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INTRODUCTION

    “The Chinese word ‘máquè,’ was one of the earliest names for the game of Mah Jongg, which means sparrow.”

    THE GAME OF MAH JONGG originated in China. It is pronounced with numerous variants Majiang, Mah Jongg or Mah Jong, and sometimes also referred to as one word i.e. MahJong. In most scenarios, all spellings are deemed correct.

    Mah Jongg dates back to 1800s, though there is a lot of speculation regarding when exactly the game originated. However, almost all experts agree that the game originated in the land of China. It found its way in the United States during the 1920s.

    Interestingly, another theory suggests that the game was exclusively played among China’s elite class. The commoners who were found playing it were imprisoned. Nevertheless, the game was made available to the public when the ban lifted in 500 BC.

    Some claim that the game was developed in 500 BC by a Chinese teacher and philosopher, Confucius. He is also credited with developing numerous other board games. Although historians have yet to find a tile dated this old.

    Quite a handful of historians believe that the game was invented among the army circles of China. The soldiers used to play this tile game to pass their time. After a while, the game found its way among the civilians who embraced it wholeheartedly.

    Whatever may be the history of its origin, Mah Jongg did not only become popular in China but was welcomed all around the world with equal zeal and vigor. As it traveled around the world, various countries modified its rules and style of playing according to their culture.

    The popularity of tile games in China dates back to 1120 AD. Dominoes, another type of tile game, have been a part of Chinese culture for a very long time. There is a good chance that the game originated in the Chekiang, Kiangsu, and Anhwei. Researchers believe that the game was popular among the nobles of the court of King Canton, Emperor of Nanking. The king’s court was acclaimed for its notorious pursuit of pleasure, game, and entertainment.

    A rival theory suggests that the game was invented by two brothers who belonged to the area of Ningpo. Since this area is quite famous for its ivory carving, historians speculate that this is how the bamboo and ivory tiles came into being. 

    Nobody can trace the certainty of any of these deliberations. Nevertheless, it is certain that the game began to spring around in China during 1905. Over the course of fifteen years, the Mah Jongg and its gaming strategies evolved. Some rituals such as shuffling of the tiles, the deal, and formation of ‘Kong Box’ were introduced into the game. These rituals were not merely introduced to charm a novice; in fact, these rituals minimized the chances of cheating.

    People laid money on Mah Jongg tables i.e. it was introduced as a gambling game. Players regularly played by betting for or against each other. Many historians believe that during 1920s Mah Jongg had been eloquently perfected and presented to the public, who embraced it candidly. This era saw the rise of this particular game like no other.

    Among the many places where Mah Jongg became popular, Japan is on top of the list. The Japanese version of the game is somewhat different from the Chinese version although the underlying nature of the game has remained intact since the start. Japanese prefer a knockout session where–in the first player to go Mah Jongg is considered an uncontested winner. All the other players have to pay combined prize money to the winner. Hence there are no second places, and neither is the game spread out for several hours over the course of different sessions.

    The American history of Mah Jongg is quite interesting and fascinating. Joseph P. Babcock, an American Civil Engineer, is credited with introducing and importing first ever Mah Jongg tiles to America. He even wrote a book on Mah Jongg which was called the ‘Red Book.’ This book contained the rules for playing the game. For the sake of commercialism, the Babcock simplified the game. The tactic did work for a short time; however, overly simplified rules confused and bored the players very quickly. The game’s popularity was lost almost as quickly as it was gained. 

    Mah Jongg’s revival took place in 1935 when The National Mah Jongg League Inc. (NMJL) reintroduced the game and laid down the foundations of ‘American Mah Jongg.’ They published an official rule book by the name of “Maajh: The American Version of the Ancient Chinese Game.” The rules in this book did not deviate too much from those introduced by Joseph Babcock. 

    Interestingly, from the cultural aspect, the game became immensely popular among Jewish women. They played it to pass the time and without the gamble. In fact, a majority of the members of NMJL were Jewish women. In 1986 NMJL organized the first ever Mah Jongg Cruise tournament. On its 25th Anniversary in 2010, the league organized a major event where competitors from all across America and even Canada took part.

    Today NMJL works hand in hand with American Mah Jongg Association to co-ordinate various Mah Jongg event all over the country. American Mah Jongg Association is especially popular for organizing their signature event at the Trump Taj Mahal Casino Resort in Atlantic City, New Jersey.

