Opening Leads vs. Suits
The hopes of the defense will often ride on the opening lead. Most contracts (if beatable) will depend on the opening lead. The opening leader must be aware of both the bidding and its significance. Sometimes the bidding will offer few if any clues. Sometimes it will be a guess. There are points to consider.
1.      Is there going to be a long, strong suit in the dummy?

If the bidding indicates this to be a possibility, the opening leader must make an attacking lead, usually from a king, or perhaps from a king-jack combination. Trump leads and top of nothings are no-no’s.
2.      Have the opponents avoided playing in no trump?
If the opponents have bid 3 suits and finally settled in a minor, the chances are strong that neither one of them has a stopper in the unbid suit. Lead that suit, even if you have the Ace-Queen!  Remember, if your right hand opponent had held the king, he probably would have bid no trump at some point. 
3.      Did your partner have the chance to overcall at the 1-level and fail to do so?

Be wary of leading suits that partner could have overcalled at the 1-level but did not. He is probably not too strong in those suit(s), particularly if the bidding has marked him with some high card strength

4.      Did the auction suggest that there may be ruffing power in the dummy?

Does dummy figure to have trump support and a short suit? This is usually the case when declarer bids two suits and dummy prefers the second. Expect dummy to be short in declarer’s first bid suit. A trump lead often works out best here, especially if the leader has strength in declarer’s first bid suit. 

5.      Are there other times to consider a trump lead?

Absolutely. There are two instances when a trump lead is mandatory. The first is when partner passes your takeout double at a low level. To justify the pass, his trumps should be very strong, and a trump lead will have the effect of drawing declarer’s trumps. The other situation that calls for a trump lead is when you and partner have most of the high card strength, and the opponents are clearly sacrificing. Usually, their reason for sacrificing is that they have some side distribution, and a trump lead (to cut down on ruffs) can be effective. 
6.      Has your partner bid?

It is usually right to lead partner’s suit (unless you have a strong sequence of your own).  Even then, you will usually get into less trouble if you lead partner’s suit and it is wrong than if you lead your own. As important as it is to lead partner’s suit, it’s more important to know which card in his suit to lead. Your lead will nearly always tell partner what you have in his suit. The general rules for leading partner’s suit are:

A. With any two cards, lead the higher

B. Holding the Ace, regardless of length, lead the Ace.

C. With 3 to an honor (Ten or higher), lead low.

D. With 3 (or 4) small, lead the lowest if you haven’t supported his suit, otherwise lead the highest.

E. With two adjacent honors, lead the higher honor, regardless of length

F. With 4 or more cards headed by any honor (other than the ace), lead 4th best.

7.      When is it right to lead a short suit?

Short suit leads can be very effective, particularly when holding a certain trump entry such as Ax, Axx, or Kxx. 

The reason it’s important to have a high trump honor if that declarer will not be able to run his good tricks without letting you in. Hopefully, you will then be able to put your partner on lead to get your ruff. Another time it might be right to lead a short suit is when you have a very weak hand and have reason to believe that the only way to defeat the contract may be by ruffing some of the opponents’ good tricks. Sometimes you can detect from the bidding that partner is short in a suit. For example, if both of your opponents have bid diamonds and the eventual contract is spades, and you have 4 or 5 small diamonds, you can expect that partner likely has a singleton or void. A diamond lead might work very well in this case – especially if you have a trump entry which will enable you to play a second round of diamonds. 
8.      When is it wrong to lead a short suit?

Far more often than you might think. Particularly if the opponents have bid the suit and you have some outside strength but no trump control. Declarer may be able to draw trumps and then run his side suit, discarding losers that you and your partner might have been able to cash had you led an unbid suit. It is also wrong to lead a short suit with a strong trump holding such as JTxx, QJ9x, or ATxx. With these and similar holdings, you will usually lose a natural trump trick if you get a ruff. What’s more, leading a short suit often finesses partner out of a queen or a jack, or both.  In fact, it is usually (but not always) wrong to lead a short suit when holding four trumps (unless you have reason to believe that declarer has 7 or 8). In most cases, when holding four trumps, (or believing that partner does), it pays to lead your longest suit. This has the effect of forcing declarer to ruff. Eventually, the defender with the four trumps will have as many or more trumps than the declarer, and the hand will collapse for him. 

9.      What are the best leads against suit contracts?

Probably the best is the Ace from the Ace-King. This lead gives you a chance to look at dummy and to see partner’s signal at the same time. The top card from honor sequences such as KQJ, QJT, or JT9 is also a very strong lead. Even slightly weaker holdings such as KQx(x), QJx(x), and JTx(x) provide reasonable leads. If the suit is unbid, you may lead the top card, however if the suit has been bid by an opponent, you should lead 4th best. There is too great a chance that either declarer or partner has a singleton honor, and your honor card will be wasted. Leading from a king or queen, believe it or not, usually works out better than leading from a jack or top of nothing. When leading from a king or queen, you need to find your partner with only one honor to make your lead effective. When leading from a jack, (or top of nothing), you almost have to find your partner with two honors to make the lead effective. Naturally, it is assumed you are leading an unbid suit. When faced with a choice of leading from either of two unbid suits, it is usually right to lead from the suit that does NOT have the Ace. You may be able to use your Ace later to capture a high honor in declarer’s hand. When faced with a choice of two unbid suits, neither of which has the ace, it’s generally best to lead from the stronger. 
10.      When is it right to lead (or underlead) an ace?

Against slams, it usually works out best. Also, if the opponents have bid 3 suits strongly, you may consider leading an ace in the unbid suit. Underleading aces is a dangerous practice and should only be considered when the strong hand is to your left (dummy), and declarer is known to be weak.
11.      What is the correct card to lead from three small in an unbid suit?

