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Hand Counting Like the Experts Workshop ~ Day 1 

 

Counting Hands - Hand & Suit Patterns 
 

Hand & Suit Patterns Frequency of Patterns 

    4-4-3-2    21.55% 

    5-3-3-2    15.52% 

    5-4-3-1    12.93% 

    5-4-2-2    10.58% 

    4-3-3-3    10.53% 

6-3-2-2    5.64% 

6-4-2-1    4.70% 

6-3-3-1    3.45% 

5-5-2-1    3.17% 

4-4-4-1    2.99% 

7-3-2-1    1.88% 

6-4-3-0    1.33% 

5-4-4-0    1.24% 

5-5-3-0    0.90% 

 

Hand Patterns and Suit Patterns are one in the same. The key to counting bridge hands is 

THINKING in terms of hand patterns and suit patterns.  Of the 39 possible distributions, 14 

patterns constitute 96% of the patterns you will experience at the bridge table.  Start by working 

with the top 5 patterns…which you will see 71% of the time.  Then extend your patterns to the top 

8 patterns and you will know 85% of the patterns.   

 

When you add the 6-3-2-2, and 7-2-2-2 patterns, 2/3 of all random dealt hands have no short suits 

- singletons or voids. Another way of looking at it is that 1/3 of all hands have at least one short 

suit - singleton or void.  

 

Interesting Pattern Facts 
4-4-3-2 pattern is the most common pattern. 

4-3-3-3 pattern occurs less than half the time as the 4-4-3-2 pattern. 

4-3-3-3 pattern is less frequent than the 5-4-2-2 and 5-4-3-1 patterns. 

5-4-3-1 (unbalanced) pattern is the most common unbalanced pattern. 
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COUNTING HAND PATTERNS ~ AN EXAMPLE 
Counting patterns and listening to the bidding is how you can easily know most of declarer’s 13 

cards before the opening lead is made, and maybe all 13 of 13 very early in the hand - before you 

play. 

 

South (Declarer) West  North (Dummy)  East (You) 

1♦   Pass  1♥   Pass 

1NT   Pass  Pass   Pass 

 

What do we know? Using your mental blackboard, write out the following: “Declarer probably 

has no singletons or voids since he rebid notrump.” How many cards does declarer hold? 13! What 

are they?  

 

How many SPADES? Zero or 1? No. Does he have 2? Yes, for sure! Does he have 3? Maybe. 

Does he have 4? No, he should have bid them if he’s a good partner.  

How many HEARTS? Zero or 1? No.  Does he have 2?  Yes.  3?  Maybe.  4? No, he would have 

raised partner.  

How many DIAMONDS? 1 to 3?  No! He has at least 4 – once he denied a four-card major, he 

promises 4 diamonds. We’ve assumed he can’t have 4 hearts or 4 spades. So can he have 5 

diamonds?  Maybe.  How about 6?  No, he would have rebid 2♦ with 6 diamonds.  

How many CLUBS? Zero or 1?  No.  2?  Maybe (3-3-5-2).  Does he have 3? Maybe. 4? Maybe. 

5?  No, he probably would have rebid 2♣ if he were 2-2-4-5 (or opened the bidding 1♣).  What do 

we now know for sure about Declarer’s Hand Pattern? 

 

 Declarer holds: ♠ xx(x)  ♥ xx (x) ♦ xxxx(x) ♣ xx(xx)  

 

Before the first card is led, we can already “see” 10 of declarer’s 13 cards! Now, if you pay 

attention to the opening lead from your partner, and think in both suit patterns and hand patterns 

you should be able to locate one, two or three more cards.  

 

Let’s say your West (Partner) leads the ♠2 playing fourth-best opening leads and the North 

(Dummy) shows up with a 3-4-3-3 distribution. 

 

You hold:   ♠ xxx   ♥ xxxx  ♦ xxxx  ♣ xx 

 Dummy holds: ♠ xxx  ♥ xxxx  ♦ xxx  ♣ xxx 

 Partner holds: ♠ xxxx  ♥ ?  ♦ ?  ♣ xxxx 

 

 If partner has 4 spades, declarer has 3.  Spades are 3-4-3-3.  Suddenly, you know 11 of his 

13 cards before the first card is called from the dummy.   