    



CHAPTER ONE
“THE RULES”

    The first Mah Jongg World Championships were held in Japan’s Mah Jongg Museum in 2002, and the competition was won by Mai Hatsune from Japan.

    OVER THE YEARS MAH JONGG has become popular in various parts of the world. Like any other popular game, the rules of this game have been modified and twisted to suit the players of the country where it is being played. Nonetheless, some core rules have remained intact although some countries have simplified them to shorten the time of the game.

    Object of the Game

    The main objective of playing Mah Jongg is to collect a particular sequence of tiles. These sequences are called Kong, Chows, and Pong. The game proceeds in an orderly fashion and each player gets a turn. The players select a tile from the wall of tiles that has been laid out. It is a player’s choice to either keep or discard the given tile. The game continues until one of the players ‘goes Mah Jongg’. 

    • Kong: These are a total of four tiles of the same suit. When a Kong set is formed, one or two tiles are always turned over. Kong is much more similar to Pong, the only difference being that it requires a set of four tiles instead of three. A Kong can be made in two ways:

    • Concealed Kong: This is made by placing two tiles facing up in the center of the table and two tiles facing down at the end. The more hidden Kong or pongs a player has, more points he gets.

    • Stolen Kong: As the name suggests, this occurs when a player acquires or steals a tile from the discarded tiles of another player.

    If a player already has Pong in his hand and chooses to draw a fourth tile from the wall, then also he can create a Kong. The player can put this fourth tile on the middle tile in the meld.

    • Chows: This set consists of three consecutive tiles. To form a Chows all tiles must be of the same suit (for example numerical order 2, 3, 4). Remember that a player cannot go from one to nine or vice versa. Neither can a player skip any number in between. Thus, numbers must be in consecutive numerical order. A chow can be made from stealing thrown away tiles. However, players who have had their turns should not have made a Pong or a Kong set.

    • Pong: A set of tiles are deemed Pong when all the tiles are identical. The tiles must also be of the same suit. To make a Pong set any types of tiles can be used; however, flower tiles cannot be used to make Pong. When a player is dealt with a flower tile, he must keep it aside for the bonus play.

    Mah Jongg closely resembles the card game Rummy. It is, therefore, played in Hands like many other card games. There are a total of four players (although it can be played with three or five players as well). These four players aka Hands make up a Game. 

    A total number of thirteen tiles are at a player’s disposal.  When it is their turn, they are given the fourteenth tile. A player then chooses to either keep or discard the tile that was given to him. In this way, every player’s Hand has a correct number of tiles.

    Intervals

    There are three intervals when a game can be paused. These include:

    1. Melding or Stealing: 

    Stealing or melding makes the game more interesting. This happens when one of the players discards a tile, and another player makes a call or bid for that tile. The only drawback for this ‘call’ is that a player has to show his Hand which he wants to complete with the discarded tile.

    If there are two or more players that are after the same discarded tile, than the player who would win the hand will throw away the tile that is given preference. 

    2.  Season or Flower:

    If a player draws a tile that has a season or flower, he or she should keep it one side and inform other players regarding it. These tiles are not considered as a part of a legal hand; however, if it is a winning hand, the player gets a bonus against this tile. 

    3. Winning the Game: 

    When a player wins the game, it is called ‘Going Mah Jongg.’ This happens when a player completes a legal Hand; either by obtaining a tile thrown away by another player or getting it from the ‘wall’ of tiles by himself. At this point, the player calls out ‘Mah Jongg’ to alert other players of his win. This ends a Hand; other players also reveal their tiles so that scoring can take place. Once the scores have been settled, the players can than move on to the next Hand.

    What does it take to win?

    Winning a game means going Mah Jongg. To go Mah Jongg, a player must have fourteen tiles which can either consist of four combinations of three Pongs or Chow. A player can also win if he has a pair of identical tiles along with a set of Kong tiles.

    A player can win when he has fourteen tiles in Hand. He can acquire one extra tile i.e. the fourteenth tile by getting it from the wall; this is called ‘winning from the wall.’ A player may also win by acquiring the fourteenth tile from a player’s discarded pile; this is called ‘winning by discard.’

    



CHAPTER TWO
“THE SYMBOLISM IN MAH JONGG”

    “Luck is flow and force. There’s no power that can fully take that into account;
 fate is still wavering.”

    – Nobuyuki Fukumoto

    Mah Jongg tiles are not just a bunch of fancy tiles carved out of wood or painted on a bamboo tile. In fact, each sign, color, and symbol has a deep underlying meaning. Understanding these symbols and their meanings make the game more interesting.

