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INTRODUCTION


Thank you for picking up The Little Book of Mahjong. What follows is an easy and accessible introduction to Mahjong for players of all ages. It’s never too late—or too early!—to start learning about the wonderful world of Mahjong.

This book is divided into four parts. The first part is a general overview of Mahjong, stretching from its origins in ancient China to the many variants of Mahjong played today. We’ll discuss just how varied the different types of Mahjong are in Part 4, but the majority of this book focuses on the two most popular variants of Mahjong: International (Chinese) Mahjong, and American Mahjong. These two variants not only have different rules and scoring systems but even include different playing tiles!

Part 2 covers International Mahjong, the version of the game most commonly played at tournaments around the world. Based on the many regional variants played all over China, International Mahjong Rules involve trying to form sets called Chow, Pung, and Kong—otherwise known as three in a row, three of a kind, and four of a kind, respectively. When a player’s hand is four such sets and a pair, that player may declare Mahjong (presuming their hand is worth at least 8 points—don’t worry, we’ll explain this later).

Part 3 focuses on American Mahjong, which has gained a lot of popularity in the United States, but has drifted far from the rules of its Chinese origins. American Mahjong adds eight Joker tiles, which count as wilds and can be used in any set of three (or more) of a kind. And you’ll need them, because in American Rules you can only claim Mahjong by completing one of the specific hands indicated on a special scorecard, which changes annually. In addition, American Rules also add something called the Charleston, where players pass a few tiles to their opponents before starting play.

Don’t worry if any of this sounds complicated. While scoring rules may seem overwhelming at first, keep in mind that Mahjong is just a game where your turn consists of simply drawing a tile and then discarding a tile. And what could be easier than that?

Whether you want to know more about Mahjong in general or are looking for a straightforward explanation of the rules, this book has you covered. Feel free to skip right to the strategy section for the International or American versions, or discover answers to your questions and ways to improve your game as you go.




PART 1


OVERVIEW OF MAHJONG

Before we leap right into the rules and strategy of Mahjong, it’s worth taking a moment to talk about the game from a broader perspective. Why play it in the first place? When was it invented? How did a Chinese game become so popular in America? The answers to these questions and more—including Mahjong’s Golden Rule—await you in the following pages.





CHAPTER 1


THE BASICS OF MAHJONG

Presumably, you wouldn’t have picked up this book unless you already have some interest in Mahjong. And good for you! Mahjong is a fantastic game to learn, for a number of reasons. The game itself plays a little like Gin Rummy, insofar as it is a game involving drawing and discarding with the aim of getting a few sets in your hand. It’s a game with enough skill to reward practiced players and smart play, but also involving enough luck that anyone can win. It’s sufficiently complex to captivate players for a lifetime, yet is simple enough that you can learn it from this small book.

Mahjong is a game for all the senses. It has pieces that are inherently satisfying: the elegant look of the set, the tactile satisfaction of feeling the heft of the tiles, the sounds of mixing the pieces, the beauty of a built wall. And of course the pace of the game is generally active, since any player might declare Pung! or Call! and grab the tile you just discarded, even if it wasn’t their turn. But for all the advantages of Mahjong as a game, its greatest advantage might be who plays it: everyone. Mahjong is rich with history and tradition, and has been played for generations by people all over the globe. It is a social game that builds community, as many get together with friends and family for a regular Mahjong game, often making an evening of it with food and copious conversation.

So whether you want a game of strategy or a game of luck, whether you like the pretty designs or the sound and feel of the pieces, whether your family has played for generations or you want to learn the game to play with some friends, no matter your age, gender, or heritage, Mahjong is the perfect game for you to learn.

The Origins of Mahjong

The origins of Mahjong are rich in variation and are not easily pinned to a clean and simple singular point of creation. Some have even claimed Noah played the game on the Ark, while other stories suggest that the game dates back to 1200 B.C. when the Bronze Age was giving way to the Iron Age and dominoes were common. A popular tale suggests that the great Chinese sage Confucius himself invented the game, citing the fact that the three dragons represent the Confucian virtues of benevolence, sincerity, and filial piety.

