The Cowboy Way
Have you ever wanted to be a cowboy?  I know I did.  They had those cool hats, six shooters on their hips; they got to ride a horse, and always got the pretty girl at the end of the movie!  Well, I never did get to work on a ranch or ride a horse for a living, but I do get to be a cowboy at the bridge table every now and then.

The World Champion 2004 Boston Red Sox were worthy World Series winners.  They will always be remembered as the team that broke the 86 year curse of the Bambino, the one and only Babe Ruth.  For me though I will always remember them for their motto that year, which of course was “Cowboy Up.”  This just meant doing what every cowboy does so well.  Being a hero of course!  Well a baseball player is not the only gamesman that wants to be a hero.  There is not a bridge player alive today that doesn’t want to find that winning bid, opening lead, or winning declarer play and be the hero if only for one brief hand.
To illustrate what I mean by being a cowboy at the bridge table take any fictional hand, for example:


AJ1085
K
Q7
AQJ84

It would be great if we could just open 4S with a good idea that it was where we wanted to play the hand.  In truth though a 4S opening in any seat is just a shot in the dark, and thankfully the game of bridge is more complex and intriguing than that.  Occasionally though we are given the opportunity to “Cowboy Up” and take control with hands like this.  For example:  We open 1S in 3rd seat with this hand and partner now uses Drury* with a bid of 2C.  A direct and simple leap to 4S lands us in the contract we most likely want to play.  But, more importantly it leaves the opening leader guessing as to my hand type and strength.  This just may keep the defense guessing long enough to steal an extra trick or two in the play!
*Drury is a conventional bid of 2C used by passed hands to show invitational values to partners opening bids of 1H or 1S.  Its main intent is to keep the bidding low when partner has opened in 3rd or 4th seat on shaded values.
Some players use both 2C and 2D as Drury to differentiate between hands with 3 card trump support, and ones with 4 or more trump.  For example:


2C with  -  K76   A9864   865   K8


2D with -  K763   A984   865   K8

I have also seen 2C used as a strong or full value Drury and 2D used as a shaded values but “I like my hand” Drury.

I have also seen it used after the opponents have made a takeout double.
Many of today’s top pairs use a Forcing Club, or Precision* based bidding system today.  There are many reasons for this, and perhaps being able to “Cowboy Up” more often than standard bidders is not the main reason it is employed.  The fact remains though, that it offers many more opportunities to leave the defense guessing than players using a Standard American framework.  To illustrate lets take a look at a fairly common situation at a table where the opponents are using a Precision based approach.  You hold:


KJ10864
7
AQ8

K96
Colors are equal and your LHO starts proceedings with 1H and after you partner passes your RHO now bids 4H.  Your RHO has now made a “Cowboy Up” bid and we have no idea what type of hand they have.  Do they have a weak trump rich hand?  Where partner may be looking at something like:


A973

82
    K9732
    J7
Or does RHO have a limited HCP raise such as 72   AK85   K973  QJ6 where your partner is now looking at something like:   



3
Q102
    J9732
   7643
Or do they hold a third or perhaps fourth hand type that justified this action?  We just don’t know so will have to guess!

This is not a fun position to be in!  But only a player using a limited framework for their 1H openings can make a bid of 4H with confidence when holding full opening hand values.  A player making this bid using a Standard American framework would have to be labeled a “Gambling Cowboy”, but remember we want to be the hero, and this approach will occasionally leave us looking a lot like a goat.  And no cowboy wants to look like that!
*A Forcing Club or Precision based bidding system is one where all strong hands; where strong is defined as roughly 16+ HCP are opened 1C and all hands with lesser values are opened in a natural framework with any bid except for 1C.

Its main advantage is that it gives a crisper image of the opening bidders hand type and strength at an earlier stage in the bidding.  This in turn makes it easier and more efficient to identify what your objectives are with a hand at an earlier stage in the bidding.
This is not to say that there are not disadvantages to this approach, but we will leave that discussion for another day.

Let’s take a look at some more situations using a Precision framework where the bidders are able to “Cowboy Up” or make the task of defending as troublesome as it can.


Or


These two examples beautifully illustrate the effectiveness of playing bridge like a cowboy.  Declarer is able to captain the hand to the proper port, while at the same time limiting the amount of information available to the defenders.  To further illustrate the importance of being able to bid hands in this way as often as you can, lets look at a very common situation which highlights one of the disadvantages inherent with Standard American bidding.

And as an added bonus the frequency of hands that we can hide the true nature of our hands from the defenders is not the only advantage available.  Precision often can let players use their creativity by disguising the true hand type from the defenders with a degree of safety that Standard American players do not have. 
You are sitting in 4th seat looking at this average defensive hand:  A73   J84   K1073  942

And the opponents conduct this unobstructed auction:


Your hand again is A73   J84   K1073   942.  There is no reason not to lead your fourth best diamond and hope for the best.  But you have just been had; the whole hand turns out to be:

South’s hand wants to be in either 3NT or 4S opposite his limited partner’s hand.  So he was able to hide his fine diamond suit and the nature of his hand in relative safety as he knew the only targets his partner was going to aim at were 3NT and four of a major.  Just look at how the bidding was at the Standard American table and estimate your score on this hand!

