Avoiding Being Endplayed 

When defending against a suit contract defenders should try to avoid leading a suit when declarer is void in his hand and dummy and he has trumps in both hands. Such a lead frequently allows declarer to ruff in one hand and discard a loser from the other hand.  This is called giving declarer a ‘ruff and discard
There are many hands where defenders should avoid opening up a suit. It should come as no surprise to you that a lot of hands become a battle of wits between declarer and defenders. Declarer is trying to make defenders play a suit for him: the defenders are trying to wriggle out of it. Look at layout 1. Spades are trumps. Nine tricks have been played. How many of the remaining four tricks do you expect declarer to make?
Layout 1
♠ J



♥ A 10 9 



♦ -



♣ -

♠  -

                     ♠  -

♥  J 7 2

                     ♥  Q 8 5

♦  -

                     ♦  8

♣ J

                     ♣  -



♠ 10



♥  K 6 4 


♦  -



♣  -

The answer is that is depends who has the lead. 

If declarer or dummy has the lead then declarer will have to concede a trick in the frozen heart suit.

If  a defender on lead he is forced to self-destruct.

If a defender, perhaps West, opens up hearts declarer has no heart loser.

It is no better for West to leave hearts alone and play the ♣J. Declarer ruffs this in one hand and discards a heart from the other hand, disposing of the heart loser. Declarer has been allowed to make his trumps separately in a situation where identical shape in the hands would otherwise have made this impossible. We say declarer has been given a ruff-and-discard.

Note the features of the layout that make this work. Declarer has a suit that would give better prospects if it were possible to force the defenders to play it: this might be a frozen suit or it might be a suit where declarer has a guess. There are also trumps in each hand, while the defenders have none. Finally declarer has no stray cards left in the other suits.

At this stage it is worth looking how the position in layout 1 might have come about. In layout 2 declarer is in 6♠. The lead is the ♦J. 

Layout 2
♠  A Q J 2




♥  A 10 9





♦  Q 7 6





♣  6 5 2



♠  K 10 6 5




♥  K 6 4





♦  A K 4





♣  A K 7


Declarer has a certain club  loser, and needs to avoid losing a trick in the frozen heart suit. His plan is to use the club loser to make the defenders open up hearts for him. The ♦A takes trick 1 and trumps are drawn in three rounds. Now he plans to get rid of all his minor suit cards, called eliminating the suits. He cashes the ♦K Q and ♣A K and gives up the lead (called exiting) with the ♣7. West is left on lead in the position shown in layout 1.  West is endplayed, forced to self-destruct.

So could the defenders do anything about this endplay? This time they were helpless. However suppose we change the remaining hearts to layout 3. 

Layout 3

♥ A 10 9


♥  8 7 2

♥  Q J  5



♥  K 6 4

This suit is no longer frozen. West can play hearts without conceding a trick, so the defenders must anticipate the endplay coming and make sure that West wins the third club trick. 

As a defender you need to learn to anticipate a forthcoming endplay. All the signs were present in layouts 2 and 3: declarer cashing the diamonds and ♣A K were sure signs that he was eliminating these suits. 

Conceding a ruff and discard frequently gives declarer an extra trick when his hand and dummy have similar shape. You should certainly not be voluntarily conceding a ruff-and-discard unless you are very sure you know what you are doing, but there two main exceptions.

(i)  Sometimes rigorous counting of declarer’s shape (as described in chapter 10) will tell you that giving a ruff and discard will not help declarer and is preferable to opening up a frozen suit. Change layout 1 to layout 4. Spades are trumps. West is on lead. If he opens up the frozen heart suit then declarer will make the rest of the tricks. However if he gives a ruff-and-discard then declarer can only throw away the fourth heart from his hand or dummy. This doesn't help declarer because the fourth heart is a winner.

Layout 4
♠ J



♥ A 10 9 2



♦ -



♣ -

♠  -

                     ♠  -

♥  J 7 

                     ♥  Q 8 5

♦  4 2

                     ♦  6

♣ J

                     ♣  3



♠ 10



♥  K 6 4 3


♦  -



♣  -

(ii)  If declarer has no side-suit losers left it can often be very effective to attack his trump holding by giving him a ruff-and discard. In layout 5 you lead the ♥A K against declarer’s 4♠. .If you persevere with a third heart he ruffs and plays spades, but you withhold your ♠A for two rounds. He cannot draw trumps without losing trump control so he has to allow you to ruff a minor suit winner with your ♠4.

Layout 5
♠ Q J 7 6



♥ 10 7



♦ A Q J 5



♣ K 5 4

♠ A 4 3 2


♠ 5

♥ A K Q J 2

♥ 6 5 4 3

♦ 6 2



♦ 10 7 4

♣ 6 3



♣ 10 9 8 7 2



♠ K 10 9 8

♥ 9 8

♦ K 9 8 3

♣ A Q J  

General principles help. In layout 6 West leads the ♥K against 5♦.

Layout 6
Dealer South    Love All


♠ A K


♥ 7 3 2


♦ J 10 4 3 2


♣ 6 5 3



♠ Q 6 3 2



♥ A 10 5 4



♦  9 7



♣  9 8 4

West
North
East
South

--
-
-
1♦
1♥
3♦
3♥
5♦
All Pass

Declarer has:

♠ J 10 9
♥ 6            ♦ A K Q 8 6 5      ♣ A J 10

The defence has at most one heart trick. East must overtake with the ♥A and return a club. Otherwise declarer draws trumps, eliminates the major suits and plays a club to his ♣10, endplaying West.

