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Pre-emptive Bids

The difference between strong two-level opening bids and pre-empts.

You guarantee a minimum number of high card points (HCP) if you open the bidding. All the one level opening bids also have an upper limit, 14 HCP in the case of 1NT and 20 HCP otherwise. So what are you supposed to do with a stronger hand? You certainly cannot improvise by opening a one level bid because partner has every justification for passing with 5 HCP, resulting in a missed game. You probably can guess that the answer is to open one level higher, with a two level bid.

In order to have a sensible system we must first identify the need. Then we must look at the available bids, and marry the two as efficiently as possible. You will see that it is quite possible to fit most strong hands into two level opening bids and this is highly desirable because if you have a strong hand you want plenty of bidding space in order to compare notes with your partner. That leaves opening bids at the three level and above for a totally different purpose. To understand this examine these totally contrasting hands:

a)  ♠ AK2

b)   ♠ KQJ1098765

     ♥ AK2
                                     ♥ 2

     ♦ AK2

                               ♦ 2


     ♣ AK32

                               ♣ 32

With either you can guarantee 8 tricks as long as you can pick the denomination. Hand a) is obviously suitable for no trumps, while b) needs spades as trumps. However all similarity ends there!

With a) you have outstanding playing strength and defensive strength. You have no fear that opponents will outbid you. However with b) you have virtually no defensive strength, despite your playing values, if your opponents bid a grand slam you would have no confidence of defeating them! With a) you will open with a forcing two level bid, and convey the good news to partner without fear of interference. On the other hand with b) you have no need to compare notes. You simply want to make a statement to partner that your hand is useless unless spades are trumps. You will open at a much higher level, in this case with 4♠. That will also have the highly desirable effect of making it very difficult for your opponents to compare notes. What a coup if they can make a grand slam but neither of them feels confident enough to start bidding at the five level. Equally, if one opponent ventures bravely in at the five level, only to find his partner with nothing and your partner with the balance of strength, a penalty double will give you a huge score.

All opening bids from 3♣ upwards are similar nuisance bids, and are pre​-emptive. An opening three or four level bid shows a weak hand (below opening bid strength) but a good suit. Almost all your high cards should be in your suit, making your hand very suitable for playing, but unsuitable for defence. If partner can rely on this he has a unique advantage. He alone knows the combined values of his partnership, allowing him to judge accurately whether to bid on, or double opponents if they enter the bidding.

While you are learning, the rule for pre-empting should be governed by the rule of 500. That means that if partner produces balanced rubbish you should expect to lose no more than 500 if doubled, assuming reasonable breaks.

If you are vulnerable you should expect to go no more than two off 

If you are not vulnerable you should expect to go not more than three off.
	Consider these hands as dealer:

a)   ♠ 9

      ♥ KQJ10874

      ♦ 962

      ♣ 108


	b)   ♠ 9 

      ♥ QJ109752

      ♦ 962

      ♣ 108

	c)   ♠ 9

      ♥ AKJ10974

      ♦ 962

      ♣ 108


	d)   ♠ 9

      ♥ J986532

      ♦ K62

      ♣ A8

	e)   ♠ 9

      ♥ KQJ10874

      ♦ AJ2

      ♣ 108
	f)    ♠ 9

      ♥ AQJ108753

      ♦ 62

      ♣ 108




Hand a) is perfect for 3♥ if not vulnerable.

Hand b) is too weak at any vulnerability, having only 5 tricks. 

Hand c) is a good 3♥ opening at any vulnerability.

Hand d) has too poor hearts and too many good cards outside.

Hand e) has too many high cards for 3♥; you should open 1♥. 

Hand f) is worth 4♥ If not vulnerable, 3♥ if vulnerable.

As you gain experience you will relax these requirements, for example more experienced players would open 3♥ on b) if not vulnerable against vulnerable opponents, or 4♥ with f) at any vulnerability.

Finally, you can pre-empt if partner or the opponents open the bidding first. Though most effective pre-empts are struck before the opponents speak. Any double jump in a new suit is pre-emptive. 

Exercise on pre-emptive opening bids

1)
What do you open at game all with these hands?

ii)
What do you open at love all with these hands?

iii)
What do you bid at love all if your right hand opponent has opened 1♥?

	a)    ♠ AJ109853

       ♥ 95

       ♦ 1092

       ♣ 6


	b)    ♠ AJ1098532 

       ♥ 95 

       ♦ 102

       ♣ 6

	c)    ♠ K765432

       ♥ K3

       ♦ K8

       ♣ 93
	d)    ♠ AJ109864

       ♥ K3

       ♦ K8

       ♣ 93


  i)      a)   Pass      b)     3♠         c)    Pass             d)    1♠


ii)
a)
3♠
b)
4♠
c)
Pass
             d)
    1♠


iii)
a)
3♠
b)
4♠
c)
1♠                 d)    1♠

Responding to partner’s pre-empt.

