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Play and Win Mah-jong


David Pritchard




Introduction


The first impression many people have of mah-jong is of a game of mysterious ritual and inscrutable rules. The illusion is quickly shattered with familiarity. Mah-jong, the Game of the Four Winds, also called Sparrow, is a game for everyone, from young children to serious-minded adults. Mah-jong is easy to learn and a pleasure to play, although, like many other table games, mastery comes only after long experience. The visual appeal of mah-jong, with its exotic designs and euphonious jargon, cannot be disputed, and there is a seductive pleasure in the manipulation of the tiles. Anyone who has travelled in the East will be familiar with the relentless clicking emanating from house after house in street after street. Many are captivated by the game’s oriental trappings, not all of which, it must be admitted, originated in the East. But perhaps the most pleasing, if least obvious, feature of the game is its simplicity.


Mah-jong has many similarities with the card game rummy, and if you know how to play rummy you already know half the rules of mah-jong. But the similarities are deceptive, for at heart the games are very different. In mah-jong, players compete as individuals so the game mercifully lacks the recriminations common to partnership games. Also a weak mah-jong hand can be quickly transformed into a good one, thus sustaining the interest. Add to this the sense of anticipation that persists throughout the game, and it is hardly surprising that many people find it highly addictive. Chance plays a large element in mah-jong, so it goes almost without saying that winning should be treated with modesty and failure without guilt or regret.


Mah-jong originated in China about a century ago, but, like other games whose origins are obscure, many absurd claims have been made for its antiquity. In its homeland it is arguably a national pastime not totally unconnected with the oriental passion for gambling. It is also immensely popular in those countries with cultural links to China as well as, predictably, in Chinese communities everywhere.


You may have come across mah-jong under another name — R.F. Foster, a leading authority on the game, listed 21 of these. In large part this is due to the many Chinese dialects and to a lesser extent to Western businessmen who early on sought to trademark the sets they imported. The different names for the game, however, are no more than academic. What really matters are the rules and here also there is division. One commentator has exclaimed: ‘Will the real Mah Jong rules please stand up?’ Alas, there are no ‘real rules’ to stand up, for they depend largely on where you live and whom you play with. There is a joke going the rounds in China that Taiwan will never be reunited with the motherland because they will not be able to agree on the rules of mah-jong. The game described here, however, is the original game as played in China in the early years of the last century and described in detail by A.D. Millington in his authoritative work The Complete Book of Mah-Jongg (1977).


The many variations on the original game can be attributed to the lack of an international authority to codify the rules. But the diversity of rules is perhaps something of the game’s charm, for it offers a selection of variant games that appeal to different tastes. The two main branches are American and Japanese mah-jong, both described later, although here again there are variants, as indeed there are in the Chinese game. Before 1998 there was little conformity in China, despite an attempt to impose a uniform structure, as the rules were commonly passed on by word of mouth from generation to generation. However, it will comfort you to know that the differences between the various forms of the game are confined to details. In 1998 the State Sports Commission of China officially recognized mah-jong as a sport and, following a consultative period, introduced the Chinese Official International Rules, which are now the standard rules for championships in China and many other regions around the world.


In the East the sexes are usually segregated by choice. The game is not widely played in Europe, at least in an organized form, but in America mah-jong is overwhelmingly played by women. The West quickly took to mah-jong. A craze for the game hit Britain in the early to mid-1920s, a craze that has probably never been equalled by any game before or since. The Times ran leaders couched in mah-jong terms, the chief barman of the Savoy created a mah-jong cocktail for his customers, and instruction books rolled off the presses in profusion. But perhaps the most dramatic evidence of the popularity of the game is that in 1923 mah-jong sets outsold radios in Britain, although they were in the same price range and the radio was the principal source of home entertainment at the time. Interest in the game then fell away with the introduction of contract bridge, but perhaps more particularly because of the many embellishments that were added to the rules at that time, causing confusion and eventually disillusion. One of the reasons for the divergence of rules in the West, and particularly in America, was the argument that the origins of mah-jong were based on an alien and little-understood psychology and needed adjustment to Western ways to satisfy the market. In the transformation, unfortunately, the inner harmony of the Chinese game was largely lost.


