Bridge at the Lunatic Fringe --  Number   22 – 

Don’t miss that opportunity for a penalty double
The professor had noticed that less experienced players often failed to make a highly lucrative penalty double; at matchpoints missing out on an easy top or near top.  With the double employed for so many artificial uses nowadays (takeout, negative, support, etc.), a penalty double can be a bit tricky to realize, often requiring a level of partnership cooperation.

Yet the truth is that penalty doubles of low-level contracts are generally far more lucrative than doubles of high-level contracts.  When competent opponents have voluntarily bid a game, there is generally little profit in doubling.  Even with a trump stack, you must be careful that a double does not give away the situation, enabling declarer to adopt an unusual line of play catering to the bad trump break.  Alternatively, an untimely double will sometimes chase the opposition to an alternative makeable contract.
On the other hand, at low levels, the opponents sometimes step in aggressively, only to catch their partner with very little, and a bad misfit at that.

One very common situation is the case where partner opens the bidding, and the next hand overcalls.  You have a good holding in the overcalled suit (length and some strength), and are unsure what to do.  For example, partner opens 1 Spade, followed by an overcall of 2 Diamonds.  What is your call holding (7 ( AJ94 (KJT83 (J85 ?
Perhaps with such good diamond stoppers you are tempted to bid no-trump, or with your 4-card heart holding to make a negative double.  Instead, follow what the professor did with that holding… Pass!  This was done with the hope/expectation that partner Warren would reopen with a double, which the professor would then pass for penalties.
The important point here is that when you’ve opened the bidding, and the opponents’ overcall is passed around to you, you do not need anything extra to take another call, preferably a double if you are short in the overcalled suit, and have toleration for the other two suits.  This is a reopening take-out double, but it is also a “protective” double, protecting partner who really wanted to make a penalty double of the overcall, but couldn’t because the double in this situation would be negative.
On the other hand, if you as opener have length in the overcalled suit, you should be very wary.  Partner, who is presumably short in that suit was unable to take any action.  He is likely very weak, and your best action may be to pass, and let the opponents play in this misfit.

The four hands were as follows, with neither side vulnerable:
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Note Warren’s reopening double, even with minimal values for the original opening bid.
Some experts might say that East did not have a sound overcall with only a 5 card suit;  but surely we all know many many players who would make that call with 14 high card points.

The professor led his singleton spade, not so much because he wanted ruffs, but because it was partner’s bid suit.  In any event, the slaughter was on.  The defense managed to take one spade trick, two spade ruffs, two additional natural trump tricks, two hearts, and two clubs.  Down 4 for +800 and a tie for top.  (Two other pairs managed the same result).  
Another common situation occurs when partner opens the bidding and the next hand overcalls 1NT.  Here an immediate double is a penalty double, saying “Partner, it is our hand;  we have the majority of the points.  If you have any normal opening bid, pass.
For example, holding (7 (K J 2 (Q J T 9 5 (K T 6 5.  Partner opens 1(, and the next hand bids 1NT.  You should double, planning to lead the (Q.  
Occasionally one of these doubles will backfire on you, with the contract making.  But to adapt a familiar adage: “If the opponents NEVER make a doubled contract, you’re not doubling enough.”
