Bidding Principles 3

My principle this time is not so much a matter of system as one of style. Cue bidding has two functions: showing a control, and showing enthusiasm. Partnerships should discuss how they should manage a hand where one partner has what might be a vital control, but lacks any enthusiasm. Obviously you don’t start cue bidding if you have little or no enthusiasm, but what if partner starts first?

Principle :  If partner initiates a cue bidding sequence, you should be obliged to show an appropriate control if you can do so below game unless you are absolutely certain that slam is impossible, but you can use judgement to decide whether or not to bypass game.

For the duration of this article I will assume you have a simple cue-bidding style of initially bidding first-round controls and only bidding second round controls when partner already knows whether or not you have first round control in the suit.

In hand (a) East is torn between a raise to 2( or 3(. With 9 losers he could easily justify a raise to just 2(, but being vulnerable at teams he allows the point count to push him to 3(. When West bids 4( (showing first round diamond control but denying first round club control) East’s slam enthusiasm is non-existent, but he dutifully shows the (A. West shows good judgement in treating his hand as worth just a mild slam try and bids 4(, which East is delighted to pass.   

(a) West

East

( A Q 10 9 8 2
( J 7 5 4

( Q 10 4

( A 7 6

( A K


( Q 6

( K 6


( Q J 7 3

West

East

1(

3(
4(

4(
4(

No

This hand is worthy of further examination. You can see that no contract above 4( is safe, yet I would almost guarantee that most club players with the West hand would follow up 4( with 4NT. West has 18 high-card points in an essentially balanced hand, not an ingredient for a slam unless East is particularly suitable. Most players tend to overbid strong, balanced hands.

Should East cue bid at all with such rubbish? Look at hand (b).

(b) West

East

( A K Q 9 8 

( J 7 5 4

( 9 8


( A 7 6

( A K J 10 3

( Q 6

( 8
 

( Q J 7 3

West

East

1(

3(
4(

4(
6(
Once West hears about the (A, he can bid 6( immediately. He expects to discard dummy’s hearts on his diamonds, so 6( will be at worst on a finesse for the (Q.

Perhaps you think that West is too strong for a 1( opening bid. If you play Acol two-bids then 2( would be fine, but many partnerships nowadays use up all their two-level openings for weak hands, and the West hand isn’t worth opening a game-forcing 2(. 1( isn’t really dangerous. The chances of the bidding going 1( (P) P (P) when West has such good shape is remote.  

In hand © East cannot cue bid below game level and rightly refuses to bypass 4(.

©  West

East

( A Q 10 9 8 2
( J 7 5 4

( K 6


( Q J 7 3

( A K


( Q 6

( Q 10 4

( A 7 6

West

East

1(

3(
4(

4(
Hand (d) provided a richly deserved swing to one team in a teams-of-four match.

(d)  West

East

( A K J 5 4 3

( 10 7 6 2

( 9


( K Q 8 6

(10


( K Q 5

( K Q J 4 2

( 8 3

(e) West
East

(f)
West
East

      1(

3(


1(
3(
      4NT
5(


4(
4(
      5(




4(
The first team bid as in auction (e). West was bitterly disappointed to find that East had no aces and 5( drifted the inevitable one off. West considered himself unlucky. Was Blackwood so unreasonable? Their opponents provided the answer. West decided he would lose nothing by starting with a slightly misleading 4(. Of course East might take that as showing the (A, but it hardly matters. Having responded with a limit bid of 3( East is hardly in a position to take control of the auction and his reply to 4( will enable West to plan the way forward. When East could not cue-bid a red ace West settled in a safe 4(.

The same principles apply at the five level.

(g)   West

East

( A K 10 7 4 3
( J 9 5 2

( Q J 10 6 3

( K 4

( A Q


( 8 4 2  

( -


( A Q J 2

West

East

1(

3(
4(

4(
 

5(

5(
6(
In (g) East is hardly encouraged by West’s 4( bid. Assuming it shows first round club control then seven of East’s points are facing a void. 4( is very wise, but when West continues with 5( East is obliged to show his (K below the level of the agreed trump suit. Of course 5( shows second round heart control because with first round heart control East would have bid 4( over 4(.  

Are there any exceptions to our principle? Inevitably there are many exceptions based on common sense, for example hand (h) below. 

(h)  West

East

( A K Q 4

( J 10 8 5 3  

( A K 


( 6 2

( 9 7 5 4   

( A 10 3 

( A Q 3 

( 10 7 5 

West

East

2NT

3(
4(

4(
East’s 3( is a transfer and West’s 4( breaks the transfer, showing an outstanding hand with 4-card spade support and the (A. The 4( bid does not say: ‘I have reason to believe a slam might be present’. It says: ‘Just in case you are looking for a slam, this is what I have.’  For East to continue with 4( would be mindless. He knows that slam is out of the question and must convey that message with an immediate 4(.  

