Bidding Principles 11

In this article I consider two more principles that govern the use of a double.

Principle:    After a penalty double, or a take-out double that is converted to penalties, all subsequent doubles are for penalties   

An opponent opens 1NT. You double. What happens next? Nowadays most pairs play wriggles so that opener’s partner can run with 4-4-3-2 shape, so the odds are that if your side has the majority of points 1NT doubled won’t be the final contract. They may still be in serious trouble, but do you succeed in penalising them? In far too many cases they run from one suit to another and finally you get confused as to whether double is for take-out or penalties and let them off the hook. This is precisely why wriggles are so effective.

In (a) North’s 2( escape showed equal length in diamonds and a higher ranking suit. How should you play East’s double? My guess that half of experts would play it for takeout and the other half for penalties, while most club players simply wouldn’t know. Playing it for takeout is quite reasonable: often partner will be able to pass for penalties. However I play it as suggesting penalties, in line with my principle. It confirms that East/West have the majority of points and that East will have a minimum of three trumps to an honour. If West has a singleton diamond or a very shapely hand he will remove the double. In this case South bids 2( and West’s double suggests a similar holding. North’s only high card was the (Q and a vulnerable North/South conceded –800. 
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The nature of the penalty double might be of surprise to viewers who learned in their cradles that a low-level penalty double should be based on long, strong trumps. The point is that after a 1NT opening there are quite a lot of hands where all four hands are relatively balanced and if opener’s partner is weak there is nowhere to run, the only hope being to confuse opponents.

Hands (b) and (c) show other examples of our principle.
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In (b) North’s double means that that North/South probably have the majority of points. East’s 2( is an attempted rescue and South’s double continues the pressure.

In © North/South are playing negative doubles so North does not have available a penalty double of 1(. He passes 1( with quite a good hand because he has very good spades, and is rewarded when South makes the expected re-opening double. When North passes this double East desperately tries to rescue the cause with 2(, but South pounces on that. 

Incidentally, the final doubles in (b) and (c) will show a real diamond suit: not just (K 8 4. This time it is far less likely that all four hands are balanced. 

Principle:   A double of an opponent’s artificial bid shows that suit, either suggesting that partner might like to compete in that denomination or that he should lead that suit

I suspect most readers play this anyway, indeed this principle is more interesting for its exceptions. I play just two types of exception.

1)  Look at the problems faced by my opponents on this hand from Brighton 2003. At green vulnerability my partner opened 1NT first in hand and I held

( 8 6 4

  ( 9 6 3
  ( 9 7 6

 ( J 9 7 3   

You probably have system to cope when 1NT is doubled, but what are the best tactics before it is doubled? No doubt your vulnerable opponents can make game, or take you for a hefty penalty. If you pass it is possible that 1NT undoubled will be the contract, but surely your LHO is waiting to double! 

I decided to try a Stayman 2( in an attempt to muddy the water. The great advantage of this is that most opponents play that double now probably shows clubs rather than a good hand. I struck lucky. The next hand had 17 points but double only asked for a club lead. We escaped into 2(, and my right hand opponent (with (A Q x) was not confident enough to double. My partner’s face as I lost the first 8 tricks was a picture, but our opponents were not smiling!

To avoid this type of embarrassment I play that a double of Stayman or a transfer bid by an un-passed hand shows a hand that would have made a penalty double of 1NT. 

2)  How do you play the double of a two-suited overcall?
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In (d)  2( is a Michaels cue bid, showing spades and another suit..

In (e)  2( is Astro, showing hearts and another suit, 

The point is that you have a lot of options available. You can double. You can pass and await developments or you can conventionally bid their suit.

In (d) you don’t really need a double of 2( to show hearts because you will want to bid 3( (competitively) to show a good raise to 2( and can bid 2( (their suit) to show a sound raise to 3(. I play that double suggests that the best option might be to penalise opponents. Look at this in action in hand (f).
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East has a misfit with West’s hearts and would be delighted to double spades or diamonds. South’s 2NT desperately asks North to bid his minor. East cannot double clubs but is happy to pass the decision to West with a forcing pass. West is delighted to double 3( and provided the defenders start by removing dummy’s trumps (often a good idea after a two-suited overcall) the result will be a very substantial penalty to East/West)

In auction (e) you can bid 2( (their suit) for takeout. You can either play double with a similar meaning to (d), or double can show clubs so that if you want to make a penalty double you pass and double next time. Discuss it with your partner.

Can you think of other exceptions? Probably, for example how do you play a double of a splinter bid? Some pairs play that it asks for the lead of the lower ranking suit. My article provides you with a starting point, not necessarily your desired finished product.

