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Foreword

Dear bridge player:

I have literally lost count of the number of times I have witnessed 
two otherwise agreeable bridge partners exchange icy and dishon-
est dialogues such as the one below. I made this one up for the 
occasion; but it is nevertheless very authentic and I am very con-
fi dent, that within a few seconds you will be nodding your head 
in agreement.

“3NT down two, do you agree?” East, a strong player with a big 
ego, is addressing a shame-faced declarer, a much weaker player 
who has just butchered a lay-down contract in the most spectac-
ular fashion; fi rst by blocking a critical suit and then by missing 
an obvious endplay of East. The poor man, his discomfort visible 
to all, confi rms with a nod. The silence surrounding the table is 
palpable, but then after a few awkward seconds, dummy fi nally 
breaks the silence.

“Nice try, partner”, he lies; hoping that neither his tone of voice 
nor his facial expression betray the competing emotions of anger, 
shock and disbelief, he is feeling inside. The declarer does not reply 
right away. He is fi ngering the bridgemate trying to look busy, very 
well aware that dummy’s “nice try” is a fl agrant lie meant to boost 
his moral.

But he is not aware of the real issue at hand, which is the unde-
niable fact that he went down in 3NT, for the simple reason that 
he is a bad card player. And he is a bad card player because he 
has shown little or no interest in studying the many card-playing 
techniques that you need to know if you want to become a win-
ning player. Instead; almost his entire focus has been on bidding. 
And this he has in common with a majority of bridge players. Most 
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experts recognize the truth in this statement. Many club players 
alas do not. They might be good bidders but as long as they show 
minimum interest in becoming better card players, they will keep 
on losing winnable contracts. This is how the postmorten ended, 
declarer is fi nally about to confront dummy: Thanks, partner! What 
an excellent contract; your fi t-bid after my support double was a 
stroke of genius, just bad luck we ran into such an unfortunate lie 
of the cards.”

Knowing that his nice partner will not react to this monumen-
tal lie, declarer passes the bridgemate to an impatient East, who 
is unable to hide his eagerness to approve the result, and just as 
unable to suppress a completely unwarranted reply to declarer’s 
comments about the Contract: “Unfortunate lie of the cards…? 
Come on, that contract was a slam-dunk. First you blocked the 
spades, then you failed to endplay me in hearts…!”

East is shaking his head in disbelief, when he leaves the table. 
His behavior is of course totally unacceptable; he should have his 
mouth washed in soap as well as suff er some disciplinary actions, 
but that shouldn’t keep us all from acknowledging a simple fact of 
life, a fact made abundantly clear by East’s rude remarks.

It is true that bidding is the single most important element in 
bridge, but it is just as true, that ending up in the right contract 
does not help a lot, if you do not know how to play the cards prop-
erly! And this is why a book solely dedicated to ‘how to play the 
cards’, is a gift to bridge players, who have a genuine interest in 
becoming better card players.

I enjoyed reading it, and you know what? I even learned a thing 
or two .

Dennis Bilde
Ballebo, Denmark
ACBL Player of the year 2018
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Introduction

Hundreds of truly great and inspiring bridge books have been pub-
lished over the last 60-70 years. It was a couple of excellent books 
that made the two of us aware of the very existence of this beau-
tiful card game more than 40 years ago. It actually happened by 
accident. Knut, at that time a 16-year old passionate chess player, 
had gone to the local library hoping to fi nd chess literature about 
the ‘Ruy Lopez’ opening. He was out of luck, but next to the sec-
tion with chess books, there was a much smaller, almost minuscule 
number of books about a card game named ‘Bridge’. Knut got curi-
ous, never having heard about this weird-sounding card game, 
and grabbed the book closest to his hands. Little did he know that 
this very mundane act was to defi ne the rest of his life. The Eng-
lish title of the book in his hand was “Contract Bridge Complete”, 
written by an author by the name of Charles H. Goren. He opened 
the book and started reading and kept on reading. Standing mes-
merized in the library, oblivious to his surroundings, Knut kept on 
reading until a kind librarian many hours later informed him that 
the library was about to close for the day.

