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1. Leading Methods

Traditional methods aim to show either:-

· count in the suit led, eg 3rd & 5th

· attitude in the suit led, ie low cards show strong holding - most common v no-trumps

· a combination of count & attitude, eg 'Standard British' - 4th best with an honour, 2nd best from 3 or more low cards, top of doubleton.

All these methods are quite playable.  Expert practice tends towards count based approaches v suits and attitude based appoaches v no-trumps.

Whichever method you use ensure that you consider:-

· Should you do something different in a suit you or partner have bid/shown? (and define what 'shown' means, eg -ve doubles, lead directing doubles).  I recommend a count based approach as attitude is usually known.

· Does it apply when leading a new suit during the play?  Is there a difference between leading up to declarer and through declarer?  I recommend attitude through declarer.

2. Signals on Partner's Lead

I recommend having a primary method, ie

· attitude (encourage/discourage) or count (odd/even)

· standard (high=enc or even) or reverse (high=disc or odd)

You should give your primary signal as clearly as possible.  I advise against trying to use one card to give two messages as this inevitably leads to ambiguity and makes it easier for declarer to confuse the message by false carding.  Thus when partner leads the Ace and you have 9832 you should play the 2 to discourage - don't play the 3 thinking that partner might also realise that you have an even number.  Instead you should give the primary message first and use the next card in the suit to provide secondary information (see section 5).

Thus when playing low you should always play your lowest card.  When playing high you need to agree with partner which card you will play.  Two variations are common for standard signallers:-

· Always play the second highest card (except with a doubleton), eg 8 from 9876 to show an even number.  This is the traditional British method and is still widely used especially in the North of England.

· Play the highest card you can afford, eg 9 from 9876.  This is common for those players used to reverse signalling.

For reverse signallers there is less choice.  Almost all experts use the 'highest card you can afford' approach, eg 8 from 876 to show an odd number.  The alternative of playing the middle card from 3 is unworkable and inevitable leads to ambiguity.  Whichever variation you use ensure that you know whether it extends to honour combinations such as QJ109 and J1098.

Whatever your primary method there should be some situations which are exceptions.  Some examples are:-

· If your primary method is count there should be some honour leads which request attitude.  Ace and queen are commonly used to ask for attitude.

· If your primary method is attitude there should be some means of requesting an unblock v no-trumps.  Some use the lowest of touching honours to request the unblock of the honour below.  Others use the King to request the unblock of any honour.

· If your primary method is attitude but dummy's holding is such that you cannot wish to encourage then the signal should revert to count.

· When a switch is evident, eg you lead an Ace v a suit contract and dummy has a singleton or Kx, then it is more useful to play suit preference than the primary method.

· Similarly when partner leads what is probably a singleton and declarer or dummy wins the trick then suit preference is again more useful than the primary method.  Partner needs to know where your entry is.

· If your primary method is count then it is advisable to play attitude on honour leads v no-trumps when dummy has a singleton.  What the leader needs to know is whether to continue the suit.

3. Signals on Declarer's Lead

Here there is little use in showing your attitude to the suit declarer has led.  Instead it is fairly standard practice for the first card played to be count and subsequent cards to be suit preference.  As with signalling on partner's lead it is importanrt to make your signal as clear as possible.  You should also use the same definition of which 'high' card you play to show count, ie 'second highest' or 'highest you can afford'.

Again there are some possible exceptions:-

· 'Smith peters' are a method v no-trumps where the first card played in declarer's suit shows attitude towards the suit led (typically high to encourage continuation of the suit led).  If using this method then you still need to show count when dummy has a long suit with no side entry (so partner knows when to take his Ace).  Thus you need to agree with partner what the second card played means in this situation or when the first card you played is a singleton.  Is the second card Smith or is it the standard suit preference or discarding method?

· Showing length in trumps is not very useful so most experts use their trump cards to show suit preference.

· Occassionally when partner wins the trick and a switch is evident (because dummy has lots if tricks) then count is of no value and the signal should be suit preference.

