spade suit in layout (b).

(b)

( K 10 6 

( Q 7 5 3
  

( J 4 2



( A 9 8

If West leads the (3, North plays low and declarer captures East’s (J with his (A. Now he can finesse dummy’s (10 and make 3 tricks.

  If East leads the (2, North captures West’s (Q with the (K and declarer can finesse his (9, again making 3 tricks.

  If South leads the (8 and West plays low, North must play the (K and now the (Q and (J prevent declarer from making a third spade trick.

  If North leads the (6 East plays low and South must play his (A. Again the (Q and (J prevent declarer from making a third spade trick.

If the players are experts this suit may be doomed to lay in limbo, with nobody prepared to touch it. If an expert declarer needs three spade tricks he will try to arrange to endplay a defender to force him to open up the spades or give a ruff-and-discard.

The heart suit in layout (c) is also frozen.

(c)

 ( J 7 5

( K 8 4 3


( Q 9 2



 ( A 10 6

If West leads the (3, North plays low and declarer captures East’s (Q with his (A. He makes a second heart trick by force.

If East leads the (2 South plays low and West must play the (K to prevent dummy’s (J scoring. Now declarer can make a second heart trick by finessing his (10.

  How about if North leads a spade? Provided the defenders obey the standard defensive guidelines of second hand playing low or covering an honour with an honour, declarer is held to one heart trick. 

  If North leads the (5 then East plays low and declarer tries the (10, losing to West’s (K. East still has the (Q 9 sitting over dummy’s (J, denying declarer a second heart trick.

  If North leads the (J, East covers with the (Q and South takes the (A. West’s (K 8 still sit over declarer’s (10 6.   

We can actually formalise the honour position which makes this heart suit frozen. East has the (Q, sitting over dummy’s (J. The purpose of the (Q is to neutralise the (J. The (Q should sit there waiting until the (J is played. If East leads a heart he is releasing the hold his (Q has over dummy’s (J. The fact that East can see the (J in dummy means that even if he doesn’t know the exact heart layout he can suspect that the suit might be frozen.

  Equally West’s (K is poised over declarer’s (10. If West leads a heart he is relinquishing the hold his (K has over declarer’s (10. West cannot see declarer’s (10, but may well suspect that this is the position.

  It might occur to you that East can see his (Q sitting over dummy’s (J, whereas West cannot see declarer’s (10. For this reason it can be easier for the defender sitting after dummy to judge whether a suit might be frozen. 

A slight change to the diamond suit in layout (d) unfreezes the suit.

(d)

( 7 6 5

( K 8 4 3


( Q 9 2



 ( A J 10 

Now declarer can always make two diamond tricks, courtesy of taking the double finesse. Again East might not know the layout, but the fact that there is no honour in dummy means that if he chooses to lead the (2 he is not giving anything away.

Principle: Beware of opening up a suit in which you have a single honour if the opponent before you has a lower honour.
A suit which is not initially frozen, may become so as play progresses, for example the clubs in layout (e).

(e)

( K 5 4

( Q 9 6 2


( A J 7



( 10 8 3

West leads the (2 to East’s (J. No harm is done yet, but if either defender leads another club declarer will be given a trick. Suppose, having won the (J, East puts West in with a diamond. If West is convinced it is necessary to continue the attack on clubs he has two choices.

  West might continue with the (Q. He knows South has the (10, but it could be doubleton.

  Alternatively West could continue with the (6 and hopes declarer misguesses.

On the whole I would advise you not to pay too much attention to frozen suits at trick 1 when you make the opening lead, because you don’t have enough information to form an opinion. Just  try to make a sensible decision between active defence and passive defence. If you had to worry about frozen suits when making the opening lead you would never again make an opening lead! However, by trick 2 the possibility of fatally opening up a frozen suit should be an integral part of your thinking. The average bridge player is far too active in defence. He tends to lead a suit, find he has given away a trick, and try something else in the vague hope that this will work better. A likely outcome is that he gives away another trick. Most players switch from one suit to another far too frequently. The answer to this problem is to develop a bridge logic, which recognises when you have to attempt to take your defensive tricks before they can disappear, and when you can afford to sit back and wait for them to come to you. If you can tell that sooner or later declarer will have to play diamonds, it is usually best for your side if you wait for him to do it rather than do it yourself.

