THE UNCONTESTED AUCTION

CHOOSING THE LEVEL

Suppose you are playing teams-of-four scoring. You are vulnerable and your partner opens 1NT, showing 12-14 HCP. You hold hand (a).

(a)    ♠ K 8 7      
♥ A 8 6
♦ Q 4 3 2
♣ Q 4 3

Don’t you dread this? Be honest: how likely do you think game is? Your judgement tells you to pass but do you? You know that if you pass and partner is maximum with 3NT making (perhaps on a finesse) your teammates will look accusingly at you and ask how can you miss a vulnerable game?

  The mathematics certainly back this up. In the same way as match points are the currency of duplicate pairs, the entirely different concept of international match points (IMPS) are the scoring method of teams-of-four. If you bid 3NT (-100) when 2NT was the limit you lose 220, which converts to 6 IMPS. On the other hand if you score +150 in 2NT when 3NT was makeable (+600) then you have lost 450, or 10 IMPS.

  With hand (a) you raise to 2NT with a sinking feeling, preparing stoically the all-too-likely -100 from 3NT-1 or 2NT-1. At least you can face your teammates without being accused of the ultimate sin: missing a vulnerable game.

Playing pairs you can, and should use your judgement on hands like this. You have as much to lose by bidding a game that fails as by missing a game that makes. In theory this would suggest that you should bid games that are 50%, but there is a great emphasis in duplicate pairs on getting a plus score. This is because there is often somebody in a silly contract, and getting a plus score ensures beating them. You can rarely judge whether or not a game is exactly 50%, but if you could we would suggest that over a long period you would gain more than you lose by opting for the part-score.

With hand (a) we would be delighted to pass partner’s 1NT. If we make a game try there are two things that can go wrong. Partner can be minimum and 2NT might fail. Partner can be maximum and 3NT might fail. There is only one thing that can lead to gain: 3NT being bid and made.

A related point is that you should be more inclined to take the last plunge to game, than to initiate a game try. Compare these two auctions:

(b)
West
East


(c)
West
East


1♠
3♠



1♠
2♠

?




?

If you raise to 4♠ after auction (b) there is one good outcome (making it) and one bad (failing). On the other hand if you make a game try in auction (c) there is the same plus (making game) and two minuses (3♠ -1 and 2♠ -1). 

GOOD AND BAD POINTS

We are well aware that our decision to pass 1NT with hand (a) would cause amazement to many club players, who regard a raise to 2NT with 11 HCP as routine. (After all, if partner has 14 HCP the partnership has a combined total of 25 HCP, which every beginners’ book gives as the requirement for game.)

  We would point out that no reputable beginner’s book would claim that 25 HCP with no shape is likely  to make game secure. Game is likely to be at best marginal, and there are two additional factors here.

  Firstly, 25 HCP is a maximum for the partnership. Don’t forget that partner will often have a good looking 13 HCP and raise 2NT to 3NT. In that case you will be in 3NT on just 24 HCP.

  Secondly you have a particularly bad 11 HCP. The theme of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ points is worth a brief mention here. Here is hand (a), reproduced. 

(a)    ♠ K 8 7      
♥ A 8 6
♦ Q 4 3 2
♣ Q 4 3

(1) It has no tens or nines (intermediate cards).

(2) It has too many isolated honours, ie. suits with just a single honour card. To see the drawbacks of this consider layouts (d) and (e).

(d) K 8 7

(e)
K Q 7

Q 3 2


8 3 2

(d) and (e) have the same high cards, but imagine yourself playing these suits as declarer. You have plenty of entries to either hand and your contract requires you to make two tricks from this suit.

   Playing (d) you are most unlikely to make two tricks unless one of your opponents is obliging enough to underlead the ace or cash the ace. Either the ace is sitting over the queen, in which case your only trick is likely to be the king, or the ace is sitting over the king, in which case only your queen is likely to score.

  On the other hand, playing (e) you will make tricks with the king and the queen provided West has the ace; a 50% chance.

The principle is that honour cards are far more effective if they are backing each other up in the same hand. Layouts (f), (g) and (h) demonstrate the same principle.

(f)  A Q J

(g)  A Q 2

(h)  A 3 2


4 3 2

      J 4 3

      Q J 4

With (a) you will make three tricks if West has the king.

With (g) you will only make three tricks if West has the king doubleton. West will keep the king to cover your jack, thus promoting a defensive trick for the ten.

With (h) your only realistic chance of three tricks is to find one defender with the singleton king.

If you imagine at hand (a) opposite partner’s 1NT opening bid it isn’t hard to see that with just one honour in each suit there will be very little opportunity for your side’s honours to back each other up.

(3) There is no shape: and the only long suit is not backed up by high cards that would help establish tricks for the small cards.