 Now look at the club suit. 3 clubs in dummy and you have only 2 clubs.  Partner doesn’t 

have 5 clubs or he would have led one. Since Declarer can’t have 5 clubs, the missing clubs 

are 4-4.  

 Of the 6 available cards in hearts and diamonds, Declarer must have at least 2 hearts 

(balanced hand) and if Declarer has two hearts, he can have only four diamonds.  Therefore, 

Declarer is 3-2-4-4! You know all 13 cards in Declarer’s hand at trick ONE! 
 

Declarer holds: ♠ xxx  ♥ xx  ♦ xxxx  ♣ xxxx  
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HAND COUNTING MENTAL EXERCISES  
 

Exercise #1 (What’s the Pin) 

The first exercise is called “What’s the Pin” which trains your brain to think in base 13 instead of 

base 10.  The pin number is the four-digit number of the shape of the hand in rank order.  For 

example: 

 

♠ AK4 ♥ Q765 ♦ J9 ♣ A874 

This hand’s pin is 3-4-2-4 (spades, hearts, diamonds and clubs). 

 

 Each time you sort your hand – identify its pin number.   

 Each time the dummy comes down – identify its pin number.  

 
Exercise #2 (Other Three Hands) 

The second exercise you can do while you are dummy!  Seeing only one hand makes this exercise 

a bit more challenging but, hey, what else do you have to do while you are dummy? 

 

 Analyze the bidding and opening lead 

 Add up what you know about each player’s suit length 

 Watch the played tricks and defender’s signals 

 Depending on the contract: 

o If the contract is notrump, figure out the pattern for the opening lead suit. 

o If the contract is a suit, figure out the pattern of the trump suit. 

o Eventually, you can expand this dummy exercise to two suits, then three suits, 

then all four.   

 

Exercise #3 (Declarer & Defender) 

The third exercise you can do while you are declarer and defender.   

 

 As declarer: 

o Focus on the pattern of your working suit (potential winner suit). 

o Then move to a second suit. 

 As defender: 

o Focus on the patter of the opening lead suit. 

o Then move to Declarer’s working suit. 
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GENERAL COUNTING TIPS 

 
Counting hands requires your mind to recognize hand and suit patterns instantly.  Here are a few 

tips to hone your counting techniques: 

 Memorize the common patterns of the 13 cards in a suit. 

Use the common hand patterns listed on page one.  Know those patterns like the back of your hand. 

 Concentrate on how the unseen cards divide.  
Think odds.  Think divide. 

 

o When there is an odd number of cards missing, then the cards break as evenly as 

possible. 

o When there is an even number of card missing, then the cards break slightly uneven. 

 

 Memorize the original layout.   

Whether you're declaring or defending, commit to memory the shape of the dummy and your own 

hand.  This is part of the “Pin Exercise” described on page three. 

 

 Mentally review the bidding.  

Come up with a picture of each player's general hand pattern and high-card strength based on what 

the bidding tells you and what the bidding doesn’t tell you.  

 Focus your count on just one unseen hand.   

There are only two unseen hands during the play.  Pick one and figure out that hand’s distribution.   

 

o Long Suit in Auction 

o Most bidding 

o Opening Lead 

 

Use what you know about that hand to figure the distribution of the other hidden hand.   

 

Planting the Seeds of Counting… 

TIPS FOR DECLARER 
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 Study the Opening Lead 
Gather inferences about the shape of defender’s hands by the opening lead.  Does the card suggest 

length or shortness in the led suit? Fourth best leads are very telling.  You can now state the “Pin” 

of the suit for all four hands.  What does the opening lead tell you about the defender’s other 

possible suit lengths? 

 

 Play on One Suit at a Time  
Count your trump suit, then move on to counting your working suit.  Resist the temptation to 

randomly play different suits – it wreaks havoc with your counting process! 

 

 Watch the Defender’s Count and Attitude Signals  
Understand that your opponents may not be giving you accurate count ALL of the time – but for 

the most part, you can gather valuable shape information from their signals. 

 

 When Possible, Delay your Important Decisions 
Collect all the information you can from the opening lead, defender’s signals, discovery plays and 

playing out other suits before making a final decision on your working suit. 