East’s role in preventing an endplay in Layout 6 is an exception to the principle that where possible the defenders should let declarer play a suit himself. The clubs were clearly not frozen so a club switch was safe. East needed to give West a club trick while West still had a safe exit card, ie. before declarer could eliminate other suits.

Usually anticipating an endplay is easy enough. Most endplays are against a suit contract and you can see the tell-tale signs of declarer eliminating the side suits. In layout 7 you lead the ♦Q against 6♠. Declarer wins the ♦K in his hand, draws trumps in two rounds (partner following once), cashes dummy’s ♣A K and ♦A, ruffs a diamond in his hand and ruffs the ♣J in dummy.  Declarer now leads a heart to his ♥K. How should you defend?

Layout 7
Dealer South

Love All



♠ A K 9 8 3



♥ 7 3 2



♦ A 7 5



♣ A K 

♠ 7 6

♥ A J 6

♦ Q J 10 9

♣ Q 10 4 3 

West
North
East
South

-
-
-
1♠
Pass
4NT
Pass
5♦
Pass
6♠
All Pass

It seems obvious that declarer has eliminated the minor suits and set up the classic endplay position. He started with:

♠ Q J 10 4 2
♥ K Q 10
♦ K 4

♣ J 7 2
He now has three hearts in his hand and three in dummy. If you automatically take your ♥A you have just endplayed yourself, forced to concede a ruff and discard or lead from your ♥J into declarer’s remaining ♥Q 10. Allow the ♥K to hold and you make two hearts.  

Can you work what is going on in the next hand? You hold the West hand in layout 8. The contract of 4♠ has been reached with South showing a powerhouse. You cash the ♥A K, partner following with the ♥2 3  and declarer with the ♥4 5. What do you do next?

Layout 8
Dealer South

Love All




♠  8 2




♥  J 8 6




♦  9 7 4 2




♣  8 6 5 3




♠  J 9 7 6 5

♥  A K Q 

♦  6 5 3

♣  7 4 

West
North
East
South

-
-
-
2♣
Pass
2♦
Pass
2♠
Pass
2NT
Pass
3♠
Pass
4♠
All Pass

Continuing with the ♥Q seems harmless but it is fatal because declarer has:

♠  A K Q 10 4 3
♥  5 4

♦ A K Q
♣  A K
He ruffs the ♥Q, cashes the ♠A K and his five minor suit winners leaving you with ♠J 9 7 and declarer with ♠ Q 10 4. Now he exits with the ♠4 and your second trump trick evaporates in an endplay. 

Could you anticipate this at trick 3? Well, you don’t know declarer’s exact hand (though it really isn’t too difficult to imagine it) but you seem to have two certain trump tricks provided you never have to play them yourself. Declarer cannot force you to play trumps provided you keep the ♥Q to play when you take a trump trick. Whatever declarer has, the defence is certain to prevail provided you switch to a minor suit at trick 3.
In layout 9 you lead the ♥Q against declarer’s spade slam. Dummy’s ♥K wins trick 1 and declarer plays two rounds of trumps, East following once with the ♠2 and then discarding a low club. Declarer now cashes the ♥A in his hand and ruffs a heart, East following to all three rounds with the ♥4, 5 and 6. Declarer continues by cashing dummy’s ♦A K and ruffing a diamond. Now a club is led towards dummy. What should you do?

Layout 9

Dealer South
Love All



♠ K 10 9 8 6



♥ K 6



♦ A K 3



♣ K 3 2

♠  4 3

♥ Q J 10 3 2

♦  9 6 4 2

♣ A 6

West
North
East
South

-
-
-
1♠
Pass
4NT
Pass
5♥
Pass
6♠
All Pass

This hand is an open book. Declarer started with five spades, three hearts and two diamonds. Therefore he must have started with three clubs. The important thing to realise is that if declarer has the ♣Q you cannot beat the contract whatever you do. Either you rise with your ♣A now, allowing the ♣K and ♣Q to make tricks separately, or you play low and are endplayed with it on the next trick, forced to concede a ruff and discard. You must hope that declarer has:

♠ A Q J 7 2
♥ A 9 8        ♦ 7 5       ♣ J 5 4
Seeing the endplay coming you must rise with your ♣A now and exit with a club. Partner will then make his ♣Q.
Fourth hand play

The deal in layout 10 left East sadder and wiser. West led a trump. Declarer won the ♠A in his hand and led a heart towards his king. 

Layout 10
Dealer South
Game All


♠ K 10 9 3 2


♥ K Q 


♦ A 5 3


♣ A K J 



♠ 4



♥ A J 4 3



♦ J 10 9 8 



♣ Q 5 4 2

West
North
East
South

-
-
-
1♠
Pass
4NT
Pass
5♦
Pass
6♠
All Pass

East allowed the ♥K to hold the trick. Declarer then changed direction. He drew a second round of trumps, cashed three diamonds and the ♣A and played a second heart. East took his ace but was endplayed, Declarer had:

♠  A Q J 6 5
♥ 6 2         ♦ K Q 4        ♣ 7 6 3

There is an important common-sense principle here. In fourth seat the default position should be to win a trick, not lose it. If you don’t know whether to win your ace or withhold it, then win it. If you duck it there are all sorts of nasty things that can happen to you. Here East was endplayed, but he could equally well have found declarer with a singleton heart.  There are lots of good reasons why you might want to withhold your ace in fourth seat, but if you do so you must be prepared to explain your reasons to a sceptical partner.

