Slam Bidding   

Successful Slam Bidding

Before bidding a small slam you should feel confident that you have a good chance of making twelve tricks and that your opponents can’t take the first two tricks. The normal requirement for a small slam is 33 HCP, but you can sometimes make a slam with far fewer points if you have shape and your hand has good trumps and controls.

Using 4NT as Blackwood

You can check how many aces your partner has by using the 4NT Blackwood convention. 

With no ace or four aces partner responds 5♣.

With one ace he responds 5♦.

With two aces he responds 5♥.

With three aces he responds 5♠.

After hearing the response to Blackwood you can pick the final contract, or ask how many kings partner has by bidding 5NT.  In response to 5NT:

With no king or four kings partner responds 5♣.

With one king he responds 5♦.

With two kings he responds 5♥.

With three kings he responds 5♠.

Before using 4NT as Blackwood you should know the trump suit.

When you use Blackwood you are taking charge of the auction. Normally partner will answer your questions and accept your decision as to the final contract

What is needed for a slam?

You need approximately 33 HCP for slam if both of your hands are balanced. You don’t necessarily need complicated science to get there.

(a)  West

East



West
East

♠ Q 10 8

♠ A K J


1NT
6NT

♥ Q J 7

♥ A K 6

♦ A Q 6 3

♦ J 10 5

♣ J 10 7

♣ A Q 4 2 

In (a) East has 22 HCP and hears his partner open 1NT. That tells him that the combined partnership has at least 34 HCP. Two aces cannot be missing so East might as well just bid the slam. If either the club finesse or the diamond finesse works this slam will succeed, a 75% chance which is well above the 50% which makes a slam borderline.

(b) West

East



West
East

♠ Q 10 8

♠ A K J


1NT
4NT

♥ Q J 7

♥ A K 6

♦ A Q 6 3

♦ J 10 5

♣ J 10 7

♣ A 5 4 2 

In (b)  East has 20 HCP opposite West’s opening 1NT. East knows that the combined total must be between 32 and 34 HCP. His jump to 4NT is rather like raising 1NT to 2NT: it is a quantitative bid asking West to bid 6NT if maximum. With only 12 HCP West passes. This time the slam is unlikely to make because even if the diamond finesse works there could easily be two club losers. 

**  Remember: You need 33 HCP for a slam if both hands are balanced **

The 33 HCP guideline is not set in stone. It is a reasonable estimate of the number of points needed if both hands are balanced. Where a hand has good shape and a good trump fit you can often make a slam on far fewer points.

(c) West

     East


West
East

♠ Q J 7

♠ -
                1♦        6♦
♥ Q J

♥ A 2

♦ K Q 10 9 5 2
♦ A J 6 4 3

♣ Q 7

♣ A J 8 6 4 2

In (c) East has only 14 HCP but when he hears West open 1♦ he knows of a wonderful fit. He has three aces and a side suit void. This is called having ‘first round control’ in every suit. He also has a club suit that might provide length tricks. Has partner got the vital cards: ♥K: ♦K Q: ♣K Q?  Be honest, East is never going to find out so it is a practical approach to jump to 6♦. 

**   Remember:  Points are only a guide-shape is important too. **

Using Blackwood wisely

Before you bid Blackwood:

1) You should know how strong a hand your partner has. Then you can tell if your combined assets are likely to be enough for a slam. 

2) You should know which suit is going to be trumps.

3) You should be satisfied that your opponents cannot cash the first two tricks in one of the side suits with the ace and king.

4) Normally you should not have a void in a side suit.

For conditions 1) and 2) you might have to wait until you can answer these questions and maybe use Blackwood later in the auction.

For conditions 3) and 4) cue bidding (which you will meet later in this article) may be the best way forward.

(d)  West

      East


 West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6
                 2♣      2♦ 

♥ A K QJ

♥ 9 5                               2♠      3♠

♦  3

♦ A 8 6                            4NT   5♦
♣  2

♣ J 5 4 3                           6♠

In (d) West’s 2♣ is game forcing. East bids 2♦, showing 0-7 points (or maybe as many as 9 HCP if it’s all queens and jacks). West rebids 2♠ and East is delighted to raise to 3♠. Now West bids 4NT, Blackwood to ask how many aces East has. When East shows one ace with the 5♦ response, West jumps to the slam.  

