3  LEADING AGAINST A SUIT CONTRACT

Active or Passive Defence

On the whole you should be more passive in defence against a suit contract than against no-trumps. There is a lot of truth in the saying that when defending against no-trumps your objective is to build winners, but when defending against a suit contract your objective is to avoid helping declarer avoid his losers. Suppose you are considering leading from a side suit of (K J x x x   against a spade contract, where no other suits have been bid. You are taking the same risk as you would be in leading from the same holding against no-trumps, but there is less potential gain because at most two rounds will stand up before someone ruffs. For a rule of thumb try this.

Principle 1:  If the bidding, and your card holding, indicates that declarer has side suits that will, given time, allow him to discard losers you need to attack. If the bidding suggests no such side suits, don’t make a risky attacking lead.

It is often necessary to make an attacking lead against a slam. In the example below 2( is a weak two bid, showing 5-9 HCP and 6 hearts. 5NT asks South to bid 7( if he has two of the top three heart honours. What should you lead? 
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It is not difficult to picture North’s hand, massively strong and expecting that his winners will cover all of South’s losers. Let us look at the options:

Firstly a diamond lead is almost indescribably bad! Can East have an entry? If so then not only is North an idiot, but also the contract will be defeated whatever you do.

How about a trump? If North could see 13 tricks of South had the (A then presumably 12 tricks will be easy enough once the (A is driven out and you are just helping declarer to do that.

Do you fancy leading the nice, safe (J? It is a cop-out!  I would suggest that unless you put declarer under pressure before the (A is dislodged all will be lost.  Is the (J likely to do that? I doubt it.

The correct lead is the (4. You are hoping that East has the (Q. In fact he didn’t have this card, but look at what happened when this hand occurred. 
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Quite reasonably, declarer decided he had a better option than the spade finesse. He rose with the (A and tried to cash three rounds of diamonds to discard spades. West ruffed the second diamond and cashed the (K and (A, for two down in a laydown contract! Do you now see what I mean by putting declarer under pressure?

If three suits have been bid naturally by your opponents, it is natural to consider carefully whether you should lead the fourth suit. Sometimes your holding in the fourth suit seems to make it dangerous. Look at some examples.

In the auction shown below declarer’s second suit is trumps. They are almost certainly in a 4-4 fit. Spades is the only unbid suit, and unless you have a completely solid holding in one of their bid suits you seem to have two options.

  Firstly you might lead a spade, aiming to take whatever spade tricks your side has before either declarer’s losing spades are discarded on dummy’s diamonds or dummy’s spades disappear on declarer’s clubs 

  Alternatively, you might lead a trump, hoping to prevent declarer cross-ruffing. Your decision should reflect your holdings in the side suits.
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If you hold (a) you have nothing to suggest that declarer’s clubs or diamonds won’t provide lots of tricks. Lead a spade.

  With (b) you have excellent holdings in the minors. Lead a trump to cut down on any cross-ruffing declarer might have in mind.

In (c)  opponents have bid every suit except diamonds, investigating 3NT on the way but rejecting it when it appeared that neither of them had a diamond stopper.  
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Your partner probably has the ( K, and a diamond lead is urgent before declarer can discard his diamond losers on dummy’s hearts.

Principle 2: When your opponents investigate 3NT and reject it in favour of five-of-a-minor, seemingly because of the absence of a stopper in the fourth suit, you should lead that suit no matter how dangerous it might seem.

Aiming for a Ruff

A singleton lead can do considerable damage if you don’t get your ruff. Sometimes even if you do get your ruff you live to regret it. Consider carefully the deal below.
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If West leads the (5 he finds partner with the (A and ruffs a diamond at trick 2. However all he has achieved is to establish dummy’s diamond suit for heart discards. A heart lead sets up 4 comfortable tricks for the defenders.

  This hand demonstrates the dangers of leading a singleton in an opponent’s suit. 

If you do decide to lead a singleton, the weaker your hand, the better your chances are of getting one or more ruffs. 

Principle 3:  To achieve ruffs you need your partner to have entries so the weaker your hand is, the better your prospects.
Suppose South opens 1(, North raises to 3( and South continues to 4(. You are on lead with each of these hands:
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With (d) a heart lead is obvious.

With (e) your chances of achieving your desired ruff are even better. Suppose you lead the (6. Even if partner doesn’t have the (A you will soon regain the lead with the (A and a sight of dummy should enable you to find partner’s entry. Holding the ace of trumps is a big bonus if you are looking for a ruff because it prevents declarer quickly drawing trumps.

With (f)  your hand is too strong to make a heart lead attractive. You are likely to make 3 tricks in the minor suits (assuming South has one of the kings). If partner has an entry then presumably 4( is likely to be going off whatever you do. The most likely outcome of leading your singleton is to fatally compromise an isolated heart honour in your partner’s hand. The best lead is a trump, aiming to prevent cross-ruffing.

Leading a side suit doubleton is popular among less experienced players. In practice it leads to a ruff rather less frequently than they expect, and again they can be helping to set up declarer’s side suit, either pinpointing honours in partner’s hand or giving away a tempo. Leading a doubleton is not stupid, but it is over-rated. 

