Take-out Doubles

Sometimes the opponent on your right will open the bidding and you would like to compete but no obvious overcall suggests itself. For example, the opponent opens 1( and you hold

· K Q 9 4

· 2

· A Q 10 8

· Q J 10 9

Of course, you can provide an excellent supporting hand for partner if he were able to make an overcall in any of the other three suits. However, you do not have a good overcall yourself: partner will expect more in whichever suit you chose to overcall in (notably a fifth card), and less in the other suits.

As it is unlikely that you will have a hand suitable to make a penalty double of the opponent’s opening bid at the 1-level, the bid (“double”) may be put to a better use. Conventionally, the double of the opponent’s opening bid is for “take-out”, requesting that partner should respond in his best suit and therefore promising a suitable supporting hand for him whichever suit he may choose to bid.

The strength required for this bid is about that for an opening bid. Again, the quality of the suits and the distribution are vital factors. Consider the following hands (the RHO has opened 1():

(i)
(  K Q 9


(ii)
(  J 3



(iii)
(  J 10 9 8


(  A J 10 7



(  A Q 10 8 4



(  K Q 9 7


(  3




(  4 




(     void


(  K 9 8 5 2



(  K Q J 8 7



(  A J 10 7 5

Hand (i) is a reasonable take-out double. Of course it would be nice to have a fourth card in Spades, but if partner does respond in Spades the roof won’t collapse! And it is preferable to give partner the chance to show the suit in which he would like to compete than to overcall 2( when the suit is not good enough and there may well be a better fit in a major suit.

Hand (ii) is not suitable for a take-out double. It would be fine if partner responded in one of our suits, but if he were to bid Spades (perhaps at a high level – after all, you have promised support for this suit with your double) you could be in trouble. Unless you are playing some special conventional bid to show this sort of hand ( two specific suits when the opponents open) it is better to overcall 1( and hope to perhaps mention the Club suit later if given the chance.

Hand (iii) is a perfectly good double. It may be a minimum opening bid in terms of points, but you have good distribution and excellent support for whichever suit partner responds in – which is exactly what a take-out double promises. You and your partner may be able to compete effectively, either reaching a successful contract or pushing the enemy too high, and your takeout double gives your partner a choice of three suits in which to compete.

Responding to Take-out Doubles

In each of the following examples, the bidding has started:

South
West
North
East










              1(    dble
pass
   ?

The main courses of action open to you, the responder to the double (East), are as follows:

1.
With a weak, featureless hand, bid your best suit at a minimum level.

(a)
(  10 7 4


(b)
(  8 6 4 2


(c)
(  8 6 3


(  J 8 3 2



(  Q 7 6



(  K 6 3 2


(  J 6 4 3



(  6 3




(  5 3 2


(  3 2




(  K 9 5 2



(  9 8 5

With hand (a), respond 2(. This is not a nice hand, but partner has promised support for whichever suit you choose to bid. It would be an awful mistake to pass on the grounds that it will not matter too much if the opponents make 1 Heart doubled. It will matter if they make two or three overtricks at 200 a time, and partner will never forgive you if he has a strong hand where you may even make a contract in Diamonds (e.g. (  A J 9 2  ( void  ( A K Q 7 2  ( A 8 7 5  where 5( is a very good contract and 1 Heart doubled will probably make with two or three overtricks).

Had North bid, the situation would have been different and you could have passed with a clear conscience. 

On Hand (b), although the Clubs are better than the Spades, the best response is, in fact, 1 Spade. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, the bidding remains at a lower level; secondly, the double of an opening bid of 1 of a major strongly suggests at least a 4-card holding in the other major suit (remember this when you have the hand where you are contemplating making a take-out double).

Hand (c) is nasty! However, it would be quite wrong to pass, as there is nothing to suggest that the opponents will not enjoy playing in 1 Heart doubled. A bid of 1 No Trump is also wrong (as we shall see below, this would show some values, which you just don’t have). The best response is 1 Spade: partner will probably hold at least four Spades (see above) and you are not likely to get doubled and beaten badly at the 1-level.

2.
With a stopper in the enemy suit and some values, respond in No Trumps.

(d)
(  J 4



(e)
(  J 9



(f)
(  10 8 6 2


(  K 10 9 3



(  A Q 6



(  K 6 3 2


(  7 6 4 2



(  K 10 7 4



(  Q J 5


(  Q 5 2



(  10 7 3 2



(  7 5

On Hand (d) the natural response is 1NT. This response guarantees some values (probably enough to respond to an opening bid). Without the (Q, the right response would be 2(.

Hand (e) is suitable for a response of 2 No Trumps (partner has promised about opening strength, so this is similar to a response of 2 No Trumps to an opening bid).

On (f), do not respond in no trumps. The heart stop is not very good, and there is an excellent alternative: respond 1(. 
3.
With exceptional strength in the suit that has been doubled, responder to the double may pass (converting the take-out double into a penalty double).