In hand (f) you are East. Your partner leads a highly satisfactory (6 to dummy’s (10 and your (Q. What switch do you make at trick 2?

(f)

( A J 10 8

( 10 9 2

( 10 5 4

( A K 8





( K Q 9 2

Lead (6


( 8 7





( J 6 3 2





( 9 6 3

South
North

1(
1(
2(
4(
You must realise that a diamond switch isn’t safe. Suppose the layout of the suit is (g):

(g)

( 10 5 4

( K 9 8


( J 6 3 2



( A Q 7

Left to play diamonds on his own declarer will lose two tricks because West’s (K is sitting after declarer’s (Q, and your (J is sitting after dummy’s (10. The diamond suit is frozen. If you lead the (2 declarer can play low from his hand and your partner has to play the (K. Leading a low diamond releases the hold your (J has on dummy’s (10. That is not to say that under no circumstances is it correct to play a diamond. You realise there is some risk in playing a diamond, but perhaps there is a risk in not playing a diamond. The crucial question is whether declarer might be able to use any winners in dummy to discard diamonds in his hand (or vice versa). Certainly if there was an ominous looking long suit in dummy it would be right to lead a diamond, whatever the risk. However this doesn’t look very threatening here. Declarer may have (Q x doubleton may be able to use dummy’s (A K to discard a diamond loser, but in that case declarer might be left with spade losers. If you cashed your diamond tricks then declarer would discard a spade instead. Declarer doesn’t seem to have much to spare for his 4(, and the spades are certainly lying badly for him. I would recommend a passive switch at trick 2, maybe to the (7.

Note that if you took the same example and replaced dummy’s (10 by the (7 there would be no danger that dummy is a frozen suit and a diamond switch would be clearcut.

In hand (h) example West led (Q. How should East defend?

(h)

( K 9 6 3

( K Q 8 3

( 3

( J 8 4 3





( J 5





( A J 9 4

(Q led


( A 7 5 4





( Q 6 5

South
North

1(
4(
Declarer had.

( A Q 8 7 2
( 6
( K 8 2   ( K 9 7 2

Here is the full club layout.


( J 8 4 3

( A 10



( Q 6 5



( K 9 7 2



4( is I pretty hopeless contract because of the duplication of red suit values: kings opposite singletons. Declarer has to play the clubs for one loser, clearly impossible. However, as so often, the defenders came to the rescue. East took (A and returned (5. Declarer played low, West took (A and returned (10, gifting declarer the club suit. The moment East led a club the contract was makeable. Even if West had won (A and switched suits declarer would not have found it hard to draw trumps and run (J, pinning West’s (10. 

So how should East have known?

Firstly, there was no danger that declarer’s club losers could vanish. Certainly declarer’s (K was no danger: all it would do is to allow declarer to discard dummy’s fourth club. Were dummy’s hearts any danger? East’s (A will certainly neutralise one of dummy’s heart honours and it seems unlikely that declarer can score any more than one heart trick.

Secondly, there was a very significant clue that the clubs might be frozen, namely dummy’s (J.  East should regard the purpose of (Q as being to neutralise this (J and hopefully bring West’s (10 into play. The moment East leads a club it releases dummy’s (J from the control of East’s (Q. As you can see, West has to waste (A (whose purpose should be to neutralise declarer’s (K) in order to prevent dummy from scoring a cheap trick with (J.

Leave frozen suits alone, and you will become a far better defender! Isolated honours scattered around randomly are often an indication that a suit may be frozen. 