“I still vividly recall that day at the library. It was my fi rst encoun-
ter with bridge, and i was instantly hooked. My early love for chess 
was a thing of the past, the future belonged to bridge”, knut remem-
ber hastily grabbing one other book on his way out. “It was a danish 
book by the ingenious name of “bridge”, written by svend novrup. 
I have to admit, that none of the two books found their way back 
to the library. And lars…? Well, he got at least as passionate about 
the game as i, and within a few months we had scores of books.”

So, no doubt about it. Bridge books have through the years in 
so many diff erent ways had a huge and tangible impact on bridge 
players; and very often even the game itself. It is, however, our 
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fi rm belief that there exists what only can be described as an imba-
lance in the available bridge literature. The fact of the matter is 
that quite a substantial number of published bridge books today 
either narrowly have their focus on some of the many aspects of 
bidding, while a vast majority of the rest are too advanced for the 
average player, and therefore have zero to little appeal for the nor-
mal club player. Bridge books are de facto dedicated to the less 
than fi ve percent of players, who like to spend big chunks of their 
spare time studying the intricacies of their beloved hobby. This 
leaves the 95 percent who prioritize diff erently in a void. While 
it is true that most club players enjoy the lessons off ered by their 
teacher in conjunction with the weekly play, and also true that a 
select few will read a bridge book now and again, we know, from 
our club players at the blakset bridge centre (2000+), that they for 
years have yearned for a non-expert book solely focused on one 
topic: ‘how to play the cards’. 

Believe it or not, such a book didn’t exist. Now it does, and we 
have called it: “play better bridge - all about declarer play” 

It is divided into two volumes. We have striven to write them 
in such a way, that they can be used by you for the rest of your 
bridge playing life. Think of them as your personal encyclopedia 
of how best to declare your bridge contracts. We started from the 
very beginning, explaining the most basic elements of the game 
for the absolute beginner. Gradually the content gets harder and 
more advanced, and at the end even experienced tournament play-
ers will fi nd this book useful.

We guarantee that you will be a much improved bridge player, 
no matter your current skill level, if you study the content of this 
book thoroughly. 

Lars Blakset & Knut Blakset
October 2025
Copenhagen
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Chapter 1
Golden Rules

Rules of Thumb

In this Chapter we take a look into some good rules of thumb, which 
will help you as Declarer. Some of the rules have already been dis-
cussed in other chapters, but it will only do you good to have some 
of the techniques repeated.

A. Play Low in 2ⁿd Hand (suit combination after 

the lead)

When a small card is led to the left of declarer it will typically be 
correct to ask for a small card from dummy. The purpose is to let 
the lead run to your hand in order to win the trick as cheaply as 
possible – or to force third hand to sacrifi ce an honour. Compared 
to playing a suit yourself it will in most cases be to your advantage 
that the defenders open the suit for you. This is the equivalent of 
the rule in defence “low in second hand”, but here we take the per-
spective of declarer. This is why we might call this section “suit 
combinations after the lead”.

Some examples follow. We presuppose that West leads a small 
card.

1) ♠ J 6 4 2) ♠ J 5 3) ♠ Q 6 2

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ Q 7 2 ♠ A 10 2 ♠ A 10 3

Ex. 1) After playing the four from dummy one of two things 
will happen: Either you get a trick with the queen at trick one, or 
East has to play a high honour in which case you are sure to get a 
trick later, since you still have both the jack and the queen.
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If the idea of playing the jack from dummy should pop into 
your head you will most likely get zero tricks. East wins with the 
king or the ace and plays back through your hand, so your queen is 
fi nessed. Note that it is a big help for you to get the suit played by 
the opponents. If you have to start the suit yourself, your chances 
of getting a trick are not great.

