Winning with Wimpy

A month or so back, I was playing (Matchpoints) in a Flight A Regional Pairs and picked up: ♠AK853 ♥AJ73 ♦Q4 ♣AT.  My partner, vulnerable vs not, opened 3♦ in first seat. What would you do?  Most of you would probably do what I did and bid 3NT.  Partner tabled ♠4 ♥96 ♦KJT8753 ♣Q75.  I was lucky and the opponents misdefended, allowing me to get out for only down 2.  Who was to blame?
This one 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 call of 3♦ was acceptable. If you agree that it is, 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..
Unfortunately for me, that day I was playing with a partner who had a wide range of acceptable holdings for a 3 level preempt. In fact, because we were playing Flannery, I’d seen him open 3♦ with a decent 6-bagger.  If you think this makes my life more difficult, you are dead right. 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?

Good partnerships do not have this dilemma. At the bridge table, there is nothing more important than reliability.  If you are the type of player who does one thing with a certain hand this time, and something else with the same hand the next, you are a nightmare to play with.  Can 2♠ be either ♠AQJ853 ♥J7 ♦965 ♣74 or ♠QT9853 ♥A9 ♦94 ♣KT5?  Can it be ♠Q98653 ♥JT7 ♦Q4 ♣J5?  Some believe that playing a convention like Ogust can allow all these hands to be opened using the same bid.  Count me out.
My intent with this column is not to belittle those who play Ogust, or strong or weak preempts. Rather, it is to suggest that you and your partner have an agreement, and to stick to it. I like to play that a weak two bid promises a suit absolutely no worse than KJTxxx and that a 3 level preempt always denies the Ace, (and often the King).  It’s easy to see with that simple agreement in place, that the question I posed to start this column should not have presented a problem. The only game with any real chance was almost certainly in diamonds, and it should have been found.
Every time I go to a table – every time – I believe I am capable of winning.  This is true whether my opponents are inexperienced club players or national champions. I always try to describe my hand to my partner, not hide it from my opponents. I see this (hiding) strategy frequently, and I find it foolish. If you go into a match (or a 2 board round) with the game plan of keeping your strength and distribution a secret – lest the enemy profitably use that information against you – you’ve likely lost before you’ve started. Great players rarely have to guess whether or not to bid games or slams. Their partners have provided the necessary information, within a narrow range of possibilities, and the teammate in the best position to place the final contract does so. If they are unsure about a stopper or a control they know how to ask for it – so they don’t just blast somewhere and hope for the best.
A few quick examples: 
With 3 Quick Tricks, (or 12 hcp and 2.5 Quick Tricks), I always open the auction.

With 15-17 points and balanced distribution, even with a 5 card major, I always open 1NT.

With a minimum opening hand and 2 four card minors, I always open 1C. 

I always bid 4 card suits up the line (with the exception of a 3NT response which might conceal 4-5 diamonds).

These examples may seem trivial, but when you put them all together, along with many other simple treatments I’ve agreed to, it allows my partner to draw several accurate inferences about my hand. When I don’t do something, he can be confident about what I don’t have as well. This all comes back to that word I used earlier: Reliability. I need to know what my partner has when he’s preempting. It really doesn’t matter much whether you choose to preempt with strong suits or weak ones, as long as you have an understanding about which it will be. First or second chair preempts which have a wide range of strength suggest to me that you fear your opponents far more than you trust your partner. 