There is considerable difference of opinion about this. Consider the lead from 8 6 2 in an unbid suit. Some experts lead the eight, others the deuce, and still others the six! Leading the six is a convention known as MUD (Middle, Up, Down), and is the least attractive in my opinion. Whatever card you lead, confusion is apt to result. If you lead the eight, partner may think you have a doubleton, but at least he’ll work out that you don’t have an honor. If you lead the deuce, partner will know you don’t have shortness, but may think you have an honor. If you lead the six, god only knows what partner will think.

The tendency among most experts is to lead low from three, so that the lead of a higher spot definitely promises shortness. My personal preference is to lead the highest card from three small cards. Yes, partner may think I have shortness, but he is aware that I may actually have three in the suit. Most important, when you agree to play top of nothing leads against suits is to subsequently play the cards down the line. (The six next – not the deuce). If partner is paying attention, he’ll wonder why the deuce hasn’t been played yet, and may work out that you actually still have it. Obviously, leading anything from 3 small cards is unattractive, and should be done as a last resort. 
12.      Are there opening lead conventions that have proved effective?

Most definitely. The one I recommend most strongly is what’s known as Jack Denies:

A:
The lead of a Jack denies a higher honor.


B:
The lead of a Ten shows either AJT, KJT, top of a sequence, or shortness.



(Against suit contracts, leading anything other than the Ace from AJT is practically non-existent).


C:
The lead of a Nine shows either AT9, KT9, QT9, top of a sequence, or shortness.



(Again, underleading the Ace is not recommended against suits)


D:
Leading the Queen from AKQ to specifically request the count in the suit.

Opening Leads Vs Suits Quiz

I.   You are West with the following bidding:
South
   West (you)   North    East








   1S           P

       2C           P

       Which card do you lead with each of the

   2H
      P

       2S
           P

        following hands?




   3S  
      P

       4S
          All Pass


A.
♠ T 8 5




B.
♠ A 6 5



♥ A J 9 6




♥ Q 8 7



♦ Q 9 7 5




♦ T 8 7 6 5 3



♣ 6 4





♣ T

C.
♠ A 7 6 4



D.
♠ Q 4 3


♥ T 8





♥ J 9


♦ K 8 7 5 4




♦ K T 8


♣ 8 5





♣ Q J T 8 4
II.
You are West holding   ♠ Q874
  ♥ J65
      ♦ 43         ♣ AQ86   

with this auction:




South


North



   1D


   1H




   3D


   3S




What is your opening lead?




   4D


   5D

III.
You are West holding   ♠ AQT8
  ♥ JT32      ♦ KT8        ♣ Q4   

with this auction:
South


North



   1S


  1NT




   2H


   Pass




What is your opening lead?

IV. 
You are West holding   ♠ A432
  ♥ 65      ♦ QT765        ♣ 97   

with this auction:
South


North



   2C


  2H*


*Artificial negative response



   2S


  2NT







  3H


  3S


 

What is your opening lead?




   4S


  Pass

V.
You are West holding   ♠ 8762
  ♥ 64      ♦ J74       ♣ QJT3   

with this auction:
East

South

West

North



  1S

   2H

  3S*

   4H




  All Pass






What is your opening lead?

VI. 
You are West holding   ♠ A5
  ♥ QJ72      ♦ 8643        ♣ T75   

with this auction:
North


South



   1D


  2S*


*Strong




   2NT


  3D







   3S


 4NT


 

What is your opening lead?




    5D


  6S

VII.
Your partner has bid hearts, and you have never supported hearts. Assume that each of the 

following combinations are hearts and you need to select the proper card in each case. What card do you lead?

a.   85


d.   A96

g.   JT32

j.   KQ6

b.   864

e.   K84

h.   QT5

k.  KT6

c.   J984

f.   JT3

i.   8532

l.   Q7

VIII. In the above exercises, which leads would change if you had supported hearts? 

Answer Key
I.   A.   The Five of Spades
Your hearts are strong and dummy figures to be short in hearts. An immediate trump lead may cut down dummy’s ruffing power. A low diamond would be a second choice. (When leading trumps, it is almost always right to lead low from three small because you may get the chance to overruff declarer or dummy with your higher spots. 

B. The Ten of Clubs
Your best chance to defeat this contract is to try for club ruffs. You have the ace of trumps, which makes a short suit lead attractive. 
     C.   The Five of Diamonds

When holding 4 trumps, the lead from a long suit is usually best.
D.  The Queen of Clubs

Even though the opponents have bid the suit, your strong sequence should be led.

II.
The Ace of Clubs

The opponents are screaming at you that neither one has clubs stopped. You would expect that if South had clubs stopped, that he would have bid 3NT over 3 Spades. 

III.
The Deuce of Hearts

Your strong spade holding plus dummy’s obvious spade shortness calls for an immediate “heart attack”. A low trump from JTx or JTxx is generally best, just in case partner has a stiff honor.
IV.
The Six of Diamonds


With 4 trumps, the normal lead is your long suit. 

V.
The Queen of Clubs

A strong sequence lead is more attractive than 4 small in partner’s suit. One of the few times you forego leading partner’s suit. (Have apologies ready just in case)

VI.
A low diamond
You are hoping that partner has a singleton diamond, and you can envision giving him a ruff upon gaining the lead with the ace of trumps.
VII.
a.   8
top of doubleton

e.   4   low from an honor

i.   2   low when unsupported
b. 4
low when unsupported
f.   J    top of touching honors

j.   K  top of touching honors


c. 4
fourth best


g.  J    top of touching honors

k.   6  low from broken honors
d. A   always against suits

h.   5   low from broken honors
l.   Q   Top of a doubleton
VIII.    All the leads remain the same except for “b” and “i” where you lead the eight.

