Suppose partner opens 3♠ at love all.


a)
♠ 9                   b) ♠ 95                 c) ♠ Q962



♥ KQ82

 ♥ AQ83                ♥ 2


♦ KQ52

 ♦ AQ4

 ♦ 9842



♣ KQ53

 ♣ K1092

 ♣ A1094


d)
♠ -
e)
♠ -
f)
♠ -



♥ AK92

♥ AQ4

♥ 8



♦ AK73               ♦ AKQJ92             ♦ AKJ985

        ♣ A9853             ♣ AJ102               ♣ AKQ83 2

Rather than count points, try to imagine his hand and count your tricks. If you are going to play in his suit only aces and kings in the side suits are likely to be useful as he has shortage in the other suits. A queen opposite a doubleton is unlikely to provide a trick. The point count is a worthy friend as you evaluate balanced hands but, as in slam bidding, fit, shape, and control cards play a greater part in bidding unbalanced hands,

With a) you should pass, despite 15 HCP. Played in spades you are likely to lose a trick in each suit, while played in no trumps there will be insufficient entries to partner’s hand to establish his spades.

With b) raise to 4♠. You have better control cards and a valuable second trump.

With c) also raise to 4♠, but for a very different reason. You have an excellent fit and despite so few HCP you may well make 4♠, however even if you fail your opponents can probably make a high level heart contract if you let them get their act together.

With d) bid 4♠, despite your spade void! Unless spades are trumps, how do you propose to enter partner’s hand to make tricks out of them?

With e) bid 3NT, which you should make without help from his spades.

With f) bid 4♦, a forcing change of suit. Then try 5♣ over 4♠, showing a strong two suiter.

 Now, how do you respond to a 3♥ opening at love all with the above hands.

a)
4♥. This time you have a good fit.

     
b) 4♥. Obvious.


     c) Pass. Again obvious.

d)
6♥, with a backward glance at 7♥,

e)
7♥. Partner should have the ♥K
f)
6♥, Second choice 4♥.

Now suppose that opponents have pre-empted against you with 3♠. You must be prepared to take reasonable risks or you will be unmercifully pushed around. Occasionally you will suffer a large penalty but that is life! Consider hands a) to f) yet again.

With a) you are strong enough to double for takeout. With b) and c) pass. With d) a takeout double is clearcut. Finally with e) or f) assume partner has a few goodies and jump to 5♦.

Now consider again if the pre-empt had been 3♥.

With a) and b) pass. You cannot make a penalty double (double is for takeout) and you need slightly more for 3NT. With c) pass. With d) and e) try a gambling 3NT despite your spade void! Finally with f) jump to 5♦.

General exercise on pre- empts

For each of these hands decide how you would bid as East after the following sequences at love all.



South
West
North
East

      i)
                 3♥
        Pass       ?


ii)
3♦
          Pass    Pass       ?


iii)
3♥
Pass    
Pass       ?
  


a)
♠ KQ74
b)
♠ KQ7
c)
♠ AQJ987



♥ 8

♥ AJ97

♥ 8



♦ AJ107

♦ A93

♦ K95



♣ KQJ9

♣ KJ5

♣ K73


d)
♠ AQJ987
                                  e)   ♠ 94



♥ 8 

               ♥ K7



♦ AK3

               ♦ 102



♣ K73

               ♣ AKQJ1087


i)
 a)  4♥. Pass a close second.


       b) 4♥. Obvious.

c)
Pass. It is hard to imagine 10 tricks,

d)
4♥. An 8 card fit. 3♠ (forcing) second choice.

e)
Pass. You have too many losers.

ii)
a)  3NT for the brave, Pass for the cautious.


       b)  3NT. Risky, but right.


       c)  3♠ Not forcing.

d)
 4♠. Assume partner has one or two pictures.

e)
 4♣, or pass if you feel cautious.


iii)
a) Double, for takeout.


        b) 3NT as with ii).


        c) 3♠.


        d) 4♠.


        e) 3NT. A worthwhile gamble with a heart guard.

Did you find parts ii) and iii). hard? Don’t worry, so do the experts, Pre-empts are meant to worry opponents!

Pre-empts. Produced by Andrew Kambites in conjunction with First for Bridge


