WHICH CARD SHOULD I LEAD?

The most common standard lead system in England advocates that if you lead from a broken suit you lead the fourth highest, and if you lead from sequence you lead the top card. Here I examine these leads, look at borderline cases and then see how some of these ideas can be improved.

Fourth Highest

If you lead a low card, why should it matter which card you lead? The two examples below show this clearly.


( Q 4







( A K 2



( Q 7 6



( Q 8 7 6 4

( A 9 7 3 2



(  K 8 6

( Q 8 4



( 10 7 6 5 

( 10 4 3



( A J 9 2

( 5 3




( 10 9



( J 10 5



( J 9 3



( K 8 5



( A K J 2

After South’s 1NT opening bid was raised to 3NT by North, West led the (3 to East’s (K. East returned the (8 (his next highest) and West ducked to keep open communications, playing the (2. It is standard practice that if you lead a fourth highest card your next small card in the suit should be the fifth best if you have five. Hence East knew West started with five spades. Declarer crossed to dummy with the (A and led a diamond, hoping to slip through a trick, but East was sufficiently wide awake to rise with the (A and lead his last spade. 

In the second example South was again in 3NT after a 1NT 3NT sequence. West led the (6 to East’s (J, taken by South’s (K. Declarer now started playing clubs.

( Q J 2 



( 9 7



( A 9 5



( K Q J 10 9

( 9 6 3



( 10 8 7 5

( A 10 8 6 4



( Q J 2 

( 7 6 




( Q J 10 4 2 

( A 3 2



( 6

( A K 4



( K 5 3



( K 8 3

( 8 7 5 4

From West’s point of view it was not clear whether he should try to cash out hearts (hoping East has the (Q, or declarer started with (K Q doubleton), or whether he should try to find East with a side-suit entry so East could lead a heart through declarer’s (Q. Can you see how the defenders resolved the position?  

Firstly, East worked out that declarer had no further high heart. He had two ways of knowing that.

  Firstly, if the (6 lead was fourth best then West must have ( A 10 8 remaining. Alternatively, he could use lazy player’s aid by applying the rule of eleven. To do this East subtracts the card led (the 6) from 11, making 5. That gives the number of cards in the suit higher than the card led held by the other three hands. Dummy has two, East can see two in his own hand and when declarer won trick 1 with the ( K that made five. All the cards higher than the six outside the West hand were accounted for so East knew the hearts were ready to run. However East was aware that West wouldn’t know this. 

  When declarer switched attention to clubs at trick 2, West thoughtfully withheld the (A, allowing dummy’s (K to win the trick. When a second club was played from dummy East discarded the ( Q, and West now couldn’t go wrong!

Borderline Decisions

When you have a hand headed by two touching honours, how do you know whether it is right to lead an honour, or whether it is right to lead a fourth highest card?

  The answer comes in examine what you are trying to achieve. If you require partner to have a high card in the suit, start with a low card to avoid blocking the suit. On the other hand if you can probably fulfil your objectives without partner holding a high card, start with the appropriate card from your sequence. This sort of logic makes a table of opening leads redundant.

What should you lead from the hand below after each of the given sequences: 

West


   (a)
South
North

(b)
South
North

( 9 8



1(
3(


1NT
3NT

( A K 4 3 2


4(
( 6 4 3

( 7 5 4

After (a) your objective is to cash two hearts and maybe then give partner a ruff. You don’t need partner to hold a heart honour. Start with the (A (or (K).

  After (b) your objective is to lose any heart trick you must lose quickly, wait for partner to regain the lead and then take 4 heart tricks. You must start with the (3.

Sometimes leading a low card can produce an unexpected bonus. Suppose the heart layout is as in (c).

(c)


( Q 9 6


( A K 4 3 2


( J 5




( 10 8 7

If you lead a low heart against 3NT declarer will surely play low from dummy, allowing your partner’s (J to take trick 1. From declarer’s viewpoint, playing low will be correct if you hold the (J. Playing the (Q would only be correct if you held the (A and (K. He will, correctly reason that he should play you to hold one vital card rather than two.

How  about if you strengthened the hand by replacing the (6 by the (A? Is there a case for leading the (A against 3NT, after all you do have the (A as an entry? 

You might feel that leading the (A gives you the chance of cashing 5 tricks if declarer and dummy each have a doubleton. Perhaps that is true, but you should be aiming to beat the contract by one trick, not two. Leading a low heart is essential if the layout is as in (d).

(d)


( J 6


( A K 4 3 2


( Q 5




( 10 9 8 7

For similar reasons the following ‘rules of thumb’ apply

From ( K Q 4 3 2 lead the king against a suit contract but the (3 against 3NT.

From ( Q J 4 3 2 lead the queen against a suit contract, but the (3 against 3NT.