In reality, most experts believe that Mahjong evolved from similar games played in China within the last millennium. Games played by Chinese peasants in the 1100s and 1200s included “Kap Tai Shap,” a game of Chinese dominoes, still enjoyed today, that uses a wall of tiles to draw from, as Mahjong does. The more relevant ancestor is a set of games such as “Luk Fu” that were played with “Money cards,” a set of Chinese cards with suits that included “Coins,” “Strings of Coins,” and “Myriads” or “Wan,” which were groupings of strings worth 10,000 coins. These correspond to the Coins, Strings, and Wan on today’s Mahjong tiles.


Mahjong has many names. Not only in Chinese—where it has gone by Mahjong, Mah Jongg, Ma Chong, Ma Jiang, Ma Cheuk, Pe-Ling, Pung-Chow, and Ma Que—but also in English, where it is known by many nicknames, including “The Game of Sparrows” (as translated from Ma Que), “Clattering Sparrows” (a reference to the sound of the tiles being swirled on the table), “Flax Commander” (as translated from Mah Jongg), “Game of a Hundred Intelligences” (named for the strategy required), or “Game of a Thousand Wonders” (named for the dynamic nature of play).



Yet perhaps the most promising lineage to Mahjong can be traced back to a set of card games starting with Yeh Tzu—which became Ye Zi Jiu Pai, and eventually just Ya Pei—which involved a deck of oblong cards that included four Flowers, just as modern Mahjong does. It was Ya Pei that eventually evolved into the game that most scholars agree was the direct ancestor of Mahjong: Matiao.

Matiao or Ma Diao (“Hanging Horse”), also known as Yezi (“Leaf”), was popular in the Ming Dynasty from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, and used the money card decks of the other games previously mentioned, featuring the Coins, Strings, and Wan that would eventually form the basic suits of Mahjong. Matiao was played on paper cards, and so scholars believe that it was the merging of the card games like Matiao with the tiles used in other games that created Mahjong.


Matiao was not the only card game with similarities to Mahjong. Games like Kan Hu had not only the three money suits of Coins, Strings, and Wan, but also the Redflower, Whiteflower, and Old Thousand (analog to the three Dragons of Mahjong), and players could even declare “Pung” to claim another player’s discarded card to complete a set of three.



The Creation of Mahjong

Sadly, no records exist to tell the exact mix of prior games that went into Mahjong’s creation. But we do have a date for the origination of the game in 1850. And there are a few theories as to the game’s creator: some attribute it to Hung Siu Chen, the leader of the Taiping Rebellion. Others believe it was an unnamed Chinese nobleman in Shanghai, or unnamed Chinese army officers. Still others believe it was conceived by a pair of brothers in the city of Ningpo.

But the preponderance of evidence points to one man as the father of Mahjong: Chen Yumen of Ningpo. Like Mahjong itself, Chen Yumen was known by a few different names, including Chen Yu-mun, Chin Zheng Yue, Yanglou, Zhengyue, and Zhengyao. Yumen is said to have turned the paper cards of Matiao into tiles to make the game more elegant, and he is also credited with adding the Wind tiles to the four copies of numbers in three Coin-based suits.


Chen Yumen was also an army officer during the Taiping Rebellion, and living in a culture where credit was often given to one’s superiors to bestow greater glory upon them, this might well account for the theory that it was the leader of the Rebellion that invented Mahjong; Chen Yumen may well have given the credit to his leader!



With tiles made of ivory and bamboo, Mahjong sets were not cheap to acquire, making it a game for the aristocracy—especially because the government at the time only allowed the mandarin aristocrats at the emperor’s court to play, lest the peasants learn the rules and become so smart that they rebel. Thus, for over half a century, Mahjong remained a game only for elites.

The year 1911 marked the fall of the Manchu Dynasty and the election of the first president of the Republic of China, Sun Yat-sen. A democratizing wave of reforms swept the country in many respects as the ruling class fell. Many of these social changes had radical effects on the populace, but most important for our purposes is that Mahjong was now available for every commoner in the country to enjoy. It became known as “the people’s game” as all classes learned it, swiftly making it the most popular game in the country.

Mahjong Meets the World

As Mahjong became available for all of China to enjoy, its popularity soared. Mahjong was being played in every province, and even if each location had its own variants of rules for the game (and often their own names for the game), the fact remained that Mahjong mania was sweeping the country. But it certainly wouldn’t stop there. By the 1920s, people from all over the globe who had spent time in China would bring the game back to their respective home countries, immediately igniting interest.