      

(e) West

     East


West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6 
                 2♣      2♦
♥ A K Q J

♥ 9 5 4                           2♠       3♠

♦  3

♦ K Q 6                          4NT    5♣

♣  2

♣ J 5 4                           5♠

In (e) the auction starts exactly the same as in (d), but this time East’s 5♣ response to Blackwood denies an ace, so West signs off in 5♠. 

(f) West


East


West
East

♠ K Q 3 2


♠ A J 10 5 4

2♣
2♠

♥ A Q 3


♥ K 8 6

4NT
5♦
♦ A K Q J


♦ 8 5 2

5NT
6♦
♣ A K



♣ 8 7 


7NT

In (f) East’s 2♠ promises at least eight points and a 5-card or longer spade suit.

West knows that a slam is likely to be excellent. Knowing they have found a spade fit he bids Blackwood 4NT.  East’s 5♦ shows an ace, clearly the ♠A. Now 5NT asks for kings. 6♦ shows one king, clearly the ♥K. Now West can count thirteen tricks. Note that the West’s fourth spade is expected to be a trick because East has at least five spades.

Cue bidding

There is another way of investigating a slam, called Cue Bidding. Look at the start of this sequence:

West
East

1♠
3♠

4♣

What do you think 4♣ means?

West cannot be suggesting that clubs should be trumps because East and West have already agreed that spades will be trumps.

West cannot be asking East whether the right contract should be game or a part score because it is already too late to stop in a spade part score.

West must be investigating whether the right contract should be a game or a slam. It is called a Cue Bid, and shows First Round Control in clubs. That means exactly what it says: West can control the first round of clubs if the defenders lead clubs. Either West can win the trick with the ♣A, or he has a club void and can ruff the first round.

4♣ starts a consulting exercise: East is invited to cue bid if he has first round control in diamonds or hearts, and together they will decide whether or not to bid a slam. Note the important difference between using Blackwood and Cue Bidding. If you use Blackwood you ask questions, hear the answers, and usually make the decisions. You are taking control of the auction. Cue Bidding invites partner’s active co-operation: partner might take the final decision.

(g)  West

      East


West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6
                 2♣      2♦
♥ A K Q J

♥ 9 5 4                           2♠       3♠

♦  K Q

♦ A 8 6 
                 4♣      4♦
♣  -

♣ J 5 4                            7♠

In (g) when East raises 2♠ to 3♠ West knows a slam must be worthwhile, but how about a grand slam? Blackwood is useless because if East has an ace it matters which ace he has! If East has the ♣A it is useless opposite West’s club void. If East has the ♦A West wants to be in the grand slam. West bids 4♣. This cannot be natural because spades have been agreed as trumps. It is a cue bid, showing first round control in clubs: saying that if the defenders lead a club West can win the trick. East cue bids his ♦A and West can now virtually count 13 tricks. 

(h) West

      East


West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6
                 2♣      2♦
♥ A K Q J

♥ 9 5 4                           2♠       3♠

♦  K Q

♦ J 8 6 
                 4♣      4♠

♣  -

♣ K 4 3                           6♠

In (h) East has no ace to cue bid over 4♣ so he just bids 4♠. West knows the ♦A is missing so he settles for 6♠.

**  Remember: If you have a void in a side suit, it is often best to start a cue bidding sequence to find out which ace or aces partner has.  **

When it is obvious that one player either has first round control in a side suit or doesn’t have first round control in that suit then he can cue bid the suit with second round control (the king or a singleton).

(i)  West

      East


West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6                      2♣       2♦
♥ A K Q J

♥ 9 5 4                           2♠       3♠

♦ Q 2

♦ K 8 6 
                 4♣      4♠

♣  -

♣ J 4 3                           5♣       5♦
                                                                             6♠

In (i), when East bids 4♠ over West’s 4♣ cue bid then West knows that East doesn’t have the ♦A. However West is willing to bid the slam if East has the ♦K, so he continues with 5♣. West has already shown first round control in clubs, so 5♣ shows second round control, the ♣K or a singleton club. East has already denied first round control in diamonds by bidding 4♠ (rather than 4♦) over 4♣, so now he shows his second round diamond control with 5♦. 