Let us try strengthening these suits and see where we now stand when on lead against 3NT. This hand will demonstrate that logic is the key to good defence, not rigid tables of leads.

West


    (e)
South
North

    (f)
South
North

( A 4



1NT
3NT


1(
2(
( K Q J 3 2






2NT
3NT

( 8 5 4








( 9 6 4

After auction (e) leading the (K is obvious. You expect your ( K Q J to squash all your opponents hearts except the ace and you certainly have no intention of conceding a cheap trick to an enemy trebleton (10.

  After auction (f)  you now know that your hearts will not squash South’s because South opened 1(. The problem is that your fourth best heart is not high enough to win a trick when South is known to have four hearts. So what should West lead?

North/South have plenty of points for 3NT on the bidding, so you really need to find a successful attacking lead. Leading the (K will set up two tricks to go with the (A, but it is hardly likely that partner will have another two. A passive lead will hardly trouble declarer so you should be asking yourself what the minimum holding is for partner that would enable you to defeat 3NT.   You are hoping for the following heart layout:




( 8 5

( K Q J 3 2


   
( 10 4




( A 9 7 6

In that case you must lead the (3 to avoid blocking the suit.

  Do note that the (3 lead is the correct lead for beating the contract. The prospect of success is highly dubious, and if you were playing duplicate pairs where conceding soft overtricks can be fatal you would be well advised to start with the (K.

Often the right card to lead depends on whether or not you have an outside entry. Which card should you lead from the hands below if South’s 1NT has been raised to 3NT by North?

(g) 
( 7 6


(h)
( A 6


( A K 10 9 4


( A K 10 9 4



( 8 5 4


( 8 5 4


( 5 3 2


( 5 3 2

With (g) you must try to lose a heart early, wait for partner to gain the lead and fire a heart back. You are hoping for 4 heart tricks plus one more from partner, or maybe 5 heart tricks if partner has ( Q 5. Start with the ( 10 (top of interior sequence).

  With (h) you have other options because you have the extra entry. If declarer and dummy each have three hearts it won’t matter what you do, but what if the heart layout is as shown below?



( J 8 6 2

( A K 10 9 4


( 7 5



 ( Q 3

If you lead the (10 declarer will make the (Q and dummy’s (J will still provide a second stopper. Better is to start with the (A K. Now declarer has only one stopper.

(i) 
( 8 3


(j)
( A 3


( A Q J 4 2


( A Q J 4 2


( 9 4 3


( 9 4 3


( 9 5 2


( 9 5 2

With (i) the (Q is the obvious lead. You are hoping for the heart layout below, and for partner to have an entry. It won’t help declarer to withhold his (K on trick 1 because you will switch to another suit, waiting for partner to gain the lead and revert to hearts.



( 9 6 3


( A Q J 4 2


( 7 5



( K 10 8


With (j) you can afford to start with the (A. Of course most of the time you will continue with the (Q to drive out the enemy (K, but leading the (A works spectacularly if the heart layout is:



( K 3



( A Q J 4 2


( 7 5



( 10 9 8 6




After the (A wins trick 1 you will continue with the (4 at trick 2 and declarer has only one heart stopper.

In the hands above we have been looking at a suit in the context of the whole hand. We now need to look at some specific combinations, when your only criterion is to make maximum tricks with minimum risk.

   From ( K Q J 3 2  you usually lead the (K against 3NT. 

   From ( K Q 4 3 2  you usually lead the (3 against 3NT.

   From ( K Q 9 3 2  you usually lead the (3 against 3NT

   What should you lead from ( K Q 10 3 2?

The inevitable question to ask is whether your honour holding is good enough to achieve your objectives without partner holding any honour. The ten certainly makes a difference.

(k)


( J 9

( K Q 10 3 2



( 7 5 4




( A 8 6

(l)


( 5 4

( K Q 10 3 2



( 9 8 7 

 


( A J 6

In layout (k) you only lose one trick provided you lead the (K.

Layout (l) is interesting. West leads the (K. South withholds the (A (called a Bath Coup), hoping West will continue spades and give him a second trick. West switches suit and hopes East can gain the lead and push a spade through declarer. West might never make length tricks in spades, but at least he is spared the embarrassment of underleading the (K Q 10 and watching declarer take trick 1 with the (J.

  For these reasons from a suit headed by ( K Q 10  lead the king. 

If you keep discipline over these matters partner can safely co-operate in the defence. 

(m)

( 9 3

( K Q 10 8 7


( J 4 2



( A 6 5

In (m) West leads the (K against 3NT. East knows that West has ( K Q 10 because without the ten West would lead a small spade. Therefore East drops the (J under the (K to reassure West that a spade continuation would not make him the victim of a Bath Coup.