 

 Play the Odds 

If you have a two-way guess for a queen, use your count in that suit to decide which way to finesse.  

Play the opponent with the most cards in the working suit for the missing card. 

 

 

 

 

 

You are going to be the coolest Declarer at BAND! 
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TIPS FOR DEFENDERS 

 
 Watch Partner’s Signals 
When partner gives you count in a suit, you now know the shape of the suit around the table 

(including the hidden hand which is declarer’s hand). 

 

 Give Partner Good Signals 

Let partner in on the counting secret which he is still in the game.  On hands where you know 

partner has no decisions (perhaps based on the Rule of 14), then don’t give accurate count to 

declarer.   

 

 Think While Declarer is Thinking 
When Declarer is making her plan, work out as many shapes as you can from bidding inferences 

and partner’s count signals.  You can also take time to think when you are on lead – no one is 

going to play until you do! 

 

 Don’t Fool Partner While Trying to Fool Declarer 
For the most part, Declarer is not paying attention to your false cards but partner is desperately 

trying to figure out what is going on. 

 

A FURTHER LOOK AT DEFENDER’S TIPS 

 

 Pattern Counting 

A major priority on defense is trying to figure out declarer’s distribution.  There are many clues that 

can help you with the count.   However, start with learning the 8 most common suit patterns and this 

will be 85% of the hands you will see when you are playing: 

 

4-4-3-2  5-3-3-2  5-4-3-1    5-4-2-2  

 

4-3-3-3      6-3-2-2       6-4-2-1         6-3-3-1 
 

 Declarer’s Bidding 

o When declarer’s has made a preemptive bid assume the following number of cards in the 

preemptive suit:   

 

2♠ = 6 card suit   3♠ = 7 card suit   4♠ = 7-4 or 8 card suit 

 

o When declarer begins with 1♥ or 1♠, temporarily play declarer for a five-card suit. If 

declarer rebids the suit, assume six. If declarer bids a second suit, assume declarer is 5-4 in 

the two suits. If declarer rebids a lower ranking second suit, temporarily play declarer for 5-

5 distribution. 

 

South North  South North  South North 

1♠  1NT  1♠ (5) 2♣  1♦ (5) 1♠ 

2♠ (6)   2♥ (4)   2♣ (4) 2NT 
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 Inferences From What Is Not Bid 

When declarer skips over a suit(s) to rebid the first suit or to bid another suit, distributional inferences 

are available.  

   South  North 

   1♣  1♦ 

   1♠ = South does not have four hearts. 

 
Play South for FEWER than four hearts; with 4-4 in the majors the proper bid is 1♥. 

 

South  North 

   1♣  1♦ 

   1NT = South does not have four of either major. 

 

 Partner’s Bidding 

It may be possible to determine declarer’s length in a suit(s) by partner’s bidding. After all, if you 

know partner’s length, you will also know declarer’s length once dummy comes down. 

 

 West North East South 
 2♠ Dbl. Pass 4♥ 

 All Pass 

 

 

   

 

West North East South 
 1♠ Pass 1NT 2♣ 

 2♦ 3♣ All Pass 

 

   

 

 

Is There a Help Line Available? 
  

Partner is marked with six spades.  Once 

dummy comes down you will know how 

many spades declarer has. 

Here you should play partner for five spades 

and four diamonds. Again, when dummy 

comes down, you will know declarer’s 

length in those suits.  When you get a count 

on either hearts or clubs, you will have a 

count on declarer’s hand. 
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 Partner’s Second Play In A Suit You Have Led 

After partner wins your opening lead, the return card is a COUNT card.  

 

North 
♥ 8 6 4 

West (You)     Partner 
♥ 2      (a) ♥ A 9 7 

    (b) ♥ A 9 7 3 

 

 

 Partner’s Leads 

Frequently the card partner leads reveals the count on the entire suit.  

o The lead of the lowest card tends to show a four-card suit. 

 

North 
♥ K 8 

   West            East (You) 
   ♥ 2            ♥ Q 10 7 3 

         South 
         ♥ ? 

 

o When partner plays high-low, assume either a doubleton or a five-card suit. The bidding 

will sort out from which holding your partner has lead. 

