
1 February 
More about bidding slams 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
On some days, there isn't a single slam deal in an entire duplicate session; but on 
others there are several. The Monday 31 January session featured 3 slam deals, but 
only 1 of 6 pairs who played the boards bid 2 of them, while 2 of 6 bid the third. 
 
Two of the three deals are instructive, so it's worth having a look at them. Firstly, this 
one: 
 
BD: 24 Q8 Dlr: W

T7532 Vul: Nil
QT72  

 T7  

532   AKJ976
A4   KQ9 
AJ43   K8 
AQJ6   94 

 T4  
 J86  
 965  
 K8532  

  

      

N
T 

N - - - - -     4   

S - - - - -   16   16 

E 5 5 4 7 7     4   

W 5 5 5 7 7     
 

 
West will open 1NT. East should be thinking about a possible slam straight away. 
Why? There's a guaranteed 6-2 fit in spades – it may even be better – plus East has 
a 5-loser hand. A sound 1NT opening is typically a 6-loser hand. The losing trick 
count (LTC) says that if you add your losers to partner's expected losers and 
subtract the total from 24, that's the number of tricks your side might be able to take. 
In this case that works out as (24 – (5+6)) = 13 tricks possible. Of course that 
depends on top controls and may not be achieved in reality, but this time it is 
because of the favourable trump position and the working club finesse.  
 
All that is needed is for East to transfer to spades and then bid 4NT Roman Keycard 
Blackwood (RKCB). This reveals that West has 3 keycards, obviously all the missing 
aces. Now an inquiry for the trump queen is possible, but unnecessary: you want to 
be in 6S but not in 7S, so just bid it and hope that things work out well. 
 



In practice the slam will make if either of the two finesses is successful and trumps 
break no worse that 3-1, or you can play for 2-2 trumps and rely on the club finesse. 
 
Now to the other deal: 
 
BD: 18 Q9753 Dlr: E

QJ63 Vul: NS
953  

 9  

T   A84 
KT85   A 
KQ764   AJ2 
KQT   AJ6543 

 KJ62  
 9742  
 T8  
 872  

  

      

N
T 

N - - - - -     5   

S - - - - -   13   18 

E 7 7 2 2 7     4   

W 7 7 2 2 7     
 

 
East opens 1C and over West's response, jumps to 3C. That suggests a 6-loser or 
better hand with 6+ clubs. West, who is looking at a 5-loser hand with an excellent 
club fit, a potential source of tricks in diamonds and an outside singleton, should 
again apply LTC arithmetic and realise that successfully making a slam is quite 
likely. The catch this time is that West doesn't have a single ace – partner will need 
to have at least 3 for 6C to be a good contract. However, a 4NT inquiry will take one 
past 5C if partner has only two aces … what to do? 
 
The answer is that for minor suits, one should play an method of asking for keycards 
that saves a few bidding steps. The simplest is so-called Minorwood, in which a bid 
of 4-of-a-minor in an uncontested auction is always a keycard inquiry, with steps as 
for RKCB. So in this auction, if West now asks with 4C, East replies 4H (if playing 
03/14, or 4D if playing 14/30) and West confidently leaps to 6C – in practice making 
13 tricks again! 
 

 

 

  



14 February 
Visualisation in defence 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
As I've written in these columns before, defence is hard work. You have to pay 
attention to the auction, try to count the missing points, then work out where your 
tricks might be coming from. 
 
Here's a defence problem for you. You are East. The opponents have bid to some 
number of spades – let's say North makes a limit raise of of South's 1S opening to 
3S and South passes this – and partner has led 10. The North hand is shown 
below, with your hand at right. Declarer plays low from dummy. What do you know 
and what can you infer?  
 
 (dummy) 
 Q43 

K84 
A97  

 QJ84  

  (you) 
   J8 
lead: 10   AQ52 
   QT3 
   7653 
 
Firstly, look at the high card points. You have 9, dummy has 12 and if South passed 
the limit raise s/he should have a minimum hand, say 12-13 points. That leaves 6-7 
points for your partner. 
 
Secondly, South obviously has J as partner has led 10. You play Q, which wins, 
and South follows with 7. As the jack didn't drop, South has another heart or two so 
it looks as if partner's holding in hearts was 3 or 4 cards headed by 109. Yes, it 
could just be possible that partner has 10x doubleton and can ruff a third round of 
hearts, but making that assumption is putting all of your eggs in one basket. It has to 
be better to see what happens rather than just cashing your A and setting up the 
king as a winner. 
 
