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INTRODUCTION



Because we are all familiar with the modern deck of playing cards, a standard deck of Bicycle Rider Back playing cards seems very normal and traditional to most of us. But to people of the past, a deck like this is anything but normal! The reality is that playing cards have undergone a radical transformation since their first beginnings several centuries ago. Our modern playing cards evolved into a deck of fifty-two cards—with four suits in red and black and with two Jokers—by making a journey that took hundreds of years and involved traveling through many countries.
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Let’s survey the history of playing cards, paying close attention to the geographic influences that have helped to shape the modern playing card. Our whirlwind historical tour will begin in the East, under a cloud of uncertainty about the precise origin of playing cards. But from there we’ll make our way to Europe, first to Italy and Spain, then east to Germany, then back west to France, and eventually across the channel to England. Finally, we’ll travel over the ocean to the United States, where the United States Playing Card Company (USPCC) produces modern decks in the form that we now know them.


THE EAST
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The precise origin of playing cards continues to be the subject of debate among scholars, and even the best theories rely more on speculation than proof. There is clear historical evidence that playing cards began to appear in Europe in the late 1300s and early 1400s, but how did they get there? They seem to have come from somewhere in the East and may have been imported to Europe by crusaders or tradesmen. The common consensus is that an early form of playing cards originated somewhere in Asia, and scholars have made links to cards in China, India, Korea, Persia, and Egypt, which may have eventually made their way to Europe. Some scholars believe that playing cards were invented in China during the Tang dynasty, around the ninth century CE. There seems to be evidence of some kinds of rudimentary games involving playing cards (and drinking!) around this time. These early cards included icons representing coins, which also appear as icons on playing cards that appear later in Western Europe. If the scholarship is correct, these early games played in the Tang dynasty would place the origins of playing cards before 1000 CE and suggest that playing cards originated alongside famous tile games like Dominoes and Mah-jongg, which were created around the same time. Some have suggested that playing cards first functioned as play money and represented the stakes used for gambling games, and later they became part of the games themselves.
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Japan, 1700–1730








We cannot be totally sure that playing cards first appeared in the East, though evidence strongly suggests that is the case. Let’s head to Europe and the earliest confirmed reference to playing cards, which is found in a Latin manuscript written by a German monk living in a Swiss monastery.


ITALY AND SPAIN


In a manuscript dated 1377, German monk Johannes from Switzerland mentions the appearance of playing cards and names several different card games that could be played with them. In the 1400s, playing cards often appeared along with dice games in religious sermons as examples of gambling activities that were denounced, and there is clear evidence that a fifty-two-card deck existed and was used during this time. The suits in the first European decks of the fourteenth century were swords, clubs, cups, and coins, and they very likely had their origin in Italy, although some connect these early suits with the cups, coins, swords, and polo sticks found on Egyptian playing cards from the Mamluk period. At any rate, these are the four suits still found in Italian and Spanish playing cards today, and they are sometimes referred to as the Latin suits.


The court cards from late-fourteenth-century Italian decks typically included a mounted King, a seated and crowned Queen, plus a Knave. The Knave is a royal servant, although the character on the card could also represent a prince and would later be called a Jack to avoid confusion with the King. Spanish cards developed somewhat differently, with the court cards depicting a King, a Knight, and a Knave, with no Queens represented. The Spanish packs also didn’t have a 10, and with the absence of 8s and 9s in the national Spanish card game known as Ombre, the typical Spanish deck usually only included forty cards.


The first playing cards in Italy were beautiful, hand-painted luxury items found only among the upper classes. But as card playing became more popular, and methods were developed to produce them more cheaply, playing cards became more widely available. It was only natural that this new product eventually spread west and north, and the next major development in playing card history occurred as a result of their reception in Germany. One historian has described their rapid spread as “an invasion of playing cards,” with soldiers also assisting in their movement across the continent.



GERMANY


To establish themselves as a card-manufacturing nation in their own right, the Germans introduced their own suits to replace those created by the Italians, and these new suits reflected the German interest in rural life: acorns, leaves, hearts, and bells; the latter being hawk bells and a reference to the popular rural pursuit of falconry. The Queen was also eliminated from the German court cards, which instead consisted of a King and two Knaves, an obermann (upper) and untermann (under). Meanwhile, the 2 replaced the Ace as the highest card, to create a forty-eight-card deck.