(j) West

      East


West
East

♠ A K J 7 5 4 3 
♠ 10 9 8 6                      2♣      2♦
♥ A K Q J

♥ 9 5 4                           2♠      3♠

♦  Q 2

♦ 9 8 6                           4♣      4♠

♣  -

♣ K J 3                           5♣      5♠

In (j) East cannot cue bid a second round diamond control over 5♣ so he just signs off in 5♠. West is aware that the defenders can cash the first two diamond tricks so he knows the slam is a poor bet.

**  Remember: If you have two or more cards in a side suit but you have neither the ace nor the king, a cue bidding sequence might help you find out whether or not partner can prevent your opponents cashing two quick tricks. **

A cue bid shows a particular control card, but it is also a show of enthusiasm. Sometimes a player can just make a mild slam suggestion by making a cue bid.

(k) West

      East


West
East

♠ A K 9 6 4 3
♠ Q 10 5 2                     1♠       3♠

♥ Q J 10 3 2
♥ A 7 6                          4♣       4♥
♦ -

♦ 3 2                              6♠

♣  A 2

♣ K J 6 5

In (k), when East raises 1♠ to 3♠ West really hasn’t got enough points to go slam hunting, but he knows that if East has the ♥A the slam is unlikely to be bad. He makes a 4♣ cue bid. When East shows the ♥A West knows that the slam is unlikely to be worse than the heart finesse and might be much better so he ventures 6♠, which turns out to be very easy.
      

(l) West    

      East


West
East

♠ A K 9 6 4 3
♠ Q 10 5 2                     1♠       3♠

♥ Q J 10 3 2
♥ 8 7 6                           4♣      4♦
♦ -

♦ A 2                              4♠

♣  A 2

♣ K J 6 5

In (l) East cue bids 4♦ over West’s 4♣. Hearing about an ace opposite his void is not good news for West so he settles for 4♠. This is just as well because the defenders might well start by cashing the ♥A K and ruffing the third round.

(m)  West

      East


West
East

♠ A K 9 6 4 3
♠ Q J 5 2                       1♠       3♠

♥ Q J 10 3 2
♥ A 7 6                          4♣       4♦
♦ -

♦ A 2                              4♠       5♥
♣  A 2

♣ 8 7 6 5                        6♠

In (m)  the auction starts the same as in the previous hand, but East must keep alert. The sequence suggests his partner is interested in the ♥A so East continues with 5♥ over 4♠. You might reasonably ask: ‘How can East continue over 4♠ with just 11  points when he has already shown 11 points by jumping to 3♠ over 1♠?’ Don’t forget that West knew that East has 10-12 points when he initiated a slam try. East’s hand is as good as it could be so he is justified in co-operating further.


Values for slam

It is worth looking at sequences which will often lead to a slam. 

1) Opener opens 2♣. Responder has a positive response (eight or more points).

2) Opener opens an Acol Two bid. Responder makes a positive response. One of the partnership has a bit to spare. 

3) Opener makes a jump rebid: Responder has a hand which would comfortably have opened the bidding. 

4) Responder makes a jump shift as his first bid.

Often one player has shown his values: the other has values to spare which his partner doesn’t know about. It is this player who must take the initiative.

(n) West

East


West
East

♠ A Q J 6 4 3 
♠ K 5 2
            1♠      2♣

♥ A 7

  
♥ K J 6                      3♠      4NT

♦ K Q 2

♦ A 7 5                      5♥      6♠

♣ 7 2


♣ K Q 4 3

When West rebids 3♠ East knows a slam is likely. It would be silly for East to just bid 4♠ and expect West to do more. East must take the initiative. He uses Blackwood, finds that only one ace is missing, and confidently bids the excellent slam. 

(o) West

East


West
East

♠ A 8 7

♠ K Q                        1♣      2♥
♥ K 10 2

♥ A Q J 6 5 4            4NT    5♦
♦ 3


♦ K Q 2                     6♥
♣ A K Q J 4 2
♣  6 3

Knowing that East has at least 16 points and a powerful heart suit, West is happy that hearts should be trumps and envisages a slam. It is inconceivable that East should have no ace, but West uses Blackwood just in case. 
**  Remember: If you know how strong a hand your partner has but partner doesn’t know how strong you are, it is your responsibility to take the initiative.**

