1  THE CONCEPT OF THE LIMIT BID

In the early days of bridge even the best of players started to bid according to their instincts and stopped when they felt they had done enough. Inevitably this led to some pretty random contracts. Bidding took a great leap forwards with the acceptance of the idea that bids should fall into categories. Look at the auction below.

(a)  
South

North

1♥

1♠

1NT

North’s 1♠ response to 1♥ is a forcing bid. It ensures that the conversation between the partners will continue, which is essential because at this stage nobody has any idea whether the level of contract should be a part-score, game or slam. The 1NT rebid changes all of that. It shows South’s strength extremely accurately, a limit bid, traditionally 15-16 high card points (HCP). From now on North is in the driving seat. It is North who knows the extent of the combined assets and it will be North’s responsibility to ensure that the partnership comes to rest at the right level.

So why is 1NT a limit bid? The auction has to determine two things: the denomination and the level. Determining the denomination requires a discussion, which might take time. Just imagine how difficult bidding would be if, in response to 1♥, you had to bid 2♠ to show a 4-card spade suit and 10-12 HCP, or 3♠ to show 13-15 HCP. The principle is that when we get to a stage in the auction when the denomination is becoming clearer, we can then afford to use up space to show our strength.

No-trump bids tend to be limit bids. This is because they are fairly precise bids. The 1NT rebid not only shows the point count: it shows a balanced hand. Partner may well immediately be able to pick the correct contract, but even if he cannot do so it should only require a little more investigation for him to know. After a limit bid there is often a conventional bid for partner to help his investigation: a good example being the 2♣ Stayman response to a 1NTopening bid.

If you raise partner’s suit you will normally limit your hand. The search for a denomination is usually over, so the second priority, to find the level, takes over.

A rebid of your own suit tends to be a limit bid. This is a slightly less comfortable state of affairs because sometimes there is still quite a lot of searching to be done, but if used properly these limit bids work pretty well

In the majority of auctions by the time opener makes a rebid a limit bid has been made. The exception is when three suits have been bid. Usually responder then makes a limit bid, or perhaps bids the fourth suit’ which is conventional and forcing, asking for more information.

Limit bids tend to divide the necessary spaces into packages which have wide ranging application. If responder is playing traditional Acol with no frills and he wants to make a limit bid he classes his hand as weak, intermediate or strong according to the following list.  

Weak hand:  6-9 HCP    Raise 1♥ to 2♥ or respond to 1♥ with 1NT.

Intermediate:  10-12 HCP  Raise 1♥ to 3♥ or respond to 1♥ with 2NT.

Strong response: 13-15 HCP  Raise 1♥ to game (via a delayed game raise) or respond to 1♥ with 3NT.

In practice life is not quite so simple as that. Traditional Acol doesn’t like responding to 1♥ with 2NT if you have 10 HCP, so it advocates changing suit and perhaps bidding no-trumps next time. I must admit I find it hard to understand why bidding 2NT with 10 HCP is unsound on the first round, but it is OK to bid 2NT on the second round when partner might be minimum.  Equally, a direct raise of 1♥ to 4♥ with 13-15 HCP and 4-card heart support is not really desirable because you might also want to raise 1♥ to 4♥ with a weaker, but more distributional hand. If you raise 1♥ to 4♥ with (b) or (c), how is partner to know whether to investigate a slam, or what to do if opponents bid 4♠?

(b)       ♠ 9

♥ K J 10 8 7

♦ J 10 9 8 7

♣ 6 5

(c)
♠ A 7   
♥ K J 7 6

♦ 8 7 6

♣ A Q 9 2

The traditional solution was to jump to 4♥ pre-emptively with (b), but mark time with (c), changing suit with 2♣ and jumping to 4♥ next time. This was called a ‘delayed game raise’

Limit bids tend to be not forcing. This is logical because with the limit bidder describing his point count, partner can usually use common sense. However look at South’s rebid in the following auctions:

(d)       South

North 

(e)
South

North


1♠

2♣


1♠

2♣


3♠




2NT

North is showing at least 9 HCP for a change of suit at the two level. If North has only 9 HCP and has a misfit with South he can always respond 1NT, so 2♣ shows a good, well fitting 9 HCP or 10+ HCP.

  In (d) South is showing a good 6-card suit with 15+. How often are North/South going to want to play this in a part-score?

  In (e) South has at least 15 HCP. Again North/South won’t want to play it in a part-score so why not make it forcing: 15+ HCP rather than 15-16 HCP? You will see the advantages in article 2.

   Logic dictates that any auction where opener has shown a better than minimum opening (eg. with a no-trump rebid, jump rebid of suit, or reverse), and responder has shown a better than minimum response  (eg. with a new suit at the two level) the auction should be game forcing, so nowadays neither of these rebids would not be considered a limit bid.

NO-TRUMP RESPONSES

In order to understand the 1NT response it is essential to look at alternatives.

