STRONG OPENING BIDS 

ACOL TWO LEVEL SUIT BIDS

Playing traditional Acol the strongest opening bid is 2♣, which shows 23+ HCP. The negative response, made on any hand with fewer than 8 HCP, is 2♦. All continuations are game forcing unless opener rebids 2NT after a 2♦ negative.

  The other two level bids are strong and forcing for one round. Acol two-bids (2♦, 2♥ and 2♠) show a hand of quality (including at least 4 quick tricks), contain at least 8 (preferably 8.5 or 9) playing tricks and show a strong suit with suit quality at least: A J 9 5 4 3  or A Q J 7 6. The negative response is 2NT. 

  Very few experts play simple Acol nowadays. They prefer to be able to use some two level opening bids as pre-empts. In the main text of this book we will describe Benjamin Acol. The idea is that all strong hands are opened with 2♣, 2♦ or 2NT, leaving 2♥ and 2♠ available for 'weak two bids'. However the characteristics of Acol two-bids are still very relevant if you are playing Benjamin Acol.

THE BENJAMIN 2♣ AND 2♦ OPENING BIDS

2♦ is the strongest available opening, equivalent to an Acol 2♣ and forcing to game. The negative response is 2♥, in principle showing 0-7 HCP but you might decide to keep the bidding low with a negative response on some stronger hands, particularly if they are balanced or the suit is weak. Any positive response shows a good suit and is forcing till at least 4NT.

2♣ shows an Acol two-bid in an unspecified suit. The negative bid is 2♦. If opener  rebids a major, showing an Acol two-bid in that suit, then responder can show a hand with 0-3 HCP by bidding the cheapest bid available, a 'second negative bid'. If opener  rebids a minor suit there is no 'second negative' available.

   We recommend that with (a) you respond to 2♣ with 2♦. Opener's likely rebid is hearts, and the bidding is far more economical after: 2♣ 2♦ 2♥  than after: 2♣ 2NT 3♥. Of course with (a) responder will ensure that game is reached.

  Hand (b) merits a response of 2♠ to 2♣ because the suit is strong. A positive response in a suit to 2♣ should show a good 5-card or longer suit.

(a)
♠ K J 8 7

♥ 8 7 5
♦ K 8 7
 ♣ Q 10 3

(b)
♠ K Q J 9 8

♥  9 2

♦ K 8 7
 ♣ 8 7 4

 2♣ is forcing till suit agreement, ie. when the same suit is bid naturally for the second time  

(c) Opener  Responder
(d)  Opener  Responder (e)  Opener  Responder

     2♣
   2♦

       2♣          2♦

          2♣           2♦
     2♥
            2♠

       2♥           2♠

          2♥           2♠
     3♥



       3♦           3♥

          3♦           4♦
In (c) 2♥ is forcing. 2♠ shows 0-3 HCP and says nothing about spades. 3♥ is not forcing. Note that after 2♣ 2♦ 2♥ responder seems not to have a cheap second round bid available to show spades. It makes sense that a second round bid of 2NT shows spades in this auction.

  In (d) and (e) 3♦ is a new suit, and hence forcing. However 3♥ in (d) and 4♦ in (e) can be passed.

Acol two bids, suitable for a Benjamin 2♣ opening come in two categories.

(f)  ♠  A K Q 7 5 4
♥ A 7 2
   
 ♦ A Q 8
 ♣ 7

(g)  ♠  A Q J 8 7 

♥ A Q J 8 7
  
 ♦ A 8
 
♣ 7

(h)  ♠ A K Q J 7 6

♥ K Q J 9 8 5
 ♦ A

 ♣ -

   Hand (f) is a strong single suited hand with 8.5 playing tricks. You intend to bid spades twice and leave it up to responder whether or not to bid game.

   Hand (g) is a two suiter with 9 playing tricks. You intend to bid both of your majors, but then pass if partner can only give simple preference to 3♠ over 3♥.

  Hand (h) is also suitable for a 2♣ opening bid and a 2♠ rebid. Your next bid will be 6♥, telling partner that you have an extreme two suiter and that only high cards in your two suit will be useful. With the ♥A partner should be able to bid a grand slam.

   Note than while this is an extreme case, responder should generally not give too much weight to queens and jacks outside the suits of an Acol two opener. The 2♣ opener has long and strong suits, with corresponding shortage elsewhere. Queens and jacks opposite shortage are a duplication of values.

In which of the auctions below do you think responder is showing the stronger hand?

(i)
Opener
Responder

(j)
Opener
Responder


2♣

2♦



2♣

2♦

2♥

3♥



2♥

4♥
Auction (i) is certainly game forcing because responder has chosen not to make a 'second negative' bid of 2♠. In auction (i) responder is giving more room for slam exploration, so that should be the stronger auction, guaranteeing an ace. This is another example of the 'principle of fast arrival'. When a game forcing auction has been established, a 'fast arrival' to game which rules out bidding space is not encouraging.

(k) Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ 8


♠ A 7 6

2♣

2♦
♥ A KQ J 8 7 
♥ 10 5 3 2

2♥

3♥
♦  K Q J 8 2
♦ A 10 3

4NT

5♥ 



♣  5


♣  8 7 6

6♥
In (k) opener has a game going hand but chooses 2♣ rather than 2♦ because the hand has shape rather than HCP, With a balanced hand responder leaves room for exploration by raising 2♥ to 3♥. Reassures that responder has an ace opener knows the 5 level will be safe, so uses Blackwood and is delighted to bid the slam when responder shows 2 aces. 

Before leaving this topic it is worth looking at some hands that are not suitable for a 2♣ opening bid.