Suppose your partner opens 1NT and you have hands (i) and (j) below. Each has 11 HCP, just like (a), but the resemblance to (a) ends there.

(i) ♠ 9 8    
♥ A 8 2
♦ Q J 7 6 2
    
 ♣ A 9 2

(i) has a weakness (spades) but the diamond suit gives far more trick taking potential. We would happily raise to 2NT with (i). Note that we recognise the desirability of trick-taking potential and the undesirability of weakness, but the greater trick-taking potential takes priority. It isn’t much use to have stoppers in every suit if you have no realistic way of making enough tricks for your contract. Even if spades are a weakness they may not lead spades.

(j)
      ♠ 9 8    
♥ 9 8 2
♦ A Q J 7 6    
 ♣ A 9 2

(j) is well worth a leap to 3NT opposite 1NT. It is better than (j) because even though you have two unguarded suits, the concentration of honours in your long suit makes it likely that the suit will be a lucrative source of tricks. 

A mature understanding of the concept of good and bad points is an invaluable asset as you strive for match points at duplicate pairs. With hands (k) and (l) your partner opens 1♠ and rebids 2♠ in response to your 2♥ response.

(k)
♠ J 10 2

♥ A 8 6 5 4

♦ A J 10
♣ 8 7 

(l)
♠ 6 4 3

♥ Q J 7 4 3

♦ K 8 4
♣ K J 

Each of these hands seems to have 10 HCP, and they both have the same shape but they are a world apart.

  With (k) your prospects of making game are excellent. Your heart holding is ideal. Don’t forget that partner, who did not raise 2♥ to 3♥, will have at most a doubleton heart. There are no wasted heart values, and your diamond holding of ♦ A J 10 is worth far more than ♦ A J 2. Your aces suggest that you can make quick tricks, and develop secondary tricks, perhaps with club ruffs, perhaps with a double diamond finesse, perhaps even by setting up dummy’s hearts by ruffing. We would advocate a jump to 4♠.

  With (k) your values are far less promising. ♥ Q J 7 4 3 is hardly ideal opposite a doubleton or singleton and you are unlikely to have sufficient entries to dummy to establish the hearts even if partner has a doubleton. The concentration of high cards in the club suit also isn’t healthy. We would pass 2♠.

SLAM BIDDING

We have already advised against straining to bid marginal games. The same advice applies to marginal slams. Suppose you bid 6♠ on a finesse which fails. You open the traveller to find most pairs making 650 for 4♠ + 1. However there is inevitably the pair in a silly 3NT (making only nine tricks) and another pair who have had a bidding misunderstanding and played in a part-score. It is particularly annoying to lose out to these pairs.

   Bidding marginal grand slams is even more dubious. Unless you are playing at the highest standard the majority of your competitors will not bid a grand slam unless they have 36 or more HCP. Often just bidding and making the highest scoring small slam gives you a 80% board, indeed some pairs may be languishing in game. Winning pairs strategy is to consistently score well; not to gamble for outright tops with the inevitable consequence of outright bottoms if the gamble fails.

FITS AND MISFITS

You play in 2♥ after the auction below. The cards do not lie kindly for you and you drift two off, vulnerable. How do you think you have done on this board?

(m)  West


East


West

East

        ♠
 5


♠ K J 8 7 6

1♥

1♠
        ♥ A J 10 4 3 2

♥ 6


2♥

P

        ♦ A J 9


♦ K 4 3

        ♣
 Q 5 4


♣ J 6 2

You will see in the next chapter that -200 on a part-score hand tends to be a bad score, but when you open up the traveller you find that you have a joint top. A few other East/West pairs have had sufficient discipline to stop in 2♥, but the rest have played in all sorts of high level no-trump, spade and heart contracts, sometimes doubled and conceding anything from -300 to -1100.

  Such a misfit provides a golden opportunity for a player with good judgement to score well. East earned your good score by passing 2♥ rather than chasing rainbows. East had good reasons to pass, apart from the obvious one of a weak hand.

   Firstly, West’s 2♥ rebid consumed so much space that a 6-card suit was highly likely.

   Secondly, East could not see an obvious source of tricks without using your suit.   

   Thirdly, if East passed there was always the chance that North/South would protect and get into trouble.

   Protective bidding will be discussed in detail in the next chapter, but this hand demonstrates the danger of protecting if your opponents haven’t found a fit.

For East to bid 2♠ after the start to the auction in (m), East’s hand would need to contain a source of tricks. Either (n) or (o) would be suitable for 2♠.  

(n)
♠ K Q J 9 8

♥ 8

♦ Q J 10 8

♣ 8 5 4

(o)
♠ Q J 10 7 5 4
♥ -

♦ Q J 7

♣ 9 8 7 6

LIGHT OPENING BIDS AND OVERCALLS

This is a section on the uncontested auction, but the purpose of a light opening bid and a light overcall is very similar so it is worth considering the two together.