You are, of course, free to choose which rules you please, subject, one supposes, to the agreement of your playing partners. You can stay with the Chinese game or elect to play one or other of the versions described later. Indeed, there is nothing to stop you introducing what are called ‘table rules’, homespun amendments that take your fancy. In particular, I would recommend that if you are engaged in a purely social game you relax the penalties for rule infringements.


Sooner or later you may want to buy a mah-jong set. The purchase will be a once-in-a-lifetime expense as, even with ordinary care, a modern set is likely to outlast its owner. Choice is a matter of personal taste. Mah-jong sets have always tended to vary slightly from manufacturer to manufacturer, both in design and sometimes in content, so it is worth shopping around for a set that pleases you. Modern sets today are commonly of acrylic or plastic but they can vary considerably from relatively cheap sets of basic design and lurid colours to those of more intricate design and of superior quality. Plastic tiles have the advantage of being of uniform colour and easy to clean. If you can afford one, an antique set carved in ivory or bone by an individual craftsman and backed by bamboo may tempt you and can be a source of lasting pleasure. These early mah-jong sets, still commonly found in auctions, were often sold in cabinets, lacquered in the Chinese style. But both bone and ivory discolour with time and, in addition, old sets may contain chipped tiles. Be warned: sharp players can turn these imperfections to their advantage! If, on the other hand, you consider a mah-jong set an unwarranted expense, there is fortunately a much cheaper alternative – mah-jong cards.


The game in Britain remains largely confined to the family or social circle. There are few clubs where mah-jong is played and these tend to have a short life. But you need not lack opponents as there are many sites on the Internet devoted to the game (Chapter 15, Mah-jong on computers and the Internet, lists a good number) and, if you cannot make up a four at home (the ideal number), there is a good choice of software opponents. You can even buy an electronic set to reduce your labours, although these are not very popular as they eliminate the sound of the tiles, an aural pleasure for most players.


This book remains heavily indebted to Peter Blommers for his meticulous proofreading and wise advice.
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The mah-jong set
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  The mah-jong tiles


•  About scoring sticks and their markings


•  About useful accessories.
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A mah-jong set comprises a basic set of 136 tiles that are common to all variations of the game. A set may, and probably will, also include bonus tiles and/or jokers. These are liable to vary from country to country and even from manufacturer to manufacturer, both in content and design. There are also a few accessories which may or may not be included with the set.


Modern sets are usually of plastic. Plastic tiles have the advantage of being relatively cheap. Even with modest care, a set will last a lifetime. Early mah-jong sets were often sold in handsome mahogany or rosewood cabinets. The tiles were of ivory or bone, sometimes of wood, all of which tended to discolour with time. The ivory and bone sets were often dovetailed into a bamboo back. These old sets are today collectors’ items and command good prices in fine condition.


Mah-jong tiles, sometimes called cards or bricks, measure approximately 30 mm × 23 mm × 15 mm. Tile designs tend to be in primary colours, usually blue or black, green and red, on a white background. The reverse of the tiles, similar to the reverse of playing cards, is uniform, and is often of bamboo or coloured plastic.


The basic set


The basic set is made up of three suits, each of nine different tiles. In addition, there are two sets of honour tiles, one of four designs, the other of three, a total of 34 distinct tiles. There are four identical tiles of each design making a total of 136 tiles.