Thirdly, you can be sure your side will win 2 tricks in hearts, but what else might you 
win in high cards? Partner could have A or K (not both or s/he would have led 
one) but that is your trick regardless. K is a possibility but again, your side will win 
that trick no matter what happens. What about diamonds? If declarer has both of the 
top spade honours and one of the top club honours, partner could have K. 
 
That last possibility is the only one that matters. If declarer eventually sets up K as 
a winner and can establish dummy's clubs as well, there is a very real risk that 
diamond losers in declarer's hand will disappear unless you do something about 
establishing a diamond trick. 



 
So while it might seem risky, what you need to do at trick 2 is switch to a low 
diamond. If declarer has K, partner had better have J otherwise you've blown a 
trick; but if partner has K you have achieved something significant. 
 
That's a lot of if … then reasoning before you decide what to play at trick 2 but it is 
what defence is about. 
 
Here's the board in question, from Monday 14 February, now in its correct 
orientation: 
 
BD: 4 AK976 Dlr: W 

J7 Vul: ALL 
J82  

 KT9  

J8   T52 
AQ52   T963 
QT3   K654 
7653   A2 

 Q43  
 K84  
 A97  
 QJ84  

  

      

N
T 

N 3 - - 3 2     12   

S 3 - - 3 3   9   7 

E - - 1 - -     12   

W - - 1 - -     
 

 
Across the field, 6 North-South pairs played in spades and 3 in notrumps. Four of the 
pairs in spades made 10 tricks (or more) and 3 of them were in game (an overbid, 
the North-South hands are really only worth 3S in an 8-card fit with no shortages). 
Obviously not everyone defending against 4S thought about where a setting trick 
might come from … 
 

 

 

  



1 March 
Nicely disrobed?! 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
On Monday 28 February, a challenging deal turned up. I'll present it to you in stages, 
from the perspective of different players at the table. Firstly, with neither side 
vulnerable, partner opens 1C showing 2+ cards and your RHO overcalls 1S. This is 
your hand: 
 

T6  
J84  
AK87 
K642 

 
What are you going to bid? It's awkward. You're not quite strong enough to be game-
forcing, so a 2S bid looking for stopper for notrumps is probably an overbid, plus 
your heart suit is not a joy. A limit raise to 3C, if you play that in competition, won't 
work out too well if partner has a poor holding in clubs. You can't bid diamonds at the 
2-level with only a 4-card suit. You can't bid notrumps with only 106. And you don't 
have 4 hearts so the hand isn't really right for a negative double … 
 
The double is probably the least of lies, so that is what Camille Farrell chose, rightly 
in my opinion. Now her LHO jumped to 3S, a pre-emptive raise.  
 
Camille's partner, Paul McLean, held: 
 

4  
AT3  
J543  
AQJT9 

 
His hand appeared to have improved with the opponents bidding spades, so he 
showed some courage and bid 4C. His LHO went on to 4S and Camille raised him to 
5C. Now he had to make it! A spade was led to RHO's king and RHO continued with 
the ace, which Paul ruffed. How would you play the hand from here? 
 

T6  
J84  
AK87  
K642  

  
  

4  
AT3  
J543  
AQJT9 

 



On the face of it, you might have a diamond loser and two heart losers in addition to 
the spade trick you have lost. Anyway, you start by drawing trumps, which break 2-2. 
Now you cash AK and are delighted to discover that the queen drops doubleton on 
your left. So you have no diamond loser – but what about the hearts? 
 
Well, where do you think the heart honours are? RHO made a weak raise and has 
shown AK so really cannot have anything much else – it's reasonable to conclude 
they are both on your left. Therefore what you need to do is cash all four diamond 
tricks, finishing in dummy. The position is then: 
 

  
J84  

  
64  

  
  

 

AT3 

  
QJ  

 
You lead a small heart from dummy and insert the ten. Your LHO is endplayed, 
because this was the complete deal, now in the correct orientation: 
 
BD: 14 AKJ8  Dlr: E

9752  Vul: None
T62   

 75   

T6    4  
J84    AT3  
AK87   J543  
K642   AQJT9  

 Q97532  
 KQ6   
 Q9   
 83   

  

      

N
T 

N - - - 2 -     8   

S - - - 2 -   11   12 

E 4 5 1 - 1     9   

W 4 5 1 - 1     
 

 
South cannot return a heart without giving you 2 heart tricks. If she instead returns a 
spade, you get a ruff-and-discard so you have only one heart loser. Making 11 tricks! 



That was very nicely played by Paul. He had successfully pulled off an elimination-
and-throw-in, also known as a strip-and-throw-in – hence the title of this column. 
 