Of course the examples we have seen so far have had fairly clearcut solutions. Life is not always that simple and often we are left not with the perfect science of working out the ‘correct’ defence, but instead with the imperfect art of risk assessment. There might be risks in opening up a suit which could be frozen, but alternatively if we sit back and wait declarer’s side suit might turn out to be solid enough to allow declarer to discard dummy’s losers in our suit. Generally speaking, the nearer in rank an honour is to an honour sitting before it in dummy, the greater the risk that the suit might be frozen. 

If East leads from a queen while dummy has the jack there is a high risk that you are giving away a trick, for example layouts (h) and (i). The queen and jack are adjacent honours.

(h)

( J 3 2

( 10 8 6 


( Q 9 5 4



( A K 7

(i)

( J 3 2

( K 8 6


( Q 9 5 4



( A 10 7

If East leads from an ace while dummy has the jack there is a lesser risk that you

Are opening up a frozen suit. The only dangerous combination is the diamond layout in (j). There are two missing honours between the ace and the jack.

(j)

( J 3 2

( K 10 4


( A 9 7 5



( Q 8 6

We have to get to the stage where there are three missing honours before it becomes totally safe. If East leads from the ace while dummy has the ten, for example in the club suit in layout (k) there are no dangerous combinations. 

(k)

(10 3 2





( A 9 7 5

Treating isolated honours with respect in defence

One final point is demonstrated in hand (l).  Spades are a side suit and declarer leads a spade through your ( J 5  towards  ( A 10 3 2  in dummy

(l)

( A 10 3 2

( J 5 




I have seen far too many club players rise with the  (J. This has the effect of allowing declarer to finesse against partner’s (Q ie: unfreezing the suit to declarer’s advantage. They have two reasons, each as bad as each other:

Bad excuse number 1):    I had to show partner I had a doubleton. The purpose of high cards is to help win tricks, not make signals! You should never use jacks (or even tens) in this cavalier way if declarer is playing the suit. Treat jacks with respect. They might not make many tricks by brute force in defence but they often combine well with a holding in partner’s hand to build a trick.

Bad excuse number 2):    I wanted to force out the ace.  In fact declarer intended to play the ace anyhow and will be delighted to see it take the jack!  

Making the Opening Lead from specific honour holdings:

1) Leading from an ace 

The purpose of your ace is to kill an enemy honour on your right. Look at the layout below:



( Q 7 6

( A 9 8 5 2


( J 10 



( K 4 3

If West leaves declarer to broach the spade suit then declarer can make only one trick. If West leads the ace then declarer makes tricks with the ( K and the ( A.

If West underleads the (A then South’s ( K wins the trick, and declarer has a second spade trick by leading up to dummy’s (Q.

  Effectively, as the suit stands West’s (A is waiting to pounce on South’s ( K. If West touches spades at all, declarer’s ( K is released from this straightjacket. How much does this matter?

If the contract is 3NT West might lead the (5 and concede a second spade trick. However he may subsequently get ample compensation in the form of two spade length tricks to go with his (A. If West is defending a suit contract, then length tricks won’t come into play because presumably declarer will be able to trump length winners. This allows us to state some pretty emphatic guidelines:

On the opening lead it is very rarely right to underlead a side-suit ace against a suit contract. 

On the opening lead you should be wary of cashing unsupported side-suit aces against a suit contract. If you do cash an unsupported ace, you should realise that you are pursuing a very active defence.  Exceptions might be:

  a)  Opponents are in a suit slam and you are afraid than any losers in your ‘ace’ suit might disappear. You would then cash your ace.

  b)  Opponents are playing in 5( or 5(, having investigated 3NT and decided against it because they don’t seem to have a stopper in an unbid side suit. In that case you have good reason to believe that your partner has a strong holding in the suit, so you might cash the unsupported ace.

  c)  You might cash a singleton ace in a side-suit when defending against a suit contract in the hope of getting a ruff. However, like with all singleton leads you should realise that there is likely to be a price to pay if you don’t get your ruff. Look at the heart suit below.



