Developing Tricks at No-trumps

Assume there are no trumps. The diagram for each shows the declarer holding and dummy. Try to play these combinations to make as many tricks as possible. Assume you can lead from either hand. You might find it helpful to construct the combinations from a pack, randomly dealing the missing cards to East and West.

Making Tricks by Brute Strength

Below are four card combinations that you might have to manipulate as declarer. They are unconnected (ie. they are not the different suits of a single hand). In each case try to work out how many tricks you expect to take.

♠ A Q 2 
♥ A Q 10
♦ A Q J 9
♣ A Q J 10 9

♠ K 4 3
♥ K J 9
♦ K 10

♣ K

The spade and heart holdings each provide three tricks. Despite having the top six hearts you cannot expect to take more than three heart tricks. To see why, try playing this combination. Suppose you start with the ♥A. The rules force you to continually play two of your 'winners’ on the same trick. All your winners disappear on just three tricks. In the minor suits there are the same cards as in hearts, but in diamonds you can make four tricks. Admittedly there will be wastage on the first two tricks, but dummy's last two diamonds will be able to take tricks separately. Note also that in playing diamonds it is correct to start with the ♦K, allowing you to take the second diamond trick in dummy and persevere with the suit. Firstly cash the high cards from the shorter holding.

In clubs there is even less wastage and you can make five tricks. Start with the ♣K and overtake it with dummy's ♣A, leaving you with the lead in the right hand to continue playing clubs. These tricks, being immediately cashable, are called top tricks.

To summarise:

In no-trumps the maximum number of tricks you can make in a suit is the number of cards held by the longer holding.

Now try to work out how many potential tricks you have with these holdings

♠ K J 9
♥ K J 9 6
♦ Q J 9
♣ Q J 9 8

♠ Q 10 8
♥ Q 10 8 7
♦ 10 8 7
♣ 10 7 6 5

You have all of the top spades except the ace. This reduces the number of tricks by one, leaving you with two. Suppose you immediately play on spades. The defenders take their ♠A and lead another suit. You now have two spade tricks to cash. Similarly with hearts, once you have dislodged the ♥A you have three tricks for the taking.

In the minor suits you have two top cards missing, the ace and the king. If you need to score tricks you must patiently play on the suit, forcing out these missing honours, and regaining the lead in other suits. The diamonds then give you one trick and clubs provide two.

The maximum number of tricks you can make in a suit is the number of cards held by the longer holding, minus the number of top cards you must force out.

It is worth mentioning now that it is natural for learners to have great fear of giving up the lead. We hope to calm your fears later

.

Who has the Missing Cards?

How many tricks do you expect to make with these combinations?

♠ K 4 3 2
♥ K 4 3 2
♦ K 4 3 2
♣ K 4 3 2

♠ A Q 6 5
♥ A Q 5
♦ A 7 6 5
♣ A 6 5

This time you cannot be sure. Consider the spade suit. There are five spades missing, the ♠J 10 9 8 7. Suppose they are distributed as in diagram (a) below.

(a)   
♠ K 4 3 2



(b) 
♠ K 4 3 2

♠ J 9


♠ 10 8 7

♠ 9


♠ J 10 8 7

♠ A Q 6 5




♠ A Q 6 5

In (a) by the time you have cashed the ♠A K Q neither opponent has a spade left. Nobody can beat your ♠6, which takes a fourth trick by length.

On the other hand they may be as in (b). This time your top three honours fall to draw the missing spades and East's remaining ♠J prevents your ♠6 scoring.

There are two noteworthy points here.

Firstly that while it does not require great skill to make tricks by brute strength, if you learn to take tricks with lowly sixes you are starting to master card skills.

Secondly, the trick making capacity of your small cards may depend not only on which cards are missing, but also who has them. You need a little bridge terminology here. In (a) one opponent has three spades and the other two. We say that the missing spades break 3-2. In (b) they break 4-1. It is worth considering how to count the missing cards. Start by subtracting your 8 spades from 13. That leaves them with 5. Count them down as you play the suit. On the first round they both follow, so they now have 3, etc

.

So how about the other suits on page above?

You are missing six hearts and North's fourth heart will be worth a trick if hearts break 3-3.

