PRINCIPLES OF CUE BIDDING

Cue bidding and Blackwood are the two great aids to slam bidding. We are dealing with cue bidding first even though we are well aware that most players use Blackwood far more frequently than cue bidding. We start by contrasting them.

A cue bid is a bid in a side suit when it is clear which suit will be trumps. It has two functions.

  Firstly it conveys enthusiasm. The message is ‘I am interested in a slam. How do you feel?’ It needs judgement by the cue bidder, and asks partner to use judgement.

  Secondly it confirms a ‘control’ in the bid suit. That would normally be ‘first round control’, saying that the cue bidder can win the first trick if opponents lead that suit. The cue bidder might hold the ace, or have a void in that suit so that a trump will stop the opponents making further progress. A later cue bid might show ‘second round control’ either the king or a singleton. 

Blackwood has a very different function. It says: ‘I am going to take control of this auction. You must answer my questions and I will take the final decision. Partner’s judgement is deliberately excluded.

In the two auctions below West’s has made a cue bid. In each case we give three hands that West might hold. In only one case is West’s sequence correct. See if you can decide which hand is appropriate in each case. Even more importantly, try to say why the sequence would be inappropriate for the other two hands.

West    East

(a) ♠ A K 9 8 7 3
(b) ♠ K Q J 2
           (c) ♠ A K 9 8 7 3

1♠       3♠

      ♥ J 10

      ♥ Q 8 5

     ♥ A 

4♦


      ♦ A 

      ♦ A Q 2

     ♦ A Q J 6

 


      ♣ A Q J 6                  ♣ K Q 10

     ♣ J 10

With (a) West certainly has reason to generate slam enthusiasm. West’s sights are firmly fixed on a final contract of 6♠. A trump suit is clearly agreed (spades) and a cue bid is appropriate because West is worried about the two losing hearts. West is hoping that East will cue bid 4♥. If East responds with 4♥ then West can happily bid 6♠. Note that West is not really interested in a grand slam because East’s 3♠ limit bid makes it unlikely that East will have enough to cover all of West’s losers.  However most pairs cue bid their cheapest control, so West should bid 4♣ rather than 4♦.

  With (b) a cue bid is totally inappropriate because West has no reason to believe that a slam will be good. Contrast (b) with (a). They both have 19 high card points, but (a) has far more playing strength and far better controls, which as we have seen are vital ingredients in the search for a slam. Note that the proper use of a cue bid only comes after exercising good judgement. With (b) West should bid 4♠ over 3♠.

  How about ©? This is another hand with good playing strength. 4♦ is correct over 3♠. If East bids 4♠ over 4♣, denying first round heart control, West can then continue with 5♥, which really screams for East to bid 6♠ with first or second round club control.

West    East

(d)  ♠ K Q 9 8 6 2
(e)  ♠ K Q 9 8 6 2       (f) ♠ K J 9 7 6

1♠      3♠

      ♥ 9      

      ♥ Q J                        ♥ Q 10 

4♣      4♦

      ♦ Q J                         ♦ 9                           ♦ K J  

4♠                                  ♣ A K Q 10                ♣ A K Q 10               ♣ A K 3 2 

With (d) and (e) West is right to bid 4♣ over 3♠. In each case the hand has sufficient playing strength to justify slam enthusiasm, but in each case there is a red suit with two top losers. If West can obtain reassurance that East has a control in the ‘danger’ suit then West will be justified in taking control with Blackwood.

  With (d) there is no reason for West not to bid 4NT immediately East shows a diamond control.

   With (e) West is pleased to hear 4♦, but that doesn’t placate West’s worry about hearts. West continues with 4♠ to deny first round heart control. Note that East is not forced to bid on over 4♠ with a heart control. We feel that once West has initiated a cue bidding sequence with 4♣ East should feel obliged to co-operate below game level. Thus 4♦ is mandatory if East has the ♦A. However East can use judgement as to whether to proceed beyond game. With an unimpressive ten points East can pass 4♠ even if East has the ♥K. Note that if West wanted to force a heart control out of East at all costs then West could have continued with 5♣ over 4♦. In this respect the hand is different from (c) in the previous auction. Then West was intending to practically force East to bid a slam with a heart control. This hand is not quite so rich in controls. West is making a slam try, but although East will be aware of the value of a heart control, East is not obliged to bid on.

   With (f) West should have bid 4♠ over 3♠. Again the hand does not have the playing strength to make slam likely.

We now need some simple ground rules that will determine when a bid is a cue bid. These will be enlarged upon later. A bid is a cue bid if both of the following conditions apply.

[1]  An eight-card trump fit has been explicitly agreed, by both players bidding it.

[2] The bidding cannot stop below game, so that the issue is game or slam, not part-score or game.

(i)   West  East

(ii)  West  East

(iii)  West  East

       1♠      2♠                             1♠      3♠

                  1♠      2♣

       3♦                               
       4♦

        
       2♦       4♠








                            5♣

In (i) 3♦ is a trial bid, not a cue bid. It asks East to choose between 3♠ and 4♠, helping East to make the decision by stressing that West has length (at least three cards) in diamonds and suggesting that anything that East has that would help avoid diamond losers would be especially useful.

In (ii)  4♦ is a cue bid. Spades is the agreed suit. West has first round control in diamonds.

