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Tips for Tops
By Jane Jennings

Today we continue on the subject of
takeout doubles. The general mean‐
ing of a takeout double is that you
have a hand with opening points,
which can support any suit other than
what the opponents have bid. So, the
usual situation, when your partner
has named their best suit, is that, if
you bid again, you support your part‐
ner. What does it mean if you don’t; if
you name a new suit, or bid NT after
your partner has responded to your
double? It means that you have a
hand that was too strong for a regular
overcall of your suit, or too strong for
a 1NT overcall. A 1NT overcall shows
a range of about 15-18 HCP; a suit
overcall has a much wider range, but
it also has an upper limit of about
17HCP. So if you make a takeout
double and your partner offers H as
her best suit, and you now bid S, you
are telling her you have a hand that
was too strong to overcall 1S - at
least 18 or 19HCP, and it’s a 5+ card
S suit, just like a regular overcall. And
if you bid 1NT after your partner has
responded to your overcall, you are
saying you have 19-20 HCP, and a
stopper in the opponent’s suit.

In other words; don’t change the suit
or bid NT just because you don't re‐
ally like the suit your partner chose.
Don’t make a takeout double unless
you are going to be happy with any
suit she chooses OR your hand is ex‐
tra strong. And yes; that means that
sometimes you have a good hand
and there’s nothing you can do but
pass after your opponent opens - at
least for the first round.

All boards referred to in this article were played in the 299er game at
Bridge Centre of Niagara on March 16, 2021, (Game 66473.)

We had an example of one of these
strong hands this week on board 9. S
opened the bidding 1C, and W had
19HCP, including 2 stoppers in Cs.
It’s too strong to overcall 1NT, but
perfect to start with a double. Of
course, if your partner were to show
you a S suit, you would support that
next, but when she bids Hs, you can
now bid 1NT - the perfect hand for
this sequence. If E had a little more,
they could add their points to your
known 19-20 and consider inviting
game, but with their actual 4, they
should be happy to pass. And 1NT is
all you can legitimately make.

One last detail: how to value your
hand for a takeout double. Unless
you have one of these very strong
hands, you expect your hand to be
the dummy when you accept the suit
that partner has bid. Your short suit
will be helpful; your partner will be
able to ruff losers with your small
trump. So you should include dummy
points in your count; 5 for a void, 3

for a singleton, 1 for a doubleton. Of
course, don’t add points for length
AND shortness on the same hand.

We have been talking so far about
takeout doubles and overcalls. These
terms refer to action you take when
your RHO opens or responds to an
opening bid. But if your LHO opens
and the next 2 players pass, the situ‐
ation is different. Any action you take
here is called balancing, and balanc‐
ing actions typically promise a K less
than the same action would promise
in the direct seat. So after 1D p p,
you can bid 1NT with a hand of 12-
15HCP and a D stopper; if you have
the 15-18 point hand that would be a
1NT overcall in direct seat, in balanc‐
ing you show it by doubling first and
then bidding 1NT. You can also make
a balancing double with short Ds and
10 points, including distribution, and
feel free to bid 1H or 1S if you have 5
of them and 6HCP.

This week an example of balancing
came on board 7. At most tables, W
opened the bidding 1H, and many
were allowed to play it there, most
making 2. The N/S pairs who fared
better were those where S balanced;
they bid 2C with 10HCP. It would
have been a very skimpy bid as an
overcall, but quite sufficient in the
balancing seat. These pairs came out
ahead in a variety of ways; they made
a plus score by playing 2C or defend‐
ing 3H, which they set. Even playing
3C and going down for -100 scored
better than the -110 of the 1H de‐
fenders.

• Overcalls
• Balancing
• And, an Endplay
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I will have more to say about balanc‐
ing, and will hope for more examples,
next week.

I have one final point for our ad‐
vanced players - or those who would
like to be. Board 1 was played in 4S
at all tables; most made 4 and a few
made 5. The way to make 5 has a
fancy title, but is quite simple to pull
off, as long as you recognize the situ‐
ation. What you have here starts with
extra trumps; enough that you can
draw the outstanding trumps and still
have some left in each hand. You
have no extra cards in Cs - you have
3 tricks off the top - and none in Ds.
So the only suit of any concern is the
H suit. And the way to try for the ex‐
tra trick is called elimination (or
“strip”) and endplay. You “eliminate”
the outside suits by playing all the Ds
and Cs before you play the Hs. This
week, in all cases, E had led 2 Ds, so
once you’ve ruffed the second one,
you have none left in either hand. If
she hadn’t, you would - after pulling
trump - ruff dummy’s D in your hand,
to finish the job. And you play your
AKQ of Cs. Now, when you play A

and another H, the W player - who
takes the trick with her Q - is end‐
played. She doesn’t have another H
to lead, and when she leads a D or a
C, you can pitch your last H loser
from dummy while you ruff in your
hand - the classic “ruff-and-sluff”.

Is there any guarantee this will work?
No - if Hs were divided 3-3 instead of
4-2, or if E held both the K and Q,
you will not have gained anything.
But you will not have lost anything ei‐
ther, and there’s no risk in trying. It’s
worth remembering to look for a situ‐
ation like this; it can often gain you a
trick. Today it was an overtrick, but
sometimes it's the last trick you need
to make your contract.