But wait, there's more to this deal! Did you notice that the table of makeable 
contracts indicates that 5C should go one down? I was North and I missed my 
chance to do the right thing for partner. Here is the auction again: 
 

West North East South 
  1C 1S 

Dbl 3S 4C 4S 
5C All pass   

 
If I had AKJ, what did partner have to justify raising to 4S? Surely a sixth spade, 
which meant I had no chance of taking a second spade trick. So I should have 
switched to a heart, in case partner had exactly what she held, to protect her from a 
possible endplay. I thought about it at the time, but I didn't do it … after trick 2, it was 
too late to recover. 
 
As I said in the previous column a couple of weeks ago, defence is hard work. Not 
only do you have to pay attention to the auction and try to work out where you might 
find your tricks, but you also have to look out for partner – there could be an endplay 
coming several tricks later and you need to try to visualise what could happen. This 
time around, I failed. 
 

 

 
 

11 March 
Splintering to slam 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
The afternoon of Monday 7 March was notable for the opening of the heavens and 
the flooding of roads all around the East Bowral Community Centre. Despite earlier 
warnings from the BoM, there had been a good turnout for bridge, although whether 
that reflected enthusiasm or foolishness remains a moot point … Anyway, several 
members (including me) found themselves unable to drive home via their usual route 
and some were forced to join hundreds of other cars taking the long and very slow 
way around through Moss Vale. 
 
At least there were some interesting deals to think about on the drive. One of them 
was this: 
  



 
BD: 10 AQ65 Dlr: E

AT43 Vul: ALL
JT32  

 4  

T9   J4 
J952   86 
AK6   Q8754 
7652   JT83 

 K8732  
 KQ7  
 9  
 AKQ9  

  

      

N
T 

N 3 2 5 6 4     11   

S 3 2 5 6 4   8   4 

E - - - - -     17   

W - - - - -     
 

 
North-South can effortlessly make 12 tricks in spades – and most did. However, only 
one pair played in 6S. How does one get there? 
 
After South opens 1S, North has excellent support and surely wants to play at least 
in game, but the club shortage improves the hand considerably. If partner has extra 
values and no wasted high card points in clubs, say a hand such as: 

KJxxx  
KQx  
AQ  
xxx 

there might be a slam possible with relatively few high card points between the two 
hands. 

 
How does one show a hand with 4-card support for a major suit and an outside 
shortage i.e. a singleton or a void? With a double jump bid, referred to as a splinter 
bid – in this case that would be a bid of 4C. Splinters by the responder to a 1-of-a-
major opening typically show a limited range of high card points, say 10-13, so that 
stronger hands with shortages go via a forcing Jacoby 2NT response.  
 
On this deal, after North's 4C response it's clear that South's king and queen of clubs 
can be used to discard losers from dummy and that 9 can be ruffed. North's high 
card points will be in suits other than clubs and will therefore be particularly useful. 
More importantly, South has a diamond shortage so there will be at most be one 
loser in that suit. All of which means it's definitely time to roll out Roman Keycard 



Blackwood. When North shows 2 keycards and the queen of spades with a 5S reply, 
bidding slam is automatic – and making it turns out to be trivial. 
 
As there is no other use for double jump responses, you really should consider 
adding splinter bids to your set of bidding tools. Note that while these are all 4-level 
bids in response to 1S, the splinter bid to show spade shortage in response to 1H is 
3S – you don't want to bid past game! 
 
 

 

 
 

30 March 
Competing for the part-score 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
 
Board 36 from Monday 28 March was a perfect demonstration of the many 
considerations at play in what at first glance appears to be a boring little part-score 
deal. Because every board is equally valuable at matchpoint pairs, there actually is 
no such thing as a boring deal at the part-score level! 
 
How can that be and how can there be "many considerations" involved? The answer 
to that is vulnerability and the value of 2-level part-scores. If you are not vulnerable, 
then competing to the 3-level over the opponents' making 2M (or 3m) partscore and 
going down two is still a win on the board as you score -100 rather than -110. 
However, if you are vulnerable, you can only afford to go one down, because a score 
of -200 on a partscore deal is death at matchpoints. 
 
How can you decide whether or not to compete to the 3-level? Well, one very useful 
guideline is the so-called Law of Total Tricks, which suggests that when the high 
card points are relatively equally divided between the two sides, you should compete 
to the level of the fit i.e. the combined number of trumps for your partnership. The 
success of taking such action is of course modified by factors such as which side 
has a few high card points to spare and by the favourable location of honours, so 
keeping the vulnerability in mind is always important. 
 
