SMITH PETERS

In any situation you will have a main carding method (count, attitude). There are certain defined situations where you agree to depart from this method: (eg a McKenney signal when giving partner a ruff.)  There are other situations where a different approach might be more helpful.

In the example below West leads the ♠5 to North’s ♠A, East’s ♠8 and declarer’s ♠4. West will need to interpret East’s ♠8 pretty quickly because he is going to win trick 2 with the ♣A. Should he continue spades, or perhaps switch to hearts? East could have as many as five points: if East has the ♠K a spade continuation is essential. On the other hand if East has ♥A-10-7-3 a heart switch is vital. 
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It is hard to be dogmatic about whether the ♠8 should show count or attitude. From East’s point of view West might have led from ♠K-Q-6-5-2, in which case if East has four (9-8-7-3) then East must tell West the good news by playing his second highest. West could then cash spades from the top, East retaining the ♠3 to avoid blocking the suit. On the other hand if East has the ♠K he will be keen to give an attitude signal.

Surprisingly it is possible to have your cake and eat it. The idea is that if the defenders win trick 1, the play at trick 1 and trick 2 usually give all the information anybody could need about attitude. However if declarer or dummy has won trick 1 the partner of the opening leader gives a normal count signal, but that on the suit that declarer plays first both players start a high-low signal to show they like the suit led, or low-high to show lack of interest. This idea is called a SMITH PETER and it is commonly used only against no-trump contracts. 

In our example East follows with the ♠8 at trick 1 (from four) but then plays the ♣2 on trick 2 (showing dislike of spades). If West leads a second spade it is likely to straight round to declarer’s ♠K-J so he switches to the ♥Q.  If East had followed to trick 2 with the ♣8 that would clearly indicate interest in spades, so West would continue with the ♠2.

When making a Smith Peter a player should interpret his holding in the light of what partner already knows
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In layout i) West leads the ♠5. North plays the ♠3 and  East’s ♠Q loses to declarer’s ♠A . East will subsequently Smith Peter to show he has the ♠K.
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In layout ii) West leads the ♥5. North plays the ♥3 and  East’s ♥K  loses to declarer’s ♥A . East will Smith Peter to show he has the ♥J. Does this sound confusing? Not really. East’s ♥K at trick 1 denied the ♥Q so East is showing the highest heart he can possibly hold.  If West has led from ♥ Q-x-x-5-x  he will know it is safe to underlead his ♥Q next time.
Opener can also use a Smith Peter to show his attitude towards his own suit.
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In layout iii)  West leads the ♦ 5 and the first trick goes: ♦ 5 ♦ 3 ♦ 9 ♦ J. When declarer starts playing his suit West will not make a Smith Peter. He knows that declarer still has ♦  A-K and has no particular wish to encourage a diamond return from East

Layout iv)




♣ 8 7 3

♣ A Q 6 5 2 


♣ 9 4                   




♣ K J 10

In layout iv)  West leads the ♣5 and the first trick goes:5-3-9-J. 

West wants East to grab the lead as soon as possible and return clubs. He will show that he still is interested in clubs by as spectacular a Smith Peter as he can afford.
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In layout v)  West leads the ♠5 and the first trick goes: ♠5 ♠3 ♠10 ♠A. 

West knows that declarer has the ♠9 (♠10 denies the ♠9), East has the ♠J (otherwise declarer would have won trick 1 with the ♠J)  and declarer has the ♠K (East would play the ♠K from ♠K-10-x).   Will West give a Smith Peter? It depends on the hand as a whole. Has he an entry? Does he see any alternative switch? Sometimes you Smith Peter just because you think continuing your suit is passive and don’t want partner switching. 
We will finish with a harder example. West leads the ♥3 against 3NT
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East knows that South has four hearts. If he plays the ♥A at trick 1 and returns the ♥Q then declarer can take the ♥K and his ♥10 will prevent West cashing hearts. So to retain an entry to his hand East plays the ♥Q at trick 1, won by declarer’s ♥K. Declarer plays diamonds: West withholds his ♦ A on the first round and East makes a Smith Peter (♦ 8 followed by ♦ 2) to show he wants a heart continuation. West continues with the ♥2 to East’s ♥A and the defenders take three further heart tricks to defeat 3NT.

Declarer signals

Perhaps my main task for this article is to persuade you that I don’t need the little men with white coats to take me away. Who can declarer signal to?  Read on! Declarer should be aiming to disrupt defensive signals.

For all of these examples spades are trumps and we will look at a critical heart side suit. The defenders are playing attitude signals.

In layout i) West has overcalled 1♥ and leads the ♥A, East playing the ♥6. Which card should South play?
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The answer is that it depends what declarer wants.

