Simple  Endplay Theory

When you are declarer you may well spend much of your time wondering what defenders will get up to if you give them the lead.  Now we focus of enlisting the help of defenders to do for you what you cannot do for yourself. Consider position (a) with 9 tricks having been played. Spades are trumps. How many of the remaining tricks do you expect each side to take?

a)

♠ J



♥ A J 5



♦ -



♣ -

♠  -

                     ♠  -

♥  9 7 3

                     ♥  Q 8 6

♦  -

                     ♦ 6

♣ J

                     ♣  -



♠ 10



♥  K 10 4



♦  -



♣  -

The answer is that it depends who has the lead.
If declarer or dummy are on lead declarer can make 4 tricks only by guessing which way to finesse for the ♥Q.

A defender on lead is forced to self-destruct. Suppose West has the lead and tries a heart. Declarer plays low from dummy and East's queen is doomed. It is no better for West to leave hearts alone and play the ♣J. Declarer ruffs this in one hand and discards a heart from the other hand, disposing of the heart loser Declarer has been allowed to make his trumps separately in a situation where identical shape in the hands would otherwise have made this impossible. We say declarer has taken a ruff-and-discard.
Note the features of the layout that make this work. Declarer has a suit that would give better prospects if it were possible to force the defenders to play it. this might me a frozen suit or it might be a suit where declarer has a guess. There are also trumps in each hand, while the defenders have none left .Finally declarer has no stray cards left in the other suits. You are declarer in (b).
(b)
♠  A Q J 2

(c)
♠  K 10 9 8


♥  A J 5 


♥  6 4 2


♦  Q 7 6


♦  K 9


♣  6 5 2


♣  A K 7 3

♠  K 10 6 5

♠   A Q J 6 4 3


♥  K 10 4


♥  A Q 10


♦  A K 4


♦  A 4


♣  A K 7


♣  6 2
Contract: 6♠  Lead: ♦J 
Contract: 6♠ Lead: ♦Q

You have a certain club loser, and you appear to have a heart guess. However your plan is to use the club loser to avoid having to make a heart guess. The ♦A takes trick 1 and trumps are drawn in 3 rounds. Now you plan to get rid of all your minor suit cards, called eliminating the suits. The next step is to cash the ♦K Q and ♣A K and then give up the lead (called exiting) with the ♣7. West is left on lead in the position shown in (a). We say West is endplayed, forced to self-destruct.
So what alerted you to an endplay? Beginners learn how to finesse. The expert looks for a way to avoid a finesse, and when a possible finesse is available thoughts of a possible endplay are never far away!
In hand (c) your prospects seem excellent. You can take 2 heart finesses, and if either works your contract is successful. 75% is hardly bad odds for a slam but you cannot complain of bad luck if you fail because an endplay can make the contract 100% secure. Win the ♦A, draw trumps in 2 rounds, and set about eliminating the minor suits: ♣A K, club ruff, diamond to dummy's ♦K and ruff the last club. You are planning an endplay, but there are crucial differences from hand (b).
In (b) you could give the lead to either opponent. This time it is pointless to lose the lead to East, who can safely lead a heart through your hand. West is the hand who cannot lead hearts without giving you your contract. This has similarities to the concept of the 'safe hand’.
Having completed your elimination you re-enter dummy with a trump and finesse your ♥10. Of course it is possible that the ♥10 will win the trick, or lose to the ♥K, making an endplay irrelevant. However you are not worried if it loses to the ♥J. West will be left on lead, forced to either continue hearts into your remaining ♥A Q or lead a minor suit to concede a ruff-and-discard.   Note that here you are using the 'problem' suit to endplay West.
The examples we have shown so far involve making a good contract into a certainty, but often endplays simply improve the odds. Consider (c) again, but this time the ♥A Q 10 are replaced by VA J 9. You should draw trumps and eliminate the minor suits as above, but now lead a heart to your ♥9. This gains if East has the ♥10 and West the ♥K Q, West wins with the ♥Q and leads from the ♥K into your ♥A J.
In example (d) things are worse still, indeed you have little chance without an endplay, but the hearts in (d) are frozen so it is to your advantage to force the defenders to open the suit. 

(d)
♠  A Q J 2


♥  A 9 5


♦  Q 7 6






♣  6 5 2





♠ K 10 6 5






♥ K 10 4






♦ A K 4





♣ A K 7




Suppose you proceed as in (b), drawing trumps, eliminating the minor suits and exiting with the ♣7. If the heart honours are split between the defenders the position will now be as in (e).
e)

♠ J



♥ A 9 5



♦ -



♣ -

♠ -

                     ♠ -

♥  Q 8 6

                     ♥  J 7 2

♦ -

                     ♦  

♣ J

                     ♣  4



♠ 10



♥  K 10 4



♦  -



♣  -

Suppose West takes the club and exits with the ♥6. Play low from dummy, capture East's ♥J with your ♥K and finesse against West's ♥Q.
Endplay technique should not be looked at in isolation, indeed you will often find an endplay is the culmination of a thought process which involves much wider knowledge. Maybe the process of endplaying an opponent requires throwing a loser on a loser. Consider these hands:

(f)
♠  A K Q

(g)

♠   K 7


♥  6 4 3



♥  K J 10 6 4


♦  J 7 4



♦  6 5 4


♣  K J 10 9


♣  A 6 5

♠  8 6 2



♠   A 6 4 3


♥  A Q 2



♥  A Q 9 7 5


♦  A



♦  A Q 2



♣  A Q 8 6 4 3


♣  7
Contract: 6♠  Lead: ♦K

Contract:  Lead: ♠Q

In (f) the diamond suit doesn't interest you for trick taking purposes, but knowledge that West has the ♦Q turns your reasonable contract into a certainty. Take the ♦A, draw trumps ending in dummy and ruff a diamond. Now cash your spade honours, and call for the ♦J, discarding your ♥2. West wins but is endplayed.
Note that even without a diamond lead this would have been worth a try. In particular, the diamond honours may be split and a sleepy East may fail to cover the ♦J. If East does cover you have lost nothing.
In (g) you take the ♠K, draw trumps in 2 rounds and start cross-ruffing: ♠A, ♣A, club ruff, spade ruff, club ruff. Now lead your last spade. If West follows suit you can ensure your contract by discarding a diamond loser from dummy, endplaying West. If West shows out trump the spade and you will have to tackle diamonds yourself.

Quiz

(1)
♠  A Q J 2

(2)

♠  K 10 9 8 3


♥  A J 5



♥  Q 4 2


♦  Q 7 6



♦  A 9


♣  6 5 2



♣  6 4 2

♠  K 10 6 5


♠  A Q J 6 4


♥  K 10 4



♥  J 5 3


♦  A K 4



♦  K 4



♣ A K J



♣  A K 7
Contract: 6♠ Lead: ♦J  
Contract: 4♠   Lead: ♦Q

Trumps break 3-2

Answers to Quiz

(1)  You didn't finesse clubs, did you? The ♣J is a snare. It gives you the chance of all 13 tricks, so leading you into temptation. Of course the correct, and foolproof play is to draw trumps, eliminate diamonds, cash the ♣A K and exit with the ♣J.

(2)  Your chances of making a trick from ♥Q 4 2 opposite ♥J 5 3 are no better than 50% if you play the suit yourself. However if you can force the defenders to open up the suit you have a sure trick.
  Win the ♦K, draw trumps, cash the ♦A and ♣A K before exiting with a club. Suppose West takes it and tries a low heart. Play low from dummy and you are guaranteed a heart trick.

  Note that if the heart honours are split (each defender having one) then hearts is a frozen suit.
