Frozen Suits

There is always a danger if you underlead an isolated honour. If you lead from a suit like ( K 9 4 3 2 you risk finding layout (a1):

(a1)


( 7 6

( K 9 4 3 2



( J 10 8

( A Q 5

You have given away a trick that declarer could not have generated for himself. If you had known this in advance you might have waited for partner to get the lead and play the suit. This suit is safe for East to lead, but not for West.

There are other suits where leading away from rubbish don’t actually give declarer anything he could not have achieved for himself but gives away vital information, for example (a2).

(a2)

( K 10 6 

( 7 5 3
  


( Q 9 4 2



( A J 8

If West leads a spade he saves declarer from having to guess who has the (Q

However there are some suit combinations for which if any player on either side plays the suit, he concedes a trick. Such a suit combination is called a FROZEN SUIT. Look at the spade suit in layout (b).

(b)

( K 10 6 

( Q 7 5 3
  

( J 4 2



( A 9 8

If West leads the (3, North plays low and declarer captures East’s (J with his (A. Now he can finesse dummy’s (10 and make 3 tricks.

  If East leads the (2, North captures West’s (Q with the (K and declarer can finesse his (9, again making 3 tricks.

  If South leads the (8 and West plays low, North must play the (K and now the (Q and (J prevent declarer from making a third spade trick.

  If North leads the (6 East plays low and South must play his (A. Again the (Q and (J prevent declarer from making a third spade trick.

If the players are experts this suit may be doomed to lay in limbo, with nobody prepared to touch it. If an expert declarer needs three spade tricks he will try to arrange to endplay a defender to force him to open up the spades or give a ruff-and-discard.

The heart suit in layout (c) is also frozen.

(c)

 ( J 7 5

( K 8 4 3


( Q 9 2



 ( A 10 6

If West leads the (3, North plays low and declarer captures East’s (Q with his (A. He makes a second heart trick by force.

If East leads the (2 South plays low and West must play the (K to prevent dummy’s (J scoring. Now declarer can make a second heart trick by finessing his (10.

  How about if North leads a spade? Provided the defenders obey the standard defensive guidelines of second hand playing low or covering an honour with an honour, declarer is held to one heart trick. 

  If North leads the (5 then East plays low and declarer tries the (10, losing to West’s (K. East still has the (Q 9 sitting over dummy’s (J, denying declarer a second heart trick.

  If North leads the (J, East covers with the (Q and South takes the (A. West’s (K 8 still sit over declarer’s (10 6.   

We can actually formalise the honour position which makes this heart suit frozen. East has the (Q, sitting over dummy’s (J. The purpose of the (Q is to neutralise the (J. The (Q should sit there waiting until the (J is played. If East leads a heart he is releasing the hold his (Q has over dummy’s (J. The fact that East can see the (J in dummy means that even if he doesn’t know the exact heart layout he can suspect that the suit might be frozen.

  Equally West’s (K is poised over declarer’s (10. If West leads a heart he is relinquishing the hold his (K has over declarer’s (10. West cannot see declarer’s (10, but may well suspect that this is the position.

  It might occur to you that East can see his (Q sitting over dummy’s (J, whereas West cannot see declarer’s (10. For this reason it can be easier for the defender sitting after dummy to judge whether a suit might be frozen. 

A slight change to the diamond suit in layout (d) unfreezes the suit.

(d)

( 7 6 5

( K 8 4 3


( Q 9 2



 ( A J 10 

Now declarer can always make two diamond tricks, courtesy of taking the double finesse. Again East might not know the layout, but the fact that there is no honour in dummy means that if he chooses to lead the (2 he is not giving anything away.

Principle: Beware of opening up a suit in which you have a single honour if the opponent before you has a lower honour.
A suit which is not initially frozen, may become so as play progresses, for example the clubs in layout (e).

(e)

( K 5 4

( Q 9 6 2


( A J 7



( 10 8 3

West leads the (2 to East’s (J. No harm is done yet, but if either defender leads another club declarer will be given a trick. Suppose, having won the (J, East puts West in with a diamond. If West is convinced it is necessary to continue the attack on clubs he has two choices.

  West might continue with the (Q. He knows South has the (10, but it could be doubleton.

  Alternatively West could continue with the (6 and hopes declarer misguesses.

Recognising a possible frozen suit is a crucial part in good defence and plays a key part in this article. On the whole I would advise you not to pay too much attention to frozen suits at trick 1 when you make the opening lead, because you don’t have enough information to form an opinion. Just  try to make a sensible decision between active defence and passive defence. If you had to worry about frozen suits when making the opening lead you would never again make an opening lead! However, by trick 2 the possibility of fatally opening up a frozen suit should be an integral part of your thinking. In my opinion the average bridge player is far too active in defence. He tends to lead a suit, find he has given away a trick, and try something else in the vague hope that this will work better. A likely outcome is that he gives away another trick. Most players switch from one suit to another far too frequently. The answer to this problem is to develop a finely tuned bridge logic, which recognises when you have to attempt to take your defensive tricks before they can disappear, and when you can afford to sit back and wait for them to come to you. If you can tell that sooner or later declarer will have to play diamonds, it is usually best for your side if you wait for him to do it rather than do it yourself.  

In hand (f) you are East. Your partner leads a highly satisfactory (6 to dummy’s (10 and your (Q. What switch do you make at trick 2?

