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What is Hand and Foot?

Hand and Foot is a North American card game that belongs to the Rummy family. It is most commonly played by four players in partnerships, though it can be played with more or fewer players using slight rule variations. The game uses multiple standard decks of cards—often five or more—with jokers included. Players are dealt two separate piles of cards: a "hand" and a "foot." The goal is to form melds (sets of cards of the same rank), accumulate points, and be the first team or player to go out by playing all the cards from both the hand and the foot piles.

The game combines strategic planning, memory, teamwork (in partner play), and a bit of luck. Though its rules can seem a bit complex at first, Hand and Foot is easy to learn and becomes increasingly engaging with experience.

History and Origins of the Game

The exact origins of Hand and Foot are unclear, but it likely evolved in the United States sometime in the mid-20th century. It appears to be a variant or offshoot of Canasta, a game that rose to popularity in the 1940s. Over time, Hand and Foot developed its own variations and fanbase, especially in social and family settings. Because the rules vary from region to region and even household to household, there’s no single “official” version—but most share a common structure and objective.

Why It’s Popular with Groups and Families 

Hand and Foot’s popularity stems from a few key features:


	
Scalability: The game works well for large groups. With extra decks and tables, multiple people can easily join.

	
Social interaction: Because it’s not overly fast-paced, players can chat and enjoy each other’s company while playing.

	
Strategic play: Players must think critically about when to meld, when to hold cards, and how to support a partner.

	
Accessibility: It appeals to a wide range of ages and skill levels, making it a perfect fit for multi-generational gatherings.



Families and friend groups often make the game a tradition, sometimes passing down house rules or creating scorekeeping quirks that become part of the fun.

Overview of What This Book Will Cover

This guide will walk you through everything you need to know to learn and enjoy Hand and Foot. Topics include:


	A detailed explanation of game setup, cards, and terminology

	Step-by-step instructions for gameplay

	Rules for both casual and competitive play

	Common variations and house rules

	Scoring methods and tips

	Strategies for both beginners and experienced players

	Sample hands and play through examples

	Printable reference sheets and scorecards



Whether you’re learning the game for the first time or looking to sharpen your skills, this book will serve as a clear, practical companion to make Hand and Foot an enjoyable part of your game night tradition.
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​Chapter 1: Game Basics
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Objective of the Game

The main objective of Hand and Foot is to be the first player or team to get rid of all cards in both your “hand” and your “foot” piles by forming valid melds and going out. Along the way, you’ll aim to score as many points as possible by creating melds, picking up bonuses, and minimizing the penalty points of unplayed cards. The game is typically played over several rounds, with the highest-scoring team or player at the end declared the winner.

Recommended Number of Players

Hand and Foot can be played with 2 to 6 players, but it is best enjoyed with 4 players in two partnerships. The game scales easily with more people, provided you have enough decks of cards. Here’s a quick guide:


	2 players: 3 to 4 decks

	3 to 4 players: 4 to 5 decks

	5 to 6 players: 5 to 6 decks



Each player needs two piles of 11 cards: one "hand" and one "foot." Additional decks make sure there are enough cards for everyone and for the draw pile throughout the game.

Required Materials

To play a standard game of Hand and Foot, you’ll need the following:


	
Standard playing cards: Typically 5 decks including jokers. Use more decks for larger groups.

	
Paper and pen or pencil: To keep score.

	
Optional: Pre-printed score sheets for easier tracking of points, rounds, and melds.

	
Flat surface: A table with enough space for draw and discard piles, melds, and player cards.



Overview of Game Flow

Hand and Foot follows a consistent rhythm each round. Here’s a simplified overview of how a round is played:


	Setup
Each player is dealt two piles of 11 cards: one becomes the “hand,” and the other is set aside as the “foot.” Players begin with only the hand. The rest of the cards are placed in the center as the draw pile, and the top card is flipped over to form the discard pile.


	
Turn Structure
On each turn, a player: 
	Draws two cards from the draw pile (or picks up the discard pile if allowed).

	Melds cards (optional if requirements are met).

	Discards one card to end their turn.





	Melding
Players create melds—sets of three or more cards of the same rank. Red threes and wild cards (2s and jokers) have special rules. Each team must make certain required melds (including a "clean" and "dirty" meld) before they can go out.


	Foot Transition
Once a player plays all cards from their hand, they pick up their foot pile and continue playing from it.


	Going Out
A player or team can go out only after completing all required melds, having at least one clean and one dirty meld, and after getting rid of all cards. Going out ends the round.
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