 

o When partner leads an honor, assume a sequence. However, if you can see the honor 

directly beneath the one partner has led, assume partner has led either a singleton or a 

doubleton.  

 

North 
♥ 10 4 3 

  West   East (You) 
  ♥ J   ♥ Q 9 8 2 

         South 
         ♥ ? 

 

 Your Second Play In A Suit You Have Led 

Verses a suit contract, when your opening honor lead wins the trick and your partner signals 

encouragement, your second play is a COUNT card. 

 

North 
♥ 8 6 4 

West (You)   
(a)♥ K Q 7  

(b)♥ K Q 7 2   

 

 

  

Vs. a notrump contract, partner leads the ♥2.  

Assuming partner has four hearts, declarer 

has three hearts.  Hearts are 4-2-4-3 around 

the table. 

Partner’s lead of the ♥J must be from shortness 

because the ten is in dummy.  If the ten is not in 
dummy, assume partner is leading from a ♥J10 

combination. 

Vs. a suit contract you lead the ♥K which 

holds, partner signaling encouragement.  
With (a) continue with the ♥Q, the higher of 

two remaining cards; with (b) continue with 
the ♥2, the lowest of the three remaining 

cards. 

After partner wins the ♥A, the return is a 

COUNT card.  With (a) partner returns the 
♥9, the higher of two remaining cards; with 

(b) partner returns the ♥3, the lowest of the 

three remaining cards. 
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 Partner’s Count Signals 

When declarer starts a side suit, particularly dummy’s long side suit, defenders give each other 

COUNT. The idea is to tell partner your count so partner can figure out declarer’s count. 

 

Dummy 

♣ K Q J 10 4 

West   

♣ 8 2             (8)  

♣ 8 3 2          (2) 

♣ 9 7 5 3       (7) 

♣ 9 8 6 5 3 (3)  

 

 

 

 

Dummy 
♠ 7 6 

West  East 
♠ Q 10 5 4 ♠ J 9 2 

Declarer 
♠ A K 8 3 

 

 

 

 

The Fall of The Card 

o If either declarer or partner shows out of a suit, you have a complete count on that suit. 

 

North 
♠ 8 7 4 3 

  West  East 
  ♠ A K Q J 5 ♠ 9 

   South 
   ♠ 10 6 2 

 

o If an opponent plays a winning card and partner follows with the highest missing card, 

assume partner is playing his last card in the suit. 

 

 

North 
♠ 10 8 7 

  West  East 
  ♠Q 6  ♠ 4 3 

   South 
   ♠ A K J 9 5 2 

 

 

Vs. a suit contract or a notrump contract, 

when declarer leads a club towards dummy, 

you are expected to give COUNT.  Standard 

count is give as follows: 

 With a doubleton, play high 

 With an odd number, play lowest 

 With 4 cards, play second highest 

Assume hearts are trump and declarer is planning on 

trumping spades in dummy.  Declarer starts with the 
♠A.  West plays the ♠5, ♠4 (high-low) to show an 

EVEN number of spades.  East starts with the ♠2, her 

lowest, to show an ODD number.  

 

Both defenders must go back to the bidding to 

determine whether partner’s high-low shows two or 

four cards (possibly six), or whether partner’s high-low 

shows three or five cards (possibly seven). 

You begin the defense by leading two high 

spades.  When partner shows out on the 

second round, you KNOW that declarer 

started with three spades, a number to be 

remembered throughout the hand. 

Spades are trump and declarer, whose spade 
length is unknown, plays the ♠A, ♠K.  When 

partner eventually plays the ♠Q, assume the 

queen is partner’s LAST spade, placing 

declarer with a six-card suit.  Had partner the 
♠ Q J 6, partner is should play the ♠6 and 

then the ♠J.  In that case, there is a chance 

that partner has the ♠Q.  
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#1 Dlr: North, Vul: Neither  
                                                              

