Dear Jerry: Is it a good idea to lead
an ace against a suit contract?

—K. R., Oklahoma City, OK

Dear K.R.: There are some valid

reasons for leading an ace:

1. To make sure we get a trick with
it before declarer can discard any
losers in the suit.

2. To get a signal from partner on
whether or not to continue lead-
ing the suit.

3. To take a look at the dummy so
we can decide what to do next.

Despite these advantages, there
are usually more important reasons
for not leading an ace:

1. An ace is the most powerful card
in the suit. Once it’s gone, we’ve
given up control over the suit.

2. An ace should ideally be used to
capture an opponent’s king or
queen, not just low cards.

3. An ace may be useful as an entry
to our hand to take winners
established in other suits.

Suppose we are on lead as West
with this hand after the opponents
have reached 44 with this auction:

WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH
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Pass  Pass

4952
YA107
K972
$®A05
With no help from the auction, it’s
tempting to lead one of our aces to
take a look at the dummy and see
what to do next. If we don’t want to
lead an ace, we might consider
leading a trump since that is unlikely
to give away a trick—a passive lead.
However, my preference in such
situations is to be aggressive, trying
to establish winners for our side
before declarer can establish
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enough tricks to make the contract.
The aggressive lead from this hand
is a diamond, away from our ¢K,
hoping partner has some help in the
suit. The compete deal might be
something like this:
NORTH (DummY)
A Q106
YQs54
®3865
S KJISO6
EAsT
&3
¥J9832
¢QJ3
& 10742
SOUTH (DECLARER)
& AKJIB74
YKb6
®A104
% Q3

If we lead the YA, our partner
will give a discouraging signal, and
looking at the dummy, we’ll likely
switch to a diamond. However, it’s
too late. Our lead has set up both the
YK and ¥Q as winners. On
dummy’s YQ, declarer can discard a
diamond loser. We get only the YA,
%A, and one diamond trick.

Leading the %A is no better. We
establish declarer’s remaining clubs
as winners, and declarer can discard
both the diamond losers on dummy’s
clubs after the trumps are drawn,
making an overtrick.

A trump lead gives declarer the
timing to set up a club winner in
the dummy on which to discard a
diamond. That’s often the case. Given
enough time, declarer will usually
have the resources to establish the
tricks needed to make the contract.

So the only lead to defeat 44 is a
diamond. We are lucky to find partner
with enough help in the suit to
establish two diamond winners
while we still hold the YA and %A
Still, fortune tends to favor the brave.
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Although we should avoid leading
an unsupported ace against a suit
contract, the same is not true when
holding the ace and king in a suit.
As Barry Crane, the leading master-
point winner of his day, once said,
“When God deals you the ace-king of
a suit, you don’t have a lead problem.”
If we lead the ace, we get to see the
dummy and still have the king left
to keep control of the suit.

WEST NORTH EAST SOUTH

1
Pass 44
Pass

Pass 34
Pass  Pass
& 94
YAK9
Q1085
Q1085
Again no help from the auction, and
we have to choose a lead. Instead of
guessing whether to lead a club or a
diamond, it is clearly best to start
with the YA, to get a look at dummy
and see what partner has to say.
NORTH (DUMMY)

dJg852
YQi3
® AKG6
S 064
WEST EAsT
& 04 & 10
V®K9 Y106542
Q1085 ¢ 7432
% Q1085 S AT2
SOUTH (DECLARER)
MAKQ763
¥vJg
®J9
S KJ3

When dummy comes down and
partner makes a discouraging signal
in hearts, it becomes clear to switch
to a club. We establish two club
winners before declarer can set up
dummy’s ¥Q as a winner on which
to discard a club.

So lead an ace...when you have
the king to back it up! -JH 3
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