ACTIVE AND PASSIVE DEFENCE    
Defensive tactics fall into two categories.

   Active defence aims to cause declarer problems. Suppose you lead your fourth highest spade from ♠ K J 7 3 2 against 3NT.  You really hope partner has an honour (eg. Q x), otherwise you may be giving away a cheap trick that declarer could not have achieved by himself.

   Even if you do give away a cheap trick, it may be a necessary price to pay. Consider hand (a).

(a)


♠ 8 6 4




♥ Q J 4 




♦ A K 7 2




♣ A 5 3

♠ K J 7 3 2



♠ 9 5

♥ A 7 6



♥ K 5 3

♦ Q 6 3



♦ 10 9 8

♣ 6 2




♣ 10 9 8 7 4




♠ A Q 10




♥ 10 9 8 2




♦ J 5 4




♣ K Q J

West leads the ♠3 against 3NT and declarer wins the ♠10 at trick 1. Declarer needs to set up heart tricks to make 3NT, so a heart is led to trick 2. East wins and returns a spade. The defence now makes three spades and two hearts before declarer makes nine tricks.

  Ideally East would have led spades twice through South, preventing declarer from making more than one spade. However East only has one entry so that is impossible. If the defenders just sit tight and refuse to gambit a spade trick, declarer can eventually come to three clubs, three diamonds, two hearts and the ♠A.

Passive defence aims to do absolutely nothing and let declarer find tricks without help. The aim is to do nothing for declarer that declarer cannot do for himself. Hand (b) demonstrates this spectacularly. South is in 3NT.

(b)


♠ K J 8




♥ 9 5 2




♦ A Q 7 6




♣ A 7 2

♠ 9 7 6



♠ A Q 10 2

♥ A Q 10 8



♥ 7 6 4

♦ J 8 5 2



♦ 9 4 3

♣ 10 3




♣ 9 8 4




♠ 5 4 3




♥ K J 3




♦ K 10




♣ K Q J 6 5

If West leads either a low heart or a low diamond declarer has nine easy tricks, but suppose West starts with a spade. Declarer tries dummy’s ♠J and East wins the ♠Q. Then East switches to a passive heart. West wins and reverts to spades. By the time this carnage is finished the defenders have the first eight tricks.

Perhaps this example is a little extreme, but there is far greater scope for passive defence than most players realize. Many club players lead a fourth highest at trick 1. When that doesn’t work out they try another suit, leading from an honour again. Every time they switch suit they give away a trick, and at the end of it all they get nothing back, merely giving away a contract that was due to fail, or conceding unnecessary overtricks.

Leading from a holding with only small cards is passive in theory in that it is unlikely to give declarer anything that wasn’t there for the taking, but even an attempted passive lead is never totally safe because it can give away information. Quite often a passive lead gives away the position of partner’s queen or jack when declarer has a guess.

(c)


♠ A Q 10 7

♠ 8 6 4



♠ J 5 3 2




♠ K 9

The spade suit in layout (c) allows declarer to make four tricks by finessing the ♠9 (always assuming there are the entries to the North hand) but given no clues declarer might not play it that way. If West leads a passive ♠6 declarer cannot get it wrong.

  Of course the ideal opening lead is from a suit such as ♠K Q J 10 9: which is both active (setting up tricks for you) and passive (giving nothing away). Sadly you are rarely dealt a hand with such an attractive lead. The rest of this chapter gives you some clues as you have to decide between active and passive defence.

FROZEN SUITS

It is widely known that underleading an honour might give declarer a cheap trick, the concept of a frozen suit is not so widely known. Consider the spade and diamond suits shown in layouts (d) and (e). We consider the result of each player first leading the suit.

(d)


♠ Q 8 7

♠ K 9 5 2


♠ A 10 6




♠ J 4 3 

1) West leads the ♠2. The ♠7 is played from dummy and East must play the ♠A to prevent South’s ♠J winning the trick. South later makes a trick with North’s ♠Q.

2) East leads the ♠6. South plays low and West wins the trick with the ♠K. Either the ♠Q or ♠J will later take a trick for North/South.

3) South leads the ♠3. West plays low and North’s ♠Q is taken by East’s ♠A. Now West has the ♠K 9 sitting over South’s ♠J so North/South never makes a spade trick.

4) ) North leads the ♠7. East plays low and South’s ♠J is taken by West’s ♠K. Now East has the ♠A 10 sitting over North’s ♠Q so North/South never make a spade trick.

Do you see the implication? If East or West open up the spade suit North/South have a spade trick. If North or South open up the spade suit they make no trick. Whichever side first tackles the suit gives away a trick. The suit is frozen in than nobody wants to touch it. Of course good players try to endplay their opponents into opening up such suits.