America

An oilman named Joseph Park Babcock had been working as the Soochow city representative for the Standard Oil Company, living in Shanghai. During his time in Shanghai, he saw the growing popularity of Mahjong, and even played it in the local English clubs. It was there that Babcock and his friends began putting small Arabic numerals in the upper corners of the tiles, making them easier for Americans to read, especially the Wan (Characters) suit.

In 1920, Babcock brought the first sets of Mah-Jongg (having trademarked the transliteration in that spelling) to the United States. In order to avoid the difficulty of the myriad regional differences of gameplay rules across China (and to ease Americans into a strange, foreign game), Babcock wrote a manual of simplified rules titled Babcock’s Rules for Mah-Jongg: The Red Book of Rules. He packaged this manual with all the sets he was selling.

In 1923, Babcock returned to America and patented the name Mah-Jongg internationally. In the roaring 1920s, it was popular to play with fancy hand-carved sets of ivory and bamboo. Two years later, lumber merchant W.A. Hammond helped Babcock import less-expensive Chinese-made sets of bone. This turned out to be a big tipping point in bringing the game to more Americans, increasing the value of Mahjong imports nearly thirty-fold over the previous year.

The demand in America exploded, to the point where the United States was shipping vast quantities of cattle shinbones to China, so they could craft more bone Mahjong tiles to ship back to the US. Seeing the huge import market, American companies leaped into Mahjong with both feet. Parker Brothers signed a deal with Babcock to be able to use his trademarked “Mah-Jongg” name, and would include his book of instructions and rules in all their Mahjong sets, which they produced in a variety of materials and prices ranging from elegant ivory to cheap wood.


Parker Brothers was thwarted by other companies eager to cash in on the craze, avoiding trademark or patent infringement by naming their games something different (like “Pung Chow”) and including slightly different rules than Babcock’s. Some records argue that Milton Bradley was saved from bankruptcy by a huge demand for cheap Mahjong sets.



Mahjong quickly took over the country, from players who would have Mahjong nights at their homes, to the Mahjong parlors that began to pop up across the nation. Mahjong appeared on the cover of The Saturday Evening Post, and was even covered in a popular (and unfortunately racist) song by Eddie Cantor: “Since Ma Is Playing Mah Jong.” Soon, Mahjong had become so popular that the simplified rules Babcock created were no longer holding people’s attention. Players began inventing their own rules and adding new special hands. Regional rules proliferated, but without standard gameplay, American enthusiasm for Mahjong began to wane.

Japan

Japan had technically been introduced to Mahjong over the prior decade, when teacher Hikosaku Nakawa brought home some sets from China, and when Shou Kan Seki had written up a detailed Japanese description of Mahjong rules in Shanghai. But if one man was responsible for bringing Mahjong to Japan in a big way, it was a soldier named Saburo Hirayama.

Hirayama started a Mahjong school and Mahjong parlor called the Nan-nan Club in 1924, and the game quickly became popular. Later that very year, the first nationwide tournament was held. This was a great testament to the speed at which Mahjong had gained favor in Japan, but as a tournament, it was somewhat of a failure. One of the main issues was that, like in China, people from all over Japan were playing with slightly different variants and rules, making a standardized tournament difficult to adjudicate.

This led directly to the formation of the Kansai Mah-Jongg Federation, which created a unified rule set known as the Japan Mah-Jongg Standard Rules. Though this was a simplified rule set when compared with the Chinese version of the game, the standardization of rules helped further bolster its popularity. Mahjong became so popular that Japanese people were still playing it decades later despite a government ban on Mahjong (instated due to the war with China). In the 1960s a slightly more complicated version of Japanese Mahjong was created, called Riichi (Reach) Mahjong, and this is the variant most popular today.

Mahjong in Europe

In 1923, a Dutch news magazine published a letter to the editor from one “J.P.” of Amsterdam, who had written to inquire if anyone was familiar with the Chinese game of Mah-Jongg. He described the game of ivory or bone tiles with Chinese symbols, looking vaguely like dominoes, and was eager to know if the game had yet reached Holland. The editor of the news magazine asked his readers if anyone knew where the game was available. This inquiry prompted Perry & Co. of Amsterdam to talk with their international branches, including a Dutch division in America that had seen Babcock’s success with Mahjong, and so Perry & Co. quickly began selling Mahjong sets in Holland. It wasn’t long before a Netherlands Mah-Jongg League was founded.