  North  

                                                              ♠ KJ1087  

                                                              ♥ A10942  

                                                              ♦ 32  

                                                              ♣ J  

                                     West                                East  

                                      ♠ 4                                      ♠ 632  

                                      ♥ Q63                            ♥ 75  

                                      ♦ AJ1087                          ♦ KQ96  

                                      ♣ KQ86                              ♣ A1092  

                                                              South  

                                                              ♠ AQ95  

                                                              ♥ KJ8  

                                                              ♦ 54  

                                                              ♣ 7543  

 

 

Bidding Commentary:  North's 2♦ overcall, 'Michaels', shows 5-5 in the majors, possibly 6-5 

either way with a normal range of 6-11 points.   Given South's magnificent fitting honors in 

partner's two long suits, 4♠ is more than a reasonable response. (North needs the ♠K and the ♥AQ 

for South to visualize 10 tricks).  Of course, partner never has actually what you need, but this time 

it's close.  

 

Defensive Commentary:  East can make life easy for West by overtaking the ♣K and cashing the 

king-queen of diamonds.  Alternatively, if East plays a low club, West should shift to the ace and 

a diamond, but why take chances?    

 

Play Commentary:  Assuming the opponents cash three minor suit winners and exit with a black 

card, South has to find the ♥Q to make 4♠.   There are clues: (1) Once West turns up with a 

singleton spade, it is unlikely that West has 10 minor suit cards and not sacrifice.   If West has 

fewer than 10 minor suit cards, he must have at least three hearts to two hearts for East.  This 

already makes West a 3-2 favorite to hold the ♥Q.  (2) West is known to have the KQ of clubs and 

cannot have the AK of diamonds (would have led the suit).   And let's not forget that West opened 

the bidding.  Play West for the ♥Q.  

 

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

 

 

North East South West  

Pass  Pass Pass 1♦  

2♦ 3♦ 4♠!  All Pass  

 

Opening lead:  ♣K   
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#2 Dlr: West, Vul: Neither  

                                            

North  

                                           ♠ K6  

                                           ♥ J1096   

                                           ♦ A76  

                                           ♣ 8732  

                      West           East  

                      ♠ 7543                  ♠ Q98  

                      ♥ AKQ                     ♥ 832  

                      ♦ 10942                   ♦ KQ   

                      ♣ AK                         ♣ QJ1095  

                                          South  

                                          ♠ AJ102  

                                          ♥ 754   

                                          ♦ J853   

                                          ♣ 64   

 

Bidding Commentary: Although a little 'off center', it may be hard to describe the West hand if 

it is not opened 1NT.  All's well that ends well.  East-West have arrived at the best contract.   

 

Defensive Commentary:  South plays the ♥4 at trick one denying a high honor - no encouraging 

signal - no overtake with honor doubleton - no overtake with Kxx(x) or Axx(x) in case partner has 

led from the AJ10 or KJ10. (If the lead of a jack denies a higher honor, South does not overtake 

with Kxx(x), but rather signals encouragement.     

 

Play Commentary:  As declarer, take the first trick with the ♥Q. Why? North knows you have 

the ♥Q from South's discouraging signal and South knows you have the ♥Q from North's lead of 

the ♥J. When both opponents know you have a card (♥Q), get rid of it! Treat it as a hot potato, a 

scalding hot potato.     

 

Defensive Commentary #2:  As North, after West wins the ♥Q, cashes the AK of clubs and leads 

a diamond, the ball is in your court. You know declarer has three heart tricks from partner's 

negative signal and once declarer gets to dummy with a diamond, five club tricks plus a diamond 

for nine tricks. In addition, West is known to have 9 HCP in hearts and 7 HCP in clubs for a total 

of 16 HCP.  Partner must have the ♠A and may well have the ♠J. Grab the ♦A and shift to the king 

and a spade. As South, do not signal encouragement with an honor when partner leads the ♠K. 

You are signaling with the setting trick! After all, if partner has two spades, declarer has four and 

you definitely need to keep all your high spades to run the suit.      

