ROMAN KEY CARD BLACKWOOD

The idea is that there are five key cards, the four aces and the trump king. Since a slam is at best a 50% chance if two of these key cards are missing, RKCB asks for all five. The responses are described in terms of ‘step responses’. The first ‘step’ is the lowest legal bid, the second ‘step is the next legal bid, etc.

FIRST STEP (5♣)       = 0 or 3 key cards. (If partner cannot tell which, then 4NT was

                                         almost certainly misjudged). 

SECOND STEP (5♦)  = 1 or 4 key cards.

THIRD STEP (5♥)     = 2 or 5 key cards, without the trump queen.

FOURTH STEP (5♠)  = 2 or 5 key cards, with the trump queen.

It is possible to add on two extra steps.

FIFTH STEP  shows an even number of key cards plus a useful void.

SIXTH STEP  shows an odd number of key cards plus a useful void.

If you choose to use these steps you must be satisfied that the void is useful. As we saw in chapter 5, a void in partner’s suit is rarely useful unless you can count enough tricks without using that suit. 

It is also usually undesirable to bid a slam if a key card and the trump queen is missing, or to bid a grand slam with the trump queen missing unless you have at least a ten-card fit, so RKCB allows you to ask for the trump queen also.

After a 5♣ or 5♦ response to 4NT, if the lowest legal bid is the agreed trump suit then it is a sign off. If it is not the trump suit then to make it enquires about the trump queen and side suit kings.

  If the lowest legal bid is the agreed trump suit then the next bid up enquires about the trump queen and side suit kings. 

  For example:

(i)
West
East

(ii)
West
East

(iii)
West
East


1♠
3♠


1♥
3♥


1♥
3♥


4NT
5♦


4NT
5♦


4NT
5♦



5♥



5♥ 



5♠

In auction (i) spades are trumps. 5♦ shows 1 or 4 key cards. 5♥ asks whether East has the ♠Q.

  In auction (ii) hearts are trumps, so 5♥ is a sign-off.

  Therefore in auction (iii) 5♠ asks about the ♥Q.

An enquiry about the trump queen is answered as follows;

FIRST STEP denies the trump queen.

SIX-OF-THE-AGREED-TRUMP-SUIT confirms possession of the trump queen but denies any king that can be shown without bypassing a small slam in the agreed trump suit.

ANY OTHER BID shows the trump queen and the king of the suit bid. Bid the cheaper king if you have two to show. This bid should initiate the cue bidding of kings.

Look at East’s possible continuations in auction (i):

5♠ denies the ♠Q.

6♣/♦/♥ shows the ♠Q and the king in the suit bid.

6♠ shows the ♠Q but denies any side suit king.

Consider the hands below:

(a) West

East


West
East

♠ A K 9 8 7 5

♠ J 10 3 

2♣
2♦

♥ A


♥ Q 5 4 3

2♠
3♠

♦ A Q J 10 5

♦ K 9 8

4NT
5♣

♣ A


♣ 8 3 2

5♦
5♥







6♠

In (a) East chooses to support spades on the second round, a reasonable choice because West is almost certain to hold five spades and spade support will facilitate the subsequent auction. When West hears of spade support West is interested in two cards, the ♠Q and ♦K. West bids 4NT, knowing the answer will be 5♣ because West holds all the aces and the ♠K. 5♦ asks for the ♠Q. 5♥ denies that card. Knowing that East might have raised 2♠ to 3♠ on 3-card support West decides to give up on the grand slam. 

(b) West

East


West
East

♠ A K 9 8 7 5

♠ Q 10 6

2♣
2♦

♥ A


♥ 9 5 4 3

2♠
3♠

♦ A Q J 10 5

♦ K 9 8

4NT
5♣

♣ A


♣ 8 3 2

5♦
6♦







7NT

In (b) 6♦ shows the ♠Q and ♦K, denying the ♣K. Now West can count thirteen tricks

(c) West

East


West
East

♠ A K 9 8 7 5

♠ Q 10 6

2♣
2♦

♥ A


♥ 9 5 4 3

2♠
3♠

♦ A Q J 10 5

♦ K 9 8

4NT
5♣

♣ A


♣ K 3 2

5♦
6♣







6♥
7♠







7NT


In (c) the auction is complicated by the fact that East must show the ♣K, the cheapest king. West makes the clever bid of 6♥ which shows the ♥K. East is deceived but it hardly matters. West can only be looking for the ♦K so East confidently bids the grand slam.

