THE OPENING BID: BALANCED HANDS

Your choice of opening bid starts to paint the picture of your hand. You must be prepared for any response from partner, in particular a change of suit by responder is forcing and compels you to find a rebid. Provided you have wisely chosen your opening bid your rebid should make a considerable step towards describing your assets, but if you have chosen the wrong opening bid you may well find that you have no suitable rebid.  On most hands you don't need to work out your rebid. It is sufficient to grasp important principles. The fundamental principle is that you must start by classifying your hand as either balanced or unbalanced.

   There are three hand shapes that should be treated as balanced: 4-3-3-3, 4-4-3-2 and 5-3-3-2. These hands have no singleton or void, no suit length greater than 5, and not more than one doubleton.

  With one exception you should aim to introduce all balanced hands with either a no-trump opening bid or a no-trump rebid. Since all no-trump rebids show 15 or more high card points (HCP) you should open all balanced hands in the range 12-14 HCP with 1NT. 

  You will have gathered that the weak no-trump is at the heart of our system. Maybe we need to justify this stance.

   Firstly if you play a strong no-trump many of the ideas in this book require changing. Your no-trump opening is an integral part of your system: you cannot decide on it in isolation. Most pairs who play a strong no-trump have to open sometimes 1♣ with fewer than 4 clubs. We are pleased to avoid that.

   Secondly, while the weak no-trump can occasionally lead to a hefty penalty if it is doubled, that is compensated by the pre-emptive effect of 1NT. You will often find that you are allowed to play undoubled in 1NT, going several off but getting a good board because your opponents could make game. Even if they do double your 1NT you can frequently escape to a better contract.

   Thirdly bidding opposite a 1NT opening tends to be swift, easy and accurate.  Since balanced hands with 12-14 HCP are far more frequent than balanced hands with 15-17 HCP, you get more hands for your money with a weak no-trump.

We recommend that you open each of these hands with 1NT.

(a)
♠  K J 8 7

(b)
♠  K 8

     
♥  9 8 3


♥  9 8 6

     
♦ A K Q 3


♦  Q 6 5

     
♣  7 6



♣  A K J 8 7

Inexperienced players feel uncomfortable about opening (a) with 1NT because they don't have a stopper in every suit, but look at the alternatives. If you open 1♦ or 1♠ you cannot rebid no-trumps after a response of 2♣ so you would be forced into a rebid of your other 4-card suit. Partner will then assume you are unbalanced, and in particular partner will expect you to hold 5 cards in your first suit. Perhaps the bidding will go: 1NT 3NT and your opponents will cash the first 5 tricks in one of your weak suits. That is embarrassing, but think of the warm glow you will feel if you make 3NT because they fail to find the killing opening lead. The less talking you do during the bidding, the harder your opponents find it to defend. Good bidding is not just about achieving technical perfection. Experts continually make life hard for their opponents, and just smile contentedly when an opponent who has failed to find the killing opening lead is rude about the contract.

   With hand (b) we also suggest a 1NT opening bid. However if the clubs and hearts were reversed we would recommend that you open 1♥, with a planned rebid of 2♥ if partner changes suit. That is the exception that we referred to earlier and it represents the priority that you give to a major suit, compared with a minor. Suppressing a strong 5-card minor will rarely do you any harm because you will look for any excuse to play in 3NT rather than 5-of-a-minor. However if you have a good 5-3 heart fit you will normally want to play in 4♥.

   Hands (c) and (d) are worthy of discussion.

(c)
♠ K Q J

(d)
♠ K 9


♥ 8 7 5 4


♥ 10 8 6 5 4

     
♦ Q J



♦ K J 9 


♣ K 8 7 6


♣ A Q 2

If you open a vulnerable 1NT with (c) you deserve to write down -1100. The hand has 12 HCP, but holdings like K Q J trebleton, and Q J doubleton are not worth their point count. You should pass.

  With (d) you have a choice between 1♥ and 1NT. You will find much heated discussion among experts here. I would marginally prefer 1NT, because the prospect of opening 1♥ and rebidding 2♥ over a 1♠ response is so unattractive.