· When splitting honours (to stop declarer winning a cheap trick or ducking to the safe hand) you should agree with partner which card you will playing from honour sequences such as QJ10 or QJ10x.  It is usually more important to show which honours you have rather than show count.

4. Discards

As with signals you should have a primary method, ie attitude, suit preference or count, and give your message as clearly as possible.  However when discarding you can typically choose the suit you discard from as well as choose the card within the suit.  Thus it is more practical to use methods which combine two messages or provide a choice of message.  Two examples are:-

· The discard shows count in a suit in which you are not interested, ie it discourages as well as giving count.  This discouragement message is sometimes secondary as there may be only one suit you can discard from in practice because you are protecting holdings in the other suits.

· 'Italian' or 'Odd/Even' discards where odd cards encourage and even cards are suit preference (or vice-versa).

5. Subsequent Cards

Whatever your primary methods of defensive carding it is useful to have agreements about the meaning of subsequent cards in the same suit, eg for returning partner's suit, signalling after you have already played a card in the suit or discarding a 2nd card in a suit.  This is a neglected area in many partnerships.  There are a variety of situations so it is simplest if the same rules apply in all situations.  One possible set of rules is:-

· If count has not yet been shown then the next card signals count (I recommend showing 'remainder' count if you use standard signals and showing 'original' count if you use reverse signals - this avoids blockages with suits such as K102).

· If count has already been shown then any subsequent cards are suit preference.

Some examples:-

a)
You lead the 7 from a poor suit, regain the lead and decide to lead the suit again.  What do you lead the 2nd time from original holdings of 876, 8765 and 87654?  My rules would have you lead the 8, 5 and 6 respectively.

b)
You play the K on partner's led suit, get the lead and decide to return his suit (or partner regains the lead and leads them again.  What do you play from original holdings of K32, K432 and K5432?  My rules have you play the 3, 2 and 5 (or 3 if you think it possible for partner to think you only had three cards originally).

c)
You are playing Italian discards and play the 5 to encourage.  What do you discard next from original holdings of AQ852 and AQ8652?  My rules would have you play the 8 and 2 respectively.

6. Other Considerations

A)
Information or Instruction?

It is relatively rare that either defender actually knows what to do just from his own hand.  Thus signals should not be considered as commands for partner to follow blindly.  Rather they provide information and invite partner to think about the whole hand and do something intelligent in the light of the information given.  For example an encouraging or suit preference discard says 'My remaining high cards are mainly in this suit.  Please base your defence on this information'.  The discard does not mean 'You should lead this suit when you next get the lead'.

B)
Doesn't Signalling Help the Opponents?

Yes it may do, but:-

· Most club declarers don't even notice your signals, let alone interpret them and act upon the data received.

· Even the declarer's that do notice won't know whether to believe you until they have played against you frequently.

· Most signals are more use to the defenders than to declarer.  Far more contracts are allowed to make by poor defensive signalling than are made by declarer through card reading based on defensive signals.  Signals early in the hand are especially valuable to the defense.  Later on it may occassionally be advisable to signal less or falsely if it looks like declarer is trying to guess the distribution.

C)
Should I Rely on Opponent's Signals?

YES!  Against good opponents you can al,ost always rely on the initial lead and their signals and discards early in the hand.  Deliberate false carding is rare.  A much bigger danger is inadvertent errors through carelessness by poorer players.

D)
Should I False Card as Declarer?

· Yes!

· When following suit at trick 1 consider concealing your lowest cards if you think LHO has led his lowest card (and vice-versa).

· If LHO leads an honour then play as declarer what the defender would play if he had your holding in the suit, eg against standard signallers play a high card if as declarer like the lead and want a continuation.

· When playing trumps from hand then play your middle cards if you can afford them - this disrupts the defensive suit preference signals.

· Similarly when first playing on your suit in no-trumps - your middle cards may disrupt their Smith peters.
