Principles of the Opening Lead

Here is a typical scenario from high standard bridge where the opposition continually bid thin games that depend on the opening lead and really push you about in the bidding. You have just faced three difficult decisions in a row, and in each case you have taken the losing option. You now face the following decision as West.

West hand


South
West
North
East

( 7



1(
No
1(
No

( A Q 6 5


1(
No
3(
No

( J 7 5 4


4(
No
No
No

( Q J 7 4

According to bridge books you are always on lead against 3NT with ( K Q J 10 9  and an outside ace. They don’t mention this hand. You ponder the options.

  Your opponents seem to be in a 4-4 fit and a trump lead may cut down their cross ruffing, but a singleton trump is all too likely to expose partner’s trump holding, perhaps ( Q 10 6 3.

   There is a case for leading the (A, trying to take what you can in this suit before declarer’s hearts disappear on dummy’s diamonds. However you might easily set up a trick for declarer’s (K.

   A diamond could prove fatal if the suit is distributed as shown below: Inexperienced players think that leading from a jack is safe. In many ways it gets the worst of all worlds. It isn’t safe, and it requires an awful lot from partner to achieve anything. If the suit is distributed as shown below your diamond lead will enable declarer to play diamonds for no loser.



( Q 8 3 2

( J 7 5 4


( K 9 6 



( A 10  

The (Q lead isn’t safe either. The layout might be as shown below. If you lead the (Q declarer will need just one ruffing-finesse to establish the suit.



( 6

( Q J 7 4


( 8 5 2



( A K 10 9 3

Having looked at all four options I learnedly conclude that I don’t like any of them. Unfortunately I must lead something and I have a sinking feeling that I am going to get it wrong. What I need above all is a partner who recognises that I have a genuinely difficult problem, and that while constructive discussion is useful, dogmatic assertions made with the benefit of hindsight are not helpful. If I make a lead that turns out to be a disaster, I will ask others for an opinion and add it to my bridge experience. The purpose of this hand is purely to understand the psychology of partnership defence. 

Active or Passive Defence

 If fate has been kind enough to deal you a solid suit, eg ( K Q J 10 9  the answer to the question of what you are trying to achieve is obvious,. You are trying to knock out the ( A and make tricks with the rest. However in most cases the answer is not so clearcut. In general, you have two approaches to defence.  You can try to achieve something. It might be setting up length winners against a no-trump contract, or getting a ruff against a suit contract. I call this: ‘Active Defence’.  Alternatively, you can try to do absolutely nothing, in other words sit back and let declarer do his own work in the hope that he cannot generate enough tricks. I call this: ‘Passive Defence’.  

Active defence can be risky. If you are trying to set up winners against no-trumps you are often going to lead the fourth highest of your longest suit. If you are leading away from a broken honour this is risky. Suppose South has opened 1NT, raised to 3NT by North. As West you choose to lead from ( K J 4 3 2.

 (a)

        ( 10 6 5


(b)

( 9 6 5




      ( K J 4 3 2

            ( Q 7

( K J 4 3 2


( 8 7



        ( A 9 8 





( A Q 10

You are hoping that the layout is as in (a). You lead the (3, your fourth highest. East rises with the ( Q, and whether or not declarer chooses to take the (A immediately East returns the suit as soon as possible. This sets you up four spade tricks.

  However what if the layout is as in (b)? Partner has no spade honour and declarer wins a cheap trick with the (10. Your lead has given declarer a trick that he could not have generated for himself. However even if the layout is as in (b) it could still turn out for the best if partner wins an early trick and returns his remaining spade, setting up spade tricks for you.

In practice most players tend to be too active, constantly opening up new suits and giving tricks away. The alternative is passive defence. There is nothing to be ashamed of in trying to be passive: certainly a Victorian work ethic where you feel that you have some sort of moral responsibility to work hard to defeat the contract can be misplaced. If you lead from a suit like (7 5 3  you are unlikely to give declarer anything that he could not do for himself. However be warned: there is no such thing as a guaranteed passive opening lead. 

( A J 8

( 7 5 3


    ( Q 6 4 2



( K 10 9

In the layout above declarer has to guess who has the (Q. If you lead a spade declarer is saved a guess. Your passive spade has not directly given a trick away, but it has given information to declarer that might enable him to get things right. 

It is often thought that leading a small singleton or doubleton is passive. That really isn’t so, as demonstrated by (c) and (d) below. 