Custom decks abounded, and suit symbols used in the novelty playing cards from this era include animals, kitchen utensils, and appliances, from frying pans to printers’ inkpads. The standard German suits of acorns, leaves, hearts, and bells were predominant, however, although in nearby Switzerland it was common to see a variation using flowers instead of leaves, and shields instead of hearts. The Germanic suits are still used in parts of Europe today and are indebted to this period of history.


But the real contribution of Germany was their methods of printing playing cards. Using techniques of woodcutting and engraving in wood and copper that were developed as a result of the demand for holy pictures and icons, printers were able to produce playing cards in larger quantities. This led to Germany gaining a dominant role in the playing card trade. Eventually, the new suit symbols adopted by the Germans became even more common throughout Europe than the original Italian ones.
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Germany, 1850








FRANCE


Meanwhile, early in the fifteenth century, the French developed the icons for the four suits that we commonly use today: hearts, spades, diamonds, and clubs, although they were called coeurs, piques, carreaux, and trefles, respectively. It is possible that the clubs (trefles) derive from the acorns and the spades (piques) from the leaves of the German playing cards, but they may also have developed independently. The French also preferred a King, Queen, and Knave as their court cards.


But the real stroke of genius that the French came up with was dividing the four suits into two colors: red and black. Also, using clearer, simplified symbols meant that playing cards could be produced with stencils a hundred times more quickly than using the traditional techniques of woodcutting and engraving. With improved processes in manufacturing and the development of better printing procedures, including Gutenberg’s printing press (1440), the slower and more costly traditional woodcut techniques were replaced with a much more efficient production system. For sheer practical reasons, the Germans lost their earlier dominance in the playing card market as the French decks and their suits spread all over Europe, giving us the card designs that we still use today. Still, it was only when playing cards emigrated to England that a common design really began to dominate the playing card industry.
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France, 1745








ENGLAND


Our journey across the channel actually begins in Belgium, which began exporting massive quantities of cards to England, although soldiers from France may also have helped introduce playing cards to England. Due to heavy taxes in France, some influential card makers emigrated to Belgium, and several card factories and workshops began to appear there. Rouen in particular was an important center of the printing trade. Thousands of decks of Belgian-made playing cards were exported to countries throughout Europe, including England. In view of this, it is no surprise that English card players have virtually always been using the French designs.


But playing cards did not pass through Europe without the English leaving their stamp on them. To begin with, they opted to use the names hearts, spades, diamonds, and clubs to refer to the suits that the French had designated as coeurs, piques, carreaux, and trefles. It is also to the English that we owe the place of honor given to the Ace of spades, which has its roots in taxation laws. The English government passed an act stating that cards could not leave the factory until they had proof that the required tax on all playing cards had been paid. This initially involved hand stamping the Ace of spades, probably because it was the top card in each deck. But to prevent tax evasion, in 1828 it was decided that going forward the Ace of spades had to be purchased from the Commissioners for Stamp Duties, and that it had to be specially printed along with the manufacturer’s name and the amount of duty paid. As a result, the Ace of spades card tended to feature elaborate designs along with the manufacturer’s name. Only in 1862 were approved manufacturers finally allowed to print their own Ace of spades, but the practice of an ornate Ace with the manufacturer’s name was often continued. To this day, it is the one card in a deck that typically gets special treatment and elaborate designs.


The artwork on English court cards appears to have been largely influenced by designs produced in Rouen, which produced large numbers of playing cards for export. They include details such as Kings with crowns, flowing robes, beards, and longish hair; Queens holding flowers and scepters; and Knaves that are clean-shaven, wearing caps, and holding arrows, feathers, or pikes. It was also around this time that double-ended court cards became common (to avoid the need to turn the cards, thereby revealing to your opponent that you had court cards in your hand), and the existing full-length designs were adapted to make them double-ended.
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England, 1770








UNITED STATES


The Americans are late companions on our historical journey, because for a long time they simply relied on imports from England to meet the demand for playing cards. Due to the general public’s preference for goods of English origin, some early American card makers even printed the word London on their Ace of spades, to ensure commercial success.


