Bidding Principles 6

It is always a pleasure to watch experts fall flat on their face. One of the most common causes of hilarity is to see a complicated auction end with a bid that was  meant as a cue bid. I would have had a good laugh at the following disaster, except the pair concerned happened to be our team-mates.

What do you think West’s 4( and East’s 4(  bids mean in auction (a)?

West
East

1(
2(
2(
3(
4(
4(
Pass

West meant 4( as natural, stressing unexpectedly good diamonds. East remembered West’s failure to support diamonds on the last round and decided 4( was a cue bid or splinter bid agreeing clubs. 

How about 4(? East thought it was a cue-bid agreeing hearts. West thought it was to play. Now let me show you the hands.

West



East

(  J

                
(  Q 6 3

(  A J 9 8 5 4


( -

(  Q 7 5 4


(  A T 6 3 2

(  K 7



(  A Q 6 3 2

I think we all need to develop a sixth sense to see when a bid may be ambiguous. As long as East/West had agreed that 3( (a new suit at three level) was game forcing then 3( would be kinder to partner.  Having said that, 4(  was really asking for trouble. If you agree a minor and then support partner’s major at the 4-level it is usually to play. You need precise rules as to when the minor is irrevocably agreed, and in the absence any then you should avoid uncharted territory.  In any case it is rarely desirable to cue-bid a void in partner’s side suit, particularly when he has bid it twice. If partner has a holding like  K Q 7 4 3 2  he will think you have the ace, giving a good source of tricks.

It is easy to be critical: we now need good principles to guide us through difficult territory.

Principle:  If the partners have agreed a minor suit and then one partner decides to return to his partner’s major at the four level then it is a suggestion of a final contract, not a cue bid.  This is in line with my general philosophy of bidding, that finding the right denomination at game level takes priority over slam investigation.

To make this point absolutely clear, consider auctions (a) and (b).

(a) West
East

(b)
West
East

     1(

2(


1(
2(
     4(

4(


4(
4(
In (a) 4( is natural, to play. In (b) 4( is a cue bid with hearts agreed. These sequences demonstrate the relative importance of major and minor suits. If you have agreed a minor then it might still be correct to play in the major. If you have agreed a major there is little point in looking for an alternative major fit.

My next example shows quite a few of my principles in action together.

West


East

( A K


( 10 6 5 

( K Q 10 3 2

( A

( K J 8 7

( A Q 10 3 2

( 7 5


( A K 4 2

West

East

1(

2(
4(

5(
5(

5(
5(

5NT

6(

7(
4( is game-forcing because both partners have shown better than minimum: responder by changing suit at the two level and opener by jumping. 5( is a cue bid. It denies first round control in spades, shows first round control in clubs, but says nothing about hearts because 4(  over 4( would be natural.

  Although West has valuable spade control he chooses not to bypass 5( because he is minimum for 4(. West would be obliged to show a control below 5(, but can choose not to push the bidding past game.

  Without any spade control East is a little concerned about bypassing 5(, but it is difficult to construct a hand consistent with West’s bidding with two losing spades so he tries 5(, which now shows first round heart control. West assumes East the (A, because it is not good practice to cue bid a void in partner’s suit unless you don’t care if he assumes it is the ace. West has to show his (A now: 5( must show first round control because it is co-operating in the search for a grand slam in an auction where East has denied such control.   

  East now bids 5NT, a grand slam force. 6( would show no top trump, 6( shows one: the (K. East is now confident enough to try the grand slam.

How about if a player chooses to rebid his own major at the four level after a minor suit is agreed? In auction © is 4(  a suggestion to play there or a cue bid?

© West
East

    1(

1(
    2(

4(
    4(
What matters is that you and your partner agree. I would take it as a cue-bid, after all if hearts were really strong you might have chosen to rebid them rather than 2(.

Are there any exceptions to our principle? Can you ever cue bid your partner’s major when you have agreed a minor?

I would suggest that if a minor suit has been agreed and both partners have already cue bid then a bid of partner’s major is a cue bid.

West


East

( A 
 

( Q 6 5 4 2

( 8 3


( A 7 6 

( A Q J 7 6 5

( K 8 4 

( A K J 3

( Q 2

West

East

1(

1(
3(

3(
4(

4(
4(

5(
6(
East’s 3( is game forcing. When East gives preference to 3( West is very encouraged. Taking the view that if 3NT was the right contract then East would already have bid it West continues with a cue bid of 4(. East is virtually obliged to return the cue bid with 4(, though if he had the same hand with the (K replaced by the (2 and the (Q replaced by the (4 then he could reasonably take the view that slam is out of the question opposite a one-level opening bid and make a ‘fast arrival’ jump to 5(.  Now West’s 4( is a cue-bid 

because both partners have already cue bid in support of diamonds. With nothing left to cue bid East settles for 5(, but East has clearly not ruled out a slam with his 4(  bid so West happily raises to the excellent slam.
