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Leading Against a No-trump Contract 

A popular lead against no-trump is the fourth highest of your longest suit. You are 

expected to have an honour in the suit when you make this lead. 

Another popular lead is the top of a sequence.  

Which card would you lead from each of the following suits? 

Q J 9 5     Lead the Q 

K 9 7 3     Lead the 3 

J 10 9 7 5     Lead the J 

Q 9 8 5 2     Lead the 5  

 

Third Hand High  (but only as high as necessary) 

“Third hand high” is one of the maxims handed down from the game of whist.  

To-day we would add “but only as high as necessary” because it is correct to play 

the lower of touching honours.  This often gives important information to 

partner.  Playing the Q denies holding the J.  Playing the J denies the 10 but does 

not necessarily indicate that you hold the Q.  You may or may not have it. 

(1)  DUMMY   (2) DUMMY  

 8 5 3    8 5 3  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
K 10 6 4  Q J 2  K 10 6 4  Q 5 2 

 DECLARER    DECLARER  

 A 9 7    A J 7  

 

Play the J, the lower of touching 

honours. In this case, partner will know 

that you have Q because declarer would 

play the Q if he had it.   

  

Play the Q.  Partner will know that you 

do not have the J and therefore that 

declarer must have it. He must wait for 

you to gain entry and lead the suit again. 

 

 

 



 Third-Hand Play Versus No-Trump  Feb., 2017 

2 
 

 

Trapping High Cards 

Sometimes it is necessary to withhold a high card in order to trap a high card in the 

dummy.  The card that is led is shown in bold. 

(3)  DUMMY   (4) DUMMY  

 K 8    Q 7 3  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
J 6 5 4  A 10 7 3  J 9 5 2  A 10 4 

 DECLARER    DECLARER  

 Q 9 2    K 8 6  

 

Play the 10.  The Q will win, but this 

will be the only trick that the opponents 

win in this suit.  If you play the A, the 

opponents will win both the K and Q. 

  

Play the 10 and preserve your A to 

capture the Q.  You will have to be 

patient and wait for your partner to lead 

the suit when he gains entry. 

 

 

(4)  DUMMY   (5) DUMMY  

 K 8     8 5 4  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
J 10 9 4  A 7 5 3  Q J 9 7  A 6 3 

 DECLARER    DECLARER  

 Q 6 2    K 10 2  

 

Play the 7 to encourage partner. 

Otherwise he may not know that you 

have the A.  The Q will win, but this will 

be the only trick that the opponents win 

in this suit.  If you play the A, the 

opponents will win both the K and Q. 

  

Play the A.  There is no point in 

withholding a high card if you are not 

trapping an honour in the dummy.  Next 

lead the 6, trapping declarer’s 10. 

Declarer will win only one card in this 

suit. 
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The Rule of Eleven 

The rule of eleven is used when the third hand has reason to believe that his partner 

has led the fourth highest card of his (best) suit.  This usually (but not always) 

occurs in no-trump contracts and is a legacy from the game of whist. 

Suppose that your partner leads  6  of his suit. 

1. Subtract 6 from eleven to determine the number of cards in the other three 

hands that are higher than 6.  In this case, the answer is 5. 

2. Count the number of cards in the dummy and in your own hand that are 

higher than 6. 

3. Subtract to determine the number of cards in declarer’s hand that are higher 

than 6. 

 

 

(5)  DUMMY   (6) DUMMY  

 Q 10 4    A 10 4  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
6  K 9 5  2  J 5 3 

 

11- 6 = 5.  There are five cards higher 

than the 6 in the other three hands.  You 

can see two in the dummy and two in 

your own hand.  Therefore, declarer has 

only one card higher than the 6.              

5 – 4 = 1 

  

11 – 2 = 9.  There are nine cards higher 

than the 2 in the other three hands.  You 

can see three in the dummy and three in 

your own hand.  Thus declarer has three 

cards higher than the 2.        9 – 6 = 3 

Note:  If partner leads the 2, he does not have more than four cards in the suit. 
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Applying the Rule of Eleven 

The examples below show the card that has been led against a no-trump contract.  

You are third hand.    Which card do you play in each example? 

 

(7)  DUMMY   (8) DUMMY  

 8 7 5    K 7 3  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
4  Q 9 2  6  A J 4 2 

 

Declarer has two cards higher than the 4.  

One of them might be the J or 10.  You 

must play the Q, forcing a higher 

honour.  When you regain the lead, you 

can lead the 9, possibly trapping an 

honour in declarer’s hand.  

  

Declarer has only one card higher than 

the six.  Play the J.  If declarer has the Q, 

you can’t stop him from winning a trick.   

But if partner has the Q, your J will win.  

In either case, you must wait for partner 

to lead the suit again to trap the K. 

 

(9)  DUMMY   (10) DUMMY  

 K 5 3    A  9  4  

PARTNER            

4 

   YOU  PARTNER 

 

   YOU 

 
7  A J 9 2  8  K  Q  7  3 

 
 

The rule of eleven tells you that declarer 

has no card higher than the seven.  Play 

the 2.  Partner may be surprised when 

the seven wins the trick but will surely 

continue the suit. 

  

What is going on here?  Clearly, partner 

is not leading his fourth highest card.  

Win the Q and switch to another suit.  

Declarer must have both J and 10. 
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