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THE DEBATE

LET us all be clear about one thing: bridge
is a game of probabilities. Yes, it is about
many other things as well — judgement,
partnership harmony, bidding systems,
table presence, luck — but first and foremost
bridge is about odds. If you strive at all
times to make the bid or play that has the
highest chance of success, then you will
consistently win, and if you do not you
won’t. That observation is my central
argument.

Let me first of all deal with a hand such
as Hand A:

No one is going to

Hand A suggest you should
4 AQ72 not bid Stayman on
¥ KJ63 this hand. If partner

¢ 6 has a four-card major,
& K943 the hand is almost
guaranteed to play
better in that fit that
no-trumps. But what if we take instead a

hand such as Hand B?
Doubtless Frances
Hand B will argue that just
4 AQ72 because you are com-
¥ K63 pletely balanced, it
¢ 86 does not mean part-
& K93 ner is and if partner

has four spades, then
this could easily be a
better contract. And she is right — of
course she is right. Partner could easily
have:

4K|84 YAQ7 452 #QJ108
where 44 is cold barring a ruff and 3NT
has no play at all. But the odds are against
that. Partner has to have four spades in the
first place and then 44 has to be a better
contract. Change partner’s hand to:

4KJ]84 YAQ7 4752 &#A82
and now 3NT is simply on diamonds
breaking 4-3 (even assuming the oppo-
nents lead them) and 44 has no play at all.
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And let’s be clear that it is not just 4-3-3-3
patterns that often play better in no-
trumps. Partner might hold:

4K|]84 9872 Q7 #AQ)8
for example, when the likely attack on dia-
monds gives me my ninth trick and the
contract is never worse than the YA being
well placed, while 44 always needs the YA
well placed plus a favourable spade break.

So 1 advocate simply bidding 3NT on
balanced hands opposite partner’s INT
opening. There is, however, one important
proviso. The more points you have between
you, the more you should simply bid 3NT.
The late Raymond Brock, a far better player
than I will ever be, once told me that he
never looked for a 4-4 fit on balanced hands
if the total point count was at least 27. The
reasons are twofold. Firstly the extra high-
card points mean that you have more high
cards to generate tricks, and secondly all the
extra HCP in the world will not protect you
against bad breaks. Take for example this
pair of hands:

K762
A83
K9
KQ75

&

Q854
KQJ2
A6
J102

i & € 1>

i & € 1>

In 44, if someone has a singleton club you
could lose two aces and two ruffs, or the
trumps may break 5-0 — all the while with
3NT on ice. So extra HCP can save you
from bad breaks by playing in no-trumps.
Conversely, if you have bid game on

minimum values, you will often need good
breaks and the hands fitting well, and then
you may be more inclined to use Stayman.

There is one other very important
reason to just bid 3NT on balanced hands
— it gives away less information to the
opposition. Say you were on lead with:

4KQ82 ¥v743 ¢KQ32 &84
after INT — 3NT. You probably fish out a
spade. But would you still lead a spade if
the auction had gone INT — 2& — 29,
3NT? No: there are four spades on your
left, so you might try a diamond. If you
always bid Stayman with four-card majors
you make yourself easy to play against.

And it gets worse. Consider this hand
first reported by Nick Sandqvist. You are
on lead with:

49875 ¥|852 42 #1097
after the auction 2NT — 3& — 39 — 3NT.
Clearly there are four hearts on your right
and four spades on your left, so those are
unattractive and anyway with this rubbish
you probably want to try and hit partner’s
suit. But partner has not doubled 3. So
the player at the table tried the #]. His
partner, who held #K-Q-10-x-x and the
#A, was charmed. Speculative, I hear you
say — certainly. Lucky — maybe, but I think
the opposition made their own bad luck. If
the auction had gone 2NT — 3NT the 4]
would really have been a wild lead, a spade
or the #10 being normal.

So in summary, to bid Stayman on
balanced hands all of the following must

be present:
e partner must have your four-card
major, and
® it must be right to play in the major,
and

¢ the bidding must not tip off the lead
(whether or not the fit is found).

To not bid Stayman on balanced hands

you simply have to be able to make 3NT.

