The Play of the Cards
Declarer Play at Trick One.

As declarer, you are often confronted with the problem whether to play high from dummy at trick one or whether to play low and let the lead run to your hand.  There are many combinations, which can be learnt by rote.  Unfortunately there are very few general principles in this area.

Many combinations exist which look similar, yet the correct play differs.  A slight variation in suit lengths or the position of honours can change the best play.  Assume no-trumps unless otherwise stated and the 3 is led.

A. Dummy has king-doubleton.

1.  K 6

2.  K 6

3.  K 6

4.  K 6

5.  K 6

6.  K 6

    7 5 4
    10 5 4
    J 4

    Q 10 4
    A 10 4
    A J 4

In (1) play the K, you score a trick if west has the ace.  In a trump contract the ace should be with east, therefore play low and hope east plays the ace.

In (2) play the K, for the same reason as (1).

In (3) play low from dummy.  It is a guess in no-trumps whether to play low, but you may as well play low.  With a choice of two suits to lead west is less likely to lead from the suit with the ace.  In a suit contract it is clear cut to play low as the ace is almost certainly with east.

In (4) play low from dummy.  You have one trick for sure.  Playing low guarantees two tricks wherever the ace and jack are.

In (5) play low from dummy.  You have two tricks already.  You will score a third if west has led from the Q J suit.

In (6) play low from dummy.  This guarantees three tricks.

RULE 1: If dummy holds an honour and declarer holds honour + 10, play low from dummy and let the lead come round to your honour-10.  This either guarantees an extra trick or is your best chance for an extra trick.

B. Dummy has three or more cards including the king.

1.  K 6 5 
2.  K J 6
3.  K 10 5
4.  K 10 5
5.  K 10 9
6.  K J 5

    Q 4

    10 5 4
    A 9 4
    A 8 4
    A 5 4
    A 6 4

RULE 2: If it is correct to play low from dummy with honour doubleton, it is correct to play low from dummy where dummy has honour to three or longer.

In (1) play low.  If west has the ace you score two tricks.

In (2) play low.  This guarantees two tricks if west has led from the queen.

In (3) play low.  You have two tricks.  If west has led from the Q J you can make three tricks.  If east plays low, your 9 is your third trick.  If east plays an honour, win with your ace and sooner or later you can finesse dummy’s 10.  The same would apply if you held A-9 doubleton.

In (4) play low.  You have two tricks.  If west has led from a Q-9 suit or from J-9 suit, you can score three tricks.

In (5) play the 9.  You have two tricks and if east plays the Q or J, win with your ace and finesse the 10.

In (6) play the jack.  You have two tricks.  Playing the jack scores a third trick if west started with the queen.

RULE 3: Where you have equivalent (touching) cards in dummy and in hand, the correct play is the same if those cards are interchanged.

C. Dummy has the queen and no higher honour.

1.  Q 5

2.  Q 5

3.  Q 6 5
4.  Q 6

5.  Q 10 4
6.  Q 10 6

    A 4

    A 6 4
    A 7 4
    J 5 4
    K 6

    A 5

In (1) play the queen.  You score a second trick if west has the king.

In (2) play the queen.  Same as for one.

In (3) play the queen if you need a second trick quickly.  Play low if there is no urgency for a second trick.  After winning the ace you still have a stopper in dummy if west has the king.

In (4) play low.  You began with no trick, you are now guaranteed one trick.

In (5) play the 10.  You began with one trick.  This produces two tricks if west holds the jack or the ace.

In (6) play the 10.  You started with one trick.  This produces two tricks if west has the king or jack.

D. Dummy has the Jack.

1.  J 5

2.  J 5

3.  J 5

4.  J 5

    A K 4
    A 7 4
    A 10 6
    A 9 6

In (1) play the jack.  You have two tricks, the jack will be your third if west has the queen.

In (2) play the jack.  You have one trick the only chance for a second is if west has the king and queen.

In (3) play low.  You have one trick.  Playing low guarantees a second trick.

In (4) play low.  You have one trick.  Your best chance for a second trick is if west began with K-10 or Q-10.

E. Dummy has the 10.

1.    10 5
2.  10 5
3.  10 5
4.  10 5

    A K 6
    A Q 6
    K Q 6
    K J 6

In (1) play the 10.  You have two tricks.  Your 10 will be a third if west has the Q-J.

In (2) play the 10.  You have two tricks after the lead.  If west has led from K-J suit the 10 will win.

In (3) play the 10.  You have one trick.  You can score a second trick if west has the jack or east has the ace.

In (4) play low.  You have one trick.  By playing low you will have two if east has the queen.

F. Dummy has the ace.

1.  A 8

2.  A K 4
3.  A 10 4
4.  A K 10 4

    Q 6 5
    J 5

    J 6

    9 5

In (1) play low.  You have one trick, by playing low you guarantee a second.

In (2) play low.  You have two tricks and the jack will be a third if west has the queen.

In (3) play low.  You have one trick and will score a second if west has the K-Q.  If east plays the Q or K you may still gain a second trick by the finesse of the J.

In (4) play low in no-trumps.  You have two tricks.  If west has the Q-J you will make three tricks if east wins the trick, you can still finesse the 10 for a third trick.  In a trump contract you would normally win in dummy for no losers.

G. West leads an honour.

West leads the king.

1.  J 6 4
2.  J 6 4
3.  8 6

4.  A 2

    A 5 2
    A 10 2
    A J 2
    J 10 3

In (1) capture the king.  West’s lead signifies the queen as well, therefore you make two tricks.

In (2) capture the king.  Your J-6 and 10-2 will produce a further trick.

In (3) play low from hand if you can afford for west to switch suits.  This duck with the A-J-x is known as the ‘Bath-Coup’.  Your remaining A-J is a double stopper against west.

In (4) capture the king.  Your remaining J-10 guarantees another trick.

H. West leads a suit bid by east.

When west leads a suit bid by east, you can frequently diagnose the location of the critical cards.  An honour lead denies the next higher honour and a 9 lead denies the 10 or a higher honour (normally).

1.  Q 7 4
2.  J 4 2
3.  A 4 2
4.  K 10 3

    K 9 3
    A K 8
    K 10 3
    Q 5 4

In (1) west leads the 10.  Which cards does east hold?  Play the queen. You have one trick.  The 10 lead denies the jack so that east can be expected to hold the A-J.  If east takes the queen you can confidently finesse the 9 later or if they are led back.

In (2) west leads the 9.  Who holds the queen?  The 10?  The 9 lead marks east with the Q-10 at least.  Play the jack .  If your assessment is correct you can win three tricks.  If east covers the jack with queen win with the K or A, return to dummy and finesse the 8.

In (3) west leads the jack.  Who holds the queen?  Capture the jack with dummy’s ace.  The jack lead marks east with the queen, so you can finesse the 10.

In (4) west leads the 9.  Who has the ace?  The jack?  Play dummy’s king the 9 lead marks east with the A-J, if you play low from dummy east also plays low.  By playing the king east should win with the ace and if east leads the suit again you can let it run to the 10 for two tricks.