Light opening bids are a well known feature of the Acol bidding system. They become even more important playing duplicate pairs. This is because there are as many match points available for stealing the part-score with the points divided evenly between the two sides as there are for handling the big hands well. Obviously you are in a better position to stake your claim to the hand if you get in your bid before your opponents. However you should have a purpose in mind.

You are third-in-hand with (p). Nobody is vulnerable. Third in hand is usually the best position for a light opener because you won’t catch partner with a strong hand overbidding in the expectation that you have more. However consider the likely result if you open 1♠.

(p)
♠ 9 8 4 3 2

♥ 8

♦ K Q 7 6
♣ A J 6

Firstly, if you lose the auction partner may very well make a fatal lead from ♠K x. At teams of four this would not matter much if your aggressive bidding pushed them one level higher, but at duplicate pairs if you push them from 2♥ making (-110) into 3♥ making (--140 because you have indicated a poor lead) you will have substantially worsened your score. Remember, if you bid a suit partner is likely to lead it. This is particularly true if you overcall in a suit. Ask whether you want this suit led.

  Secondly, imagine how the auction will progress. Over a 2♥ response you will have to rebid that disgusting spade suit. Your excellent diamonds will never get a mention. You should be more willing to open with a borderline hand if you are likely to be able to make a rebid which describes your assets.

  Quite simply, to open 1♠ on this hand is losing bridge.

The following hands are much more suitable for borderline intervention.

(q)
♠ A Q 10 9 7
 
♥ Q 10 9 4 2

♦ 9 8

♣ 8

Open 1♠ third in hand with (q). You want a spade lead and have a very convenient and descriptive rebid available in 2♥.

(r)
♠ A Q 10 9 8

♥ 8 7


♦ 9 8 7
♣ 10 8 7

Overcall 1♣ with 1♠ with (r) if you are not vulnerable. You want a spade lead and the overcall deprives your opponents of quite a lot of bidding space. If they have a 4-4 heart fit they may well find it hard to discover it. If you are vulnerable we would recommend a more cautious pass. If you steal a contract that belongs to your opponents and go two off undoubled that will give you an excellent score not vulnerable (-100), but -200 vulnerable is likely to score very badly. The reason is that almost all their scores come between 100 and 200, for example 2NT (120) , 3♣ (110), 3♠ (140). To score -200 on a competitive part-score hand is often referred to as the ‘kiss of death’.

(s)
♠ A Q J 10

♥ 9 7 6

♦ 9 8 7
♣ A 6 5

Textbooks will tell you that an overcall shows a 5-card suit, but you would find few experts who would not overcall 1♣ with a non-vulnerable 1♠ if they held (s). All the conditions are right: you want a spade lead and 1♠ cramps their bidding space.

Note that light opening bids are especially attractive in third seat, but be wary of opening light in fourth position, particularly if you hold the minor suits. You are too likely to start a competitive auction which you will lose to an opponent’s major fit. A good guideline is to only open in fourth seat if your total of HCP and spades comes to at least 15.

(t)
♠ 9 8

♥ 9

♦ K Q 8 7 6

♣ A Q J 7 6

(u)
♠ 9

♥ J 10 9 8
♦ K Q J 8 7 6

♣ A 6

Pass in fourth seat with (t). With (u) you might consider a 3♦ opening bid, which should at least silence their spade suit. 

You will find that the system played by a lot of duplicate players is adapted to allow them to enter the auction with weak hands. You might like to find out more about them and play them yourself. You certainly need to be aware that these bids exist because otherwise, thinking your opponents are strong, you will be intimidated into being silent when the hand belongs to you.

(1) Weak Two Bids. Opening bids of 2♥ and 2♠  show 5-9 HCP and a 6-card suit. 

(2)  Lucas Two bids. Opening bids of 2♥ and 2♠ show 5-9 HCP and a two suited hand with at least five cards in the bid suit and four cards in an undisclosed second suit.

(3)  Weak Jump overcalls. A jump overcall of your opening bid shows 5-9 HCP and a 6-card suit.

Defending against any of these weak bids you need to be quite pushy. You should generally bid naturally but we suggest you should play double for takeout.

  There are also bids which are usually weak, but can be strong.

(4) The Multi-coloured 2♦ opening bid (or multi). An opening 2♦ shows one of three options. Usually it is a ‘weak two’ in a major, but it can be a strong hand. Responder treats it as a weak bid, but the 2♦ bidder bids on if strong.

(5) Two-suited overcalls. For example, if South opens 1♦ then West’s 2♦ shows the major suits. Like the multi it can be weak or strong.

Defending against these bids you should assume the bidder is weak and be quite pushy. 