Ex. 2) You play the fi ve from dummy and expect to see an hon-
our from East. You take the ace and the 10 and the jack combined 
ensure a second trick. If East does not produce an honour you get 
a cheap trick with the 10. Again it is an advantage that the suit is 
led by the opponents. If you must play the suit yourself you would 
need some luck to get two tricks. A typical distribution:

 ♥ J 5

 ♥ K 9 8 3   ♥ Q 7 6 4
 

Dummy
W E 

Declarer  

 ♥ A 10 2
Left on your own you can try to lead the jack from dummy. Unfor-

tunately it will fail, if East knows the basic rules of defence and 
plays honour on honour covering the jack with his queen. You must 
take the ace and West has two tricks with his K9 behind your 10.

Ex. 3) If you consider playing the queen you will only get one 
trick in the suit if East has the king and West has the jack. By play-
ing low you will either win the trick cheaply with the 10 or force 
East to play an honour.

There might be special reasons that make it important for you 
to play the queen in order to win the fi rst trick in dummy, but that 
is a completely diff erent story, where you look at the full hand.

 To play low from 2ⁿd hand forces 3rd hand to play 
high to prevent you wining cheaply in hand.

4) ♠ J 5 4 5) ♠ A 7 6) ♠ A 4

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ A 9 2 ♠ Q 8 2 ♣K J 6
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Ex. 4) Your chances of getting a trick with the jack are micro-
scopic if you must start the suit. When West leads it you will have 
a fair chance for two tricks by paying low. What do you hope the 
lead is from? The whole suit:

 ♥ J 5 4

 ♥ Q 10 8 3   ♥ K 7 6
 

Dummy
W E 

Declarer  

 ♥ A 9 2
East has to put up the king to prevent you scoring a trick with the 

nine. Thereafter the jack’s position behind the queen will produce 
a second trick for you. Especially in trump contracts it is obvious 
to play West for K10 or Q10, because he would normally lead the 
king from KQ. In notrump contracts it is not as obvious since West 
would normally lead low from KQxx(x). Still you play with the odds 
by playing low: The chance for either K10 or Q10 at the head of the 
suit are bigger than specifi cally KQ.

Ex. 5) By playing low you are sure to win a trick with the queen. 
Either now or later.

Ex. 6) Not the hardest task. You thank West for the lead and 
let it run to your tenace.

7) ♠ K 5 8) ♠ A K 6 9) ♠ A Q 6

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ Q 10 3 ♠ J 7 2 ♠ J 5 2

Ex. 7) Another example of a free fi nesse – this time of the jack.

 To play low in 2ⁿd hand often gives you a free fi nesse, 
that you wouldn’t or couldn’t take yourself.

Ex. 8) By playing low hoping for a lead from the queen you 
might get a trick with the jack that you couldn’t have made your-
self. Even with the jack doubleton or singleton in the hand you 
might choose – also in trump contracts – to let the lead run to get 
an extra trick. You should take a good look at the lead. Does it look 
like an invitation from an honour (small card) or more likely top 
of nothing (high card)?
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Ex. 9) If the lead is from the king you will win the fi rst trick 
with your jack and can later fi nesse the queen. Three tricks. If you 
must play the suit yourself your only real chance is to play to the 
queen and then take the ace. You only succeed with Kx or single-
ton K in West. If you play the jack, West will cover with the king.

10) ♠ A 6 5 11) ♠ A 6 5 12) ♠ A 7 4

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ J 10 2 ♠ J 9 3 ♠ Q J 9

Ex. 10) By playing low you will always get two tricks with divided 
honours. Couldn’t you then always get two tricks? No, you are miss-
ing the nine.

 ♥ A 6 5

 ♥ Q 9 4 3   ♥ K 8 7
 

Dummy
W E 

Declarer  

 ♥ J 10 2
You try the jack from your hand, but West smartly plays low. East 

wins with the king and West has a tenace with Q9 behind your 10.
The situation is much better for you when West has opened the 

suit. East wins his king at trick one, but since you haven’t used any 
of your important cards yet, with J10 in your hand you now hold a 
fi nessing position against the queen. Two tricks for you!