(n)

( 9 3

( K Q 10 8 7


( A 4 2



( J 6 5

In (n) West leads the (K against 3NT. East doesn’t risk West switching suit at trick 2. He overtakes with the (A and returns the suit, allowing the defenders to take five spade tricks.

(o)

( 6 5 3

( K Q 10 8 7


( 9 



( A J 4 2 

In (o) West leads the (K against 3NT. East has to play the (9 and declarer craftily plays the (4. Could East be signalling from ( A 9 2  or ( J 9 2?  The answer is a clearcut ‘No’ because in either of these cases East would have contributed his honour. West is not fooled and switches suit.

What happens if the (J turns up in dummy?

(p)

( J 5 3

( K Q 10 8 7


( A 4 2 



( 9 6

In (p) West leads the (K. East cannot overtake with the (A because that would establish a trick for dummy’s (J. However even though East has no direct method of showing the (A West knows East has it because if declarer had the (A it would be normal to take it at trick 1, leaving the (J poised over the remaining (Q as a second spade stopper.

The same principles apply one level lower. Against a no-trump contract lead the (3 from ( Q J 4 3 2  but the (Q from ( Q J 9 3 2. Partner will treat the ten in the same way as he treated the jack on a king lead. Equally, lead the (3 from ( J 10 4 3 2  but the (J from ( J 10 8 3 2.

Finally, we have looked in detail at leads against no-trumps. Against a suit contract it is rarely right to lead a fourth highest card if you have two touching honours.

  Against 4( it is usually right to lead (K from ( K Q 4 3 2  or to lead  (Q  from  ( Q J 4 3 2.

Standard Honour Leads

Which card do you lead from ( J 10 9 8 7?  Presumably you lead the jack.

Which card do you lead from ( K J 10 9 8? Traditional methods again point to the jack, as the top card of an interior sequence. 

  This gave East a considerable headache in the deal below.



( A K J



( 6 3



( 6 5



( A Q J 10 6 5

( 9 5 4



( 10 8 7 2 

( A 7 5 4



( Q J 10 9

( J 10 9 8 7



( A 4 2

( 9 




( 4 2



( Q 6 3



( K 8 2



( K Q 3



( K 8 7 3

South
North

1NT
3NT

West led the (J and East took trick 1 with the (A. What next?

  If West had led from a holding led by the (K then the whole suit was ready to run and a diamond return was essential.

  If West’s highest diamond was the jack then the only chance of defeating the contract was with a heart switch.

  East had no way of resolving this dilemma, and quite reasonably decided that if he failed to return his partner’s suit there would be psychological damage to the partnership’s morale

Do you see the cause of the problem? From East’s point of view South has either no diamond stopper, or two, a huge difference. Later I will describe to you how the lead of a jack should deny holding a higher honour.  

Strong Ten Leads

We have already seen that the defence can be very difficult if the lead of a jack can be from as strong a holding as K J 10 9 2 or as weak as J 10 9 3 2. To avoid this problem most experts now play that the lead of a jack denies a higher honour in the suit. That means that if you are holding an interior sequence headed by A J 10 or K J 10 you don’t lead the jack: instead you lead the ten.

  The lead of a ten, unless it is a short suit, shows either the jack or the nine, and one non-touching higher honour, hence the term: ‘Strong Ten Leads’. Thus you lead the ten from:       A J 10 3 2,   K J 10 3 2,   A 10 9 3 2,   K 10 9 3 2  or Q 10 9 3 2. 

It would seem that so many possible combinations there will be confusion, however it is usually quite easy to work out partner’s holding. For example, look at the layout below.





( K 6

West leads (J or (10


( 9 4 2

Suppose West leads the (J. East knows that West has no higher honour, so South has the (A and (Q.

  Alternatively, suppose West leads the ten. Since East himself has the nine East can work out that West started with the jack. From ( Q J 10 West would have led the queen, so West has led from a holding headed by ( A J 10. Dummy’s (K wins trick 1, but East will be sure to grab the lead as quickly as possible in order to return a spade.

 Second Highest from Bad Suit

A lot of time, and quite a few tricks go to waste in defence when the opening leader leads a weak suit, more in hope that it will be passive than in any expectation that it will lead to great riches, only to find that his partner takes it seriously. In the layout below South has opened 1NT and North raised to 3NT. West leads the (3 to East’s (A and declarer drops the (5. East cannot do anything else but return a spade, after all West might have led from ( K 10 8 3 2. The result is that declarer is presented with two spade tricks and a more promising line of attack elsewhere never happens. 




( 9

( 10 8 6 3



( A Q 7 4 






( K J 5 2

The problem is similar to that which has led to the widespread use of strong ten leads, and the solution is similar. Modern players lead the second card from a suit with no card higher than the ten: ie. second from a bad suit.