One major innovation that we owe to the United States is the addition of the Jokers to the standard card deck. The Joker was initially referred to as “the best bower,” which is terminology that originates in the popular trick-taking game of Euchre and refers to the highest trump card. It is an innovation from around 1860 that designated a trump card that beat both the otherwise highest-ranking right bower and left bower. The word euchre may even be an early ancestor of the word Joker. A variation of poker around 1875 is the first recorded instance of the Joker being used as a wild card.


Besides these small changes, America has not contributed any permanent additions to the standard deck of cards, which already enjoy a long and storied history and have become more and more standardized. However, the United States has become important in producing playing cards. Besides the previously-mentioned companies, other well-known names of printers from the late nineteenth century include Samuel Hart and Co. as well as Russell, Morgan and Co., the latter eventually becoming today’s industry giant: the United States Playing Card Company. American manufacturers have been printing special-purpose packs and highly customized decks of playing cards throughout their history, but the USPCC’s Bicycle, Bee, and Tally-Ho brands have become playing card icons.
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The history of playing cards is long and fascinating. What will the future hold for the fate of the humble playing card, and what will be the lasting contribution of our own era to the shape and content of a standard deck? Only time will tell. Meanwhile, you can enjoy a modern deck, knowing that it has striking similarities with the playing cards of fifteenth-century Europe, and that playing cards have been an integral part of life and leisure across the globe for more than six hundred years.
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CLASSIC GAMES



Almost as soon as playing cards were invented, they became a popular way to have fun and pass the time. No matter how old you are or where you’re from, you can always enjoy a good game of cards, either by yourself or with your friends and family.
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Bingo is a classic card game for four or more players of any age. Bingo uses two standard decks of fifty-two playing cards. More decks can be used, depending on the number of players and the amount of space available.


SETUP


Before gameplay can begin, a caller must be selected. Each player draws a random card from a shuffled deck. The player with the lowest card becomes the caller. Ties are broken with repeated drawings. The caller shuffles both decks and then deals five cards, face up, to each player (players can opt to have additional groups of five cards to make the game more like regular Bingo). The remaining cards in the deck stay with the caller.


HOW TO PLAY


The caller then draws cards from the shuffled deck and announces the rank and suit. If a player has that card in their hand, they flip it face down on the table. When a player’s cards are all face down, they shout “Bingo!” and win the round.
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Crazy Eights is a classic game for two or more players of all ages. It is played with a standard deck of fifty-two playing cards. The objective is to earn the fewest points. Once any player reaches 100 points or more, the game ends and the player with the lowest number of points wins.


SETUP


Before gameplay can begin, a dealer must be selected. Each player draws one card from a shuffled deck. The player with the lowest card becomes the dealer. The dealer shuffles the deck and deals five cards, face down and one at a time, to each player. The remaining cards form the stock and are placed in the center of the group. The top card from the stock is flipped over and placed next to the stock. This will form the discard pile. If the first card is an 8, the 8 is placed somewhere in the middle of the stock and a new starter card is flipped over.


HOW TO PLAY


Starting with the person to the left of the dealer, players try to get rid of their cards by placing them on top of the flipped-up card in the center. Players may do so if the card they want to get rid of is the same rank or the same suit as the card on top of the discard pile. Eights are wild, and if a player plays an 8, they must state what suit the 8 will be for the next player.
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If a player cannot place any of their cards on the top card of the discard pile, they must draw cards from the stock until they can do so or they’ve drawn a maximum of five cards.


SCORING


After a player gets rid of all of their cards, the round is over and points are tallied. Cards remaining in players’ hands are counted based on the following point values:




Card Type: Ace


Value: 1 point


Card Type: 2 through 9 (except the 8)


Value: Points correspond to face value


Card Type: 10, Jack, Queen, King


Value: 10 points


Card Type: 8


Value: 50 points





Once any player reaches 100 points or more, gameplay ends and the points are tallied. The player with the lowest number of points is the winner.
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Cribbage is a two-person card game played with a standard deck of fifty-two playing cards. It is a fairly complex game that is best suited for players of advanced skill. The objective of Cribbage is to be the first player to reach 121 points (or 61 points, depending on the version you’re playing). Cards are ranked with Kings high and Aces low. Each numbered card is worth its own value, face cards are worth 10 points, and Aces are worth 1. Unlike other card games, Cribbage is scored on a wooden board with pegs.


