Competitive Bidding

Competing Over Pre-empts

For most of the decisions we have so far examined there has been established theory for guidance. However when both sides start bidding aggressively you tend to quickly arrive at a point when any one of several choices could be correct, and moreover a choice that could be a winner could also lead to a disaster. This is the purpose of pre-emptive bidding! How do you, as North, bid this hand at RED vulnerability if West opens 3♠?

♠ 8 6
   
♥ A J 10 6 5 3
♦ A Q


♣ K J 7

The alternatives are Pass or 4♥. 4♥ is risky! Suppose partner has:

♠ K J 7

♥ 7

♦ J 8 6 4 3

♣ 6 5 3 2

East will have a strong hand with good hearts, and his Double could lead to a penalty of 1100. To add insult to injury, West would have failed in 3♠. On the other hand Pass is risky! Suppose the distribution is:




♠ 8 6




 




♥ A J 10 6 5 3 









♦ A Q









♣ K J 7



  

♠ A J 9 7 4 3 2


♠ K Q 10 

♥ -




♥ 8 4

♦ J 8 6 5



♦ K 10 9 3

♣ 9 4




♣ 10 6 5 2  




♠ 5




 




♥ K Q 9 7 2









♦ 7 4 2









♣ A Q 8 3



  

East will raise pre-emptively to 4♠ which cannot be beaten, yet 6♥ is laydown for your side!
  The key to this hand is FIT. You may have already met competitive auctions in which your knowledge of a fit makes you keen to play the hand rather than defend. For example, if you, as responder, have four-card support for partner you bid one level higher after a takeout double. Equally, you should be generally avoid making a low level penalty double of an opponent's suit overcall until you have disclosed your four-card support for partner. In these situations you know of the fit. After West's 3♠ pre-empt above you must make a momentous decision without any idea of partner's strength or shape. While there is no infallible rule it is probably true to say that most players are too cautious in these situations. -1100 looks bad, yet - 420 rather than +1430 is just as bad. If you are dominated by fear at the bridge table you will never be a winner.   A more constructive attitude by North would be this:
"West has, perhaps, 7 high card points. I have 15. That leaves 18. Suppose they are evenly split. South may have:

♠  J 7 
♥ K 4 2

♦ J 9 7 2
♣ A 10 3 2

4♥ should make and we are unlikely to beat 3♠ by more than one trick, if that! Yet unless I take the initiative the hand will undoubtedly be passed out!" If in doubt be guided by the quality of your suit, just like any other overcall.
Over a pre-empt you must partly bid partner's hand for him, just like in the protective position. Thus if he has a few points he shouldn't get too excited. Suppose your left hand opponent opens 3♦, your partner bids 3♠, and right hand opponent passes. You hold:

♠ 8 6 4

♥ K 8 4 2

♦ 9 7

♣ Q 7 4 2

You should pass. Partner is not announcing nine playing tricks. He is praying that you have a few of the missing points. He will probably struggle to make 3♠.

  One final point. Why could both sides make such high level contracts on the deal shown above? Because each side had a fit in two suits. North/South had hearts and clubs while East/West had spades and diamonds. If your bidding discovers a fit in two suits that is a very powerful reason for PLAYING the hand.

Principles:

i) When bidding over an opponents’ pre-empt assume partner has about 8 useful points.

ii) If your partner bids over or doubles a pre-empt, he is bidding about 8 of your useful points for you.
iii) Be wary of doubling a 3-level pre-empt with a strong single suited hand. Partner is more likely to convert it to penalties with a penalty pass.

So you double 3♦ and partner bids 3♠. What should you bid with:
♠ A Q J 8

♥ A Q 9 7

♦ 7

♣ A Q 10 2 

Partner will have at most 8 points. However if he has 8 you certainly want to be in game, whereas if he has none you are likely to fail in 3♠. Perhaps give him 4 points: midway between 0 and 8:

♠ 9 7 5 2

♥ K 8 6 

♦ 8 2

♣ J 9 6 4. 

