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Start Stacking


People often use the phrase “house of cards” to describe something shaky and unstable. They haven’t seen what I’ve been building with cards for eighteen years—miniature versions of stadiums, landmarks, and futuristic cities. I’ve set six Guinness World Records for the tallest freestanding house of playing cards.

Everything was built without folding, taping, gluing, notching, or otherwise joining any cards. Even so, my creations are incredibly strong. One of my structures supported 2,700 pounds of Las Vegas showgirls. Another held an entire Little League team—complete with coaches. It sounds impossible, but as you read this book you’ll see it can be done.

This book will teach you to make strong, tall buildings that are also beautiful and, at times, whimsical. You’ll become accomplished at techniques you never dreamed of. Or perhaps you’d rather just look over the stories and photos about the unbelievable things I’ve built.

Stacking: It’s in the Cards

I’ll soon show you how easy card stacking can be. Before you build, though, get the right cards and the right location.


	The best cards for building have standard thickness, standard size, and less than standard finish. Buy decks with a matte finish—not a slick, glossy coating. The cheapest playing cards often are the best for building. Look for decks wrapped in cellophane. I use Pla-Mor brand from United States Playing Card Company, but any inexpensive, uncoated cards will do. Make sure they’re flat, and toss any bent or wrinkled cards. The photo shows some of the Pla-Mor styles. The designs may vary, and Pla-Mors may not be available in your area. If you have difficulty finding them, visit www.cardstacker.com to email me, or write me at the address at the end of this book.
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	Business cards, index cards, or recipe cards will work instead of playing cards. I like regular playing cards, though, because it doesn’t seem real without diamonds, hearts, clubs, and spades. When I first did this crazy hobby for money, I built towers with the backs facing out. I started putting the suits facing out because people kept asking me what they were.

	While old decks often have great surfaces, they’re usually too beat up and bent or inconsistent to be useful.

	If you use multiple decks, don’t even think of building with different-size cards. All the decks must be of consistent size and quality.

	Avoid sports cards. Their paper is too thick, and their finish is too glossy. The sports cards I’ve used usually were specially made for building.




Clear the Construction Zone

Choose your card-building surface carefully. It should be textured, like short carpet or a piece of particleboard. You could build on a table, but your structure might fall if the surface is bumped. The floor usually is the best place there is—but not in front of a blowing fan or an open window on a breezy day.

Other Tips


	In most cases, each card will lean gently against another. You’ll be able to lean cards at a smaller angle as you become practiced in the art of card construction. But remember: Beginners will have a hard time controlling cards placed too close to vertical.

	If a card is crooked or isn’t standing right, use the end of a spare card to nudge it into place. Big, clumsy fingers are more likely to knock down a bunch of cards than to fix a single one. A spare card also is useful for removing cards if a structure partially collapses. Use it like a shovel: Carefully pick up and scoop the cards off the undamaged part of the building.
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	The cards in buildings pictured in this book may change from one photo to the next. That’s usually because something fell down and had to be rebuilt. In fact, what you see here is probably only two-thirds of what I built for the book. The rest fell down. I’m not perfect; you shouldn’t expect to be, either.

	Try to sit in a way that’s comfortable without leaning on your building surface if it’s a table or piece of board. Most of the photos in this book show me reaching in front and progressing away from me as I built. It might be easier for you to build toward yourself.

	Take it easy! Have fun! Building will be easier if you have relaxed, steady hands.



Put ’Em Up

The structures I’m about to demonstrate aren’t perfect or fancy. They’re designed to get you comfortable with cards. Don’t worry for now about making everything exactly straight or just like the illustrations. We’ll get more formal and organized later. Just experiment and learn the basics: the four-card cell that is the seed of life when it comes to card building.

Cards ready? Building area ready? Hard hat on? Let’s do it.

1. Place the cards within easy reach. Lay the first card on its long edge; hold it upright and don’t let go. You’ll be building a box of four cards, and it could collapse if you release this card before they’re all in place. Use a second card to make a T by gently leaning it perpendicular to the first card.
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2. Card 3 makes a second T when its middle is gently leaned against the end of card 2.
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3. Complete the box. Lean card 4 against the end of card 3 so the end doesn’t quite touch the card in your hand.
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4. Carefully lean the card in your hand against card 4 and let go.
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What you have now should look like a pinwheel, with a square in the middle and a tail extending from each corner. Unbelievably, this is the hardest thing to accomplish in card stacking—and the root of virtually everything else. If you can conquer these four steps, the rest is a cakewalk.

This central “cell” makes card buildings incredibly strong. I routinely build slightly more complex one- or two-story card buildings that support at least five concrete blocks—more than 150 pounds. Architects often design skyscrapers the same way, with a strong concrete-and-steel core. It supports the floors so exterior walls can be made of lighter materials, such as glass.

Now you’ll carefully place four cards on top of the box to make a roof.


	Lay two cards next to each other atop the cell. Don’t overlap them.

	Lay two parallel cards on top, perpendicular to the first two. Again, don’t overlap them. The roof should be two cards thick all around.



You’ve finished one “story” of your building. Savor the victory and prepare yourself for the next one—building a second story. While building on cards instead of carpet may seem tougher, cards are actually the perfect building surface.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

You’ll follow the same steps used to build the first story.

1. Gently place the first card on its edge. You should try to put it in line with the “first-story” card below it, but don’t worry too much about that. Hold the card upright and let it “float” between your fingers. You should float this first card any time you’re building on a roof. If you grip it, any slight movement will be transmitted to the cards beneath it, possibly damaging the first story.
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2. Carefully place card 2 perpendicular to card 1 and lean it in to make a T.
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3. Lightly set the third card on its edge in the same way and lean it against the end of card 2.
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4. Set the fourth card perpendicular to card 3.
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5. Gently lean the card in your hand against card 4 to complete the cell.
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All that’s left is to put on another roof.

1. Lay two parallel cards across the cell. Don’t overlap them.
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2. Lay two parallel cards on top, perpendicular to the first two. Again, don’t overlap them.
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There’s your two-story card building. With enough cards, you can add more stories in the same way until the whole thing implodes. As you get better at it, you’ll start merging some steps or taking them a little out of order. Improvisation is the mark of a top card builder.
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A Few Short Stacks

Now let’s move on to a few easy buildings that will show how that four-card cell is the foundation that supports everything. None of these buildings should take long once you’ve mastered the basics, yet they all have pleasing architectural structures and even some decorations. Once again, don’t worry about making these look just like the pictures. Yours could be more extensive or less extensive. Just get used to putting up the cards, and don’t fret over the occasional collapse.


1. Start again with a basic four-card cell and lay a card perpendicular to one of the tails sticking out from it. Put a card perpendicular to that one, and another card perpendicular to that one for as far as you like, making a kind of crosshatch pattern. Don’t worry about making complete cells. The cards will stay standing as long as the four-card cell you started with is there.
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