SETUP


Each player receives three pegs, which are placed at 0 on the Cribbage board. To decide who becomes the first dealer, the deck is shuffled and then each player selects a random card. The player who draws the lowest-value card becomes the first dealer. The dealer then deals six cards, face down, to each player. Players review their cards and then choose two cards to remove from their hand. These cards are combined and set aside, face down, to form a “crib.”



HOW TO PLAY


Typically, players move two pegs, leapfrogging one in front of the other, around the cribbage board to keep track of the points they earn during play. The third peg can be used to keep track of the number of games each player has won. Players are only able to move their pegs forward on the board by scoring points, which are awarded in the three rounds: pegging, counting, and crib.


PEGGING. In the pegging round, players score points by taking turns laying down their cards. After the crib is formed, the non-dealer shuffles the remaining cards and selects one card randomly, turning it face up. This card is referred to as the starter and is used to help calculate points at the end of play. The starter card is placed to the side as play begins.


Next, the non-dealer plays one card from their hand in front of them (each player’s cards are kept separate). The dealer then plays a card against that card, and so on, until both players are out of cards.


As each person lays down a card, they must announce the running numerical total of the cards that have been played. For instance, if the non-dealer begins with a 7, they must say “Seven” as they lay down their card. If the dealer then lays down a 9, they must say “Sixteen” as they lay down their card, and so on until players reach 31 points total. Once players reach 31 points, the running total reverts to 0 and play continues until each player has played all four cards, at which time points are awarded.
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In the pegging round, the starter card that was drawn at the beginning of play may be used to help both players earn points in the counting round. Points are awarded in the following ways:




• As players continue to announce the running total of cards laid down, they may never exceed a total of 31. If a player reaches 31 exactly, they receive 2 points.








[image: image]









• If a player makes a pair with the card just played, they receive 2 points. If a player makes a three of a kind with the last two cards played, they receive 6 points, and if they make four of a kind with the last three cards played, it is worth 12 points.
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• A run of three or more played cards is worth the total number of cards included in the run. For example, a run of a 2, a 3, a 4, and a 5 is worth 4 points.


• If, at any time during play, a player cannot lay down a card to create a 31 count or less, that player must say “Go,” and their opponent receives 1 point. The opponent continues gameplay if possible, otherwise a new round starts with the player who was unable to play a card.


• Playing the last card of the hand is worth 1 point.


• If either player has any two cards in their hand (including the starter card) that add up to 15, that player scores 2 points.


• If the randomly selected starter card is a Jack, the dealer earns 1 point.
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COUNTING. In the counting round, players score points by making combinations with their existing hand and the randomly selected starter card from the pegging round. The non-dealer goes first in the counting round.


In the counting round, points are awarded in the following ways:




• Each unique combination that adds up to 15 is worth 2 points. This rule applies in both the pegging round (above) and this counting round.


• A run of three or more cards is worth the total number of cards that are included in the run.


• If a player has a pair, they receive 2 points. Three of a kind is worth 6 points, and four of a kind is worth 12 points.


• A four-card flush is worth 4 points; a five-card flush is worth 5 points.


• Having a Jack of the same suit as the randomly selected card is known as a nob. Nobs are worth 1 point.




CRIB. As mentioned before, the two cards discarded by each player at the beginning of each round form the crib. In the crib round, only the dealer is able to access the cards in the crib, and the dealer may use the cards from the crib to earn more points as laid out in the pegging and counting rounds above. The crib hand may not be combined with a player’s original hand. The crib hand may only be combined with the starter card.


After the pegging, counting, and crib rounds are completed, the dealer position rotates, the deck is shuffled, new cards are given, a new random card is selected, and the rounds begin again. The first player to reach 121 points (or 61 points, depending on the version) wins the game.