Firstly suppose declarer has a side suit of ♣A-3-2 in dummy and ♣ 7-6-4 in his hand. Declarer will make his contract only if he is allowed to discard a club on dummy’s third heart: a club switch at trick 2 will defeat him. Declarer wants to encourage a heart continuation. He is hoping for layout ii). If he plays the ♥5 then West will know that East’s ♥6 was the lowest available heart. If he can judge that East cannot have a singleton he may well switch to the dreaded club. Declarer should follow with the ♥8. This will leave West wondering whether East’s ♥6 was the start of a Peter with ♥6 5 doubleton. Human nature will make it very likely that West will continue with ♥K in the hope that East will ruff the third round and remove the threat of dummy’s ♥Q.
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In layout iii) West has overcalled 1♥ and leads the ♥A, East playing the ♥6. Which card should South play?
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This time you fear a heart ruff. It is likely that either the ♥6 is a singleton or from a doubleton. Do you have any chance? 

In practice you might be helpless, but it certainly makes it easy for West if you follow with the ♥8 or ♥9. West will notice the missing ♥3 and ♥4 and realize that there is no possible combination of cards consistent with his partner’s ♥6 that would allow East to have three hearts. Therefore it becomes obvious for West to continue with the ♥K and a heart ruff. If you play the ♥3 West will notice the missing ♥4, but this is consistent with East holding ♥ 9-8-7 and declarer holding ♥4-3 doubleton. If you can put just a touch of doubt in his mind, at best it might work, and at worst you give him the sort of problem that we all hate as defenders. The suit is shown in layout iv).
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At this stage I can hear your objections: How on earth can I work all this out at the table?  The good news is that you necessarily don’t need to! Did you notice declarer’s signals to defenders: They were playing standard attitude signals: in layout i) where declarer wanted a heart continuation he ‘signalled’ with a high heart. In layout ii)  declarer didn’t want a heart continuation. He ‘signalled’ with a low hearts. In other words, declarer copies the same signals as the defenders play: high to encourage, low to discourage. If they were playing reverse attitude signals (low to encourage, high to discourage), then declarer would have copied those methods, playing an encouraging ♥3 in layout i) and a discouraging ♥9 in layout ii).

Of course there are exceptions. In layout v) East has bid hearts strongly and West leads the ♥8. Declarer would like East to switch suits at trick 2 because he can discard his second heart on a winner in dummy. The first trick goes: 8-J-Q-?  If he follows with the ♥6 then East will know that West started with a singleton heart. If declarer follows with the ♥9 then East might believe that West started with a doubleton. 
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Luckily this is an easily identifiable situation. If you fear that a singleton has been led and want the other defender to believe it is a doubleton, play a high card.

It also matters which of touching equal honour cards declarer uses to win the trick. It is well known that the leader leads top of a sequence (A from A-K-Q) unless the defenders agree otherwise and third hand follows with bottom of a sequence (Q from A-K-Q). How does declarer play? He wins with the higher of touching honours.
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In layout vi) the contract is 3NT. West leads the ♥8 to East’s ♥J.

If declarer wins with the ♥Q it will be obvious to West that declarer has ♥A-K-Q. If declarer wins with ♥A West cannot be sure at this stage that East didn’t start with ♥K-Q-J.

How about if East gains the lead and switches to this suit: the ♥2.  If declarer wins the ♥A then defenders will have to do some work if they are to tell each other that declarer has such strong hearts. It will be easier for them if they play attitude rather than count signals. If declarer plays the ♥Q and it wins East won’t need the world’s greatest intellect to work out that South has ♥A-K-Q.  However West might be fooled into thinking that declarer has just taken a successful finesse.

Principle: In many situations it pays declarer to win the trick with the higher of touching honours.
It is not possible for me to cover every combination but I will finish with a quite instructive combination..In layout vii) East overcalled hearts so when West leads the ♥J against 4♥ declarer knows it is a singleton. East plays the ♥A at trick 1. South should  drop the ♥Q.
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The reasoning is simple:

If declarer plays the ♥10 East won’t be fooled. With ♥K-Q-J West would have led the ♥K.

If declarer plays the ♥K  East won’t be fooled. With ♥Q-J -10 West would have led the ♥Q

If declarer plays the ♥Q.  East might be fooled. With either ♥J-10 doubleton or ♥K-J-10 East would have led the ♥J

Principle: If an honour led, declarer should play the honour immediately above the one led. That is the one he is known to hold.

In this article I have tried to open your eyes to possibilities of camouflage. Of course there are many more possibilities, and if your opponents are playing different signals then different principles apply. My principles are necessarily not universal, but if you feel you cannot work out each case at the table I hope you find them useful. You can try to work these things out at the table, but to do so you must master the art of working it all out before you play a card from dummy. If you take your time before playing from dummy, the defenders might know you have a problem but they are unlikely to diagnose the nature of your problem.  