  It is instructive to see why the suit is frozen. Honours are meant to kill lesser honours, not hit thin air. The destiny of West’s ♠K should be to kill South’s ♠J. If West leads spades then West’s ♠K is no longer waiting for South’s ♠J.  Similarly, East’s ♠A is there to capture North’s ♠Q. If East leads spades then North’s ♠Q comes into play without the threat of East’s ♠A.

The diamond suit in (e) is also frozen.

(e)


♦ A J 5

♦ Q 9 4


♦ K 8 7 6




♦ 10 3 2

Again the purpose of West’s dQ is to capture South’s ♦10, while East’s ♦K must lie in wait for North’s ♦J.

Hand (f) features both of the suits shown above and is typical of duplicate pairs.

(f)

♠ Q 8 7



♥ K 5 4



♦ A J 5



♣ K Q 10 9

♠ K 9 5 2



♠ A 10 6

♥ 9 8 7



♥ A J 10 2

♦ Q 9 4



♦ K 8 7 6 

♣ J 7 2



♣ 6 3

♠  J 4 3



♥ Q 6 3



♦ 10 3 2



♣ A 8 5 4

South

North



1♣
1NT

P

It would not be unreasonable for West to lead the ♠2, the fourth highest of his longest and strongest suit, but we would prefer a passive heart lead. It is often best to lead passively against a low level contract. 

 On West’s ♥8 lead dummy plays low. East rises with the ♥10 and declarer takes the ♥Q. Declarer now cashes four clubs. West discards a heart, while East throws a spade and a diamond. Declarer now has six tricks, but is reluctant to play spades or diamonds so best is to exit with a heart. East cashes three hearts, leaving this position



♠ Q 8



♥ –



♦ A J 5



♣ –

♠ K 9 5



♠ A 10

♥ –




♥ -

♦ Q 9 




♦ K 8 7

♣ -




♣ –



♠ J 4 3



♥ –



♦ 10 2



♣ -

 Now East is endplayed, forced to open up either spades or diamonds, so declarer makes 1NT. Both sides have played tightly and may well score an average.

You should learn to consider frozen suits whenever you have an honour sitting after dummy’s honour. In hand (g) North finds the highly satisfactory lead of the ♠6 and you take dummy’s ♠10 with your ♠Q. You want to exit passively. Which suit can you play safely?

(g)

♠ A J 10 3



♥ K 7 



♦ 10 6 4



♣ 8 4 3 2









South
North





♠ K Q 9 2

1♥
1♠




♥ 8 2


2♥
 P





♦ J 8 3





♣ K J 6 5

Hearts are clearly not safe because West might hold ♥Q x x.

Diamonds may seem safe, but suppose the position is:




♦ 10 6 4


♦ K 9 5 2


♦ J 8 3




♦ A Q 7

On your ♦3 lead South plays the ♦7. West must rise with the ♦K to prevent dummy’s ♦10 winning, so South makes the ♦A and ♦Q. Left to tackle the suit without help, South’s ♦Q would lose to West’s ♦K and dummy’s ♦10 would be captured by your ♦J. The clue to this position is that you should assume that the role of your ♦J is to take dummy’s ♦10. A diamond switch would be safe if the ♦10 in dummy was replaced by a tiny diamond.

  The only safe switch is a club, because there is no club honour in dummy.

Of course we must stress that we are not saying that you should never switch to a suit that might be frozen. The point of this hand is that there is no hurry to build diamond tricks. There is no threatening long suit in dummy, so any losers declarer might have in diamonds cannot run away.

THE OPENING LEAD

Playing teams of four you might decide that a risky opening lead offers the best chance of beating a contract. Playing pairs you generally lead in the same way, but where you have a close decision between an aggressive, but risky, lead and a passive, but hopefully safer, lead you might be more inclined to choose the passive option. If you are considering leading from a broken suit against no-trumps having a fifth card in the suit makes a world of difference. Leading from a 4-card suit you cannot expect to establish more than one length card in the suit, and you can only achieve that if neither of your opponents has four. If you have a 5-card suit you can hope to establish two tricks, and indeed your prospects are better because there is less likelihood of an opponent holding four cards in the suit.