VARIATIONS


KINGS CRIBBAGE. Invented by Cococo Games, Kings Cribbage is much like a combination between Cribbage and Scrabble. To begin, two to four players select five tiles from a bag of 104 tiles. The tiles are marked with symbols that represent the fourteen card types (Ace, 2, 3, and so on, all the way through King and the Joker). Players then take turns laying down one to five tiles on a Scrabble-like board in hopes of winning points. Points are given by making the same combinations one would make in a classic game of Cribbage. For example, laying down three King tiles would be the same as making a three of a kind combination in Cribbage. The Cribbage point values are the same in Kings Cribbage as well. For example, a four-card flush is worth 4 points.
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CRIBBAGE SOLITAIRE. Cribbage Solitaire, as the name might suggest, is a one-player version of Cribbage. To start, two six-card hands are dealt. Then two cards from each hand are discarded to form the crib. A starter card is selected at random from the remaining deck. Regular play then proceeds based on the rules for basic Cribbage, but with a single player overseeing both hands. The player’s goal is to reach 121 points.




HISTORY OF CRIBBAGE


Cribbage was created by the poet John Suckling in the seventeenth century. Suckling developed Cribbage from the now rarely played game of Noddy, which was invented around the late sixteenth century. The lasting power of Cribbage is undoubtedly due to the fact that since the 1600s, the rules of the game have remained basically the same. The only major change in the game has been the adoption of an initial six-card hand instead of a five-card hand, although most Cribbage players in the UK still adhere to the classic five-card version of the game.
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In addition to a stability in rules, Cribbage has remained a popular game throughout the centuries thanks in part to the Victorian novelist Charles Dickens. Dickens famously depicted the game in his classic novel The Old Curiosity Shop. Dickens also featured the game Beggar My Neighbor (see here) in Great Expectations.
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Devil’s Grip is a grid version of classic Solitaire. This single-player game is played with two standard decks of fifty-two playing cards with the Aces removed, for a total of ninety-six cards. The objective of the game is to build up piles in sequences and to limit the number of cards in your stock.


SETUP


After you remove all of the Aces in your two decks, shuffle the cards and build a grid of eight columns with three cards in each column. All of your cards should be facing up. The remaining cards form the stock and are placed face down at the bottom of the grid.
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HOW TO PLAY


The object of this game is to get rid of cards from the stock by building up piles of cards in a specific sequence. The goal is to have each of the eight piles in the first row stacked in sequences of 2, 5, 8, and Jack, with each sequence formed by four cards of the same suit. In the second row, each pile should be stacked in the order of 3, 6, 9, and Queen, and once again each sequence should be formed using cards of the same suit. Finally, in the third row, each pile should be stacked in the order of 4, 7, 10, and King of the same suit.


This order may seem strange, but it makes sense when you see the order laid out in the final grid. When the game is complete, you should have a three-by-eight grid of cards that looks like this:
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You can switch cards around to get them in position to start building piles.


If you move a card in the grid to build on a pile, the top card of the stock fills the gap in the grid.


If you cannot move any of the cards in the grid, cards from the stock can be dealt in sets of three. You may only use the top card showing. If all of your stock has been dealt, the dealt cards are flipped over to form a new stock.


When no more moves can be played, the game is over and points are tallied.


SCORING. The number of cards you have left in your stock corresponds to the number of points you have earned. Face cards are worth 10 points. For instance, if you end a game with a 9 of diamonds and a Jack of hearts in your stock, you’ve earned 19 points. The closer your score is to 0, the better. And be forewarned: It is exceedingly difficult (and exceedingly rare) to achieve a score of 0.
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Egyptian Rat Screw is a fast-paced, multiple-player game (two to five players is best) that combines chance with agility. It is played with a standard deck of fifty-two playing cards, and the objective of the game is to take possession of all of the cards in the deck through drawing and slapping. This game is especially popular with school-age children and is a summer camp classic.


SETUP


Before gameplay can begin, a dealer must be selected. Each player draws one card from a shuffled deck. The player with the lowest card becomes the dealer. The dealer shuffles the deck and deals all of the cards one at a time to each player, going clockwise. Players may not look at the cards they have been dealt. It is okay for some players to have more cards than others at the game’s outset.


HOW TO PLAY


Starting with the player to the left of the dealer and moving clockwise, players take turns drawing the top card of their deck and placing it face up in a pile in the center of the group. Players must draw cards away from themselves and toward the center of the table so that all players can see the card’s value at the same time.


Players can win all of the cards in the pile and advance in the game via two different methods: face cards and slapping. Whenever a player picks up a pile of cards, the cards must be added to the bottom of the player’s hand and they may not be shuffled.