    One does not have to play Mah Jongg, in order to appreciate the intricate art work. The delicate beauty of these tiles can be appreciated by any Chinese art enthusiast. In Chinese culture, almost everything has a symbolic representation. The wall of tiles resurrected during the game is a representation of Great Wall of China.

    The Allegory of Colors

    Colors are a vibrant part of Chinese culture. Conversationally, cultures all around the world give symbolic importance to colors. Colors have held deep meaning and representation for humankind since the beginning of time.

    You will find three types of colors on Mah Jongg tiles i.e. Red, Blue, and Green. Let us delve a little deeper to know what meanings these colors hold in the game itself.

    The color Red represents good fortune. In Chinese culture, red is a representation of life as blood is red in color. Chinese consider red to be a lucky color, which is one of the reasons for exchanging red colored envelopes on Chinese New Year. It is a way of blessing others with good health and wealth in coming years.

    Blue color brings to mind the vast expense of clear and beautiful blue sky. The sky that extends on our heads, in all its glory, is an acute reminder of Heaven. In Chinese culture, Heaven represents purity and dignity, two of the most revered assets by Chinese people. 

    Green is the representation of Mother Earth in all its lusciousness and glorious beauty. Our earth is full of green pastures, beautiful plants, and trees. In Mah Jongg, the color green expands to include the natural glory of mother earth and its fertility.

    The Story of Wind Symbols

    If you hold a compass in your hand and sit on a Mah Jongg table, you will notice that the four players/Hands sitting on the table represent the four directions of wind. Interestingly, the direction of the winds is reversed. This is because wind directions on our compass are seen from a vantage point on Earth. However, in Mah Jongg, the wind directions are drawn as if being looked down upon from the Heaven. 

    Each of the four winds has a more profound and deeper underlying meaning. These meaning are:

    The North Wind is a manifestation of winter which covers everything in an eerie darkness. Thus, it also represents the color black, the tortoise, and the element of water.

    The South Wind is symbolic of the season autumn. During the autumn leaves fall from the trees and everything seems bare and stark. Thus, the South wind also represents the color white, the tiger, and the element of metal.

    The West Wind represents the season of summer, a time when the fiery hot sun shines from the sky. Every nook and corner bathe in the glorious sunlight. Thus by the extended meaning, the West Wind also represents the color red, the Phoenix, and the element of fire.

    The East Wind denotes spring, which is the time of fertility and greenness. It is the season that instills beauty of Mother Earth. Thus, the East Wind also represents the dragon, the element of wood and the color green.

    The Apologue of Flowers and Seasons

    The Flowers and Season tiles are intricately carved tiles and hold special importance in the game. Every Mah Jongg set consists of only one piece of each, and these are called Supreme Honor Tiles. These tiles are numbered from 1-4. The numbers of Flower tiles are shown in either black or green while the numbers on Season tiles are imprinted in red.

    During a game of Mah Jongg, these tiles are used to furnish bonus points. They can be used to make Pong, Chows or Kong suits. If a player is dealt with one of these tiles during the game, he keeps them aside and is given a replacement tile instead. The replacement tile is taken from the Loose Tile that makes up the end of the Wall.

    The combo of the Flower and Season tiles is known as the Eight Guardians. They personify the Eight Guardians of Taoism, the eight human beings whose piety, piousness and austerity elevated them to the celestial realms.

    Each player is given the tiles in the following order. The Flowers are said to be the Four Nobles, and they not only reflect each of the four seasons but also exemplify different plants and their attributes.

    [image: Image]

    Plum Blossom or “Li”

    This beautiful flower blooms when the spring season arrives. It is the very first sign of spring and therefore signifies innocence, puerility, and delight. It embodies the renewed vitality, prosperity and opulence.

    Orchid or “Lan”

    Orchid is a delicate and exquisite plant which makes it expensive and affordable only to those with extremely refined taste and fortune. It, therefor, signifies finesse and matchless elegance.

    Chrysanthemum or “Chü”

    In Chinese mythology, this flower is regarded as the symbol of the sun. In accordance, it is associated with pleasures and celebrations of life. It implies delight, freedom, revelry and leisure.

    Bamboo or “Chu”

    The Bamboo stem is used to make finest quality nibs for writing and painting. Thus, it is associated with learning, knowledge, and erudition.