Anyway, take a look at all of those factors at work in the board that turned up: 
  



BD: 36 72 Dlr: W
AKJT6 Vul: ALL
A95  

 JT6  

T95   AKJ43 
873   95 
QT76   K 
A93   Q8742 

 Q86  
 Q42  
 J8432  
 K5  

  

      

N
T 

N - 2 2 - 1     13   

S - 2 2 - 1   6   13 

E 2 - - 2 -     8   

W 2 - - 2 -     
 

 
West passes and North of course opens 1H. Depending on the style of Michaels Cue 
Bids used by the East-West partnership, East may overcall 1S (if considered too 
strong for a MCB) or 2H (showing at least 5/5 in spades and a minor suit). 
 
If East opts for a Michaels Cue Bid, her/his side has almost certainly won the board 
already: South has an uninspiring balanced hand and should not raise to 3H – not 
only in principle because of the likely 8-card fit (so the LoTT says don't bid past the 
2-level) but also in practice because it will go down on normal defence. Indeed on 
the day, a score of +100 to East-West was an absolute top. 
 
If East overcalls 1S, though, South will compete to the making 2H. Now West, whose 
hand is even less inspiring than South's as well as being utterly flat, should 
nevertheless compete to 2S, based on the 8-card fit and LoTT. As it turns out, this 
will also make. 
 
Which raises the question of whether, with only an 8-card fit, North should go on to 
3H because -100 won't be as bad as -110. One reason to do so is the possibility that 
East might believe that North-South can actually make their contract and continue to 
3S. At our table, that is what happened, but the +100 we scored was still inferior to 
2H making – and what with all the other "interesting" outcomes that were recorded 
we only scored 14% on the board! 
 
Now if only one of us had had the courage to double … that changes all the 
equations we have looked at above, because +200 is usually a top on a part-score 
deal. 
 



If that sounds to you like an argument for doubling part-scores more freely at 
matchpoints than at IMPs, you're right, it is! However, if you start doing that, you had 
better sharpen your defence … 
 

 

 
 

 
7 April 
Does the 5-level really belong to the opponents? 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
 
A "bridge maxim" that one hears reasonably often is that the 5-level belongs to the 
opponents. According to The Complete Book of BOLS Bridge Tips this idea was first 
espoused by Ed Manfield back in 1987. 
 
Like all bridge maxims, it is useful, but it is not an unbreakable law. Even when 
vulnerable against opponents who are not vulnerable, there are times when it makes 
sense to bid five-over-five. A deal that illustrated this turned up on Monday 4 April: 
 
BD: 18 5  Dlr: E

K976  Vul: N-S
AKQ85   

 742   

AKT872   QJ43  
82    J  
72    JT9  
JT9    AQ863 

 96   
 AQT543  
 643   
 K5   

  

      

N
T 

N - 5 5 - -     12   

S - 5 5 - -   8   11 

E 2 - - 3 -     9   

W 2 - - 3 -     
 

 
At our table, partner started with a multi-2D, usually a weak 2-bid in a major suit, and 
West overcalled 2S. As North, I passed because it was possible that partner had 
spades and that they were distributed 6-5-1-1 around the table. However, East 



raised to 4S so when the bidding came back to me, it was self-evident that partner 
must have had a weak 2-bid in hearts. 
 
Your partnership might not have had the problem of working out what South's hand 
was if s/he had opened a weak 2H in the first place, but in any case, it was at this 
point that things got interesting. From my perspective as North, with a 10-card fit in 
hearts and shortage in the opponents' suit, there was a good chance that 5H would 
be no more than 1 down, which would be a cheap sacrifice against a making 4S 
even if it was doubled. I did have a source of tricks in diamonds, which ought to help. 
Then again, vulnerable against not, if I was doubled and went 2 down, that would be 
a much worse score than the opponents making 4S. 
 
Oh well, nothing ventured, nothing gained – a good general philosophy when in 
doubt about bidding one more – so I bid 5H anyway.  
 
When South is the declarer, North leads A or K and even without a suit preference 
signal from East, it is obvious to switch to a club. That's not so apparent when North 
is the declarer. On a spade continuation, North ruffs, draws trumps and runs the 
diamonds to discard both of South's clubs. 
 
As it turned out, I wasn't the one sacrificing at all … those East-West pairs who were 
allowed to play in spades got an excellent score! 
 
 

 

 
 
 

13 April 
Information leakage 
Rakesh Kumar 
 
 
Two-suited weak overcalls such as Michaels cue bids and the unusual 2NT can be 
very useful competitive bids. They are most effective, however, when partner is an 
unpassed hand – so may actually hold some useful high card points – and when 
your suit(s) aren't outranked by the opponents' suit(s). Otherwise, they risk telling 
declarer altogether too much about the lie of the cards, which could be expensive at 
matchpoints. 
 