FACE CARDS. If a player draws an Ace or a face card from their deck, the next player has a given number of chances to also turn up an Ace or a face card; if they cannot, the pile goes to the player on their right. A player’s number of chances to draw an Ace or a face card depends on which card was initially drawn:




• If an Ace is drawn, the next player has four chances to turn over an Ace or a face card.


• If a King is drawn, the next player has three chances.


• If a Queen is drawn, the next player has two chances.


• If a Jack is drawn, the next player has one chance.


• Whoever wins the pile of cards must play the top card of their deck to restart play.




SLAPPING. When any of the following card combinations occur during gameplay, players must slap the pile immediately. Whoever gets their hand down first wins all of the cards in the pile and must then flip over the top card in their hand to restart play:




• Two cards of the same rank are played consecutively.


• The card played is the same rank as the first card of the pile (e.g., one 7 on top of another 7).


• Any combination of King and Queen are played consecutively.


• The number value of the cards played adds up to ten.


• An ascending or descending run of four cards is played.




PENALTY. If a player slaps the pile when no combinations are in effect, they must add two cards to the bottom of the pile.


VARIATION


BEGGAR MY NEIGHBOR. Beggar My Neighbor is a simple card game for two players. Each player receives twenty-six cards from a shuffled deck.


Gameplay begins when one player flips over the top card from their pile and places it in the middle of the playing area. If the card is not an Ace or face card, the other player flips over their top card.


Drawing continues until someone flips over an Ace or face card. When that happens, the next player has a number of chances to also flip over an Ace or face card:


If the card played is an Ace, the next player has four chances.


If the card is a King, the player has three chances.


If the card is a Queen, the player has two chances.


If the card is a Jack, the player has one chance.


If the player cannot draw an Ace or face card within their allotted number of chances, their opponent adds the cards to their own pile. If the player can draw an Ace or face card, then the other player must draw for an Ace or face card of their own. Play continues until one player has all of the cards and wins the game.
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Go Fish, or Authors, is a card game that requires two to five players and a standard deck of fifty-two playing cards. Go Fish is typically described as an easy game that young kids enjoy, but people of all ages can have fun playing it. The objective of Go Fish is to have the most “books,” or four of a kinds, by the end of the game.


SETUP


Before gameplay can begin, a dealer must be selected. Each player draws one card from a shuffled deck. Aces are high and 2s are low. The player with the lowest card is the dealer. The dealer shuffles the cards. The player to the dealer’s immediate right cuts the shuffled deck, and the dealer then passes the cards out face down, clockwise, and one at a time. If fewer than four people are playing, each player receives seven cards. If more than four people are playing, each player receives five cards. The remaining deck is placed face down in the middle of the circle to form the “ocean.”


HOW TO PLAY


The game begins when the player to the left of the dealer “fishes” by asking another player if they have a certain card in their hand (e.g., “Do you have any Queens?”). If the player does have the type of card asked for, they must give the asker all of that type that they possess (e.g., if the player has three Queens, they must give the asker all three cards).


The asker can then continue questioning the same player, or they can move on to question a different player. They may also ask for another type of card, or they can ask for the same type of card they’ve requested previously. If a player does not have the type of card asked for, they say “Go fish,” and the asker picks up the top card from the ocean. The gameplay then moves to the left and the next person fishes for cards.


A player makes a book when they have four of a kind. When a book is made, the player places the four cards face up in a pile in front of them to verify to the other players that they made a book. The game ends when all thirteen books are made. The player with the most books wins. If a player runs out of cards during the game, they may select one from the ocean when it is their turn. If there are no more cards in the ocean, they are out of the game and the number of books they have is final.


VARIATIONS


AUSTRALIAN GO FISH. For Australian Go Fish (which, as one might expect, is predominately played in Australia), books are made from two of a kinds instead of the traditional four of a kinds. With this variation, Jokers can also be used in gameplay.


MINUMAN. Minuman is an Indonesian version of Go Fish and means “drink” in English. For the most part, Minuman is similar to traditional Go Fish with the additional rule that players take a drink from an alcoholic beverage if they must draw from the ocean. When the game is finished, the loser must finish their entire drink if they have not already done so.
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