I'm clear what the odds favour. Can

Frances do better than that? d
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IF you and your partner both have a
4-3-3-3 distribution with four spades, and
you have the values for game between you,
would you rather be in 44 or 3NT? There’s
no answer that will be right every time,
but bridge is a game of probabilities, and
as a general rule 3NT will be the better
contract. You only need nine tricks to
make game in 3NT, and there are no short
suits to generate the extra trick in 44 by
ruffing. Even if you have 4-3-2 opposite
7-6-5 in (say) diamonds, 4% will only be a
better contract if the opening leader has
five diamonds: with only four they can’t
take more than four tricks in the suit, and
with three or fewer they are probably
going to lead something else.

This seems to be a good argument for
not using Stayman, so am I on the wrong
side of this debate? Not at all. Well,
perhaps, but only if partner restricts
opening INT to hands with a 4-3-3-3
distribution, or perhaps a 4-4-3-2 with an
honour in every suit. But partner doesn’t.
Nowadays many players regularly open
INT with a five-card major, with a 4-4-4-1
shape, or with a five-card minor and a
four-card major. Some pairs go so far as to
open INT on 5-3-4-1s with a singleton
honour. Even the most conservative of us
would think that the West hand in the
diagram below is a perfectly good weak
no-trump opening. Try putting it opposite
a boring balanced hand with four spades
such as the East hand:

& AK95 Q64
v63 Y Q95
¢ KQ82 ¢ 1104
& )83 & AK7

East has a 4-3-3-3 shape and has honours
in every suit, and yet 44 is still a much
better contract than 3NT.
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At teams scoring, to make game in no-
trump you need one fewer trick than
playing in a major, so you might argue
that you would need a major-suit fit to be
worth two more tricks to make it worth-
while. However, at match-pointed pairs it
is right to play in the major every time the
4-4 fit is worth just one extra trick,
because ten (or eleven) tricks in the major
outscores nine (or ten) tricks in 3NT. If
you have a 4-3-3-3 distribution, and
partner responds 24 to Stayman denying
four hearts, partner is still at least three
times as likely than not to have an outside
doubleton. Some of the time you will have
enough high cards in the suit so that the
shortage will not be worth an extra trick
from a ruff, but you only need to be right
more than half the time to come out
ahead at pairs.

What if you are interested in a slam,
rather than just looking for game? Now it
is even more important to look for a 4-4
fit. On the deal below 64 is virtually cold
by taking a heart ruff in opener’s hand but
the main chance in 6NT is a 3-3 diamond
break, making the chances of succeeding
under 40%:

4 AK52 4 QJ94
v92 v AK7
¢ KQ86 ¢ AT72
&84 & KQ5

Unfortunately, it is not always easy both to
look for a 4-4 major suit fit, and also to
offer 3NT as an alternative. In a regular
partnership, you can play some clever
methods after a INT opening to explore
for the best contract. In any partnership, if
responder shows an invitation then opener
should remember to offer 3NT. Looking at:
4KQ639YQJ104K]94Q103
you can open INT, bid 24 in response to
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partner’s Stayman enquiry, but then
suggest 3NT if partner raises to 3#. You
can also try to use some judgement rather
than relying on any prescriptive rule —
‘parrot cries are for parrots, as my parents
used to tell me. Not all balanced hands are
the same.

Hand A Hand B
& 5432 & AK63
v KQ] Y765
¢ KQ) ¢ KQ8
& KQ] & A72

Hand A is an obvious raise of INT to 3NT
because it’s hard to construct a hand
opposite where 44 is more likely to make.
By contrast, Hand B has good trumps,
extra high cards and no honour in one of
the suits, which makes it a strong candidate
for playing in spades.

This isn’t an article on system after a
INT opening, but if you want to take full
advantage of using Stayman you do need
some way of agreeing opener’s major
below game level. You might like to ask
your partner what the auction INT — 2é
— 2 — 39 should show. Opener should
have denied four hearts, so it can’t be
looking for a 4-4 fit, while if responder
had five hearts and no spade fit he would
have started by transferring to, or
jumping in, hearts. Similarly, INT — 2¢
— 29 — 34 has no obvious natural
meaning, so a nice general agreement to
have is that three of the other major by
responder agrees opener’s major. This
both helps with slam bidding and (as a
side benefit) lets you explore for the
right game after you have, as I recom-
mend, used Stayman on your balanced
hand. d
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