Sometimes you might be able to diagnose the possibility of giving your partner a ruff. Consider your lead with the West hand below after the auction shown.
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No doubt you had the (Q out of your hand before blinking an eyelid, but if you analyse the bidding you can see an almost certain way of beating this contract. Your opponents seem to have at least a 4-4 club fit, so your partner surely has at most a singleton club. Equally, they are not bidding like a pair with a 10-card spade fit so your partner has at least 3 spades. Start by leading a club. You will soon regain the lead with the (A. You can now give partner a club ruff, leading your highest club as a McKenney signal to denote that your entry in the higher of the red suits. A second club ruff will follow. 

The Forcing Defence

Do you think declarer can make 4( in the following layout?
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At first sight declarer seems to have only three losers: the (A and two clubs. No ruffs are threatened so what is the problem.

  Now consider the play if the defenders start with three rounds of clubs. Declarer ruffs the third one and starts drawing trumps. However West is not keen to part with his precious (A and withholds it on the first two rounds of spades. What can declarer do now?

  If he perseveres with a third round of trumps West wins and plays another club, which declarer cannot any longer ruff in dummy. He ruffs in his hand, but now West’s (7 is the only remaining trump.

  Alternatively, if declarer abandons trumps West will use the (7 to ruff one of declarer’s heart winners.

Inexperienced players can feel deflated when declarer ruffs one of their winners.  They feel that they should have done something more positive, and often abandon the suit when they next get the lead. However here we see that such a ‘forcing’ defence can be devastating. How can West foresee this before he even sees dummy?

The clue comes in the fact that he has four trumps. Any 4-card trump holding can make it very difficult for declarer to draw trumps while retaining control, but a holding of four trumps including the ace can be devastating.

Principle 4: If you have four trumps (or you expect partner to have four trumps), consider leading the partnership’s longest suit in the hope that declarer loses trump control.

Leading a trump

What should we make of the common saying: ‘When in doubt, lead a trump’? Like all other sayings it has a grain of truth, but each case must be taken on its merit.

A trump lead can be a good passive lead, for example if you hold two or three small trumps, though on occasion you will find your partner with the queen and save declarer a guess. As you would expect, the greater your length the safer is the lead. However I prefer to consider trump leads in a more positive light. There are three situations when a trump lead should strongly be considered:

1)  Lead a trump to protect your high card strength good holding in declarer’s second suit.
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West’s spade holding will be a nasty surprise to declarer. It sounds as though dummy has two spades and three hearts, and in this case declarer will try to arrange at least one spade ruff in dummy. It is possible that partner (who probably also has a doubleton spade) can overruff dummy, but you don’t need to take any chances. You must make sure that declarer is left to face the consequences of his spade losers.

2)  Lead a trump if you suspect that declarer might want to cross-ruff. This is particularly necessary if you have bid to a high level contract in the expectation it will make, and your opponents have sacrificed. If they are playing at a high level and you have the majority of points, then where else are they likely to make tricks?

In the following hand it never occurred to West that the North/South 6( sacrifice might make. West led a trump to maximise what he expected to be a substantial penalty. However it can be seen that on any other lead 6( doubled makes, declarer taking three heart ruffs in dummy and then leading up to the ( 10.  
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3)  Lead a trump against hands where declarer or dummy has announced a two-suiter and his partner has picked one of the suits. Often he has marked shortage in the other suit.  In the hand below both South’s played in 2(. 
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One West made the ‘automatic’ lead of the (A. He switched to a trump at trick 2 but it was too late. Declarer won the (10, cashed the (A  and cross-ruffed spade, diamond, spade. He then led a club and eight tricks could not be prevented.

  The other West started with the (6. Declarer won the (10, cashed the (A and ruffed a spade but now could not quickly return to dummy.  He tried a club but West rose with the (A and led another trump, leaving declarer one trick short.

The issues involved in leading a trump from an honour are very different from leading from the same holdings in a side-suit. For one thing, it is highly likely that if you have three trumps including an honour, then partner has a small doubleton or singleton, so we have to examine the prospects of your taking a trick with your honour if you don’t lead a trump, and your subsequent prospects if you do lead a trump.

From A 3 2  lead the 2. This is a pretty safe lead. There are two reasons for leading the two. Firstly, if partner started with two trumps and he gets the lead he can play a second round of trumps, enabling you to take the ace and persevere with a third round. Secondly, if you cash the ace there is always a chance that you will crash your partner’s singleton honour.  

From A 2 lead the ace. Again this is a safe lead.

From K 3 2 lead the 2. Again this is a fairly safe lead because if declarer has the ace your king it will subsequently score. However, the lead is not totally safe, for example the layout may be as shown below.
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A trump lead from the queen is very dangerous indeed. If the queen is the only trump honour the defence has your lead will almost certainly save declarer a guess. Even if partner has an honour you may well concede a trick, for example.
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This layout is particularly interesting. It is called a frozen suit in that whichever side 

opens it up concedes a trick. 

A trump lead from the jack can be costly. With some combinations if you do choose to lead a trump the choice of card to lead is surprising. For example, if you lead a trump from J 10 2  it is correct to lead the 2 in case partner has a singleton honour.

There are two particularly dangerous trump holdings to lead from.

  Firstly a singleton trump is highly likely to destroy partner’s trump trick

  Secondly, a sequence that is not watertight, for example K Q 2. If your honours are placed after the enemy ace you will have squandered a trick.