(l)
♠ A K J 8 5 4 3 2 
♥ K 9

♦  9 8  
♣ 6

(m)
♠ A Q 8

♥ A 7
2
♦  7

♣ A K Q 7 5 4


With (l) open 4♠. It certainly has 8 playing tricks, but only 2.5 quick tricks and little defence to an opponent's contract.

   Hand (m) is the same as (f) with the black suits swapped, but with only 8.5 playing tricks it is far too uneconomical to open 2♣ and rebid a forcing 3♦. You must open 1♣. You will probably hear a 1♦ or 1♥ response, which still leaves you with a problem because the hand is too strong for a 3♣ rebid. You could rebid 3NT if the response is 1♦, or 2♠ if the response is 1♥. If the response is 1♠ we recommend a reverse into 2♥.

THE 2NT OPENING BID

A 2NT opening bid shows 20-22 HCP. Ideally it should show a balanced hand, however on each of the hands below 2NT is the best available bid. Each of them is too strong for an opening one-bid, but not strong enough for an Acol 2♣ or a Benjamin 2♦. The suits in (n) and (o) are not strong enough for an Acol two bid, or a Benjamin 2♣. 

(n)
♠ K Q 6 5

♥ A K 7 6
♦ A

♣ K Q 10 6

(o)
♠ Q 10 7 5 4
♥ A Q 5
♦ A K J 
♣ A 8

(p)
♠ 9 8


♥ K J 8
♦ A K 
♣ A K Q 10 7 6

The system of responses should be adapted to cater for these hand shapes.

If your partner opens 2NT you reply as follows:

  3♣ is 5-card major Stayman. Opener rebids a 5-card major, rebids 3♦ without a 5-card major but with a 4-card major, or rebids 3NT without a 5-card or 4-card major. After: 2NT: 3♣: 3♦: responder can search for a 4-4 major suit fit by bidding the major suit he doesn't hold. Example (r) will show how this works.

  3♦ is a transfer to 3♥.

  3♥ is a transfer to 3♠.

  3♠ is forcing, showing 5 spades and 4 hearts.

  3NT is to play.

  4♣/4♦ are natural and forcing.

(q)
Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder


♠ K J 8 6 2

♠ Q 10 4 

 2NT

  3♣

♥ A 7 6

♥ 8 5


 3♠

  4♠

♦ K Q 9 

♦ A 8 7 4




♣  A K

♣ 9 8 7 6


In (q) responder bids 3♣ to see if they have a 5-3 spade fit. If opener had rebid 3♦ then responder would have signed off in 3NT. 

(r)
Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder


♠ K J 8 6

♠ Q 10 4 3

 2NT

  3♣

♥ A 7 6

♥ 8 5


 3♦

  3♥

♦ K Q 9 2

♦ A 8 7

 3♠

  4♠

♣  A K

♣ 9 8 7 6


In (r) 3♦ denies a 4-card major but promises a 4-card major. 3♥ shows 4 spades. Opener agrees spades, leading to the correct game contract.

  You might wonder why responder doesn't bid the suit responder holds. The answer is that our system always leads to the strong hand playing the contract. Defending is always harder when the strong hand is hidden from view. Opener (the strong hand) bids a major suit when holding that suit. Responder (the weaker hand) bids a major suit when holding the other major suit.

(s) Opener

Responder

Opener
Responder

♠ K 10 7 6

♠ 8 4


 2NT

  3♦
♥ A


♥ J 8 7 6 4 2
 3NT

Pass

♦ A K J 7 6

♦ Q 4 3

♣  A Q 2

♣ K 7

In (s) 3♦ is a transfer to hearts. Opener can break the transfer by bidding a new suit and should be more willing to do so than 1NT opener, because it is rare that responder transfers opposite a 2NT opening without intending to bid game. However, if opener breaks the transfer by bidding 3NT that shows that opener has a singleton in responder's suit. This will cross responder's intentions on the rare occasions that responder intended to sign off at the 3 level, but the important gain is that it warns responder from becoming too optimistic with a weak 6-card suit.

NO-TRUMP REBIDS  AFTER A 2♣ OR 2♦ OPENING BID

With 23-24 HCP open 2♣ and rebid a non forcing 2NT over 2♦.

With 25-26 HCP open 2♦ and rebid a game forcing 2NT over 2♥.

  After either of these no-trump rebids we recommend the same structure of continuations as over a 2NT opening bid.

With 27-28 HCP open 2♣ and rebid a non-forcing 3NT over 2♦.

With 29-30 HCP open 2♦ and rebid a non-forcing 3NT over 2♥.

After these 3NT rebids we recommend the following responses.

   4♣ is ordinary 4-card Stayman.

   4♦ and 4♥ are transfers to 4♥ and 4♠ respectively.

   4♠ is Baron. Responder has enough for at least a slam try. The structure is the same       as over the 2♠ response to 1NT. Opener bids 4NT if minimum, otherwise rebidding opener's lowest 4-card suit. 

OTHER STRONG HANDS

It is worth looking at hands with more than 20 HCP which don't fit any strong two-bids. They mainly come into two categories.

(t)
♠ J

♥ Q 7 6 5 2 
♦ A K Q J 
  
♣ A K Q 


(u)
♠ A K Q 6 
♥ A K 7 6

♦ 8


♣ K Q 10 7

In hand (t) the hearts, which is the suit you would have to bid first, are just not good enough. It is generally undesirable to bid a poor suit if you are known to hold a strong hand because partner will always believe that a reasonable proportion of your strength is in your first bid suit. You should open 1♥, intending to make a diamond rebid.

  Hand (u) is a 3-suiter. You need maximum space to show a hand with 3 suits, so start with 1♣, intending to jump to 2♥ (game forcing) over 1♦. 

