Winning with Wimpy

In the January 09 Kibitzer, I wrote an article about preempts, and partnership agreements. Very few pairs that I encounter have many agreements concerning the requirements for a preempt other than they will have a long suit and a poor hand. In my opinion, this is terribly inadequate. 

I had discussed a hand from a recent regional where I held: ♠AK853 ♥AJ73 ♦Q4 ♣AT and my partner, vulnerable vs. not, opened 3♦ in first seat.  Many of you would probably do what I did and bid 3NT.  After partner tabled ♠4 ♥96 ♦KJT8753 ♣Q75, I was lucky that the opponents misdefended, allowing me to get out for only down 2.  Was this simply unlucky?
The result was entirely my fault. 5♦ was cold, and I should have known better.  If you think 3NT wasn’t such a bad call, you need to decide whether or not partner’s opening bid of 3♦ was acceptable. If you agree that it was, but that partner might have tabled a hand as good as ♠Q42 ♥6 ♦AK98753 ♣84, you have a serious problem.  Opposite the first hand, there is likely no play for 9 tricks in no trump, while with the latter things would have to go quite badly to go down in a grand slam. The two hands have almost nothing in common except a 7 card diamond suit. One hand will produce a lot of tricks with very little help, and the other will be nearly useless without a lot of it. How is a reasonable player supposed to know what to do?

The point of the earlier column was reliability.  Make sure you have an agreement and stick to it.  This time, I’m going to suggest a treatment that just might improve your results from preempts significantly.
Make no mistake: preempts are an indispensable tool in your bidding arsenal. In fact, when playing superior opponents (A situation I will rarely admit to), introducing randomness into your game will likely produce better results in the long run. That’s because when nobody knows what to do, you might just get lucky.  Against players who are better than you, their skill will eventually prevail. In a short match however, when forced to guess at high levels, even world champions can go wrong. 

But we’re not talking about how to beat world champions. We want to perform better at our local club and tournaments against players whose skill level is not far removed from our own.  To do this, you have to be the ones to bid more accurately more often.  Preempts are a fine place to start.
I’ve noticed that a few successful authors have introduced simple rules to guide average players to make the winning choice in otherwise complex situations. With that in mind, I am advocating Wimpy’s Rule of Two.

When deciding whether or not to make a 3-level preempt in 1st or 2nd seat, assume partner has 2 small cards in your suit. Now count how many tricks your hand will take if you play the contract in any other strain. If the answer is zero, you have a perfect preempt. If the answer is 0.5, 1, or 1.5, you might have a decent preempt. If the answer is two or more, your hand is far, far, too good to preempt. 
I believe this simple guideline will direct you (and partner) to far more accurate decisions about when to profitably preempt, and what actions to take when partner does so. The goal is to preempt your opponents and not your partner. When the hand belongs to the opponents, make them guess about what to do at uncomfortable levels. When the hand belongs to your side, it’s a significant advantage for responder to know that partner feels that his hand will be nearly worthless played in any other strain.  Let’s look at a few examples:


(A):
♠5 ♥864 ♦82 ♣QJT9753


(B):
♠J74 ♥ KJT8753 ♦ 3 ♣Q8


(C):
♠96 ♥85 ♦63 ♣AK98742


(D):
♠7 ♥863 ♦975 ♣KQJT862

(E):
♠7 ♥8763 ♦95 ♣KQJT862


(F)
♠7 ♥87 ♦AQJ8653 ♣976


(G):
♠9765432 ♥K7 ♦6 ♣Q76

(A):
3C.  A perfect preempt. Your hand rates to take 5 tricks in clubs and nothing in any other strain.

(B):
3H.  Don’t worry about missing a spade contract. Your partner rates to have diamonds if he has a good hand.


Your hand will take about a half a trick opposite two small in another contract.

(C):
PASS.  Your hand is way too good to preempt. You might miss a game or even a slam.

(D):
3C.  Top of your bid, but a lead great lead director. You are giving up too much if you pass.
(E):
3C?  A tough one. I wouldn’t argue much with those who choose to pass, but much like hand (B), if your partner 

has a good hand, it’s far more likely to have spades than hearts. The good lead, combined with major obstruction

makes a strong argument to get in now. If you miss a heart game, be prepared to apologize. I like to bid where I 

live, and on this hand, my hand lives in Clubtown. 

(F):
PASS.  The diamond suit is much too good to insist upon. Those cards take tricks in other contracts.
(G):
3S.  I admit I probably wouldn’t do this vulnerable, but your hand is mostly worthless everywhere else.  You 


won’t miss a game if you have one, (partner will have a good idea), and if they don’t double you – (it’s hard


because a double will be takeout) – you’ll likely steal their partscore.  

While this approach will severely diminish the number of hands you will be able to preempt with (I like to make the further restriction that my suit cannot be headed by the Ace), it will simplify your partner’s life tremendously. No matter how good responder’s hand is, when he holds neither the Ace nor a fit in your suit, he will know that your hand figures to be nearly worthless played elsewhere. The majority of the time, when you preempt, your partner will pass – even when he holds great cards – because he knows there is probably no better place to play the hand. If he can’t count 11, 12, or 13 tricks, they almost certainly aren’t there.
Think about it for a minute. Isn’t that exactly what you want your preempt to do – jam the opponents when it’s their hand, and paint a near-perfect picture for partner when it’s yours?
For more tips on improving your bidding and defense go to www.wimpy.biz  