4♠ is a reasonable contract so raise to 4♠
General exercise on pre- empts

For each of these hands decide how you would bid as East after the following sequences at love all.



South

    West
North
East


i)
3♦
          Pass        Pass       ?


ii)
3♥

    Pass        
Pass       ?
  


a)
♠ KQ74
b)
♠ KQ7
c)
♠ AQ10 987



♥ 8



♥ AJ97

♥ 8



♦ AJ107

♦ A93

♦ K95



♣ KQJ9

♣ KJ5

♣ K73


d)
♠ AQJ987
                                  e)    ♠ 94



♥ 8 

               
     ♥ K7



♦ AK3

     ♦ 102



♣ K73

     ♣ AKQJ1087

i)
a)  3NT for the brave, Pass for the cautious.


       

        b)  3NT. Risky, but right. Worry about the suit they have bid, not other suits.

                c)  3♠.  Not forcing.

      d)
 4♠. Assume partner has one or two pictures. 
      e)
 4♣, or pass if you feel cautious.


    ii)


a)   Double, for takeout. With the right shape it is reasonable to double on 





      minimum opening values.


        


b)   3NT as with i).


        

         c)    3♠.


        

         d)    4♠.


        

         e) 
3NT. A worthwhile gamble with a heart guard.

High level competition If both sides have a fit

There is a well known saying that gives advice when both sides have a known fit: "When in doubt bid one more." There is a lot of truth in this, if only because even if you are wrong your opponents may misjudge and overreach themselves. Generally it pays to be aggressive. Suppose at GAME ALL you opponents are in 4♠ and you are heading for -620. You misjudge and bid 5♥, heading for -800. However you have put pressure on them and, being unsure, they bid 5♠. You write down +100. Bridge is a PRESSURE GAME! Bidding "one more" is a useful rule of thumb but you must also cultivate sufficient judgement to balance your PLAYING STRENGTH against your DEFENSIVE STRENGTH. Consider the East hands below after the following sequence at love all:

South      West
North
   East

1♠
       2♥
4♠
    ?

(a)   ♠ 7


(b)
♠ 7 2


(c)
♠ 7 5 2

       ♥ K 7 5 2



♥ K 7 5 2


♥ K 7 5 2

       ♦  A 7 5 3


♦ A 7 5 3


♦ A 7 5 3

       ♣  8 6 4 2


♣  8 6 4


♣ 8 6

(d)   ♠  K


(e)
♠ A 5 2

(f)
♠ Q J 10

       ♥  K 7 5 2


♥ Q J 10 2


♥ A 7 5 3

       ♦  A 7 5 3


♦ A 7 5 3


♦ A 7 5 3

       ♣ 8 6 4 2



♣  8 6



♣ 8 6
If you have listened to the auction you will realise that your side are unlikely to have more then four spades. The points appear to be evenly split, yet North has jumped to the four level. He almost certainly has five spades and good shape. This makes your combined PLAYING STRENGTH greater with a) and c) than with b). Two small spades are bad news in this type of auction. Conversely if you had four spades you could be practically certain that partner would ruff the opening lead. Note that if you hold hand c) the 4♠ bid has improved the playing strength of your combined hands, confirming that partner has a singleton spade.
The PLAYING STRENGTH of d) is exactly the same as in a) but DEFENSIVELY your hand may be worth one extra trick if North holds the ♠A. Your ♠K is most unlikely to make a trick if it is visible to the whole world in dummy but could well score on a "finesse" if opponents play in 4♠. This is an argument against bidding 5♥. Kings, queens and jacks in the opponents' suit point towards defending rather than bidding on when the auction gets high.
Hands e) and f) have similar shape and point count but have different character. With e) all your honour cards are likely to be useful in a S♥ contract (your ♠A is probably opposite a singleton) but only the ♠A and ♦A will score against 4♠. You have four useful playing cards but only two defensive tricks Hand f) is more defensive. Your ♠Q J 10 will be useless in 5♥. You have three defensive tricks but only two useful playing cards.
It doesn't matter if your judgement differs slightly from ours as long as you understand the principles governing your judgement. However I suggest the following:


a) 5♥           b) Pass            c) 5♥                    d) Pass            e) 5♥             f) Double.
Occasionally your bidding discloses the magical FIT IN TWO SUITS discussed earlier. Consider your bidding as North at love all:
♠  9 7 5



