
Missing Signals – Ed Barnes 

 

Have you noticed how non-bridge players (let's call them "muggles") assume there is much 

gesturing/signalling/cheating that goes on at the bridge table? They get this wrong because they 

don't imagine how much scope the bidding and play give us to communicate legally. Two cards 

can be played in 2 ways. Three cards can be played in 6 ways. 4 cards can be played in 24 ways. 

There are almost TOO MANY chances to "signal" legally. We have no need to use illegal methods. 

Here's a hand from last night's game at the NSWBA: 

 

BD: 11 KQ65 Dlr: S 

 AK87 Vul: None 

 72  

 A82  

A974   T3 

T64   932 

JT4   AKQ865 

J65   K3 

 J82  

 QJ5  

 93  

 QT974  

   

East was on lead against 1NT. I think we all agree on the suit to lead. But which card? 

 

The key thing to note is that East wants partner to lead a club when in. This is known BEFORE the 

opening lead, and so the opening lead can indicate this: Lead the ♦Q - the LOWEST of the 

sequence, to indicate a preference for the LOWEST suit. This kind of signal (a suit-preference 

signal) is commonly employed when giving partner a ruff. It can also be used when asking for one: 

 

Partner leads the ♦2 against 4♠ by South: 

Dummy (North) 
♠J96 
♥AKQ74 
♦J65 
♣42 
   East (you) 
   ♠5432 
   ♥void 
   ♦AK4 
   ♣J87432 
 

It's normal to win the ♦K first. Instead, you can take the ♦A, followed by ♦K and another diamond. 

That's a clear message that you prefer the higher of the non-trump suits. Partner will get the gag, 

especially if she's staring at length in hearts. 

 



A "Smith Peter" is used my many experts but rarely used by club players. I think it's indispensible. 

What is it? When declarer first leads a suit at notrumps, both defender's express their "attitude" to 

the opening lead. High says "I like the lead". Low says "I don't like the lead". 

 

  ♠K742    W N E S 
  ♥T5       P 1♣ 
  ♦AK5     P 1♠ P 1NT 
  ♣QJ32    P 3NT All pass 
♠Q65    ♠J83 
♥A9432   ♥Q876 
♦763    ♦QJ94 
♣K5    ♣94 
  ♠AT9 
  ♥KJ 
  ♦T82 
  ♣AT876 
 

West leads the ♥3 against 3NT by South. West's ♥Q is taken by South's ♥K. A diamond to the ♦A is 

followed by the ♣Q, run around to West, who takes the ♣K. 

 

How is West to know whether a switch is in order? East has had no chance to signal her attitude 

to hearts, nor to spades. With length in hearts, East would like to say to West "I have reason for 

you to continue leading hearts". The only chance to do so has been when declarer led diamonds 

and/or clubs. So that is when the signal must take place. East could play the ♦9 on the first round 

of diamonds - high to encourage the suit of the opening lead. This will give West the 

encouragement required to lay down the ♥A on the next trick, capturing South's ♥J. West will have 

to be careful not to prematurely waste the ♥9 on the following trick, however! That would lead to a 

blockage in the heart suit and 9 tricks for declarer. 