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

West North East South  

1NT  Pass    3NT All Pass  

 

Opening lead: ♥J  
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#3 Dlr: South, Vul: E-W   

 

                                                            North  

                                                            ♠ J107   

                                                            ♥ A3    

                                                            ♦ AKQ9  

                                                            ♣ Q876  

                                     West                              East  

                                      ♠ AK92                       ♠ Q6  

                                      ♥ 876542                      ♥ 109  

                                      ♦ 103                              ♦ J8765  

                                      ♣ 3                                    ♣ A542  

                                                            South  

                                                            ♠ 8543  

                                                            ♥ KQJ  

                                                            ♦ 42  

                                                            ♣ KJ109  

 

Bidding Commentary: South uses the Stayman Convention to check for a 4-4 spade fit.  Once 

North denies having 4 spades, South places the contract in 3NT. 

 

Defensive Commentary: When West plays the ♦10 at trick one, East knows North has the AKQ9 

of diamonds. Why? (1) The play of the 10 denies the 9. With the 109, the 9, the lower equal, is the 

proper play; (2) When the opening leader (East) has the card played (♦J), this is a telltale sign that 

third hand has played his highest card.  Two tips to tuck away.    

 

Play Commentary:  As declarer, it is usually most deceptive when holding three equals to take a 

trick with the middle equal (♦K). With two equals it is almost always right to take the trick with 

the higher equal. One major exception:  At notrump, holding the AK(x), take the trick with the 

king.  After winning the ♦K, North leads a club and assuming East plays low, leads a second club.   

      

Defensive Commentary:  On the second club, West discards a low heart, not a high spade. Keep 

winners, discard losers. Upon wining the ♣A, East counts declarer for 9 tricks: 3 diamonds, 3 clubs 

and by inference, 3 hearts. East must switch to the ♠Q.  Risky? Not really. North is known to have 

the ♦AKQ, the ♣Q and the ♥A for 15 HCP.  Voila! Partner must have both the AK of spades. 

When East leads the queen, West plays low (can't afford the 9 with the 8xxx in dummy.) Not to 

worry, partner will continue the suit.    

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

  

South West North East   

Pass Pass 1NT Pass  

2♣ Pass 2♦ Pass   

3NT All Pass  

  

Opening lead:  ♦6   
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#4 Dlr: South, Vul: Neither    

 

                                                          North  

                                                          ♠ 83  

                                                          ♥ 984  

                                                          ♦ 109875  

                                                          ♣ 832  

                            West                             East  

                             ♠ A652                                      ♠ KJ104   

                             ♥ A32                                        ♥ KQ105  

                             ♦ AJ6                                        ♦ KQ   

                             ♣ 1075                                       ♣ 964  

                                                         South  

                                                         ♠ Q97  

                                                         ♥ J76  

                                                         ♦ 432  

                                                         ♣ AKQJ  

 

Bidding Commentary: East is far too strong to make a non-forcing jump response to a takeout 

double. With two four card majors and 11+ points, a cuebid is the way to begin.  In response to a 

cuebid, both the doubler and the cuebidder bid four (or five) card suits in ascending order. West's 

2♠ rebid denies four cards in either red suit and East raises to game.  A raise after a cuebid is not 

forcing. In general, when raising partner, bid the limit of your hand. The one who knows, goes!                

 

Lead Commentary: When leading partner’s unsupported suit, the lowest card is led from three 

or four small cards.  Had the suit been supported, the highest card is led from three or four small 

cards. However, with three or four cards headed by an honor, (10, J, Q or K) the lowest card is 

led whether or not the suit has been supported.  At a trump contract holding Axx(x) the ace is led.   

 

Defensive Commentary: South cashes three clubs and takes stock. Three aces are missing and 

West surely has them to justify the bidding.  In addition, West knows that South needs the ♠Q to 

open the bidding. What a game! Everyone knows what everybody has, so what should South do?  

 

Simply stated: If a defender is absolutely sure there are zero tricks coming from the side suits, try 

giving declarer a ruff and a sluff! It works here. North ruffs the fourth club with the ♠8, promoting 

South’s ♠Q97 to the setting trick.   

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

South West North East  

1♣ Dbl.  Pass  2♣   

Pass   2♠    Pass   4♠  

All Pass  

 

Opening lead: ♣2  
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#5 Dlr: West, Vul:  Both        

                        North  

                        ♠ 532  

                        ♥ QJ1063  

                        ♦ J42  

                        ♣ A2  

West                   East  

♠ KQJ                         ♠ A1084   

♥ A98                        ♥ 754 

♦ K98                          ♦ AQ10  

♣ QJ86                       ♣ K109  

                      South  

                      ♠ 976  

                      ♥ K2  

                      ♦ 7653  

                      ♣ 7543  

 
Bidding Commentary:  Routine-if you believe in bypassing Stayman with a 4-3-3-3 hand pattern. A 

‘bypass’ works out more often than not in my opinion.       