(c)
   ( Q 8 6 5



(d)
  ( Q 5 4


( 2


( J 10 4 3  

( 8 2


( J 7 6 3 


   ( A K 9 7




  ( A K 10 9 

In (c) a lead of the ( 2 gives the whole suit away. The (5 is played from dummy and East must play the (10. Declarer wins the (A, crosses to dummy with the (Q and takes a marked finesse against East’s remaining ( J 4. Left to his own devices declarer will try to cash the (A and (Q, leaving East’s (J 10 worth a trick. This example shows you why leading a singleton trump is rated so poorly. Equally, leading a singleton against a suit contract in a suit which declarer or dummy has bid is highly likely to compromise an isolated honour in partner’s hand. Only make this lead if you have good reason to believe that you will get your ruff.

In (d) your (8 lead allows declarer four easy tricks. If declarer had to play the suit himself he may well cash the (A Q K, hoping the (J falls.

Generally, the shorter your suit the more likely it is that you will damage partner’s holding. A holding like ( 7 5 2  or ( 7 5 3 2  is  as passive as you are likely to get.

Listening to the Bidding

If you look at the bidding you can pick up vibes. Some contracts leave us optimistic that declarer will struggle, suggesting that a passive defence might work. Other auctions make it clear that, given time, declarer has plenty of tricks. I would then hurry to take our tricks, pursuing an active defence whatever the risk. 

Look at the three auctions below. How does your approach to the opening lead differ, depending on which auction had taken place? 

   (e)
South
North

    (f)
South
North

     (g)
South
North


1NT
2NT


1NT
3NT


1NT
4NT


3NT

After auction (e) I would expect a close struggle to develop between declarer and the defenders. Declarer clearly has at most 26 HCP, perhaps fewer. The outcome of this contract could depend on whether finesses work, and suits break for him. I would carefully consider a passive defence, letting declarer do his own work. There is a  risk here that a lead away from an unsupported honour might give declarer the 9th  trick.

  Auction (f) is not so clearcut. It is possible that South has 12 HCP and North just 13, making the situation very similar to (e). On the other hand it is quite possible that South 14 HCP and North has 16, leaving the defence with few prospects of defeating 3NT unless an aggressive attacking lead hits the jackpot. I certainly wouldn’t rule out a passive lead, but I would favour an attacking lead more after (f) than after (e).

With auction (g) it seems that South has 12 HCP and North has about 19 HCP. Passive defence won’t defeat 4NT this time. If you have an attacking lead, make it!

Principle: If the bidding suggests that your opponents have little to spare for their contract, consider defending passively.

Sometimes you can get positive or negative vibes by looking at your hand. Look at hand (h) after the auctions shown below.

(h)
( 7
  
( 7 6 5

( Q 10 9 6 5

( A J 4 2

(i)      
South
North

(j)
South
North

1(
1(


1(
1(
1NT
3NT


1NT
2NT






3NT

Both auctions give us positive vibes. The point is that if declarer is going to have to rely on diamond tricks or spade tricks for his contract he could be grievously disappointed. I have length in diamonds, and diamond honours sitting over declarer’s diamond suit, and it is quite likely that partner has a similar nasty surprise in spades sitting over dummy. With auction (i) I don’t know whether 3NT will make or not because declarer might well have 30 HCP and make it on brute force. With (j) declarer is clearly short of values, and I would feel confident enough to double 3NT. On a really good case I would get a very substantial penalty. 

  After either auction I would prefer a passive heart lead to an active club. 

Principle: If the bidding suggests that the cards are lying badly for declarer (for example badly placed honour cards or bad breaks) consider strongly defending passively.
Principle. If the bidding suggests that your opponents have little to spare and that the cards are lying badly, consider making a penalty double.

Now look at a different hand (k)  with the same auctions:

(k)    ( K 5 4

( 6 3 2

( 8 6 5

( K J 4 2

(i)     
South
North

(j)
South
North

1(
1(


1(
1(
1NT
3NT


1NT
2NT






3NT

Now our vibes are far more negative. Our 3-card holdings in spades and diamonds suggest that the suits will break well for declarer. Three small diamonds sitting after declarer’s suit hardly suggests that I have an unpleasant surprise for him, and if dummy has the (A then our (K will be finessible. I would lead an active (2.

 Leading against no-trumps

On the opening lead you often have to make a decision between an active or passive defence. I start with some examples where the bidding has not been particularly helpful. Suppose South opens 1NT and North raises to 3NT. You don’t know a great deal: neither opponent or your partner has bid a suit and you have no idea how many points partner has. What would you lead from the hands below?