The three suits are bamboos, characters and circles. They correspond approximately to the suits in playing cards. In sets destined for the Western market they carry Arabic numerals to assist in identification – an innovation claimed for Joseph Babcock who took the game to America, but more likely the inspiration of an unknown benefactor who introduced the indices for the benefit of players in expatriate clubs in the foreign concessions and treaty ports of China, and particularly Shanghai, around the turn of the twentieth century. The numerals are omitted on Chinese sets. Mah-jong, like most games that have achieved a wide popularity, has predictably acquired a vocabulary of slang expressions.
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Bamboo tiles are numbered from 1 to 9. The 1 of bamboos is a curiosity. It is usually represented by a sparrow or rice-bird, or rarely some other bird, but it can also be a bamboo shoot which looks a bit like a pineapple. The 1 of bamboos, commonly known as the Cocky-Olly bird, although no one seems to know why, is easily confused with one or other of the bonus tiles (see below). The 2s are used as jokers by some players but this is not recommended. The 6 can be mistaken for a 9 by the unwary, and vice versa. The 8 of bamboos is familiarly known as ‘gates’. Examine the tile and you will see why. The bamboo sticks on the 2, 3, 4, 6 and 8 tiles are uniquely coloured green. The other values, 5, 7, 9, apart from the 1 of bamboos, which is normally multicoloured, have one or more bamboo sticks in red and are therefore sometimes known as ‘red bamboos’. The colours have implications for the game. The suit is sometimes referred to as ‘sticks’, ‘boos’ or ‘bams’.
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Circle tiles are numbered from 1 to 9. In popular parlance, the suit is called by a number of names: balls, buttons, cakes, cash, coins, dots and rings (take your pick!). The 1 of circles is known as the ‘Moon of China’, or more vulgarly as ‘soup plate’. The 8 of circles is similarly known as the ‘dinner service’. The 2 of circles is the ‘snake’s eyes’.
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Character tiles are numbered from 1 to 9. The upper ideographs are the Chinese numbers from 1 to 9; the lower ideograph, common to all the character tiles, is the Chinese word won or wan, meaning ‘myriad’ or ‘10,000’. Thus the 7 of characters, for example, is ‘70,000’. If a Chinese set (without indices) is in use, it is important to recognize the different numbers. The suit is sometimes known as cracks or actors. The 8 of characters is familiarly called the ‘high jump’.


The 2s to 8s of each suit are known as simples:
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Although simples are numbered, they have no ranking, so, for example, a 2 of bamboos is equal in all respects to an 8 of circles.


The 1s and 9s of each suit are known as terminals. They are sometimes called the ‘old head’ tiles. The 1s and 9s are of equal value.
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The dragons and the winds are known as honour tiles. There are four of each denomination.


There are three dragons: green, red and white. They are all of equal value.
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The green and red dragons display Chinese ideographs. These tiles are easy to distinguish as they are invariably coloured green and red, respectively. The green dragon is associated with the East and is sometimes called a phoenix. It is referred to flippantly as ‘spinach’. The white dragon is normally a blank tile (as above) but in some sets it is shown with a frame:
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In some sets, too, the dragon tiles also carry roman letter indices:


•  Red dragon = C (chung), meaning centre or middle, reflecting the traditional Chinese concept of China being at the centre of the world – the Middle Kingdom. The Chinese recognize five directions: the cardinal points and the centre from which they radiate.


•  Green dragon = F (fa) meaning green.


•  White dragon = P (pai) meaning pure.


The red, green and white dragons represent, according to some sources, animal, plant and spiritual life, respectively; while another interpretation has the dragons representing the three virtues expounded by Confucius: benevolence, sincerity and filial piety. None of these relationships, you will be glad to know, has any relevance for the game. However, the dragons are sometimes associated with the suits: the red dragon with characters, the green dragon with bamboos and the white dragon with circles.
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There are four wind or direction tiles: East, South, West and North. These are almost invariably coloured blue or black. Each tile carries the Chinese ideograph for the direction. Roman letters identify the tiles in sets produced for Western markets. As with the Arabic numerals on the suits, these are omitted in indigenous sets. The winds are theoretically all of equal value but individual winds enjoy certain bonuses in play. In another bit of symbolism, the four winds and the red dragon (the centre) are said to represent the five elements: wood, fire, earth, metal and water.


The honour tiles (winds and dragons), together with the terminals (1s and 9s of each suit), are collectively known as major tiles and have implications for scoring.


The simples (the 2s to 8s of each suit) are known as minor tiles.


The lucky tiles are the dragons, the prevailing wind and the player’s wind (see below), so they vary with the player. They are called lucky tiles, especially in the United States, because they can earn extra points.


Here is the complete basic set of 136 tiles:
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Supplementary tiles


Most mah-jong sets include two sets of four bonus tiles commonly referred to as flowers and seasons. These supplementary tiles are exactly that — bonus tiles. They score points for their fortunate owners but in no way affect the play. They are not used in some countries, and are often omitted between strong players, as they increase the chance element and hence reduce the skill of the game.