The diamond suit will furnish a third trick if the missing five diamonds break 3-2. In that case cashing your ♦A K leaves just one diamond at large, and you must force them to take it. Then the ♦7 becomes a length winner.

Finally, if the clubs break 3-3 playing the ♣A K and conceding a club will give you a third trick.

The probability of a 3-2 break when missing 5 cards in the suit is about 68%: far better than a finesse. If you are missing 6 cards in a suit the probability of a 3-3 break is only 36%, far worse than a finesse.

Losing the lead in no-trumps

In many of our earlier examples we have shown how you can establish tricks but only after you have given your opponents tricks in the suit. It is now time to examine these plays in the context of the whole hand. Learners understandably have a fear of losing the lead, so must evaluate these fears. Consider the hands below.

(c)
♠ A 3




(d)
♠ A K 3

♥ A Q 10


       
           ♥ A 7 4

♦ A 9 6 4


       

♦ K 6 3

 

♣ K J 10 9
 
                   

♣ K Q J 9
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♠ 9 6





♠ 5 4 2

 
♥ K J 9




♥ K 8 6

 
♦ K Q J 10




♦ A 7 4

 
♣ Q 8 7 6


       

♣ 10 7 6 5

Contract; 3NT



 Contract: 3NT

Lead:      ♠K



      
 Lead:      ♠Q

In (c) you have the potential of making three club tricks after driving out the ace. You win the ♠A and continue with a club, taken by West's ♣A. How many tricks do you expect to make now?  Examine the suits one by one.

In spades you have just taken your only trick, the ♠A.  You also have 3 heart tricks, 4 diamonds and 3 clubs. That makes eleven, plenty for 3NT. Sadly there is a snag. Your opponents have the lead and they persevere with spades. Soon you are unable to follow suit in either hand. You are forced to discard your precious winners on the opponents’ spades.

  Every learner suffers in this way, and the result is a natural desire to hang on grimly to the lead. The argument is: "You can never tell what they will get up to if you give them the lead."  It is important to realise that the deluge of spades that sank you was not black magic, and was not unpredictable. The problem was that you lost control of the spade suit. To play in a high level no-trump contract you need sufficient strength in each suit to stop your opponents breaking through in that suit. Perhaps you were in the wrong contract. Perhaps you were a bit unlucky. After all if your opponents had led any other suit you would have wrapped up eleven tricks in comfort. There is often nothing you can do about such hands.

  However, if you do have sufficient control in each suit you have nothing to fear from losing the lead. Consider hand (d).

Firstly imagine that you make the error of cashing your top tricks, the ♠ A K, the ♥A K and ♦A K. What now? One opponent now has two spade winners.  One has two heart winners and  one has two diamond winners.

You are still missing the ♣A. You can take the first six tricks, but that is all.

Now see what happens if you win the ♠A and turn your attention to clubs. An opponent takes the ♣A, but you have sufficient control of every suit to regain the lead. You end up taking nine tricks, the same six as before plus the three club tricks you have developed.

Do you see the difference?

At your first attempt you wrongly cashed the winners in your short suits. By doing so you set up winning tricks for defenders’ length cards.

Your second attempt was more successful because you kept the high cards in your short suits as control cards and established tricks in your long suit.

Can you now see why it is usually sensible for each side to attack the suit where it has length rather than just high cards? The defender with the opening lead tries a long suit, hoping to drive out the defenders’ guards and eventually score length winners. Declarer pursues the same plan.

In hand (d) your red aces and kings cannot run away. They will take later tricks. The last trick taken counts for as much as the first.

If you don't have enough tricks for your contract you may have to give up the lead even when danger threatens. Suppose, playing 3NT, having ♣9 8 5 3 in your hand and in dummy you have the singleton ♣A. Danger threatens when your opponents lead clubs. If you have enough immediate winners to fulfil your contract without relinquishing the lead it would be wise to take them quickly. However suppose you have just eight immediate winners, plus the ♥K Q (but missing the ♥A). You just grit your teeth and lead a heart at trick 2. If you are lucky the eight missing clubs will break 4-4, allowing them to cash just three more club tricks. If clubs break 5-3 or worse you may be defeated, but in this event there it nothing to be done. Ensure your contract when it is possible to succeed, and do not worry about unavoidable failures.