For example, consider the West hand overleaf. Partner has passed as dealer and 
South has opened 1NT (it matters not whether this is 15-18, 14-17 or some other 
high card point range). Should you overcall 2NT? You do have excellent minor suits, 
but what is the likelihood that you will get to buy the contract on this deal? 
 
  



BD: 22 AT9643 Dlr: E
KT94  Vul: E-W
87   

 5   

K    Q87  
2    J873  
KQJ65    T93  
KQT962   874  

 J52   
 AQ65   
 A42   
 AJ3   

  

      

N
T 

N - - 5 5 2     7   

S - - 5 5 2   14   3 

E 3 1 - - -     16   

W 3 1 - - -     
 

 
In fact, given that you are vulnerable, you will not want to play anything higher than a 
3-of-a-minor contract and will surely be outbid by the opponents in a major suit, even 
if they do not have enough for game. 
 
So why tell them how to play the contract? At our table, North reached 4S and a 
diamond was led. Obviously there would be no escaping a diamond loser. Hopefully 
there would be only one spade loser – that was how it turned out when the singleton 
K was felled by the ace. What about hearts? No problem if they break, but if not, 
who if anyone is more likely to have shortage? If you overcall 2NT, you provide 
declarer the answer to that question.  
 
So s/he now plays A, K as West shows out and then runs 10. That yields an 
easy 11 tricks. Without an overcall, declarer will probably play for the likely 3-2 break 
in hearts. 
 
Of the 6 North-South pairs in spades on Monday 11 April, only 2 made 11 tricks, for 
a shared top. Presumably the information leakage didn't occur at many other tables. 
 

 

 
 
 



21 April 
Leading Aces 
Chris Bayliss 

 

At the session on Monday, 18th April, I was surprised how frequently defenders chose an 
unsupported ace (no king) for their opening lead against a suit contract. This prompted me to think 
about the pros and cons of leading an ace. 

Pros 
 Leading an ace allows you to see dummy before you plan your defence. 

 Leading the ace from an ace doubleton may give you a quick ruff if partner has the king. 
That is unlikely, though. After all, the declaring side has most of the points. 

Cons 
 Aces are best used when they take  opponents’ honour cards. If you lead an 

unsupported ace, you may be giving declarer a cheap trick. 

 An ace can be an entry back into your hand after establishing your own suit or maybe to 
give partner a ruff in a different suit. 

 
 

Analysis 
Next, I had a look at some of the hands where aces were popular leads. 

 
 
 

On this board, eight Wests played in a 
spade contract. Two Norths led the ace of 
clubs and six Norths led something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers 
averaged 8.5 tricks. Against the other 
leaders, declarers averaged 7.3 tricks. 

A poor result for the ace leaders. 



 

 

Nine Wests played in a spade contract. Three 
Norths led an ace, either diamonds or clubs. 
Six Norths led something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers averaged 
10.0 tricks. Against the other leaders, declarers 
averaged 10.2 tricks. 

A small gain for the ace leaders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nine Norths played in a heart contract. Five 
Easts led the ace of clubs. Four Easts led 
something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers averaged 
11.0 tricks. Against the other leaders, declarers 
averaged 10.3 tricks. 

Disappointing for the ace leaders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nine Norths played in a spade contract. 
Four Easts led the ace of diamonds. Five 
Easts led something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers averaged 
10.5 tricks. Against the other leaders, declarers 
averaged 10.2 tricks. 

A small loss for the ace leaders. 
 



 

 

Nine Souths played in a spade contract. 
Five Wests led the ace of hearts. Four 
Wests led something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers 
averaged 12 tricks. Against the other 
leaders, declarers averaged 12 tricks. 

A draw. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Eight Easts played in a heart 
contract. Four Souths led the ace 
of clubs. Four Souths led 
something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers 
averaged 9.8 tricks. Against the other 
leaders, declarers averaged 9.8 tricks. 

Another draw. Not surprising since 
West’s club king is a singleton. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Six Wests played in a spade contract. 
Three Norths led the ace of hearts. 
Three Norths led something else. 

Against the ace leaders, declarers 
averaged 8.7 tricks. Against the other 
leaders, declarers averaged 8.3 tricks. 

A small loss for the ace leaders. 

Conclusions 



 

Over the seven boards, the defenders who led aces had one win, two draws and four losses. 
The total loss for the day was 2.4 tricks. 

I must confess that the loss was much less than I would have expected. Still, I am a 
dedicated non- ace leader and nothing I saw in these boards will change me. 

 

Chris 
 
 
 
 
 
 