  Using these methods West would lead the (8. East would work out that the only missing cards higher than the 8 were the K J 10, but if West had ( K J 10 8 then the correct card was the 10 if playing strong tens. Therefore East realises West has led the second card from a suit with no card higher than the ten, hence West’s holding was headed by the ( 10 8.

If you lead a strong ten lead your second card should show your length in the suit. There are a number of methods in common use but the following seems to be the best

From 9 8 5  lead the 8 followed by the 9. This corresponds to the MUD (middle up down) idea that has been common for years. It is a source of surprise to us that so many players want to distinguish between K 8 2 (lead the 2) and 9 8 2 (lead the 8) but haven’t realised the usefulness of distinguishing between similarly strong and weak 4-card and 5-card holdings.

  From 9 8 5 4  lead the 8 followed by the 5 (third best).

  From 9 8 5 4 2  lead the 8 followed by the 2 (fifth best) 

  From 9 8 5 4 3 2 lead the 8 followed by the 3 (fifth best).

Note that the second card played is always an ‘odd number’ card of the original holding: first, third or fifth. Suppose partner leads the (7 followed by the (2. He cannot have three spades (otherwise the second card would be higher than the 7). He cannot have four spades (otherwise he would have a lower card than the 2), so he must have five spades.

It is sensible to play strong ten leads together with second from bad suits. Clearly it defeats the objective of strong ten leads if you lead the ten from a holding like 10 9 7 5 4. A second-best 9 is far more suitable. Playing both methods together you can form an almost instantaneous impression when you see the lead.

  A jack lead denotes a weak suit.

  A ten lead (unless from a singleton or doubleton) denotes quite a strong suit.

  A nine lead denotes a weak suit headed by the ten, unless it is from a singleton or doubleton.

I wouldn’t claim that these methods solve all problems, after all you might lead the (3 from ( K J 9 3 2  or ( J 5 4 3. However together they certainly form an improvement on traditional methods.

Quiz

i)



7 5



South
North

3 led


K 8 6


1NT
3NT

Your K is taken with declarer’s A.  Which card are you particularly interested in?

ii)   

9 6



South
North

10 led


A 5 4


1NT
3NT

What do you know about partner’s holding? How should you defend?


iii)  

J 6



South
North

9 led


K 5 4


1NT
3NT

Dummy plays the 6. What do you know about partner’s holding? How should you defend?

iv)   

J 6



South
North

10 led


K 5 4


1NT
3NT

Dummy plays the 6. What do you know about partner’s holding? How should you defend?

v)   

J 6 3



South
North

10 led


K 5 4


1NT
3NT

Dummy plays the 6. What do you know about partner’s holding? How should you defend?

vi)   

J 6



South
North

10 led


K 5 4


1(
3(






4(
Dummy plays the 6. What do you know about partner’s holding? How should you defend?

vii)

Q 9



South
North

6 led


A 8 7


1NT
3NT

Dummy plays the 9.  What do you know about partner’s holding? 

viii)

Q 5



South
North

2 led


K 10 7 4 3

1NT
3NT

Dummy plays the 5. Which card should you play?

Answers to quiz

i)   The 2. If partner has it, he has 5 cards and declarer 3.

      If declarer has it the missing spades are 4-4.

ii)   Unless it is singleton or doubleton the 10 shows either the J or the 9. You can see the 9 in dummy so partner has the J. He also has a higher, non-touching honour, the K. Overtake the 10 with your A and return the suit through declarer’s Q.

iii)   The 9 is a second highest from 10 9 x x (x).  Keep your K for dummy’s J.

iv)   Unless it is singleton or doubleton the 10 shows either the J or the 9. You can see the J in dummy so partner has the 9. He also has a higher, non-touching honour, the Q or the A. Overtake the 10 with your K and return the suit, just in case declarer started with the doubleton Q.

v)   Unless it is singleton or doubleton the 10 shows either the J or the 9. You can see the J in dummy so partner has the 9. He also has a higher, non-touching honour, the Q or the A. This time keep your K  for dummy’s J

vi)  Unless it is singleton or doubleton the 10 shows either the J or the 9. You can see the J in dummy so partner has the 9. He also has a higher, non-touching honour, clearly the Q as partner would not underlead an ace at trick 1 against a suit contract. It probably doesn’t matter but keep your K.

vii)  The 6 cannot be fourth highest: the only cards higher than the 6 that you cannot see are the K J 10 and partner would have led the 10 from K J 10 6. Therefore the 6 is a second highest lead from 10 6 x x (x)

viii)   Partner’s fourth highest 2 promises an honour. Does he have the J (you need to play the 10) or A (you need to play the K)?  You cannot tell from partner’s lead, but declarer’s play makes it clear. If he had started with doubleton A he would surely have tried dummy’s Q. Therefore he started with doubleton J and you must play the K and take the first 5 tricks.