Quiz     With each of the following suit combinations:

(i)    Assuming you have plenty of leads to each hand and can afford to lose the lead a sufficient number of  times, how many tricks do you hope to make?

(ii)   Does your answer depend on the distribution of the missing cards? 

(iii)   If the suit behaves kindly for you, how many times do you  expect to lose the   lead before you can enjoy the fruits of your persistence?

(iv)   State if the order of playing your honour cards matters.

(a)   
♠ J 10 9

 (b)  
♥ J 10 9 8

(c)
♦ J 10 9 8 7
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♠ 8 7 6


♥ 7 6


     
♦ 6

(d)
♠ A 6 5 4 3  

(e)    
♥ A 7 6 5 4 3

(f)  
♦ A Q 6 5 4 3
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♠ K 2



♥ K 2



♦ K 2

(g)
 ♠ A K Q 7 6

(h)    
♥ A K 8 7 6
            (j)  
♦ A 9 8 7 6
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 ♠ 5 4 3 2  

        
♥ 5 4 3 2


♦ 5 4 3 2  

Now  you are asked to consider setting up winners in the context of the whole hand.

(2) 
♠ Q J 4 3



(3)  
♠ A 10 9

      

♥ 5 3 2 




♥ 8 6 3

♦ A K 4




♦ Q 3

♣ K 6 4




♣ 8 6 4 3 2
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♠ 10 9 6 5




♠ K Q J

♥ A K Q




♥ A K 7

♦ 5 3 2




♦ A K 2

♣ A 3 2




♣ 10 9 7 5

Contract: 3NT:    Lead: ♥J

Contract: 3NT:  Lead: ♦J

(4)
♠ A 5




(5)
♠ A 5

♥ A Q J 10




♥ A Q J

 
♦ Q J 9 8




♦ Q J 9 8
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♥ K 10 9

 
♦ A K 10 7




♦ A K 10 7

 
♣ Q J 10 2




♣ Q J 10

Contract: 3NT:   Lead; ♠K


Contract: 3NT  Lead: ♠K

Answers to quiz
(1)

(a) You cannot make any spade tricks.
(b) You can make one heart trick, independently of the distribution of the missing cards, but first you must drive out the ♥A K Q, losing the lead 3 times.
(c) You can make 2 tricks without worrying about the missing diamonds, again losing the lead 3 times.
(d) You can make 4 tricks if the missing spades break 3-3, losing the lead once on the way. If they break 4-2 you can make 3 tricks, losing the lead twice.
(e) You can make 5 tricks if the missing hearts break 3-2, losing the lead once. Alternatively, if they break 4-1 you make 4 tricks after giving up the lead twice.
(f) You can make all 6 diamond tricks without needing to lose the lead if diamonds break 3-2. If they are 4-1 you must give up a trick in order to make 5 tricks.
(g) You can make 5 tricks provided the missing spades don't break 4-0.   If they are .4-0 you must concede a trick in order to make four.
(h) You can make 5 tricks without losing the lead if hearts break 2-2. If they are 3-1, give up a trick to make four.
(j) You can make 4 tricks If diamonds break 2-2, giving up the lead once. If they are 3-1 you make 3 tricks after losing the lead twice.
Note that in (d), (e), and (f) it is correct to play the king first. Start by cashing the high cards from the shorter holding to avoid blocking the suit.

2)  You have 7 top tricks, the ♥A K Q,  ♦A K and ♣A K. You must not cash them, otherwise you will end up losing the last 6! Instead you must immediately set about developing the 2 extra tricks you need from spades. Every time you regain the lead, fire back a spade.

3)  You have 8 top tricks, and the ninth will have to come from the club suit. Take your ♦Q and attack clubs. If they break 2-2 your opponents will only be able to take 2 club tricks, despite possessing the 4 top honours.

4)  You have 9 top tricks: the ♠A and 4 in each red suit.  Take them and ensure your contract If you greedily try to develop club tricks you could well find grateful opponents adding 4 spade tricks to the ♣A, thus defeating 3NT.

5)  This time you have only 8 top tricks: the ♠A, 3 hearts and 4 diamonds. Having taken the ♠A you have no choice but to dislodge the ♣A. If you are lucky the missing spades will break 4-4, permitting them to take no more than the ♣A and 3 spade tricks. Otherwise you will fail in your contract, but then there was nothing you could have done about it.