(l)
( J 6 4 3 2
( 9 8 7     (  8 6
( 9 5 3 

(m)      ( J 6 4 3 2
( 9 8 7     (  A 6
( 9 5 3  

(n)
( J 6 4 3 2
( 9 8 7     (  A 6
( A 5 3   

(o)
( A 6 4 3 2
( 9 8 7     (  8 6
( 9 5 3   

(p)
( A Q 3 2
( 9 8 7     (  8 6 2
( 9 5 3   

Suppose you lead a spade from (l). Your objective is presumably to establish some spade winners. Leading away from an unsupported jack is neither safe, nor is it particularly likely to hit the jackpot. You have no particular reason to believe that partner has a helpful holding, but suppose he has: ( K Q 3. If the opponent with the (A has two other spades he will duck two rounds and you will never make your last two spades because you have no outside entry. 

  With (l) I would regard the chances of achieving my objective as very slim. I would lead a heart and hope to hit partner’s suit. I might lead a spade in desperation if partner had passed before declarer opened 1NT.

  With (m) my chances of achieving length tricks in spades is considerably improved. I would lead a spade, though it would by no means surprise me if declarer dislodged my (A before my length spades were established.

  With (n) a spade lead is clearcut. With two side suit aces, the prospects of making spade tricks is far greater.

  With (o) my chances of making spade length tricks are considerably better than with (m). This is because declarer cannot easily remove my entry. Suppose partner has three small spades and the missing five spades break 3-2. I will resolutely hold up my (A till the third round, and if partner has two entries declarer will be powerless. I would strongly advise against underleading aces on the opening lead against a suit contract. That doesn’t apply against no-trumps when you have considerable prospects of bringing in length tricks, indeed the ace can be the best honour to underlead for reasons of control.

  With (p) I would make a passive lead, maybe a heart. Suppose you can beat this contract with three spade tricks and two outside tricks in partner’s hand. Maybe the spade suit is:




( J 7 5

( A Q 3 2



( 9 6 4




( K 10 8

In that case you will not lose out by your failure to lead a spade as partner will have two opportunities to lead spades through declarer. As long as you duck a spade and leave yourself a spade entry on the third round all will be well. 

Principle 1: If you are trying to set up length tricks against no-trumps, you need as many entries to your hand as possible.

Principle 2: An attacking lead from a 5-card suit is much more attractive than leading from a 4-card suit. From a 5-card suit you have prospects of making  length tricks. 

Aiming for a Ruff

A singleton lead can do considerable damage if you don’t get your ruff. Sometimes even if you do get your ruff you live to regret it. Consider carefully the deal below.



( K Q 9 3 




South
North



( A 6 4





1(


( K Q 10 4 3




1(
3(


( 9





4(
( 10 5 2


( 8

( K Q 10 8


( J 7 5

( 5



( A 9 7 6

( A 6 4 3 2


( Q J 10 7 5



( A J 7 6 4



( 9 3 2



( J 8 2



( K 8 



If West leads the (5 he finds partner with the (A and ruffs a diamond at trick 2. However all he has achieved is to establish dummy’s diamond suit for heart discards. A heart lead sets up 4 comfortable tricks for the defenders.

  This hand demonstrates the dangers of leading a singleton in an opponent’s suit. 

If you do decide to lead a singleton, the weaker your hand, the better your chances are of getting one or more ruffs. 

Principle:  To achieve ruffs you need your partner to have entries so the weaker your hand is, the better your prospects.
Suppose South opens 1(, North raises to 3( and South continues to 4(. You are on lead with each of these hands:

(q)  ( 9 6 3

   
(r)  ( A 6 3


(s)  ( 8 6 3

      ( 6


      ( 6

      
      ( 6

      ( 7 4 3 2


      ( 7 4 3 2

      
      ( A Q 6 4 3

      ( 9 7 6 5 4                         ( 9 7 6 5 4
     
      ( A Q 10 4 

With (q) a heart lead is obvious.

With (r) your chances of achieving your desired ruff are even better. Suppose you lead the (6. Even if partner doesn’t have the (A you will soon regain the lead with the (A and a sight of dummy should enable you to find partner’s entry. Holding the ace of trumps is a big bonus if you are looking for a ruff because it prevents declarer quickly drawing trumps.

With (s)  your hand is too strong to make a heart lead attractive. You are likely to make 3 tricks in the minor suits (assuming South has one of the kings). If partner has an entry then presumably 4( is likely to be going off whatever you do. The most likely outcome of leading your singleton is to fatally compromise an isolated heart honour in your partner’s hand. The best lead is a trump, aiming to prevent cross-ruffing.

Leading a side suit doubleton is popular among less experienced players. In practice it leads to a ruff rather less frequently than they expect, and again they can be helping to set up declarer’s side suit, either pinpointing honours in partner’s hand or giving away a tempo. Leading a doubleton is not stupid, but it is over-rated. 