Ex. 11) In a no-trump contract the lead could be from KQ in 
which case you get the fi rst trick with your jack. More often your 
purpose in playing low from dummy is “locking” the suit for the 
defence, if East has the 10 together with an honour.

 ♥ A 6 5

 ♥ Q 8 4 2   ♥ K 10 7
 

Dummy
W E 

Declarer  

 ♥ J 9 3
East takes his king, but the suit is now locked for the defence. 

In practical play where East cannot see your cards, he will return 
the 10. You cover with the jack and get two tricks.
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Ex. 12) If the lead is from the king, you always get three tricks 
by playing low regardless of the position of the 10. Either you win 
the fi rst trick with the nine, or East puts in this card at trick one 
making your sequence in hand solid. If you must play the suit your-
self you cannot– against correct defence – get more than two tricks 
unless East has 10x or the singleton 10 (play the queen followed by 
the jack). You might also play West for the doubleton king. Play the 
queen and if West covers you take the ace and fi nesse the nine. If 
West plays low from Kx, you can guess to play the nine next drop-
ping the king. By the way, against inexperienced players West might 
cover with the king from Kxx(x). This gives you a fi nesse against 
the 10.

13) ♠ Q 5 4 14) ♠ A J 2 15) ♠ J 7 5 4

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ A 9 2 ♠ K 9 3 ♠ A K 3

Ex. 13) Especially in notrump is it tempting to try the queen at 
trick one, since West has often led from the king. But is it neces-
sary to do it now? West might also have led from J10xx(x). That is 
why it is best to play low and let the lead run home to A92. Should 
East turn up with the 10 or the jack you win the ace and will get a 
trick with the queen later if West has the king.

Ex. 14) Same point. There is no rush to try the jack at trick one. 
The lead could be from the 10, and East could have the queen. If 
East plays the 10 you win the king and can later take the fi nesse 
against the queen.

Ex. 15) When you have a 4-card suit in dummy it is not 
necessary to play the jack on the lead. Play low and see if the 
queen pops up from East. West could have led from 10xxx
/109xx. If East plays the eight, nine or ten at trick one, you 
can also try to lead up to the jack after having taken the AK.
Note: There can easily be the argument that you need to get three 
tricks now without losing the lead. In that case it would be correct 
to play the jack at once.

 To play low in second hand often gives you two 
chances.
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16) ♠ Q 9 2 17) ♠ K 7 18) ♠ K 7

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ A 8 3 ♠ J 6 3 ♠ 9 3

Ex. 16) Looks a lot like 13) but now you also have the eight. This 
means that you do not have to play only for the king with West. 
Instead, you can play West from either the 10 or the jack– or both. 
Play low and watch East’s card. If the king appears, you are happy. 
More likely you will see the 10 or the jack. Our recommendation is 
to win the ace and fi nesse the nine next. Even if this line is going 
to lose, when East holds J10, you might easily by saved by a “nerv-
ous” West hurrying to take a trick with the king. Defence is tough!

Ex. 17) If you rise with the king you end up with zero tricks 
when East has the ace and West has the queen. Playing low guar-
antees one trick. Especially in trump contracts is it highly unlikely 
that West has underled the ace, but he could easily have led from 
the queen.

