Michaels Cue Bids

Your right-hand opponent (RHO) opens 1(. You bid 2( (a cue-bid). What do you think that means? Traditional text books produced hands like the hand below, strong enough to force to game. The idea was that the 2( cue-bid give you time to compare notes. 

(  K Q 4

( -

( A K J 8

(  A K J 10 7 4

How useful is this? To be honest, it is absolutely useless. You can easily double and then bid 2( over the likely 1( response. The bidding is no higher than if you had bid 2( immediately over 1(. It is not surprising that experts have looked for a more practical use for an immediate 2(, and such a use is not hard to find.

Suppose your RHO opens 1(.

With a single-suited hand you can bid the suit, or if you are very strong you can double and then bid the suit.

With the other three suits you can double and let partner choose.

What is missing? What can you do with two-suiters? It is vital to fill this gap because if you can enter the auction with a two-suiter you have two chances of finding a fit, which might lead to a profitable sacrifice or even a high-level making contract.  Modern bridge is full of conventional ways of showing two-suiters. In this and the next article I will look at the popular Michaels cue-bid.

Your Opponents open 1-of-a-minor

If your RHO opens one of a minor (1(/1() a cue-bid (2(/2() shows a major 2-suiter: at least 5-5 shape. Of course you need to decide upon strength. You must classify the hand’s strength according to its point count. 6-10 high-card-points (HCP) is weak. 11-15 HCP is intermediate. 16+ HCP is strong.  You only make a Michaels cue-bid if your hand is weak or strong. For the next six hands assume only North/South are vulnerable

Diagram A
West



East

( K J 8 5 4


( 9 2

( K J 9 8 4 


( Q 3

( 8 



( K J 6 5

( 6 4



( A K 7 3 2

Auction 1

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2(
All Pass

In diagram A/auction 1 West is weak. He welcomes the chance to make an effective pre-emptive bid against vulnerable opponents. East assumes that West is weak and picks his better major, without much enthusiasm.

Diagram B

West



East

( K J 8 5 4


( Q 10 9 3 2

( K J 9 8 4 


( Q 3

( 8 



( Q 5 

(  6 2



(  9 7 5 3

Auction 2

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
4(
?

In diagram B/auction 2 East assumes West is weak. With a 10-card fit he continues the pre-empt, giving South a problem. How easy will it be for North/South now to find the excellent 6(?

  Note that if East had one fewer spade he might jump to 3(, which is also pre-emptive.  

Diagram C

West



East

( A J 8 5 4


( Q 10 9 

( K J 9 8 4 


( Q 3

( 8 



( A 5 3 2 

(  6 2



(  A 8 5 3

Auction 3

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
3(
P         3(
P         4(
All Pass

In diagram C/auction 3 East assumes that West has the weak type. He only has 12 HCP, but they are very useful points.  Note that the minor suit aces are excellent cards opposite a hand which has at most three minor suit cards. Kings, queens and jacks in the minor suits would probably be useless. East makes a game try with 3( (another cue-bid in their suit). 

  If West wanted to reject the game try he would bid 3( (the cheapest bid). Accepting the game try he bids 3( (the next bid).  It is perfectly possible to play a more sophisticated system of responses but this method has the merit of keeping it simple.  

If East had an even stronger hand he could start by raising the cue-bid and then bidding game.

Diagram D

West



East

( A K J 10 5 


( 9 

( A K J 8 4 


( 10 9 3 

( 8 



( J 6 5 3

(  9 7



(  A 6 5 4 2

Auction 4

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2(
P
3(
P
4(
All Pass

In diagram D/auction 4 West is strong. Note that a 5-5 hand with 16 HCP is likely to produce more playing strength than you might normally expect with 16 HCP. East assumes that West is weak and bids 2(. Now West shows he is strong by bidding on and East has an easy raise to game.
Diagram E

West



East

( A K J 10 5 


( 9 2

( A K J 8 4 


( 9 3 

( 8 



( K J 6 5 

( 9 7



(  A Q 5 4 2

Auction 5

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2(
P
3(
P
3NT

All Pass

In diagram E/auction 5 again East assumes West is weak, 2( being plenty. When West shows the strong type by bidding on West opts for the no-trump game.