(f)

( A J 10 8

( 10 9 2

( 10 5 4

( A K 8





( K Q 9 2

Lead (6


( 8 7





( J 6 3 2





( 9 6 3

South
North

1(
1(
2(
4(
You must realise that a diamond switch isn’t safe. Suppose the layout of the suit is (g):

(g)

( 10 5 4

( K 9 8


( J 6 3 2



( A Q 7

Left to play diamonds on his own declarer will lose two tricks because West’s (K is sitting after declarer’s (Q, and your (J is sitting after dummy’s (10. The diamond suit is frozen. If you lead the (2 declarer can play low from his hand and your partner has to play the (K. Leading a low diamond releases the hold your (J has on dummy’s (10. That is not to say that under no circumstances is it correct to play a diamond. You realise there is some risk in playing a diamond, but perhaps there is a risk in not playing a diamond. The crucial question is whether declarer might be able to use any winners in dummy to discard diamonds in his hand (or vice versa). Certainly if there was an ominous looking long suit in dummy it would be right to lead a diamond, whatever the risk. However this doesn’t look very threatening here. Declarer may have (Q x doubleton may be able to use dummy’s (A K to discard a diamond loser, but in that case declarer might be left with spade losers. If you cashed your diamond tricks then declarer would discard a spade instead. Declarer doesn’t seem to have much to spare for his 4(, and the spades are certainly lying badly for him. I would recommend a passive switch at trick 2, maybe to the (7.

Note that if you took the same example and replaced dummy’s (10 by the (7 there would be no danger that dummy is a frozen suit and a diamond switch would be clearcut.

In hand (h) example West led (Q. How should East defend?

(h)

( K 9 6 3

( K Q 8 3

( 3

( J 8 4 3





( J 5





( A J 9 4

(Q led


( A 7 5 4





( Q 6 5

South
North

1(
4(
Declarer had.

( A Q 8 7 2
( 6
( K 8 2   ( K 9 7 2

Here is the full club layout.


( J 8 4 3

( A 10



( Q 6 5



( K 9 7 2



4( is I pretty hopeless contract because of the duplication of red suit values: kings opposite singletons. Declarer has to play the clubs for one loser, clearly impossible. However, as so often, the defenders came to the rescue. East took (A and returned (5. Declarer played low, West took (A and returned (10, gifting declarer the club suit. The moment East led a club the contract was makeable. Even if West had won (A and switched suits declarer would not have found it hard to draw trumps and run (J, pinning West’s (10. 

So how should East have known?

Firstly, there was no danger that declarer’s club losers could vanish. Certainly declarer’s (K was no danger: all it would do is to allow declarer to discard dummy’s fourth club. Were dummy’s hearts any danger? East’s (A will certainly neutralise one of dummy’s heart honours and it seems unlikely that declarer can score any more than one heart trick.

Secondly, there was a very significant clue that the clubs might be frozen, namely dummy’s (J.  East should regard the purpose of (Q as being to neutralise this (J and hopefully bring West’s (10 into play. The moment East leads a club it releases dummy’s (J from the control of East’s (Q. As you can see, West has to waste (A (whose purpose should be to neutralise declarer’s (K) in order to prevent dummy from scoring a cheap trick with (J.

Leave frozen suits alone, and you will become a far better defender! Isolated honours scattered around randomly are often an indication that a suit may be frozen. 

Of course the examples we have seen so far have had fairly clearcut solutions. Life is not always that simple and often we are left not with the perfect science of working out the ‘correct’ defence, but instead with the imperfect art of risk assessment. There might be risks in opening up a suit which could be frozen, but alternatively if we sit back and wait declarer’s side suit might turn out to be solid enough to allow declarer to discard dummy’s losers in our suit. Generally speaking, the nearer in rank an honour is to an honour sitting before it in dummy, the greater the risk that the suit might be frozen. 

If East leads from a queen while dummy has the jack there is a high risk that you are giving away a trick, for example layouts (h) and (i). The queen and jack are adjacent honours.

(h)

( J 3 2

( 10 8 6 


( Q 9 5 4



( A K 7

(i)

( J 3 2

( K 8 6


( Q 9 5 4



( A 10 7

If East leads from an ace while dummy has the jack there is a lesser risk that you

Are opening up a frozen suit. The only dangerous combination is the diamond layout in (j). There are two missing honours between the ace and the jack.

(j)

( J 3 2

( K 10 4


( A 9 7 5



( Q 8 6

We have to get to the stage where there are three missing honours before it becomes totally safe. If East leads from the ace while dummy has the ten, for example in the club suit in layout (k) there are no dangerous combinations. 

(k)

(10 3 2





( A 9 7 5

Treating isolated honours with respect in defence

One final point is demonstrated in hand (l).  Spades are a side suit and declarer leads a spade through your ( J 5  towards  ( A 10 3 2  in dummy

(l)

( A 10 3 2

( J 5 




I have seen far too many club players rise with the  (J. This has the effect of allowing declarer to finesse against partner’s (Q ie: unfreezing the suit to declarer’s advantage. They have two reasons, each as bad as each other:

Bad excuse number 1):    I had to show partner I had a doubleton. The purpose of high cards is to help win tricks, not make signals! You should never use jacks (or even tens) in this cavalier way if declarer is playing the suit. Treat jacks with respect. They might not make many tricks by brute force in defence but they often combine well with a holding in partner’s hand to build a trick.

Bad excuse number 2):    I wanted to force out the ace.  In fact declarer intended to play the ace anyhow and will be delighted to see it take the jack!  

