Card Play

Counting

Counting the hand is one of the most difficult tasks facing bridge players.  It is also one of the most neglected.  A beginner starts life by failing to count anything at all.  When it comes to the last trick there is often an excited expectancy as no one is quite sure who is going to win it.  Of course, all this uncertainty adds to the great aura of mystery, excitement and suspense that pervades the game, and in some ways it seems almost criminal to remove such obvious pleasure in flirting with the unknown.  However, if progress is to be made, there are hurdles to be jumped and the first one the beginner tackles is the trump suit.  Perhaps tired of coming to grief by taking an extra round for ‘lurkers’, a conscious effort is made to count trumps.  Not too exacting a task and one that quickly becomes routine.

From then on it gets a little harder.  The points that a player holds, deduced initially from the bidding,, should be next on the agenda.  This is not too troublesome once you get used to it.  Counting the points can be extremely profitable to declarer in situations like the following:



♠ J 10 5 2

West
North
East
South



♥ Q 3


Pass
Pass
Pass
1♠



♦ K J 6 2

Pass 
3♠
Pass
4♠



♣ A 3 2



●



♠ A Q 9 8 6



♥ 8 6



♦ A 5 3



♣ K Q 4

West led the heart ace followed by the king.  He then switched to the jack of clubs won by dummy’s ace.  Superficially, the contract appears to depend on one of two finesses.  The spade king with east or the diamond queen with west.  At trick four declarer took the spade finesse, but that lost to west’s king.  Declarer won the club continuation and the spade ace drew the outstanding trumps.  So, it was time for the second finesse – or was it?

Careful players who count points would have observed that west had already turned up with eleven points, and having passed originally, west was most unlikely to hold the queen of diamonds as well.  Playing for doubleton queens with six cards missing is normally something to be avoided.  However, the unlikely should always be preferred to the (almost) impossible and declarer had no illusions about his best chance.  He cashed the ace and king of diamonds dropping the queen.  


♠ J 10 5 2





♥ Q 3





♦ K J 3 2





♣ A 3 2


♠ K 4





♠ 7 3


♥ A K 9 5




♥ J 10 7 4 2


♦ 10 9 5 4




♦ Q 7


♣ J 10 8




♣ 9 7 6 5





♠ A Q 9 8 6





♥ 8 6





♦ A 5 3





♣ K Q 4

The full hand reveals how careful counting rescued this contract from the scrap heap labelled ‘sorry, partner.  All my finesses were wrong.’

The last obstacle to be negotiated is more like a Grand National fence than a mere hurdle, or so it seems.  Counting the distribution is the name of this particular game.  Top class players tend to count everything so that at any given time they can usually tell if a hand is, say, 5-4-2-2 or 5-4-3-1, and which key cards that player holds.

So how important is this counting exercise?  In truth there are many hands played where it does not matter much whether you count or not.  Perhaps a shrewd guess would suffice.  And, indeed, that is how many contestants play their bridge, even those heavily involved in tournaments.  Which is a great pity as there is much satisfaction and enjoyment in being able to build up an accurate picture of the deal.  Furthermore, it is frequently the only sure way to come up with the right answer.

Well, how difficult is it, and can we take any short cuts?  The preliminary count starts during the auction and a player should get used to counting in multiples of thirteen.  It is much easier to build a complete picture of the distribution, say 5-4-3-1, than to start by counting the cards, one by one, as they are played.

♠ 7 6 4 2


South

North



♥ J 5



2♣

2♦



♦ K 8 4


3NT

4NT



♣ Q J 10 9


6NT

●

♠ A 5 3



♥ A K Q



♦ A Q 10 2



♣ A K 6

South’s rebid showed 25+ points and north’s raise was quantitative – an invitation that south was delighted to accept.  West led the king of spades.

You have eleven winners on top, with a great chance of making an extra trick in diamonds (if west has length in diamonds and spades he can be squeezed).  The essential factor here is to get a count of the distribution – so there is no sitting this one out.  A guess might not be good enough.

As there is one losing spade, regardless of the distribution, we duck the first round, east following with the nine.  West continues with the spade queen and east discards the two of hearts.  So the first part of the jigsaw is that west started with five spades.  Usually it is only necessary to count one of the defenders’ hands and as five of west’s cards are now known let us concentrate on him.  We win trick two with the ace of spades and cash three clubs and at least three hearts, so he can hold no more than two diamonds.

The rest is simple.  The ace of diamonds is followed by the king and then the ten of diamonds is finessed with complete confidence.

The full deal:


♠ 7 6 4 2





♥ J 5





♦ K 8 4





♣ Q J 10 9


♠ K Q J 10 8





♠ 9


♥ 9 6 3






♥ 10 8 7 4 2


♦ 7 3






♦ J 9 6 5


♣ 8 4 2






♣ 7 5 3





♠ A 5 3





♥ A K Q





♦ A Q 10 2





♣ A K 6

Sometimes you cannot obtain an exact count, but an inferential count may be enough.



♠ J 9 3 2

West
North
East
South



♥ 9 7 3 2

Pass
Pass
3♥
4♥



♦ 4


Pass
4♠
Pass
6♦



♣ J 10 8 3



●



♠ A K 5



♥ -



♦ A K Q J 9 6 5



♣ A K 6

West led the heart king, east played the ace and south ruffed.  On the AKQ of trumps east followed twice then discarded a heart.  Everyone followed to both the black aces.  How should declarer continue?

It seems likely that east started with seven hearts as with an eight-card suit east might have opened four hearts.  The lead of the king is also consistent with holding Kx.  East has shown two diamonds, one spade and one club.  So, if the inferential heart count is correct, there are just two cards unaccounted for in east’s hand.  They could include a black-suit queen, but the odds are heavily in favour of west holding them both.  If south decides to cash the black kings he will be unlucky.  The full hand:





♠ J 9 3 2





♥ 9 7 3 2





♦ 4





♣ J 10 8 3


♠ Q 10 7 6





♠ 8 4


♥ K 4






♥ A Q J 10 8 6 5


♦ 8 3 2






♦ 10 7


♣ Q 9 5 2





♣ 7 4





♠ A K 5





♥ -





♦ A K Q J 9 6 5





♣ A K 6

In fact south decided that there was a better way of playing than to hope for a doubleton queen of spades or clubs.  With west marked with length in the black suits an endplay seemed a much better bet, so he continued to cash his diamonds to reach this position:
♠ J 9





♥ -





♦ -





♣ J 10 8


♠ Q 10






♠ 8


♥ 4






♥ Q J 10


♦ -






♦ -


♣ Q 9






♣ 7





♠ K 5





♥ -





♦ 6





♣ K 6

On the six of diamonds west had to part with his heart while dummy played the eight of clubs and east the ten of hearts.  Declarer now had the choice of playing the king and another spade or king and another club.  Either way west would take just one trick and concede the last two.