Meanwhile in France at around the same time, the French were undergoing their own version of Mahjong fever. Their reaction to the game was uniquely French; they were not actually overly excited about the game of Mahjong itself, but were mesmerized by the artistry of Mahjong sets. Many elaborately detailed Mahjong sets were purchased as objects for display, even if they were rarely used to play. France was even enamored of the trappings and designs of Mahjong, seeing sales of Mahjong-themed accessories.

The United Kingdom

England’s introduction to the game also happened in 1921. L.L. Harr was an Englishman who befriended the Chinese statesman Li Hung Chang, who taught Harr a version of Mahjong called Pe-Ling. Harr brought a few sets of the game to England, which caught on so swiftly that before Harr had even disembarked from his ship voyage back to England he had already made Pe-Ling fans of a number of his fellow English passengers. The Pe-Ling version of Mahjong was only more popular once Harr had landed, catching on quickly with the nobility of London. Mahjong clubs sprang up all over England.

America Standardizes the Rules

Back in the United States, arguments over rules were intensifying. In addition to the usual regional variances that one expects with any game spread from friend to friend (because all of the companies producing Mahjong sets wanted to avoid trademark infringement), many enthusiasts were inventing their own sets of rules. Babcock wanted to settle the matter once and for all. In 1924, Babcock gathered the authors of the main competing Mahjong rule sets of the time and formed the Standardization Committee of the American Official Laws of Mah-Jongg. The members were Joseph P. Babcock, Robert F. Foster, Lee F. Hartman, John H. Smith, and Milton C. Work.

This group worked together to create The American Code of Laws for Mah-Jongg, which codified official rules to bridge the gap between the many variants played across the country, summarized the traditional Chinese rules, and added a new American way to play. This slowed the chaos of divergent variants across the country, but did not stop it, as players continued to add their own combinations of special hands and ignore others.

The persistence of American Mahjong today can probably be credited to the National Mah Jongg League (NMJL), which was formed in New York in 1937 by Viola Cecil, Dorothy Meyerson, Herma Jacobs, and Hortense Potter. Cecil, the president of the group, called the new American Mahjong “Maajh” in her book Maajh: The American Version of an Ancient Chinese Game. Like Babcock before them, the NMJL standardized the rules and the scoring hands to make sure that American Mahjong players around the country were abiding by the same rules. But the biggest innovation of the NMJL was to solve the problem that had plagued Babcock and those before him: Mahjong players eventually grew bored with the game and wanted to add their own special hands.

NMJL’s solution? An ever-changing scorecard detailing the scoring hands, which was updated annually by the League to have a new and different list of special hands. This had two great advantages for maintaining and fomenting interest in Mahjong. First, players never had a chance to get bored with the special hands of the game, because they would be changed every year. This prevented much of the new hands and variations that had thwarted earlier efforts at standardization.

Just as important, however, was the fact that players would now need to contact the NMJL each year to receive the newly updated scorecard. And as you might expect, players regularly in contact with the regulating body of American Mahjong looking to buy scoring cards ended up also purchasing other Mahjong accoutrements, asking for rule clarifications, or learning about and attending League-sanctioned events.

The combination of these two factors had led the NMJL to persist for over three-quarters of a century in New York, with a membership that has grown from its initial thirty-two members to over a third of a million today.

China Makes It Legal

By the 1920s Mahjong had finally become available for everyone in the country, and each province was putting their own spin on the game. The popularity continued until 1967, when Chairman Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution cracked down on gambling. Mahjong was considered part of the old ways, and, as a gambling game, was an evil element of corruption to be destroyed. Ironically, the banning of Mahjong in China led to it becoming even more popular in nearby places like Hong Kong, Taiwan, Vietnam, Korea, and more.

In the 1980s, after Mao’s death, Mahjong had a resurgence in China, only without the gambling element. But this only lasted a few years, until the game’s history in gambling parlors reasserted itself, and people were once again playing for money. In 1998, in an attempt to keep gambling out of Mahjong and to standardize the rules, the State Sports Commission of China recognized Mahjong as a national sport. They also sanctioned the Official International Rules, a result of two years of work by experts and researchers across China, who boiled down 440 hands to 200 and then to the 81 that are used around the world today, and which are detailed in Part 2 of this book.