 

Defensive Commentary:  As South, unblock the ♥K at trick one.  If you don’t, West can duck the first and 

second round of hearts and you will be stuck on lead with the ♥K and not be able to drive out the ♥A.   

 

Play Commentary:  As West, assuming South plays the ♥K at trick one indicating a singleton or doubleton 

heart, duck the first heart, win the second, and lead the ♣J! Why? You have eight tricks outside of clubs 

and need at least one club trick to make this contract. If North has the ♣A and a very likely five hearts, you 

can’t make the hand.  If East has the ♣A, you can’t lose the hand. The reason you are leading the jack so 

early is that North may be asleep at the switches and duck. Now you have stolen your 9th trick from right 

under North’s nose!    

 
Defensive Commentary #2:  As North, assuming West wins the 2nd or 3rd round of hearts and leads the ♣J, don’t be 

greedy and duck. Take the money (the ♣A plus the setting tricks in hearts) and run. If you stop to work it out, partner 

can’t have the ♣Q.  Right from the get-go you should add dummy’s HCP to declarer’s average point total. Dummy 

has 13 and declarer has 15-17, so assume 16.  In other words, the bad guys have 29 HCP give or take a point, and the 

good guys (you and partner) have 11. You have 8 of those 11 and partner has already played the ♥K.  So who do you 

think has the ♣Q?  Good thinking.    

   When partner leads the queen against notrump and third hand has Kx or Ax, the normal play is to play the honor, 

unblocking the suit - unless the strength in the dummy tells you that you can’t afford to make the play.  For example, 

if dummy has 10xx, you cannot afford to overtake the queen with the king lest you set up a second trick for declarer 

with the 10.      

   Leading the jack from the queen-jack toward the king is a neat deceptive play that often induces second hand to 

duck holding the ace.  It is often done in the trump suit when you fear an impending ruff.  Often times second hand, 

holding the ace, ducks and the defensive ruff may go down the drain. You are so tricky!   

 

 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

West      North     East    South   

1NT       Pass       3NT    All Pass  

 

Opening lead:  ♥Q  
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#6 Dlr: South, Vul: Both  

             North  

                        ♠ 652  

                        ♥ K3  

                        ♦ A7532  

                        ♣ 865  

West                                        East  

♠ AKQ109                             ♠ J843  

♥ 94                                        ♥ 762  

♦ Q109                                   ♦ KJ4  

♣ A94                                    ♣ KJ10  

                        South  

                        ♠ 7  

                        ♥ AQJ1085  

                        ♦ 86  

                        ♣ Q732  

 

Bidding Commentary:  As West, your 2♠ overcall shows opening bid values. East has enough to 

raise and you have a bit extra so accepting the invitation is reasonable.                 

  

Defensive Commentary:  As South, overtake partner’s lead and continue with high hearts hoping 

to promote a possible Qx of spades in partner’s hand. Not this time.   

 

Play Commentary:  As West, after trumping the third heart, your problem is to find the ♣Q, a 

card that can be finessed in either direction, a two-way suit. Two-way suits lend themselves to 

counting. The idea is to play the other suits to determine the original distribution of the two-way 

suit. Once you have it, play the defender with the greater original club length for the queen. Draw 

three rounds of trumps, and drive out the ♦A.    

 

Defensive Commentary #2: As North, win the ♦A and exit a diamond. Stay away from clubs, a 

suit where you can’t see the queen. Partner may have it!    

 

Play Commentary #2: As West, after playing the other three suits, the count is complete.  South, 

with six known hearts, started with a 1-6-2-4 pattern. If South has four clubs, North has three. The 

odds are 4-3 that South has the ♣Q.  Run the ♣J through South.  