So what should West do if he has an intermediate hand with 5-5 in the majors?

Diagram F

West



East

( A J 10 5 4


( 9 2

( A K 9 8 4 


( Q J 5 2

( 8 



( 9 4 2

( 6 2



( A J 7 4

Auction 6

South
West
North
East

1(
1(
P
P

Dbl
2(
P
3(
P         4(
All Pass

In diagram F/auction 6 West is intermediate. He cannot make a Michaels cue-bid so he starts with 1(. If West passes South will normally re-open. West now shows an intermediate major 2-suiter with 2( and the good heart game is reached.

Your Opponents open 1-of-a-major

The cue-bid now shows the other major suit + an unknown minor suit, weak or strong, at least 5-5 shape. The principle is the same as after a major, but because the minor suit is unknown to partner it is harder to judge what to do if the auction becomes competitive.

Much of the time East will want to play in West’s major suit. In auction 1 East’s 3( is pre-emptive. In auction 2 East’s 3( is a game try in spades (assuming West has the weak type of Michaels cue-bid). 

Auction 7

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
3(
Auction 8

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
3(
If East doesn’t like partner’s major suit he may want to discover which minor West has. You will see from these examples below (only North/South vulnerable) that until East knows West’s minor suit a bid of 2NT (or 4NT if 2NT is not available) asks West to show his minor. 

Diagram G

West



East

(  K J 7 6 5


( 2

(  4 



( 9 7 5 2

( 9 2



( A J 6 3

(  Q 10 9 5 4


(  K J 3 2

Auction 9

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2NT

P
3(
All Pass

In diagram G/auction 9 East bids 2NT in response to the Michaels 2(. This asks West to show his minor suit. If West were strong he would jump in his minor suit.

Diagram H

West



East

(  K J 7 6 5


( -

( 4 



( A 10 9 7

( 9 2



( A K Q 8 7 3 2

( Q 10 9 5 4


(  K 6

Auction 10

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2NT

P
3(
P
3NT

P
P
P

In diagram H/auction 10 East bids 2NT just to confirm that West has the black suits. When West bids 3(  East settles for the obvious 3NT. 

Diagram I

West



East

(  K J 7 6 5


( 2

(  4 



( 9 7 

( 9 2



( A J 6 5 3

(  Q 10 9 5 4


(  K J 8 3 2

Auction 11

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
4(
4NT

P
5(
Dbl
All Pass

In diagram I/auction 11 East wants to sacrifice over 4( in whichever minor West has. 4NT asks West to show his minor. 

Diagram J

West



East

( A K Q 6 5


( 7

( 4 



( 9 7 5 2

( 9 2



( A J 6 3

( A Q 10 9 5 

( K J 3 2

Auction 12

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
P
2NT

P
4(
P
5(
All Pass

In diagram J/auction 12 East (as always) assumes that West is weak, just as in auction 1. However West surprises him with a leap to 4(, showing the strong type. Now East can bid the easy club game.

Diagram K

West



East

( K J 7 6 5


( A

( 4 



( Q J 3

( 9 2



( A K Q 9 8 7 3

( Q 10 9 5 4


(  6 3 

Auction 13

South
West
North
East

1(
2(
3(
3NT

All Pass

In diagram K/auction 13 East has no chance for scientific investigation after the raise to 3. 99 times out of 100 West will have the black suits, so East bids the obvious game.

Finally, I hope you enjoy you new Michaels toy, but unless you want to create random results you need some discipline. As with any pre-empt the following guidelines are important.

1)     It helps partner decide what to do if your high cards are in your long suits

2)  A Michaels cue-bid might be weak, but the suits should be reasonably robust. Intermediate cards are important

3)  Pay some attention to vulnerability. It might be appropriate to make a ‘weak’ Michaels cue-bid if your side is vulnerable and your opponents are not, but you do need very good intermediates and 6-5 shape might be more appropriate than 5-5.

Hand L

( Q 7 4 3 2

( 8 6 4 3 2

( K 7

(  A

The joker who made a Michaels cue-bid of 2( with hand L when his RHO opened 1( thought he was being clever. His opponents bid to 5(, and his partner sacrificed in 5(, turning a healthy plus score into –300.  