( K 10 8 7


(A


( J 5 4 

                      ( Q 9 6 3 2

If you lead the (A then declarer doesn’t have to worry about the ( J. On the other hand if you leave the suit alone declarer might fatally start with a heart from dummy towards his ( Q.

2) Leading from a king

There is a common misapprehension among club players that you should not underlead a king. Underleading a king is a perfectly respectable attacking lead, not without risk but often necessary. 

It is worthy of comment that if you are considering the likely effectiveness of such an attacking lead, the possession of lower honours makes the risk more worthwhile. Consider the three combinations below. In each case West leads the 3 and finds East with Q 9 7. 

(i)

( 10 6 2


(j)

( 10 6 2

( K 5 4 3


( Q 9 7 
( K J 4 3


( Q 9 7



( A J 8




( A 8 5

(k) 

( 6 5 2

( K 10 4 3


( Q 9 7



( A J 8

In (i) the spade lead has given declarer an easy second trick in the suit. You can make at most two spade tricks, and you need to knock out two stoppers.

  In (j) the heart lead has immediately generated three heart tricks.

  Even possession of the ten makes a difference. In (k)  East’s (Q forces the (A. If East can regain the lead then a diamond continuation gives the defence three diamond tricks.

Note that leading from a side suit of ( K 7 5 4 3  against a suit contract is more attacking than leading from ( K 3 2 because in the shorter suit your king is more likely to score later.

3)  Leading from a queen
Leading from a queen is rather like leading from a king: an attacking lead to be considered when the bidding suggests the risk is worthwhile. Leading from Q 10 3 2 is a better bet than leading from Q 4 3 2 for exactly the reasons described above.

Note that leading from a side suit of (Q 7 5 4 3  against a suit contract is more passive than leading from (Q 3 2 because in the longer suit it is more likely that your queen is worthless anyway. Note the contrast with leading from a king.

4)  Leading from a jack or ten.

Here I must try to dispel the illusion that leading from an unsupported jack or ten is. a nice, safe passive lead.

  Firstly look at the possible diamond suit in the initial hand of these notes to see the dangers of leading from a jack. 

  A lead from an unsupported jack almost gives you the worst of all worlds. You need partner to have an awfully good holding to create anything useful, so it isn’t a very good attacking lead.  Layout (l) shows the dangers.

(l)

( A 9 2

( J 7 6 3


( Q 8 5 

(.K 10 4 

If West leads a diamond then declarer has three tricks in the suit: West must play the ( Q which leaves a finesse position against East’s (J. Give West (J 9 6 3 and the lead becomes slightly better, for example exchange the (9 and (7 in (l) to get (m) and the lead gives away nothing, and indeed if East perseveres with diamonds the suit might yield something positive.

(m)

( A 7 2

( J 9 6 3


( Q 8 5. 

(.K 10 4 

  Now look at (n) below to see the perils of leading from a ten.

(n)

( A J 9

(10 5 4


( Q 6 3 2



( K 8 7

In practice, if you leave the suit alone you know very well declarer will cash the (K and unsuccessfully finesse the (J. However, if you lead a low spade declarer has two bites of the cherry. He starts by trying dummy’s (9, destroying your partner’s queen.

Even leading from a nine can be hazardous. Look at the heart layout below.



( 10 6 5

( 9 2



( Q J 4 3



( A K 8 7

West innocently leads the ( 9: 10 J A  and declarer doesn’t find it hard to make four heart tricks by subsequently finessing against East’s (Q. Allowing declarer four heart tricks is particularly frustrating if at the other table declarer starts by cashing (A K, thus restricting himself to two tricks. 

Not only is leading from an unsupported jack not passive: it requires partner to hold at least two honours in the suit to achieve anything, so it isn’t a dynamic active lead either. You really are getting the worst of all worlds!