Ex. 18) A little joke to fi nish these examples? Your chances of 
getting a trick seem microscopic if West does not have the ace, so 
playing no-trumps you should defi nitely try the king as your only 
chance. In a trump contract you can imagine that playing low could 
ruin the defenders lines of communication. We will show you a 
complete hand with this theme:

Dealer: East
Vulnerability: All

 ♠ 10 8 7 6
 ♥  K 7
 ♦  K 5
 ♣  A K Q 8 5
 ♠  J 4 ♠  9 3
 ♥  Q 6 2 ♥  A J 10 8 5 4
 ♦  7 6 4 3 2 ♦  A Q 10
 ♥  7 6 3 

N
W E

S  ♣  9 4
 ♠  A K Q 5 2
 ♥  9 3
 ♦  J 9 8
 ♣  J 10 2
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 West North East South

   –   –   1♥   1♠
  Pass   4♠ All Pass

Contract: 4♠ by South.
Lead: ♥2

After the bidding and the lead you can be 100% sure that East has 
the ♥A. Therefore there is no reason to ask for the king at trick 
one. You might be so lucky that East does not dare to fi nesse the 
10, but that is a faint hope. The essential point is that your duck at 
trick one keeps West off  lead. If you play the king, East takes his ace 
and plays another heart. The sight of the good club suit in dummy 
should make it a piece of cake for West to take the ♥Q and defeat 
your contract with a diamond lead through the king.

The eff ect of playing low is evident. East can fi nesse the 10 and 
cash the ace but he still holds the lead. East can take his ♦A or he 
can return a passive trump but the result is the same: 10 tricks for 
you. This example take us to the next section:

Do Not Play Low In Second Hand.
No rules are without exceptions. If you play on autopilot and always 
ask for a small card from dummy, you will miss a lot of tricks. For 
the sake of completeness we have to show you some examples, 
where you should not play low. Sorry, but that’s the way it is with 
bridge. You cannot only rely on rules – you have to think yourself!

19) ♠ Q 6 20) ♠ Q 6 21) ♠ Q 7

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ A 8 2 ♠ K 5 3 ♠ A J 5

Ex. 19) Rise with the queen! If you play low, East will produce 
the nine, 10 or jack. Remember, that West would have led the jack 
from J109, so it is a 0% move to play low. The only chance to get a 
trick with the queen is that West has led from the king.

Ex. 20) The situation is not as clear in this setting. In a no-trump 
contract it will typically be correct to play the queen. If the lead is 
from the ace you still have the K5 stopper if West gains the lead. 
If East gets the lead (the dangerous hand) it does not matter. In a 
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trump contract, where West would rarely underlead the ace, you 
probably do best by playing low. East will often from e.g. A10xx 
take his ace instead of fi nessing the 10, since he cannot see if part-
ner has led from the king.

Ex. 21) Rise with the queen! If West has the king you keep your 
fork with AJ in your hand. If West regains the lead he cannot lead 
the suit without giving you an extra trick with the jack. If East has 
the king he can fi nesse dummy’s queen with a middle card. You 
get your jack, but next time the queen is slaughtered by the king.

 If you also had the nine in your hand, AJ9, you should 
always play low in order to get three tricks whenever West has the 
10 and East the king.

22) ♠ J 5 23) ♠ Q 10 2 24) ♠ Q J 7

 
Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer   

Dummy
Declarer

 ♠ A 9 2 ♠ A 5 4 ♠ 9 6 2

Ex. 22) Your only chance is to try the jack. Especially in a 
notrump contract you can hope for a lead from KQ. Note the dif-
ference compared to example 4, where you had a 3-card suit in 
dummy. When the jack is doubleton you gain nothing from East 
playing an honour at trick one, since the other honour will beat 
the jack.

Ex. 23) If you play low, East can put in a middle card that costs 
the ace. Now you have to guess the next time, whether West has 
the jack or the king. Avoid guessing. Use one of the high cards 
from dummy at trick one. This will guarantee two tricks no mat-
ter which honour is in West’s possession. If it is important for you 
not to lose a fast trick in the suit, you still have to guess whether 
to put in the 10 (the lead is from the jack) or the queen (the lead 
is from the king).

Ex. 24) Play one of the honours! If you play low, you put all 
your money on West holding the 10 (50%). By using the jack at 
trick one (and later the queen) you get a trick whenever West has 
either the king or the ace (75%). This argument is most valid in 
notrump contracts, where West easily can have underled the ace.
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