 

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

 

 

  

South West North East  

2♥ 2♠ Pass 3♠  

Pass 4♠ All Pass  

 

Opening lead:  ♥K  

http://www.playbetterbridge.com/


Hand Counting Life the Experts Day 1 Workshop©   Page 16 
www.PlayBetterBridge.com ♠ by Donna & Chris Compton 

#7 Dlr:  North, Vul:  N-S   
 

                                               North  

                                               ♠ AK10954  

                                               ♥ 3  

                                              ♦ J9  

                                               ♣ J965  

                          West                                  East  

                          ♠ QJ                                 ♠ 862    

                          ♥ A109542                        ♥ KJ7  

                          ♦ K5                                 ♦ A64  

                          ♣ K73                               ♣ A842  

                                              South  

                                              ♠ 73  

                                              ♥ Q86  

                                              ♦ Q108732  

                                              ♣ Q10  

 

Bidding Commentary: East has neither the strength nor the distribution, mainly the distribution, 

double 2♠, but is strong enough to raise 3♥ to 4♥.   

 

Defensive Commentary:  North starts with three rounds of spades, West ruffing.  There is no 

pressing need for North to attack either minor suit.  

 

Play Commentary:  Declarer has lost two spades, must lose a club, so the problem is picking up 

hearts for no losers.  With no bidding as a guide, the normal play with nine cards missing the queen 

is the ace-king.  However, there has been bidding. North is known to have six spades and seven 

other cards known as 'vacant spaces'. South has two spades so eleven vacant spaces. Who do you 

think is more likely to have the queen, the hand with seven vacant spaces or the one with eleven? 

Right. Declarer plays South for the ♥Q, leads a heart to the king and runs the jack. Length attracts 

shortness, shortness attracts length.    

 

Defensive Commentary:  If at any time the ♥J is led, South should not cover. One only covers an 

honor with an honor when promotion is possible.  In this case it is impossible.  North is marked 

with a singleton or doubleton heart and South has no promotable spot cards.    

 

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

 

 

  

North East South West  

2♠ Pass Pass 3♥  

Pass 4♥ All Pass  

 

Opening lead:  ♠A   
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#8 Dlr: West, Vul: Neither        North  
                                                  ♠ AKQJ864  

                                                  ♥ J986  

                                                  ♦ -  

                                                  ♣ Q4  

                        West                         East  

                         ♠ 7                             ♠ 532  

                         ♥ 75                            ♥ AKQ10   

                         ♦ KJ109854                  ♦ AQ2  

                         ♣ KJ8                               ♣ 962  

                                                 South  

                                                 ♠ 109  

                                                 ♥ 432  

                                                 ♦ 763   

                                                 ♣ A10753  

 

Lead Commentary:  At the five level or higher, the king is normally led from the ace-king.  Why?  

At such a high level an ace is often led without the king.  However, at lower levels an ace is seldom 

led without the king to back it up.    

 

Bidding Commentary: North has told his story with the 4♠ bid so the rest is up to partner. East 

opts to bid 5♦ rather than doubling 4♠, usually a wise decision with length and strength in partner's 

long suit.       

 

Defensive Commentary:  North starts with two rounds of spades, West ruffing.      

 

Play Commentary:  After drawing trump, West plays the AKQ of hearts, discarding a club.  When 

the ♥J does not appear, a club is led up to the KJ hoping to guess the position if South plays low.      

 

Defensive Commentary #2:  This is another in a long line of hands that illustrate why a defender 

must count as the play progresses. It’s not as hard as you think. After West ruffs the second spade 

and North shows out on the first diamond, South knows that West started with 1 spade, 7 diamonds 

and 5 other cards.  Keep the ‘other cards’ number in mind - they get smaller. When West plays 

the AKQ of hearts shedding a club, two of those five other cards were hearts meaning West started 

with three clubs and has two left.  When a club is led toward the closed hand, South plays low.... 

smoothly!  If West plays the jack, down one.  Incidentally, there are three kinds of bridge players, 

those that count and those that don't..... 

 
 West North East South 

Spades 
 

 

   

Hearts 
 

 

   

Diamonds 
 

 

   

Clubs 
 

 

   

 

West  North East  South  

 3♦   4♠ 5♦ All Pass  

 

Opening lead: ♠K    

(K from AK at 5 or 6 level)  
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