(h)
♠ A J 9 5 4

♥ 8 7 5
♦ J 6 4 3
♣ 7

(1)
South
North

(2)
South
North




1NT
2NT


1♥
3♣




3NT 



3NT

Consider hand (h) after bidding sequences (1) and (2).  In each case we would recommend a spade lead. Admittedly it might give away a cheap trick, but you hope to take four spades when partner gains the lead. There are a lot of layouts in which four spade tricks will be available even if partner can contribute no more than the ♠10, for example:



♠ Q 6



or


♠ 8 6

♠ A J 9 5 4

♠ 10 3 2


♠ A J 9 5 4

♠ 10 3 2 



♠ K 8 7





♠ K Q 7

Now consider hand (i) after auctions (4), (5) and (6).:

(i)
♠ A J 5 4

♥ 8 7 5
♦ J 6 4 3
♣ 7 2

(3)
South
North

(4)
South
North

(5)
South
North


1NT
2NT


1NT
P


1♥
3♣


3NT



 



3NT

After auction (3) we would recommend a heart lead. Declarer has only just staggered into 3NT and you should be reluctant to concede an undeserved spade trick. Particularly if declarer has ♠Q x x in dummy and ♠K x x in hand, a spade lead would allow declarer to make two spade tricks.

  After auction (4) we also would lead a heart. You have no idea whether or not 1NT is making, but at duplicate pairs we would counsel against leading from a flimsy 4-card suit against 1NT.

  After auction (5) we would lead a spade, if only because it seems that unless we take what we can quickly everything will disappear on declarer’s hearts and dummy’s clubs.

What would you lead from (j) after auctions (4) and (5)?

(j)
♠ K J 10 4 3

♥ 9 8

♦ J 6 4 3
♣ 7 2

(6)
South
West
North
East

(7)
South
West
North
East




1♥
P


2NT
P
P
P



1NT
P
3NT
P


P
P

The difference between the auctions is that in (6) the strength is concentrated in the North hand. In that case North is more likely than South to have the ♠Q. We would lead the ♠J (or ♠10 if that accords with your methods).

  Auction (7) shows that South has the vast majority of the strength, so a spade lead is far more likely to give away a cheap trick to the ♠Q. Also you are rather unlikely to see much reward for your investment if South can hold up the ♠A till the third round. Lead a passive ♥9 and hope that partner can get in and lead spades through declarer. 

Now what would you lead from (k) after auctions (8) and (9)?

(k)
♠ A J 10 4 3

♥ 9 8

♦ J 6 4 3
♣ 7 2 

(8)
South
West
North
East

(9)
South
West
North
East




1♥
P


2NT
P
P
P



1NT
P
3NT
P


P
P

This time we would lead the ♠J (or ♠10) in each case. If declarer has ♠K Q x the spade lead won’t cost a trick, and when East gets the lead a spade return could be very lucrative.

To emphasise that we are not recommending that you always lead passively consider your leads from  hands (l) and (m) after auction (10).

(l)
♠ A 6 4 3
♥ 8 5 4
♦ 9 6 5
♣ J 10 9

(m)
♠ K 6 4 3
♥ 8 5 4
♦ 9 6 5
♣ J 10 9

(10)
South
North

1♦
2♥
3♦
3♥
4NT

5♥
6♥
In both cases we recommend a spade lead: the ♠A with (l) and the ♠3 with (m). The general principle of leaning towards passive leads and defence at duplicate pairs doesn’t take away your responsibility to listen to the bidding. Here South clearly has long hearts and North has long diamonds.

   With (l) the ♠A might be your only trick in defence, and unless you take it, it is quite likely that it will run away. If partner has a second trick (in the red suits)  that will be a pleasant bonus.

   With (m) your small spade lead might give a cheap trick to the ♠Q, but with long suits in hand and dummy declarer is hardly likely to be short of tricks if you lead passively, particularly since the long suits seem to be breaking kindly for declarer. You must hope that partner has the ♠Q and a red suit trick, or, just possibly, that partner has the ♠A.

Look at some more mundane leads. What should you lead from (n) after sequences (11), (12), and (13)?

(n)
♠ 8 4 2
♥ Q 10 7
♦ Q 10 8
♣ A Q 3 2

(11)
South
North

(12)
South
North

(13)
South
North


1NT
3NT


1♠
2♠


1♥
2♥





4♠



4♥
In each case we would lead a passive spade. Don’t be active when the bidding doesn’t suggest that dummy has any long suits which could be used to discard declarer’s losers.

Finally, consider your lead from hand (p) after the same three auctions.

 (p)
♠ 8

♥ 8 6 4
♦ A Q 8 6 5

♣ 9 7 6 5

(11)
South
North

(12)
South
North

(13)
South
North


1NT
3NT


1♠
2♠


1♥
2♥





4♠



4♥
After auction (11) lead a low diamond. It might cost a trick, but you have a good 5-card suit so the potential reward is high.

  After (12) lead a passive heart. Note that a singleton trump is not a passive lead because it might trap partner’s ♠Q x x  or ♠J x x x.

  After (13) lead your singleton spade. A singleton is not a passive lead, because if you fail to get a ruff you have often given away the position of vital intermediate honours in partner’s hand. However here your three trumps give you excellent prospects of a ruff. Hopefully partner’s entry, a spade ruff and two diamond tricks will beat 4♥.