The Different Types of Mahjong

Now that you know a bit about the background of Mahjong, it’s time to learn how to play! Two paths lie before you: International Mahjong or American Mahjong. International Mahjong, covered in Part 2, is played in competitions around the globe, and is also similar to most of the myriad variants that exist around the world. For this reason, if you know nothing about Mahjong, this is a sensible place to start. (It’s also why it comes next in the book!) International Mahjong is played pretty much everywhere, making it a variant that is certainly worth learning. Compared with American Mahjong, International Mahjong is a lot more open with what constitutes a winning hand. You have some leeway to assemble a hand in your own way, and many people enjoy the challenge. The only real downside of International Mahjong is that the 81 scoring fans (a collection of sets in a hand worth a certain number of points) take some getting used to. There are a lot of them, and while you can memorize the scoring fans with enough play, you’ll definitely find them too much to keep in mind for your first few plays. But there’s nothing wrong with having this book on hand to look things up, with a bookmark in the scoring section (Chapter 4).

If that’s too much at the moment, you can also start with the Primary Scoring Rules listed immediately after the Regular Scoring Rules. Using only half the amount of scoring fans, the simplified version is designed to help people ease into the International Mahjong Scoring system. And if that’s still too much for your first game, don’t worry! Just try the “Simple/Casual” variant at the beginning of Chapter 4—this eliminates all of the scoring rules entirely (and admittedly, a lot of the strategy), and will let you focus on just learning the basic mechanics of the game.

American Mahjong, which will be covered in Part 3, is a very different game. It is rarely played outside of the United States, and plays very differently from most other Mahjong variants. It is, however, the Mahjong variant of choice for many segments of this country. The National Mah Jongg League (NMJL) has a vibrant membership and sells annual scorecards to most regular players of American Mahjong.

These scorecards are required to play the game in most circles, as the only legal winning hands are those listed on the scorecards, and these change from year to year. The good news is that all players play with the cards directly in front of them, so it is easy for a new player to refer to the card during play. Because the hands are strictly limited to the specific combinations on the card, there is less free reign in assembling your hand. The addition of the Charleston (more on this in Chapter 8) adds another interesting element to the game, allowing players to pass tiles to improve their hand before the game even starts. American Mahjong also tends to use racks to hold tiles (these are not a necessity) and has eight extra Joker tiles.

If you have any friends who play American Mahjong, or live in a community of people who play it, you’ll likely want to skip ahead to Part 3 and start by learning it first. But otherwise we’d encourage you to learn the two games in the order presented, if only so you can encounter International Rules as “This is a standard Mahjong variant” and the American Rules as “This is a special and uniquely American variant.”

Playing by the Table Rules

The Golden Rule of Mahjong is this:

The table makes the rules.

What does that mean? It means that if you are a new player joining a preexisting Mahjong table, then you should expect to play by whatever variants being used. You may think that by learning American Mahjong, that if your table also plays American Mahjong, you are inherently playing the same variant. Well, yes and no. You are playing the same overarching variant, which is American Mahjong. But many players play with a variety of house rules that can change the game quite a bit. Your table may play with any number of unofficial rules and variations, including:

• Using extra Jokers.

• Picking the seating, dealer, and wall break differently.

• Setting aside a Dead Wall.

• Agreeing on the third pass of the Charleston.

• Using different ways to announce discarded Jokers.

• Prioritizing discards by first-to-call, rather than by next player.

• Picking Ahead (a.k.a. “fourteen-tile” Mahjong), where players all draw their next tile before their turn.

The International Rules system is not immune to discrepancies, and can have house rules for things like allowing Mixed hands (Pungs and/or Chows that contain one number from each suit, rather than mandating all from one suit) and any number of scoring differences deviating from the official rules.


Whenever you are a newcomer to a table, even if you know which rule system is being employed, it is worth asking for a rundown of any play variants, lest you be caught off guard by a rule. When you join a table, the rules should be explained to you (if not in full, at least as they differ from the official rules), and you should then follow the rules of the table.
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