 ROMAN KEY CARD BLACKWOOD    
If you want to play the widely used modern version of Blackwood, called Roman Key Card Blackwood (RKCB), it is vital that you know which is the trump suit because the king of trumps is given the same status as an ace.

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. 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. 

(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.

  Note that if you use the ‘asking bids at the six level’ described in chapter 9 you would bid 6♦ here to conventionally ask about East’s diamond holding. 

(d) West

East


West
East

♠ A K 9 8 7 5
♠ J 10 4 3 2
2♣
2♦
♥ A


♥ 9 5 4

2♠
3♠
♦ A Q J 10 5
♦ K 9 


4NT
5♣
♣ A


♣ 8 3 2

5♦
6♦






7NT

In auction (d) East doesn’t have the ♠Q, but with 5-card spade support there is almost certainly a 10-card fit so the absence of the ♠Q is unlikely to be a problem. Therefore East decides to show the ♠Q and ♦K.

Hand (e) shows that you can improvise at times:

(e) West

East


West
East

♠ A Q J 10 

♠ K 8 3 

2♣
2♦
♥ A K


♥ Q 5 4 3

3♦
4♦
♦ A K 9 8 7 5
♦ Q 6 2

4NT
5♣
♣ A


♣ 8 3 2

5♥
5NT







7NT

East rightly chooses to support diamonds. The alternative is 3NT, but when you have values opposite partner’s 2♣ opening the hand may well belong at slam level and supporting partner’s suit usually aids the slam hunt. 4NT brings the predictable response that East has no key cards and 5♥ asks about the trump queen. East’s only possible bid seems to be 6♦, because 5♠ would be denying the trump queen and East’s only king is above 6♦. However there is a redundant bid: 5NT. It seems reasonable to use this to show the trump queen and a king that cannot be shown because it is above the trump suit. West can easily count thirteen tricks.

Change the hand slightly and West has a problem. 

(f) West

East


West
East

♠ A Q J 10 2 
♠ 8 5 3 

2♣
2♦
♥ A 


♥ K 5 4 3

3♦
4♦
♦ A K 9 8 7 5
♦ Q 6 2

4NT
5♣
♣ A


♣ 8 3 2

5♥
5NT







6/7♦
In (f) 5NT tells West that East has the ♦K and a major suit king. If that king is the ♠K then a grand slam will be easy. If it is the ♥K then a grand slam will be on a finesse at best. What West does may depend on personality. The worst-case scenario is likely to be (f). An easy entry for the spade finesse is the ♦Q. A second entry may be available if trumps break 2-2. Any number of things could improve the odds: East may have 4 diamonds, or the ♦J, or the ♠9. 

Of course asking whether your partner has the trump queen is rather futile if you hold it yourself, and in this case a 5NT continuation might be more appropriate. Unlike after an ordinary Blackwood 4NT, when 5NT asks for quantity of kings, it is better used to identify which king (or kings) partner holds. In response partner cue bids the lowest king held without bypassing six of the agreed trump suit. This sets in motion a sequence of bids by which each partner cue bids kings below six-of-the-trump-suit.

(g) West

East


West
East

♠ A K Q J 3 2
♠ 10 9 4

2♣
2♦
♥ A Q J

♥ K 8 7

2♠
3♠
♦ A


♦ 9 5 4 3

4NT
5♣
♣ A Q J

♣ K 8 4

5NT
6♣






6♦
6♥






7NT

In (g) West’s 5NT asks East to start cue bidding kings. 6♣ shows the ♣K. West now bids 6♦, superficially showing the ♦K but only really interested in seeing whether or not East can show the ♥K. 6♥ allows West to count thirteen tricks. 

ROPI and DOPI

Note that you can use DOPI and ROPI just as well with Roman Key Card Blackwood as with ordinary Blackwood. If your opponents bid over 4NT:

Double to show 0 or 3 key cards. 

Pass to show 1 or 4 key card.

Bid the cheapest step to show 2 or 5 key cards without the trump queen.

Bid the next step to show 2 or 5 key cards with the trump queen.

Again continuations are as you would expect but there can be ambiguity, for example:

(i)  West

East


       South
West
North
East

♠ 8


♠ A 2




1♥
No
4NT

♥ Q J 7 6 2

♥ A K 10 3 

       5♠
No
No
5NT

♦ A K J 7 

♦ 9


       No
6♦
No
7♥
♣ 9 8 3

♣ A K Q J 10 6
       No
No
No

In hand (i) West passes over 5♠ to show one key card. East now bids 5NT. Is that the next step up, (asking for the trump queen) or the normal 5NT bid asking for kings? It would be a very rare and hard working partnership that would have discussed such a sequence. To put it in perspective: you could probably play bridge every day for the rest of your life and this will not come up! We feel that it should be the ‘next step, so West’s 6♦ shows the ♥Q and the ♦K.

VARIATIONS ON BLACKWOOD

Are you impressed with Roman Key Card Blackwood? We hope so, but it still doesn’t overcome one vital drawback.