Stronger Balanced Hands

If you have a balanced hand in the range 15-19 HCP you must open with a suit bid, intending a no-trump rebid if partner changes suit. If your shape is 4-3-3-3  or 5-3-3-2 there is only one suit you can open. How about if your shape is 4-4-3-2?

  An easy and practical rule, geared towards ensuring that you don't miss an 8-card major suit fit, is summarised as follows:

  With both minor suits open your stronger suit. If you lose the auction at least partner will be guided towards the right opening lead.

  With both major suits open 1♥. Partner can bid spades if he has four, either immediately or perhaps later in the auction if his hand is strong.

   With a major suit and a minor suit open the major.

The 1NT rebid

This shows 15-17 HCP. The hand is usually balanced but sometimes it is sensible to rebid no-trumps with a singleton in responder’s suit.

Opener

Responder


Opener
Responder

♠ K


♠ A Q 5 2


1♥

1♠

♥ A K Q 8

♥ 9 5 



1NT

3NT

♦ J 9 4 2

♦ 7 6 3  

♣ K J 5 4

♣ A 8 3 2

If you don’t like this auction, what do you prefer? If you open 1♥ and rebid 2♣ or 2♦ partner will think you have 5 hearts. It isn’t helpful to lie about your length in a major suit. If you open 1♦ and rebid 2♣ partner will think you have 5 diamonds: hardly helpful with four such poor diamonds!

 After a 1NT rebid you should play that the lowest unbid minor suit is conventional, showing at least the values for a raise to 2NT and asking opener whether he is minimum or maximum, and whether he has undisclosed major suit length. It is a type of ‘Stayman’ bid but the difference here is that opener is already known to have 4 hearts but not 4 spades. It is often called ‘Checkback’ or ‘Crowhurst’. Consider opener's third bid after this start to the auction. 

(e)
Opener
Responder

1♥

1♠

1NT

2♣

?

2♦ shows minimum, and denies 5 hearts or 3 spades.

2♥ shows minimum with 5 hearts. Opener might also have 3 spades.

2♠ shows minimum, denying 5 hearts but showing 3 spades.

2NT shows maximum, and denies 5 hearts or 3 spades.

3♥ shows maximum with 5 hearts. Opener might also have 3 spades.

3♠ shows maximum, denying 5 hearts but showing 3 spades.

If opener shows a maximum 1NT rebid the auction becomes game forcing, eg. auction (f).

If opener shows a minimum 1NT rebid and responder continues with a jump bid then the auction becomes game forcing, eg. auction (g). Responder is clearly still looking for 3-card spade support.

(f)
Opener
Responder

(g)
Opener
Responder


1♥

1♠



1♥

1♠


1NT

2♣



1NT

2♣


3♥





2♥

3♠

If the lowest unbid minor suit is 2♦ then opener with no undisclosed major length must bid 2NT to show a minimum or 3♦ to show a maximum. In auction (h) opener's third bid denies 4 hearts or 3 spades.

  If there is no unbid minor then responder has no conventional bid available. In auction (i) 2NT is natural, inviting 3NT if maximum. Note that opener's 1NT rebid denies a 4-card major so responder hardly needs to enquire about undisclosed major suit length. 

(h)
Opener
Responder

(i)
Opener
Responder



1♣

1♠



1♣

1♦


1NT

2♦



1NT

2NT


2NT/3♦

We finish with some examples of this in action.

(j)  Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ K 9


♠ Q 10 7 5 4

1♣

1♠



♥ A J 8 7

♥ Q 9 5 2

1NT

2♦



♦ A Q


♦  7 4


2♥

4♥

♣ J 8 5 4 3

♣ A K

In (j) opener's rebid of 1NT was the most practical available. It is certainly preferable to 2♣ on such a poor suit, and you will learn that to rebid 2♥ over 1♠ opener should be stronger than this. Responder's 2♦ is the lowest unbid minor, conventional and asking. Opener's 2♥ shows 4 hearts and a minimum 1NT rebid. Responder now bids the obvious game.

