Using your winning trumps

If declarer is running long suit you need to carefully use any winning trump you might have. In the first deal declarer is in 6♠. West leads the two of clubs. Declarer takes your king with his ace and draws three rounds of trumps, West having a void. Now he overtakes the queen of diamonds with dummy's ace, West playing the eight, and continues with dummy's king. How should you defend?

Love All
Dealer South





North



♠ 7 6



♥ A 5 4
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♠ J 10 9 2
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♦ 2 
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How often do you see defenders agonising here? There really is nothing to think about. Declarer has: 

♠ A K Q 8 5 4 3
     ♥ K J

♦ Q

♣ A J 9

You must ruff in and return a club. Of course you don't know for certain that West has the queen of clubs, but what other hope is there? Keeping your trump will only leave you with the same decision on the next trick, and the one after that. 

In the second deal your partner leads the two of spades to your ace. You continue spades and declarer trumps the third round. Declarer continues by cashing the ace, king and queen of diamonds (West following once) and starts playing hearts: the queen followed by the jack. Do you ruff this? On what will you base your decision?   
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There is a huge difference between the first and second deals. In the first deal ruffing in would temporarily halt the flow of the diamonds but unless the defence could take an immediate trick the flow would soon resume, dummy's ace of hearts providing the necessary entry. Only quick tricks would be of any use to the defence and they needed to be grabbed before they ran away. In the second deal there is no side suit entry to dummy so if you can ruff in at exactly the right time the flow will never resume. You have a legitimate ambition to take slow tricks. You must carefully watch West's count signal in hearts. Declarer has:

♠ 5 4
       ♥ Q J 10 
 ♦ A K Q 5 2  
♣ A K 5

Partner will show an odd number of hearts by playing them in the order low-high. He will play the two followed by the four: leaving it obvious that he started with five. You must allow the jack of hearts to win the second round, trump the third round and exit passively with a spade.

In the third deal you start the defence against 4♠ with your queen of diamonds. Dummy plays low and declarer trumps it. He then cashes the ace of spades, East playing the jack, and switches to his king of hearts which you win with the ace. You rightly return a spade, forcing out declarer's king. Declarer now plays the queen and jack of hearts, partner following each time, and then continues with the ten of hearts. Do you ruff it?
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It is often wrong to ruff the last winner that declarer plays in a suit and this deal demonstrates why. Your trump winner has a much nobler role than just to trump a heart winner. Its purpose is to take out two of declarer's trumps that would otherwise make separately: one in each hand. Declarer has:

♠ A K 7 4 3 2
♥ K Q J 10
♦ -
♣ A Q 4

If you wrongly ruff the ten of hearts declarer will throw a club from dummy. He will certainly lose one club trick to you but he will be able to ruff his third club in dummy.

If you discard a diamond on the ten of hearts declarer will throw a club and give you a club trick, but now you can cash your winning spade and exit safely with a diamond, leaving declarer with a club loser.

The Uppercut

When it is obvious that declarer has no losers left in the side suits attention turns to making tricks in the trump suit. In the first deal West leads the ♦A K Q J against 4♠. Declarer follows suit to the first three rounds with the three, four and eight.  How should you defend?
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It is obvious that declarer has the ace of hearts and ace of clubs so you must turn your attention to making something out of the trump suit. You may not be able to know the exact position but good technique leads you to ruff this with your highest trump, the nine of spades. Declarer has:

♠ A K 5 4
   ♥ A J 7
♦ 8 4 3
♣ A K Q

If you ruff with the nine of spades he must overruff with his king of spades, but now your partner's remaining ♠J 10 2 is sufficient to make a trump trick by force. This play is called an uppercut. If you fail to ruff with the nine declarer will ruff low and draw trumps for no loser. 

I can see many readers looking extremely worried at ruffing partner's winner here. The obvious question is: 'What if it doesn't work? Partner hates me ruffing his winners.'   This is a reasonable enough concern, particularly because you cannot be sure it will achieve anything. I think you must look at this the other way round. Ask yourself: 'What other use can the nine of spades possibly be to you?' The answer is clearly: 'Nothing' so you have nothing to lose.

The second deal demonstrates an uppercut from the other side of the fence. You lead out your ♥A K Q against 3♠, partner starting with a singleton. What do you do next?
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3♥ is a trial bid, asking

-
-
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for help in hearts. 

2♥
2♠
Pass
3♥
Pass
3♠
All Pass

Declarer has:

♠ A K 5 4 3
♥ 8 4 3
♦  7

♣ A K Q 10

If you cash your ace of diamonds and then lead a fourth heart (preferably the two to make it absolutely clear that you want him to ruff) then he will trump with his singleton nine of spades and promote a trump trick for you. 

What happens if you don't cash your ace of diamonds first? When East ruffs the fourth heart with the nine of spades declarer will not overruff. He will discard his losing diamond and you will never make a trick with your ace of diamonds. Again there is a simple principle to guide you. 

Before looking for an uppercut try to cash all of your side suit winners.

Perhaps you were unlucky here. If declarer had one more diamond and one fewer club you could misdefend without cost. However there was no need to take this risk.

You have already seen that ruffing partner's winner may be necessary to achieve an uppercut. Many of the principles that you have learned so far will also need to be closely examined under a discerning microscope. In the last deal you start the defence by cashing your ♦A K. East follows suit with the six and the seven so clearly he started with three diamonds. How should you continue?
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Declarer clearly has no further side suit losers so you must turn your attention to making trump tricks. Declarer has:

♠ K Q 8 7 5      ♥ 9 7 4        ♦ 9 5        ♣ 10 8 7

You can beat this contract if partner has as little as the ♠J 10 doubleton. You are going to have to twice give declarer a ruff and on two tricks. Continue with a third diamond. Declarer ruffs in dummy and leads a trump to his king of spades. Win it with the ace and lead a fourth diamond. East ruffs with the jack and your nine of spades has been promoted into the vital fourth defensive trick.

Can you see what I mean when I say that many of the principles that you have learned so far are no longer sacrosanct.  Giving two ruff and discards in the same deal is hardly normal defence.