South     West
North
   East 
                               ♥  Q 10 7 4



1♥
      P

2♥
    2♠                                             ♦  K J 7 6 3



3♦
      4♠

?                                                                        ♣  5


5♥ is clearcut. Not only do you have a fit in hearts and diamonds, You know that East/West have a fit in spades and clubs. Suppose the complete deal is:



♠  9 7 5




 




♥  Q 10 7 4









♦  K J 7 6 3









♣ 5



  


♠ Q 10 6 2



♠  A K J 6 4 


♥ J 9 2



♥  6


♦  5




♦  Q 9 4


♣ 10 9 7 3 2



♣  K Q J 6




♠ 3




 




♥ A K 8 5 3









♦  A 10 8 2



♣ A 8 4


You can certainly make 5♥, or 6♥ if partner can find the ♦Q. On the other hand do you have sufficient faith in your combined defensive powers to feel sure that you will find the club ruff to defeat 4♠? If partner starts with two top hearts that will be the end of the defence. 

Bidding on at the Five Level

You are West at love all with the hand below after the auction shown. What do you bid?

♠ 8 6 4 3
♥ 10 9

♦ A 10 8 2
♣ A 9 5

South
West
     North
East

1♥

P
     4♥

4♠

5♥

?

I suspect the vast majority of players would automatically bid 5♠. Here is the full deal:




♠ Q 10




 




♥ K J 7 2









♦ J 3









♣ K Q 10 4 2



  


♠ 8 6 4 3


♠ K J 9 7 5 2 


♥ 10 9



♥ 3


♦ A 10 8 2


♦ K 9 6 4


♣ A 9 5


♣ 7 3 




♠ A




 




♥ A Q 8 6 5 4









♦ Q 7 5 









♣ J 8 6



  

5♠ is doubled for two off: -300. However with competent defence you can beat 5♥. Try to analyse what has happened. Your partner has taken a big risk in entering the auction with 4♠. He has achieved what he aimed for: pushing your opponents one level higher than they wish to be. If you bid on to 5♠ you are undoing all his good work, and will make him reluctant to take risks. I want a partner who pushes opponents about in this way. I don’t punish him for his enterprise. Don’t you know how much you hate opponents who continually give you difficult high level decisions? There are two sayings that summarise this:

If you succeed in pushing your opponents one level higher than they want to be, let them play there

The Five level belongs to your opponents

Your first bid in low level competition

In many of these examples you are faced with an overcall which removes your natural bid. You are then faced with the choice of passing with useful values or overbidding at a higher level. How do you resolve this? These decisions are difficult at times, and have given rise to a wealth of excellent conventional ideas such as Negative Doubles. However we now dispense with these and examine how general principles guide you. Broadly speaking you can afford to overbid slightly to show a fit, whereas with a misfit you should be inclined to pass. Examine the North hand below in the context of the following auctions at GAME ALL.

♠ 9 5

♥ Q 8 7 5

♦  A 10 6 4

♣ J 7 3

South

West

North

East

(a)
1♥

P

?

(b)
1♥

1♠

?

(c)
1♥

2♠

?

(d)
1♥

3♠

?

(e)
1♣

P

?

(f)
1♣

1♠

?

(g)
1♣

2♠

?

a) and b)   2♥ is obvious

c) Better to overbid your hand by a trick with 3♥ than pass, possibly losing the heart fit for ever.  

d) Pass, though you might look wistfully at 4♥.

e) 1♦

f) Dbl  Negative, showing 4 hearts

g) Pass. You have no great fit so no reason to push on.

Be prepared to stretch a level in competition if the alternative is to suppress 4-card support for partner