Bonus tiles come in a bewildering number of designs as they offer the engravers the chance to demonstrate their skills. (Sets of bonus tiles featuring nymphs scattering flowers, Chinese classical drama and travel scenes are recorded, but these are rarities.) In the more expensive sets the designs on flower and season tiles can be highly artistic, almost miniature works of art; in cheap sets, on the other hand, the designs are fairly basic. There are four tiles in each of the two sets, numbered from 1 to 4: one set, usually flowers, commonly numbered in red; the other in blue, green or black. Sometimes the season tiles carry the numbers in Chinese. This should pose no problems as the numbers correspond to those at the top of the character tiles 1–4. Bonus tiles are proper to the winds as follows: 1, east wind; 2, south wind; 3, west wind; 4, north wind. These relationships have implications for the game. It is important to note that there is only one of each bonus tile in contrast to the four of each tile in the basic set. A complete set of four bonus tiles (either flowers or seasons) is called a bouquet. Sometimes both sets are simply referred to as ‘flowers’.


The seasons are predictable: (1–4) Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter. Designs reflect the seasons as interpreted by the craftsman and can vary enormously.
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Flowers, in contrast, are far from predictable but the traditional Chinese flowers as commonly shown are, respectively (1–4), plum blossom, orchid, chrysanthemum and bamboo. However, other subjects are not infrequent:
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Many sets, particularly those destined for the American market, are now sold with four or eight jokers. These tiles usually have a single design, for example a goose or a horse, but many carry different designs in bewildering array: cat, rat, cock, worm, old man, snow, moon and bag of gold are just a few. Jokers are not used in the Chinese and Japanese games, nor are they normally included in European sets.


Most sets include four blank tiles:
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These are spares intended to replace any tiles that are lost or damaged. A felt pen can be used to mark a replacement tile. In China, one could take the tile to the local mah-jong dealer and have it engraved for a modest charge. Spare tiles, sometimes used as jokers, should not be confused with white dragons. In many sets the two are identical. Where this occurs, it is advisable to ring the changes so that the tiles endure the same wear.


Accessories


Accessories are useful aids for play but not essential for the game.


Scoring sticks, known as tallies, chips or bones, are often included with a mah-jong set. Except in modern sets bought in the Far East, tallies are in four values. These carry markings in contrasting colours, often crude, and have the following values, illogical to Western eyes:


•  1 red and 3 black spots: 2 points


•  8 black or red spots: 10 points


•  2 red spots: 100 points


•  6 black and 6 red spots: 500 points.
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Tallies – old style


Better-quality tallies tend to have the same markings, but at both ends:
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End markings – old style


In many sets intended for Western markets, the values are the same as in the old style but the markings correspond more closely with the values:


•  2 black spots: 2 points


•  10 black spots: 10 points


•  1 red spot: 100 points


•  5 red spots: 500 points.
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Modern-style tallies


In sets sold today in China and Hong Kong, and rarely exported, there are only three values, represented by counters without markings but in contrasting colours: 12 in one colour, 16 in another and 40 in a third colour. These are compatible with the radical scoring system of faans and laaks introduced to the native game in the last few decades. Other types of tallies are rarely met.


A wind indicator is usually included in a set. This may take the form of a rotating disc in which the prevailing wind is shown in the window:
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Wind disc showing prevailing wind


An alternative is a small box, the chuang-tzu, also known as the tong or jong (dealer) box, which contains four wind counters, shown below, and serves the same purpose as the wind disc. Notice that the directions are not in the conventional sequence North, South, East and West. This will be explained later.
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Wind counters, from left to right: East, South, West, North


A set usually includes three or four small cubic dice, although only two are used in the game. The numbers 1 and 4 on the dice are invariably in red, an auspicious colour for the Chinese; the other four numbers are in black.


Racks for holding the players’ hands are a useful accessory. They have a secondary use as rulers. Racks are almost invariably sold separately. Racks are the same length as the sides of the walls (building walls is a necessary preliminary of the game, as will be seen). The Chinese, incidentally, scorn racks: they either stand the tiles upright on the table in front of them or hold them in their hand.


