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.

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!

A Choice of leads

Consider your lead with the West hand below after the auction shown.

West 



South
North

( 8



1(
3(
( 7 6 4 2


3(
4(
( K 7 4 3


4 NT
5(
( J 5 3 2


6(
Here I have good news and bad news.

  The good news is that with just one trump it is possible that partner has a trump trick to inconvenience declarer.

  The bad news is that North’s jump shift in hearts promises a good suit, and my four little hearts suggest that the suit will run for declarer.

  If declarer has time he should easily make 12 tricks, with length in the major suits and control cards in the minors. Therefore an attacking lead is needed. A diamond lead is clear-cut. What do you hope to achieve? You must hope that partner has the (Q and a major suit trick, or less likely that partner has the (A and that you can take the first two diamond tricks. 

