Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   20 – 

Counting and Beyond
For months, an up-and coming player at the Lunatic Fringe Bridge Club, one Goodie Kittman, had been asking the professor to write a column about “counting”.  In thinking this over, the professor decided that the focus of the article should be on the broader objective of building up a picture of the opponents’ hands, in order to make the best decision at some critical juncture in the play.  Counting is a primary tool to achieve that objective.
The picture that one tries to build includes both the shape and the strength of the opponents’ hands.  Thus counting may involve tracking the number of cards in each suit, as well as high cards and their point value.

As beginners, our first encounter with counting has to do with pulling trumps.  In many hands, it is right to lead trumps until the opponents have no more;  then stop.  Even for beginning students of the game, the professor advises counting in “rounds”.  For example, with an eight-card fit, the opponents five cards will most likely divide 3-2, and thus 3 rounds will pull them all.  As the play develops, declarer watches to see if the opponents all follow to two rounds, in which case all is well.  However if an opponent fails to follow suit to the 2nd round, then declarer adjusts his thinking to accommodate the 4-1 split.
Thinking this way about counting trumps begins to train your mind to build up a full picture of the opponents’ distributions.

In building up a picture of the opponents’ distributions, it is very useful to have an easy familiarity of all the possible suit distributions…  the ways that 4 numbers can sum to 13.
Here is a little test of the extent of your familiarity with suit distributions.  Answer the question before reading on.

Question:  You have a bridge hand that contains exactly one spade,  five hearts, and three diamonds.  How many clubs do you have?

Well the answer of course is four, and I would venture that nobody got it wrong.  But there are (at least) two ways to come up with the answer, and the method you used to come up with the answer tells a good deal.  
One method is to do the brute force arithmetic…  1+5+3=9;   13-9=4;  or some equivalent calculation.  

A second method is to instantly recognize that the hand is a 5-4-3-1 pattern, and that 4 is the missing piece.   If this was your method, you have achieved a good level of familiarity with suit distributions, which will make it much easier to build up a picture of the opponents’ hands.  Otherwise, this is something to work on.
Following is a summary of the sources of information available that you can use to build up a picture of the opponents hands.  Note that the focus is always on reconstructing the original hands as dealt.  From there, you can deduce what remains at some point during the play.
Bidding  

Virtually every natural bid reveals something about the length of the bid suit, and/or the overall strength of the hand.    Note that the failure to make a bid can also be revealing, for example failing to respond or rebid a major suit at the one-level often implies less than a 4-card suit…  1( P 1NT  = no 4 card major;  1( P 1H P 1NT = no 4-card spade suit.
The failure to bid can also help to place high cards.  For example, when an opponent who has failed to open the bidding then turns up with several high cards, it may be possible to place his partner with other high cards.
Especially after a contested auction, declarer should mentally review the bidding, and mentally summarize what he knows about the opponents’ hands… before playing to the first trick.

Opening Lead

Declarer should try to assess the nature of the opening lead.

Length leads…  4th best or 3rd/5th reveal information about suit length.  Subsequent play of the suit provides more information, for example when a player leads 4th best and then shows up with a card lower than the opening lead, that indicates a holding of 5 or more cards.  

Using the rule of 11 for 4th best leads;  rule of 10/12 for 3rd/5th leads will often help to place specific high cards in the opening leader’s hand.

Honor leads will generally imply a holding of other honors in the same suit,  for example A from AK or  top of sequence leads.
The failure to make a certain lead can be revealing.  Failure to lead a suit that partner has bid may indicate that the opening leader holds the Ace of that suit.  Failure to lead a suit in which their side has considerable strength may provide an inference that the high cards are divided between the two hands.
As the Play Proceeds


Here is where the counting comes in.  Whereas information from the bidding and opening lead is largely inferential, counting during the play can provide absolute information about suit distributions.  As each suit is led, declarer can keep track of the opponents’ following suit, failing to follow suit, and discards, and is often able to form an exact picture of that suit’s original distribution.

Other situations that occur as the play proceeds provide inferences about suit distributions.  One common example is when a defender makes an early discard in a critical suit, i.e. a 4 card suit in dummy.  The defender who discards once in that suit is likely to hold 5 cards.

Declarer can also try to glean what he can from the defenders signals.  Of course, these must be taken with a grain of salt:  defenders are signaling to help one another, not declarer;  and may very well signal in a way to mislead declarer.


Finally, as the play proceeds, declarer can track high cards played by each of the defender hands, add the points thereby represented, and match this information against what is expected based on the bidding.


There is a type of declarer play known as “Discovery Play” whereby declarer plays in such a way to gather information about the opponents’ holdings.  We’ll conclude with such an example:
Professor (North)

(  6 4



(  K J 3



(  Q 7 6 5 4 



(  K 10 6 4

Warren (South)

(  A K 

(  A Q 10 9 8 5 4

(  9

(  A J 5 

With neither side vulnerable, the bidding proceeded as follows:
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East-West bid spades aggressively to interfere with the auction, but that did not stop Warren and the Professor from reaching the slam.  Warren’s 4( bid was a cue bid, showing the Ace of clubs, looking for slam.  
The Professor had a maximum for his initial 2( raise.  With the (K, and trump honors, he was happy to cooperate in the slam investigation by bidding 5(, and that was all that Warren needed to hear to carry on to the heart slam.
The opening lead was the (Q, and clearly the contract depended on finding the (Q;  a finesse that could be taken either way.  (There is also some possibility of a club-diamond squeeze.)
There were two possible approaches to the play:  one was to run many rounds of trumps, and hope that the opponents discarded in such a way as to give away the club situation.

Warren rejected this idea, as the club cue bid had shown clubs to be a critical side suit, and the failure to lead diamonds early (while there were trump entries on the table) would be highly suspicious.  Warren was quite sure that Minna and Majorca were quite good enough to both keep their clubs, forcing a guess at the end.

So Warren instead proceeded on a discovery line of play, planning to ruff diamonds in hand to gather information about how the diamonds were divided.  Therefore, he led a diamond at trick two, playing low from dummy, and losing to East’s 10.  Back came a spade.  Warren now proceeded to lead a trump to dummy, diamond ruff, trump to dummy, diamond ruff.  
On these tricks, West proved to be void in hearts, and showed up with the A J 2 of diamonds.  The picture of the hands was complete:  based on the bidding, West had started with 5 spades, East 4.  West had no hearts and had shown up with three diamonds.

Where was the (K?  Surely East had it.  Minna would have led a diamond holding both the A and K, and could not have ducked so easily when Warren led the first round of diamonds toward the Queen.

That left West with 5 clubs to East’s 2, and therefore strongly favored playing West for the (Q.  The full hands were:
Professor (North)

(  6 4


(  K J 3



(  Q 7 6 5 4 



(  K 10 6 
Minna (West) 




Majorca (East)

( Q J 10 9 5




(  8 7 3 2
(





(  7 6 2
( A J 2




(  K 10 8 3
( Q 9 7 3 2




(  8 4
Warren (South)

(  A K 
(  A Q 10 9 8 5 4

(  9
(  A J 5 