In (iii)  5♣ is a cue bid. Again spades is the agreed suit.

We also need some rules as to when to cue bid. We saw these principles in action in the hands already considered, but it does no harm to formally list them.

[1]  A cue bid is a show of enthusiasm. Don’t start a cue bidding sequence unless you have good reason to believe that a slam might be present. However, once your partner has started cue bidding you should show a control below game level if you have one. If making a cue bid would carry you above game level you can exercise your judgement.

  Hand (g) demonstrates this principle in action.

(g) West


East


West
East

♠ A Q 9 5 4 3


♠ J 7 6 2

1♠
3♠

♥ 9



♥ K Q 8 6

4♣
4♠

♦ 10



♦ K Q 5 

No

♣ A K Q J 7


♣ 8 3

At first sight West’s hand seems appropriate for Blackwood, particularly in playing a form of Blackwood which would identify the trump king. However West can afford to make the thoughtful bid of 5♣ first. East is obliged to bid a red suit ace below game, so 4♠ denies the ♥A or ♦A. West now dismisses thought of a slam, which is just as well because the five level isn’t safe. 

[2]  A first cue bid in a suit normally shows first round control in the suit. You can bid a second round control if either you have already denied first round control, or if your partner has shown it.

[3] You should normally cue bid your cheapest control, unless you are awaiting a specific response from partner and intending to subsequently take control of the auction.

The principles in [2] and [3] are demonstrated in the next three auctions.

(iv)
West
East

(v)
West
East

(vi)
West
East


1♠
3♠


1♠
3♠


1♠
3♠


4♦
4♠


4♦
4♠


4♦
4♥


Pass



5♣
5♥


5♣
5♦






6♠



5♠


In (iv) 4♦ shows first round diamond control but denies first round club control. East would be obliged to cue bid 4♥ with the ♥A or a void heart, but 4♠ doesn’t necessarily deny first round club control. West passes 4♠, having made a mild slam try.

  In  (v) West is altogether more determined. 5♣ shows second round club control and says that West is still serious about a slam even knowing that East doesn’t have the ♥A. 5♥ denies second round diamond control, but shows the ♥K or a singleton heart. East is obliged to bid 5♥ because this bid doesn’t carry the auction above 5♠. 

  In (vi) 4♦ and 4♥ both show first round controls. 5♣ shows second round club control. (Remember, West has already denied first round club control). 5♦ shows second round diamond control because West’s 4♦ has already promised first round control in the suit. 5♠ denies second round heart control and leaves the decision up to East.

There can be a great deal of subtlety in cue bidding sequences. If you initiate a slam auction by cue bidding you might have either of two purposes in mind.

Firstly you might want to indicate slam interest and then leave it to partner, as in (h) and (i).

(h) West


East


West
East

♠ A Q 9 5 4 3


♠ K J 6 2

1♠
3♠

♥ Q 8



♥ K 9 6 5

4♣
4♦


♦ K Q 3 2


♦ A 10


4♠
4NT

♣ A



♣ 9 4 3

5♥
6♠

After West’s mild slam-try East should not ask where twelve tricks are coming from. East should look at East’s hand again in the context of what the auction has already shown. East has shown eight losers, or 10-12 high card points. West already knows about the ♦A. East’s other cards surely cannot fail to be useful: the king of trumps and a king in a suit where West seems to be lacking control. With East possessing such useful cards in the context of the bidding, if slam is poor then surely West should not have initiated a slam try in the first place. East thoughtfully checks that two aces are not missing with Blackwood and then bids the excellent slam. 

If East is less suitable the auction needn’t go beyond 4♠.

(i) West


East


West
East

♠  A Q 9 5 4 3

♠ J 7 4 2

1♠
3♠

♥ Q 8



♥ J 9 6 4

4♣
4♦

♦ K Q 3 2


♦ A 10


4♠

♣ A



♣ K J 3 



In (i) East dutifully cue bids the ♦A, but over 4♠ has no reason to continue. East’s trumps are poor, the ♣K may be of little value and East doesn’t possess a valuable heart control so East is happy to pass 4♠.

Secondly, you might start a cue bidding sequence with the intention of discovering the presence of a key card with the intention of subsequently taking control of the auction, as in hands (j) and (k).

(j) West


East


West
East

♠  A K 10 9 5 3

♠ Q 7 4 2

1♠
3♠

♥ Q 8



♥ K 9 6 5

4♣
4♦

♦ K Q 3 2


♦ A 10


5♣
6♠

♣ A



♣ J 9 3



In (j) West forces East to show the ♦A and is clearly strongly looking for a heart control. East cannot bid 5♥ because that would show first round control and bearing in mind that West has already denied the ♥A that would not be a good idea. In view of West’s strong bidding East is duty bound to show second round heart control by bidding 6♠

(k) West


East


West
East

♠ A K 10 9 5 3

♠ J 7 4 2

1♠
3♠

♥ Q 8



♥ J 9 6 4

4♣
4♦

♦ K Q 3 2


♦ A 10


5♣
5♠

♣ A



♣ K J 3

No

In (k) West again tries to force East to show a heart control. When East denies the ♥A or ♥K West knows that bidding a slam would be doomed on a heart lead. 