  Suppose Clubs are trumps. Any response to 4NT other than 5♣ commits you to a slam. The problem also exists with the red suits: an inconvenient response can carry you above a safe level. This can make you very reluctant to use Blackwood when the agreed suit is a minor. A number of ways of overcoming this have been tried.

[1] The ‘fourteen-thirty’ solution reverses the 5♣ and 5♦ responses to 4NT, so 5♣ shows  1 or 4 key cards, while 5♦ shows 0 or 3 key cards. The ‘fourteen-thirty’ name comes from the fact that the first step is fourteen (one or four), while the second step is thirty (three or none). This is a slight improvement. The point is that it is usually the stronger hand (the hand that can see the playing strength) that uses Blackwood and if that hand has no reason to believe that partner has an ace then maybe if clubs are trumps Blackwood is inappropriate. In practice the ‘1 or 4’ response is undoubtedly more common than the ‘0 or 3’ response so it makes sense to keep that response cheaper.

Hand (j) demonstrates this:

(j) West

East


West

East

♠ K 4 

♠ A Q 8

1♣

3♣
♥ K Q 8 2 

♥ 9


4NT

5♣
♦ A 


♦ Q J 4 3 

No

♣ K Q J 7 5 4
♣ J 10 8 6 2

Without the 1430 version what can West do? 4NT would bring a fatal response of 5♦. Cue bidding wouldn’t help much. If West starts bidding at the three level it will be taken as a no-trump stopper. If West makes an unambiguous cue bid by jumping to 4♦ the auction might develop as in (k). 

(k)   West
East

       1♣      3♣
       4♦
4♠
        ?

West knows the ♥A is missing. 5♣ or 6♣ will depend on who has the ♣A. West still cannot find out without using Blackwood.  

The 1430 version can also help you stay at the five level if the trump queen is missing, particularly if hearts are trumps. 

(l) West

East


West

East

♠ K Q J  

♠ 9 4 2

1♥

3♥
♥ A K 8 4 3

♥ 10 7 5 2

4NT

5♣
♦ A Q J 10

♦ 9 5   

5♦ 

5♥
♣ 9


♣ A K Q 5

No

In auction (l) West is happy to chance 6♥ if East has the ♥Q, knowing it will be at worst on the diamond finesse. West finds out that the ♥Q is missing as well as an ace, making the contract at best on a favourable heart position. Without the 1430 version the response to 4NT would have been 5♦. West would then have needed to bid 5♠ to find out about the ♥Q, which is a waste of time because that commits the partnership to a slam whoever has the ♥Q. 

[2] Some pairs play that if Clubs are agreed then 4♣ is always Blackwood, while if diamonds are agreed then 4♦ is always Blackwood. This is easy enough to play, and keeps the bidding commendably low, but sometimes you want these bids for other purposes. Consider auctions (iv) and (v).

(iv)
West
East

(v)
West
East


1♦
1♠


1♣
1♠

3NT
4♦


2♦
4♣
In (iv) East has introduced spades rather than give immediate support to diamonds because 4♠ may be the correct contract. West’s 3NT rebid shows a strong hand so East’s attention turns to a diamond slam. East needs a way of agreeing diamonds in a forcing auction, but East doesn’t necessarily want to use Blackwood.

  Similarly in auction (v) East may simply want to start a slam hunt in clubs without necessarily using Blackwood.

Despite these theoretical disadvantages the twin merits of simplicity and ‘ease of memory’ lead us to give these methods some cautious recommendation.

EXCLUSION ROMAN KEY CARD BLACKWOOD (OR VOIDWOOD)

Normally you should not attempt to use Blackwood with a side suit void unless you already know whether or not partner has the ace of that suit. The idea of Exclusion Blackwood is that when a trump suit has been agreed a jump to the five level in a suit that has not been previously bid or cue bid shows a void in that suit and asks partner to show key cards, ignoring the ace of that suit. 

(m) West

East


West
East

♠ K Q 9 8 5 4
♠ A J 3 2

1♠
3♠
♥ K Q 8

♥ A J 4 3

5♣
5♠
♦ A K Q 7

♦ 8 3


7♠
♣ -


♣ J 4 3

In (m) 5♣ asks East how many of the four remaining key cards East has after discounting the ♣A. 5♠ (the third step) shows two, which must be the ♠A and ♥A. It also denies the ♠Q.

Continuations after exclusion Blackwood tend to be difficult because of lack of space, but there is no reason why the next non-trump bid up should not ask for the trump queen and side suit kings that can be cue bid below six-of-the-agreed-trump-suit. 

(n) West

East


West
East

♠ K J 9 8 5
 
♠ A Q 10 2

1♠
3♠
♥ A Q 8

♥ K 9 4 3

5♣
5♥
♦ A K Q 7 2

♦ 8 3


5NT
6♥
♣ -


♣ J 4 3

7♠
In (n) 5♥ shows one key card, the ♠A. 5NT asks about the ♠Q. 5♥ shows the ♠Q and ♥K. West can now confidently bid the grand slam.

