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                 ROMAN KEY CARD BLACKWOOD (RKCB) 

Following a suit auction, many players employ 4NT as an Ace enquiry. Traditionally, the 

responses were: 5C (no Aces); 5D (one Ace); 5H (two Aces); and so on. 

RKCB is a development, and enhancement, of the original 4NT Ace-asking bid. As with the 

original Blackwood, it is used when the partnership is known to be in the slam zone and the 

information required to determine whether a small or even a grand slam can be made is simply 

whether partner is in possession of sufficient of the following ‘key cards’: the four Aces; the King 

of the designated trump suit (treated as a fifth ‘Ace’); the Queen of trumps; and the other three 

Kings.  

Blackwood in its original form, and now RKCB, is greatly over-used. Often the likelihood of slam 

depends on aspects of the two hands which cannot be discovered by this means. Here are 

some important instances when you should NOT use Blackwood in any form: 

1. when partner has not had sufficient opportunity to describe his hand by other means – in 

other words, don’t leap to 4NT too early in the auction; eg 1S – 4NT is just ridiculous. 

2. when you have not adequately described your own hand – in other words, again, bidding 4NT 

too early in the auction; 

3. when your hand contains features that mean Blackwood (or RKCB) cannot tell you what you 

need to know. The most obvious are hands containing a void, or hands in which you have an 

immediate two losers in any one suit. Never employ Blackwood when either of these applies; 

4. never employ Blackwood when the answer to your Ace enquiry, necessarily at the five level, 

may itself take you too high (obviously); 

5. don't employ Blackwood when you do not have a clearly agreed trump suit (although, in case 

of doubt, it is possible to agree that the last naturally bid suit is the trump suit). 

 

4NT, in most versions of this convention, asks partner how many of the 5 ‘Aces’ are in her 

possession - that is to say, including the King of trumps. 

Responses are as follows: 

5C – none or three; 5D – one or four; 5H – two (or very occasionally five), but not the Queen of 

trumps; 5S – two (or five) and the Queen of trumps. 

Because of the gaps within each response, the 4NT bidder should be in no doubt (from the 

auction to date) how many 'Aces' partner is showing. 
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If partner responds 5C/D, you may still wish to know whether she holds the Queen of trumps. 

No problem! The next suit ‘up the line’ that is not the designated trump suit is available as a 

Queen enquiry.  

So, for example, let us say that spades are trumps. In response to 4NT, partner bids 5D. You 

‘know’, from the auction to date, that she has one key card. Does she also have the Queen of 

trumps? You can ask by bidding 5H. Without the Queen, partner makes the potential sign-off of 

5S. With the Queen, she can bid 6S – or something else. 

‘Something’ else’?! Yes indeed. If partner has the trump Queen, she can also, in her response, 

signal the possession of any outside Kings (the King of trumps is already accounted for). One 

popular scheme, in response to the Queen enquiry, is to bid the trump suit at the 6 level with the 

trump Queen but no extra Kings; but to bid ‘on the way’ any suit of which you hold the King; and 

to bid 5NT if you are the proud possessor of two outside Kings, plus, as a prerequisite, the 

Queen of trumps. 

If the response to RKCB is 5H/S, you know if partner has the Queen of trumps. Even if partner 

responds 5C/D, you may not need to ask about the trump Queen because you have it in your 

possession. But you may still wish to know about additional Kings (additional to the trump King, 

which was included in the original response).  

Accordingly, following partner's response to the 4N enquiry, a follow-up bid of 5N asks partner if 

she holds any additional Kings. In response, bid the trump suit at the 6 level with no additional 

Kings; bid any outside King that you possess; and bid 6NT if you are the proud possessor of two 

addional Kings.  
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