(g)
(  Q 6



(h)
(  6 4 2


(i)
(  8 5 3 2


(  K J 9 7 3



(  Q J 10 9 7 6


(  K Q 10 8 5


(  7 4 2




(  J 3 2



(  5 3 2


(  10 5 2



(  7



(  4

The trump holding in hand (g) is not strong enough for a penalty pass – remember that the hand with the heart suit is sitting over you. Respond 1NT.

Hand (h) is a rare example of a hand that is suitable to make a penalty pass: the trumps are nearly solid and the hand will probably be of little use to partner in any of his suits. Incidentally, should this become the final contact, the doubler should always lead a trump (if he has one) to prevent opener from making his little trumps by ruffing. This type of hand is so rare that you may as well play that responder to the double never passes!
The hearts are quite strong on hand (i), but it would be wrong to pass the double. This hand (unlike the one above) may be very useful to partner in a spade contract: respond 1( .

4.
With fair values (about 7-10 points) make a jump response.

(j)
(  K J 8 7


(k)
(  6 3



(l)
(  J 10 9 7


(  7 6 4




(  7 6 4 2



(  5 4 3 2


(  A 10 8 5



(  Q 2




(  K Q 10 6


(  J 9




(  A K 8 6 3



(  7

Respond 2( on hand (j) and 3( on hand (k). This bid is not forcing, but with better than a minimum double West may proceed.

Hand (l) is weaker in points than usual for a jump response, but the good intermediaries in two suits and the promising distribution makes this a sound 2( response.
Even opposite a fairly limited double (e.g. (  A Q 5 2  (  6  (  A 9 8 7  (  K 10 9 7 ) game is an excellent contract.

5.
With a stronger hand (e.g. about opening strength) either jump to game or cue-bid the enemy suit.

(m)
(  K J 8


(n)

(  A Q 10 7 6 4

(o)
(  K Q J 7 6


(  6 4




(  6 5 2



(  5 3 2


(  A 10 7 3



(  A J 10


(  K J 6


(  K J 6 2



(  6



(  J 6

With hand (m) opposite a take-out double there must be a game somewhere, and the best move is to put the ball back into partner’s court by responding 2(. This is forcing to game (note that some experienced partnerships play the cue-bid as forcing to an agreed level rather than game, but this is best left to more advanced players).

You could bid a direct 4( on hand (n), but the way to start on this hand (which could be in the slam zone) is to respond in the enemy suit with a bid of 2( and then jump in spades.

Hand (o) is a typical response of 4(. Although this is minimum, every card should be useful. Opener has promised opening values and some distribution – an opening bid opposite an opening bid equals a game.

Negative Doubles – Takeout doubles when the opponents have overcalled 
We have already considered the overcall, and what a nuisance it can be to the opponents. Even a simple overcall at the 1-level can seriously inconvenience you. Here is an example:



What a nuisance! You were ready to respond 1( but now what can you bid? A bid of 1NT would promise a stop in spades and you are too weak to bid at the 2-level. But pass seems very timid. 

The solution is to play that a double shows this sort of hand, where the bid you were intending to make has been prevented by the overcall. The double is takeout (sometimes called a negative double). In particular, where there is just one unbid major suit, double promises 4+ cards in that major.

Takeout doubles of an opponent’s overcall are a relatively new idea, but you are far more likely to hold this sort of hand (where you have been inconvenienced by the overcall) than a hand suitable for a penalty double at a low level.

So if we now return to the responding hand which was causing us problems a few moments ago, we now have an easy solution. We double, showing enough points to respond and a 4-card Heart suit. Convenient, isn’t it! It is almost as if the bidding has gone

 1(  -   1(   -   1( (!)

Sometimes you can ignore the overcall and bid normally: 


West   North   East   South

  1(      1(        ?


Negative Doubles: Summary

· When the opponents have overcalled partner’s opening bid with a suit at the 1-level or 2-level, a double is for takeout. It shows values and, sometimes, a specific suit or suits.

· Other responses, such as raises or bids in No Trumps , retain their natural meaning.

· You can no longer make a penalty double, and with the sort of hand that would like to do this you should pass. Opener must remember this, and reopen the bidding with a (takeout) double if at all suitable. Then you may pass for penalties.

· After an overcall of 1NT, doubles are for penalties.
(  6 4 3 


(  A 7 4 2


(  Q 7 5 3


(  Q 2





West    North    East    South





  1(       1(         ?





(  6 4 3 


(  7 4


(  A J 7 3


(  Q 7 3 2





We can raise partner to 2(, just as we would have done without the intervention. 





With the Ace of Hearts instead of the 7 (i.e. 11 points) we would raise to the 3-level.





(  6 4 3 


(  A Q J 4 2


(  5 3


(  A 8 5





A new suit after the overcall is natural and forcing (just as it would be against silent opposition).





With 9+ points and a good suit, East bids 2(.














