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Strategy 
 

“The most dangerous strategy is to jump a chasm in two leaps” 
- Benjamin Disraeli 

 
 
As in sports or war, strategy in 42 can mean the difference between winning and 
losing. However, you will find that during the course of a game, the pace will be too 
fast for a comprehensive analysis using the points in this chapter (and, would be 
considered discourteous). That is why you should study them so as to understand 
how they work, and learn to recognize patterns that point to certain strategic plays. 
This way you can react quickly as play progresses. 
 
Strategy in 42 covers three areas; 1) analyzing your hand and making the 
appropriate bid, 2) offensive strategy, and 3) defensive strategy. We will cover these 

three areas of the game plus the variations strategy in this chapter. We will then 
conclude this chapter with Advanced Strategy. 
 

Bidding 
 
The first strategy in bidding is to do what you can to gain the bid. The reason for 

this is that bidders statistically have the advantage in winning the hand as they are 
in control and can make choices. The defenders must always react. A strong trump 
hand in your opponent’s possession becomes useless if he does not get the bid to 
play it! However, bidding intelligently is the key, as reckless bidding will skew the 
advantage to the defensive team. Hence, the bidding strategies in this section are 
the first steps to winning the hand. 
 
Before we inspect positional bidding strategies, it is helpful to define the four types 
of hands a player may have in his possession. These hand definitions are very 
critical to understanding biding strategy, so be sure to realistically assess your drawn 
hand. They are: 
 

 ‘Junk’ hand – a hand with few high dominos, few consecutives of a suit, 
no counters, etc. 

 ‘Helper’ hand – a hand with inadequate dominos that can make a playable 
trump suit, but can have a number of counters, and one or two doubles. 

 ‘Average Trump’ hand – a hand with a minimum of 3 dominos including the 
double and next highest of a trump suit, one or two doubles and a counter 
or two. 

 ‘Strong Trump’ hand – a hand with at least the top 3 high in the trump suit, 
and at least 2 doubles including the double 6 and-or double 5, and no more 
than 1 or 2 ‘offs’ - those offs only able to draw a 5 counter. 

 
Bidding strategy is very dependent upon your playing position in the hand. That is, 
bid position strategy varies from the first through the fourth bidder. The following 
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analysis is from the perspective of each of these four bidding positions (Basic 42 
only): 
 

First or Opening Position – 

 

 The opening bid position has the only opportunity to always be able to bid 

30. First, you must realize that your hand plus your partners plus the odds 
of how the dominos fall, makes it very possible that you can make a 30 bid 
(you can loose 2 tricks with 5 pointers each or 2 tricks – one with a 10 
pointer and still make 30). However, a bid of 31 reduces the odds 
somewhat. The opening bidder is in position to affect all subsequent 
positions’ bidding strategy, even his partner’s.  

 
Now, let’s analyze this position from the perspective of the four hands defined 
above. 

 
If you have a…. 

 
Junk Hand 
Action: 

Pass and hope your partner can carry the mail (unless Nello is allowed for 
any player, then look closely!). 
 

Helper Hand 
 Action: 

You should probably pass as you can go set with free counters in your 
hand and no trumps. If your partner has a biddable hand, then you are in 
a good position to help him. If one of your opponents gets the bid, you may 
have an opportunity to set him. 
 

Note: It is important, if you are in bidding position one, to not open a bid of 30 on a 
marginal hand such as the two previous ones. The reason for this is that your bid of 
30 raises the minimum bid to 31 that your partner has to bid (assuming the opponents 
are passing). He may have a slightly better hand than you, i.e. a 30 bid hand that 
could be attainable, but not a 31 hand. There should be a tacit understanding 
between the two of you that the partner occupying Bidder 3 should be the one to bid 
on marginal hands if required. 

 
Average Trump Hand 
Action: 

You should bid 31 or higher with consideration of what you can loose and 
still make bid. This action signals your partner that you have a playable 
hand. Unless he has a very strong hand he will normally let you have it 
unless he is afraid to let Bidder 4 overbid you. If Bidder 2 overbids you, 
then Bidder 3 should bid his hand and take his chances with Bidder 4. 
 

Strong Trump Hand 
Action: 

With a very strong hand like this you should bid at least 36. This makes 
any following bidder with a higher bid eligible to go set by losing a 5 count 
trick. Many players bid a mark on a strong hand. Either bid signals your 
partner that he should let you run with the hand. 
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Second Position –  

 
The second bid position has to respond to what the opening bidder does. If that 
player passes, then in essence, Bidder 2 becomes Bidder 1 and the above choices 
can generally apply. The only exception is now there is only one opposing player to 
contend with. This throws the team advantage to your team 2-1 (from above, Bidder 
1 will have a junk or helper hand). In this case, you should consider an opening bid 
of 30 even on a hand that is not as strong as you would like, thus forcing player 3 to 
bid 31 if he wants the bid, and if he does, you have your partner as a last chance to 
obtain bid. 
 
Third Position –  

 
The third position (partner to opening bidder), is unique with a lot of choices to 
respond to. The following are some scenarios that will be faced by Bidder 3: 
 
 Condition 

Partner (Bidder 1) opens with a 30 bid and Bidder 2 passes. 
Action: 

From above, Bidder 3 knows that his partner has an average hand and 
also knows that Bidder 2 has a junk-helper-setting hand. If your hand is 
above average, then you might want to up the bid to 31 so as to force 
Bidder 4 to bid at least 32 to get the bid. 

Condition 
Bidder 1 passes, Bidder 2 opens with a 30 bid. 

Action: 
This scenario tells you your partner has either a junk or helper hand. If you 
have a strong trump hand, but are fairly void in counters, then the odds 
may indicate he has a helper hand. Of course, Bidder 2 or 4 may have a 
lot of counters, but if Bidder 2 did he would probably bid higher than 30 so 
as to gain the bid. That leaves Bidder 4 who may have a lot of counters. If 
he does, then he would probably not have a strong trump hand to up both 
Bidder 2’s bid and yours. In this case, you should bid 31 or higher if your 
hand supports it. If Bidder 4 bids above this, then your partner has the 
count and Bidder 4 has a very strong hand and has a good chance to 
make his bid. 

Condition 
Bidders 1 and 2 pass. 

Action: 
There are several possibilities with this condition – both players have junk 
hands, or one has a junk hand and the other a helper hand. Both could 
have helper hands but the count may not be enough to go around, 
especially if you have a counter. Since this masks what your partner may 
have, you may be on your own, so bid accordingly. Remember though that 
you do not want Bidder 4 to get the bid cheap, so if your hand supports it, 
make the bid higher than 30. 

Condition 
Bidder 1 opens with a higher bid (31 or higher). 

Action: 
If you have a helper hand, then do not bid. If Bidder 2 ups your partner’s 
bid, then you may opt to up his bid, but the chance that Bidder 4 may have 
a setting hand still exists. However, there may not be much to loose as 
Bidder 2 apparently has a fairly strong hand to up the strong opening bid. 