This next scenario is one that most if not all Precision players are aware of, but it is still worth taking a look at.  You are not vulnerable against red opponents and your partner opens 1D.  As you are playing Precision today this shows either an unbalanced hand with 4+ diamonds and 10-15 HCP, or an 11-13 NT.  You are looking at 65, 9652, J97, J864.  It should almost be illegal that a relaxed and confident 1NT call can be made here in relative safety.  As your partner is limited to a good 15 here it will not send up any red flags if you pass any response he makes.  You also have the added security that partner will not be raising you to game as that bid does not exist.  On a good day, and even a lot of average ones this will be what the whole layout looks like:


[image: image1]
Ouch that hurts!

As much fun as it is to be the hero and “Cowboy Up” it is important to remember that every good cowboy has a sidekick whose job it is to assist his cowboy partner in his or her heroic deeds.  Here is a hand where one player took control too early in an effort to “Cowboy Up” and at the other table they made an informative bid which allowed their partner to be the hero, and place the final contract.

You are playing in a Swiss Match and in 1st seat you hold this fine hand:

AQJ75,  K84,  AK74,  8

After you open with 1S, partner pleasantly surprises you with a game-forcing bid of 2H!
Now what?  We could: Take control and “Cowboy up” with old-blackwood which will work really fine a certain percent of the time, or we could choose to be a cooperative partner, with a bid like 3D, which will be the winner if partner is looking at something like, x, A10xxx, QJxxx, KQ.  Or we could just simply splinter to 4C, letting partner know the nature of our hand, and trusting to their judgment.  Notice the difference between the earlier examples given where the player using the “Cowboy up” approach all were in control and had a good idea of where to place the final contract, and this example where 4H, 6H, 6D, 7D, and 7H were all possible landing spots.  Watch what happens in the real world where one player tries too hard to be the hero, and the other one accepts his role as the sidekick leaving all the glory for his partner.
Again our hand is AQJ75,  K84,  AK74,  8 
Meerschaert
Kaplan



Opponent 1
Opponent 2

      1S

    2H



      1S

       2H

      4C*
    4NT



      4NT
       5S
      5D**
    5NT



      5NT
       6C***

      6D****
    7H



      6H

· * Splinter  (Heart support, short clubs)

· ** 0 or 3 Keycards

· *** No outside Kings

· ****  The King of diamonds

Notice how much more information the two players using KC Blackwood had at their disposal. At table one where one player used a splinter, the partner using Blackwood, and making the final decision was looking at:  Axxxx(?), Kxx(?), AKx(?) x, while the premature cowboy was looking at ?, AQxxx, ???, A?.  One player had a pretty reliable look at 12 of their partner’s cards, while the other only knew about 6 of them for sure, the AQ 5th of hearts and the club Ace!  It isn’t hard to realize when looking at this bidding problem in this way, that there are times when we need and want to be the Cowboy.  And a wide range of times where it is best to play the sidekick and help your partner be the hero and place the final contract.  For the curious the 2H bidders hand was:

xx,  AQ10xxxx,  x,  AJx

I know the temptation to be the hero and make life difficult for the opponents is a strong one, but try to fine-tune a sense of when it is the winning course of action, and when it is time to be the side-kick and lend a helping hand.  I guarantee improved results just keeping this in mind.  I would also greatly appreciate hands illustrating effective situations to be the “Cowboy” as well as nice examples of being the ever helpful sidekick!  If you run across either let me know!



North	East	South	West			Here opening bidder needs all he needs to 


Pass	Pass	1C*	Pass			know to place the final contract.  He could


1NT*   Pass     4S/6S   All			have anything!  Good luck to the defense


Pass						finding an opening lead and crafting a 


						defense.


1C  Any 16+ plus


1NT  5 Spades 8-10











North	East	South	West			Here again we have the same idea, opening


		1C*	Pass			leader knows what is coming down in the


1S*	Pass	2H*	Pass			dummy.  But declarer’s hand and hand type


3D*	Pass	4H	All			has been completely hidden from the


Pass						defenders.  He could have anything!





1C  Any 16+


1S  8+ HCP 5+ hearts


2H  requesting more info


3D  0-2 Controls short Diamonds


	


























North	East	South	West			Notice the difference between the auctions


	Pass	1H	Pass			where declarers hand and hand type are 


1S	Pass	2C	Pass			hidden and this one where the defenders are


2S	Pass	2NT	Pass			going to start the defense placing declarer 


3NT   	All Pass				with 5 hearts, 4 clubs, 3 diamonds, 1 spade


						and about 15-18 HCP.  Even if that is not 


						what declarer is looking at it is close enough


						to make the defenders job much easier.


						If it can be defeated it likely will be!
































North	East	South	West


Pass	Pass	1C*	Pass


1H*	Pass	1NT*	Pass


2C*	Pass	2S	Pass


3NT	All Pass


1C  Any 16+


1H 8-11 Balanced


1NT  Any that wants to use NT structure


2C  Stayman


2S  Natural 4+ spades


3NT to play














		Q84   Q762   92   AJ73





A73					     1065


J84					     K1053


K1073					     5


J92					     Q10865





		KJ92   A9   AQJ864   K








		AJ4   K73   Q105   Q752





Q1072						K983


QJ8						A104


A62						K843


A93						K10





		65   9652   J97   J864