Rulers (four, if included in a set) are commonly the length of 17 tiles and are used for evening up the tiles in a line in the preliminary stage. Rulers are a luxury and are unnecessary if racks are used since they can serve the same purpose.
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Preliminaries
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In this chapter you will learn:


•  Who sits where


•  Preparations for play


•  How the tiles are distributed.
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Preparations for play divide into three stages: seating, building the wall and the deal. These may appear over-elaborate but they were formulated to minimize the opportunities for cheating (mah-jong was much used for gambling).


Seating


Seats in mah-jong are designated by the four cardinal points, East, South, West and North, and by extension the players are referred to as East, South, West and North. It is important to note that directions do not correspond with conventional compass directions: the positions of North and South or East and West are reversed. This is because for the Chinese they are projected on to heaven (look at them upside down). The seating is like this:
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The seating


IMPORTANCE OF EAST


East, who is sometimes called the dealer, leader or jong, is always the dominant wind, as befits a game coming from China. The main reason for the importance of East is that he pays or receives double in the post-game reckoning. This in turn affects the play, as East, with most to gain and most to lose, will likely have different priorities from the other players.


ALLOCATION OF SEATS


Seating is important as it has bearing on the scoring and hence the play. The formal procedure for determining who sits where, described below, is rather elaborate, but for social play any simple system will do. Two popular methods involve mixing one each of the four wind tiles face down, the players drawing to determine seating; the other method is for each player to roll two dice and total the scores, the highest total occupying the East seat, next highest the South seat, and so on (rolling again to resolve ties).


The proper procedure is for the four players to sit at random round the table. One player casts two dice. These are totalled and the player then counts round the table in an anticlockwise direction in the Chinese manner, starting with self as 1. Thus, a roll of 5:2 (total seven) would indicate the player opposite. The nominated player is temporary (or provisional) East and the other players are named successively temporary South, temporary West and temporary North anticlockwise from East. Temporary East now takes one of each of the wind tiles, shuffles them face down and arranges them in a row. At one end is placed any odd-numbered suit tile and at the other end any even-numbered suit tile. The arrangement looks like this:
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Arrangement of tiles to determine seating


The player who is temporary East (A) now casts the two dice and counts round the table anticlockwise, starting with self, as before. Suppose that the dice show 5:1. This totals six, indicating temporary South (B).
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Determining temporary South


Because the dice total an even number, South picks up the wind tile adjacent to the even-numbered suit tile. Proceeding anticlockwise round the table, the players in turn take the next tile in line; so West takes the tile that was adjacent to the tile South picked, North takes the next tile and East the remaining tile adjacent to the odd-numbered suit tile. The tiles are exposed and determine the seating for the first round. The new East takes over from temporary East and the other players likewise assume their new identities. The player who drew the East tile does not move; the other players change seats as appropriate.


MIXING THE TILES


All the tiles are now placed face down on the table and thoroughly shuffled. Usually, the tiles are kept face up in their box on cardboard trays or similar. The easy way to avoid the tedium of turning the tiles over individually is to lay a book on top of a tray, hold the two firmly together, invert them and slide the tiles, which are now face down, on to the table.


Shuffling the tiles is inevitably noisy and is picturesquely known as the ‘twittering of the sparrows’ or ‘washing’. In some circles East does not take part in this action. When all players agree that the tiles have been adequately mixed each player starts to build a wall.


Building the walls


Each player builds a wall 18 tiles long and two tiles high. If bonus tiles are omitted, each player builds a wall 17 tiles long (if only four bonus tiles are used, North and South build 17 stacks, East and West 18 stacks). Tiles are placed lengthwise against one another. Throughout this procedure tiles remain face down and must under no circumstances be examined. If a tile is turned over by accident, it should be shuffled before continuing.
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A player’s completed wall


When all the players are ready, they push their walls together to form a square. Racks or rulers are commonly used for this purpose to ensure alignment. The walls form a hollow square. By tradition, the right-hand side of each player’s wall abuts the inside of the wall of the player to the right while the left-hand side defines the corner of the wall. This should be clear from the diagram. The walls together form, figuratively speaking, the walls of a city, often called, inappropriately, the Great Wall of China. The walls should fit flush together as superstition has it that any gap will allow evil spirits to enter and disrupt the game. The large square space between the walls is sometimes called the courtyard.
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