  Suppose your partner opens 1♠. Any change of suit at the two level promises 9 HCP, so if you have 6-8 HCP you have only two options available: 2♠ or 1NT. If you don't want to support spades you have no alternative to a 1NT response. This immediately shows that you cannot rely on the 1NT responder to have a balanced hand. 

  If your partner opens 1♥ you have three possibilities with a weak hand:  1♠, 2♥ or 1NT. 1NT is less likely to be distorted than opposite 1♠, but still responder may be far from balanced.

  If your partner opens 1♦ and you have no 4-card major, and cannot support diamonds, again you might have to respond 1NT with peculiar shape.

  Only if your partner opens 1♣ will you definitely have an alternative: either bid a new suit at the one level or support clubs. This is why traditionally a 1NT response to 1♠/♥/♦ shows 6-9 HCP, but opposite a 1♣ opening bid it shows 8-10 HCP. Opposite 1♣, a 1NT response consumes a lot of space in a situation when you are likely to have a cheaper alternative.  

Opposite a 1♠ opening bid there is no sensible alternative to 1NT with hands (a) or (b). 

(a)
♠ 9

♥ K J 7

♦ K 7 6 2
 ♣ 10 6 4 3 2

(b)
♠ 9 7

♥ 5


♦ A 6 5 4 3
 ♣ K 8 6 5 4 

1NT is truly a 'dustbin' bid in that you throw rubbish into it that you cannot fit elsewhere. You might have three spades, but you might have no spades at all. The most likely number of spades you will have is one or two, so opener must not sign off his opening suit just because he has a 5-card suit. However he might introduce a secondary 4-card suit. Here are some auctions after a 1NT response.   

(c) West

East


West
East

♠  K J 7 6 5

♠ 9


1♠
1NT

♥ A Q 7 6

♥ 9 4


2♥
3♦

♦ 9


♦ K J 10 8 7 6 2
P

♣ K 7 6

♣ Q 10 5

East's 3♦ shows a hand that with long diamonds, but clearly not strong enough to respond 2♦ to 1♠.

(d)  West

East


West
East

♠ K J 7 6 5

♠ 10 9 2

1♠
1NT

♥ A Q 4

♥ J 10 7

2NT
3♠

♦ A K 7 

♦ Q J 3 2

4♠

♣ J 2


♣ A 6 4 

If East was not strong enough to accept West's 2NT game try he would have to pass 2NT. However he is happy to play in game, and makes the thoughtful bid of 3♠ to look for the 5-3 fit. Note this is not a sign off because he cannot have more than three spades. You don’t choose to play at the three level in what might be a 4-3 fit.

Hands (e) and (f) offer an interesting contrast if partner opens 1♥.

(e)    ♠ K 8 7    
♥ 8

♦ 9 7 6 2
♣ A Q 4 3 2

(f)     ♠ 8 7       
♥ K 7

♦ 9 7 6 2
♣ A Q 4 3 2

With (e) the only sensible response is 1NT. Partner can pass 1NT, and will certainly do so rather than rebid a 5-card heart suit. If you mistakenly respond 2♣ you force partner to rebid whether he likes it or not. If he rebids 2♥ with just five you will be in a silly contract. I know he is obliged to have a rebid planned, but your role should be to steer the partnership away from a course that you suspect will lead to a silly result. With a misfitting, minimum hand choose the cheap response that allows partner to pass.

  With (f) it would not be stupid to respond 1NT, but 2♣ is reasonable. The difference is that if partner rebids 2♥ you will able to pass with a clear conscious, confident that it won't be a stupid contract.

One final word of warning before we leave the 1NT response. You may have to respond 1NT on very unsuitable hands, but you should never conceal a 4-card major that could be shown at the one level. A 1NT response to 1♥ denies four spades!

The 2NT response traditionally was a limit bid showing 11-12 HCP. You had the option  of either bidding it straight away, or changing suit and then bidding it on the second round. If you choose to keep it this way your hand should be balanced, promising at least doubleton in partner's suit. If you are unbalanced, perhaps with a singleton in opener's suit, you are strong enough to change suit and bid 2NT on the next round.

The 3NT response traditionally was a limit bid showing 13-15 HCP. Again you had the option of either bidding it straight away or changing suit and bidding it on the second round. If you bid it straight away then the shape requirements are far more strict than would be the case if you bid 2NT, because there is no longer room to investigate alternative contracts below 3NT. You need 4-3-3-3 shape, and your 4-card suit will not be a major that you could have shown at the one level. Hand (i) shows this in action.

(j)  West

East


West

East

♠ 8 7


♠ A 9 6

1♥

3NT

♥ K J 10 7 6

♥ 9 4 2

4♥

♦ A Q 3

♦ K 8 7

♣ K 5 4

♣ A Q 3 2

West can safely convert 3NT to 4♥, knowing that East has exactly three hearts.