  Note that because responder had the 2♦ bid available, if he failed to use it (perhaps instead jumping to 3♥) that would suggest he had 5-5 shape. The general principle is that a new suit at the three level in an uncontested auction is forcing.  

(k) Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ 9 3


♠ K 7 6 5 4

1♥

1♠

♥ A K Q 6 

♥ 9 4


1NT

2♣

♦  K 7 6

♦ A J 4

2♦

2NT

♣ K 8 4 2

♣ 10 9 5

In (k) 2♣ is the lowest unbid minor. 2♦ shows a minimum 1NT rebid without 5 hearts or 3 spades. Responder now decides that game is unlikely so he signs off in 2NT. Note  that  it would not be unreasonable for responder to sign off in 2♠ rather than 2NT, but you will see in chapter 3 that the 1NT rebid could on rare occasions be made with a singleton spade so responder thinks 2NT could be safer.

Using the lowest unbid minor suit conventionally should ensure that you will always reach the correct game contract, but occasionally you might miss the best part-score. In hand (l) responder is nowhere near strong enough for a 2♣ response to 1♥, so the response 1♠. After the 1NT rebid responder wants to play in 2♣, but a 2♣ bid would be conventional. 3♣ would be forcing (a new suit at the three level) so responder must pass.  

(l) Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ K 9


♠ J 8 6 2

1♥

1♠

♥ A J 8 7

♥ K 2


1NT

P

♦ K 8 7 2

♦ 5

♣ A 9 2

♣ Q 9 6 5 4 3

2NT rebids

In auction (m) opener has jumped to 2NT after a change of suit at the one level. This shows 18-19 HCP. Responder will rarely pass this rebid, but has the right to do so if the response was made on a very weak hand. If responder bids on the auction becomes game forcing. 

(m)  Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

      ♠
K J 8

♠ Q 10 9 5 2

 1♥

1♠

      ♥  A K 8 7
♥ 6 2 


  2NT

3♠

      ♦  A 9

♦ 8 4 2

  4♠

      ♣  A 8 7 3
♣ K Q 2

Note that if opener had to jump to 3NT to show 19 HCP responder would have had no way of investigating a 5-3 spade fit without bypassing 3NT. 

   So how should we use the 3NT rebid that seems to be redundant? On hand (n) opener starts with 1♥ and rebids 3NT over a 1♠ response. That shows a solid heart suit, a few bits and pieces in the unbid suits and probably a singleton in responder's suit. Responder should be well placed to judge whether 4♥ or 3NT is best. 

(n)  ♠ 8        ♥ A K Q 9 7 3 2       ♦ K 8       ♣  Q 10 6

In auction (o) opener has rebid 2NT after a change of suit at the two level. This shows 15-19 HCP and is game forcing. The principle is that if both partners have shown better than minimum values for the opening bid and response respectively then the auction becomes game forcing. Opener has shown at least 15 HCP by the 2NT rebid, while responder has shown at least 9 HCP by the change of suit at the two level. With a combined total of at least 24 HCP you will rarely want to stop below game, so it makes sense to make the auction game forcing, allowing room for further investigation below 3NT.

(o)  Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

      ♠ K J 7 3 2
♠ Q 10 8

1♠

2♣

      ♥ A J 9

♥ K 6 3

2NT

3♠

      ♦  A J

♦ 8 6


4♠

      ♣  K 8 7

♣  A J 4 3 2

Note that if opener had to rebid 3NT to show 17-19 HCP responder again would have been unable to investigate a 5-3 spade fit without bypassing 3NT. 

 If opener does rebid 3NT that shows a solid spade suit, just as it would after a one level response. In example (p) responder can see that 3NT is likely to be a better contract than 4♠ which has 4 top losers.

(p) 
Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder


♠ A K Q 9 8 7 6
♠ J 2


1♠

2♣


♥ Q 8 7

♥ J 9 2

3NT

Pass


♦ K 6


♦ Q J 5


♣ 6


♣ K Q J 3 2

There are two huge advantages of this no-trump structure. Firstly 17 point hands can stay at the one level. Secondly we avoid jumping to 3NT on balanced hands, making it easier to continue the investigation fir a major fit.