    Similarly, each of the four seasons has different symbols that are interpreted as follows:

    Spring

    This season is represented by a fisherman. A fisherman needs acute sense as well as a lot of persistence to survive the sea. Therefore, spring season symbolizes common sense and patience.

    Summer

    Illustrated with the markings of a woodcutter, this tile represents that fruitful results can only be obtained through sustained activity and hard work.

    Winter

    This tile is represented by scholar; some believe it to be Confucius. Scholars are the embodiment of an enlightened mind and prudence. Nevertheless, it denotes a refined and educated mind and judiciousness.

    Autumn 

    Represented by a farmer, it indicates that endearing rewards can only be reaped when arduous work combines with persistence and patience.

    The Circle Tale

    Circle suit is the original suit of Mah Jongg game. Other suits were added later on. Every tile has a meaning and circles are no exceptions. Due to its resemblance with the coin, many believe that circle suits depict money and wealth. However, this is not the case, and each circle represents different meaning:

    One Circle or “Chu”

    The Chinese name for this circle suit is ‘the Moon from the Bottom of the Sea”. It is represented by pearl which denotes finesse, opulence, and luxury.

    Two Circles or “Sung”

    This circle suit is a representation of pine tree. Trees are hallmarks of firmness and strength. These two qualities are also the most important attributes of a young man. Therefore, this symbol is conjointly represents a young man who prefers peace over violence. This is so because the pine tree makes the best charcoal and the soot from this tree makes finest quality ink.

    Three Circles or “Feng”

    It is a manifestation of phoenix, The Red Bird of Summer. Phoenix is a delicate and beautiful bird which, according to the Chinese myths, appears only once when a gracious Emperor sits on a throne. It is said that at this moment Earth and Heaven come in perfect harmony. Thus, it signifies bliss, joy, and grandeur.

    Four Circles or “Yü”

    This suit is represented by the most beautiful and worthy treasure of all, Jade. Jade is the most prized jewel of all, even more, esteemed than gold. However, Jade is a worthless rock, looking dull and ugly when it is dug out of the earth. A lot of hard work and polishing turns it into a beautiful and shiny stone. Jade can survive all times as it does not rust, decay or fade. Jade is, therefore, a manifestation of an enduring hard work that leads to a fruitful end. Additionally, it also represents long life, lasting values, justice and an unending bond of friendship. 

    Five Circles or “Lung”

    Five circles are revered by gamblers and gamers around the world. This is because five circles are symbolized by a dragon which is said to bring good luck and fortune.

    Six Circles or “Tao”

    Tao is embodied by peach which signifies feminine beauty and softness. The fragrance of this soft and plush fruit reminds one of a young girl who could be a lover, daughter or a younger sister. 

    Seven Circles or “Ch’ung”

    This suit is emblematized by an insect. Interestingly, an insect is opposite of the jade. A Jade expresses efforts that bring lasting rewards; however, an insect signifies industriousness that brings temporary rewards. In fact, some of the activity is done without the concern of rewards and is just a habitual act.

    Eight Circles or “Hu”

    This is probably the most masculine of all tiles and one of my favorite picks. It is represented by the white tiger which is the ultimate sign of masculinity, power, and authority. It shows an underlying determination and unwavering confidence. The white tiger is also associated with the West Wind because it is a constellation of autumn.

    Nine Circles or “Ch’i

    It is symbolized by a unicorn that describes good fortune and events ahead of time. It is a gift of intuition and acumen. Bearing this in mind, it also signifies a person’s natural ability to keep ahead of time and events.

    The Narrative of Wan

    Wan means ‘ten thousand,’ however, it can also be taken to represent and a large number or simply unlimited. They encompass the vastness of universe or eternity. There are nine wan tiles in each Mah Jongg set. They are as follows:

    1 Wan or “Ju”

    It resembles a door and signifies the opening of new opportunities.

    2 Wan or “Chien”

    Represented by a double edged sword, it denotes that harmony and sound judgment is necessary to progress further in life.

    3 Wan or “Ti”

    It is a manifestation of Earth, one of the five elements of Chinese philosophy. It illustrates stability and adherence.

    4 Wan or “Ch’in”

    It is designated by lute and is generally taken to mean merriment, enjoyment, and relaxation.

    5 Wan or “Fang”

    Denoted by a house, it represents a building or a dwelling.

    6 Wan or “Huo”

    It is expressed by the symbol of fire which means brilliance, perception, and aptitude. This tile also denotes danger and exigency.

    7 Wan or “Tuo”

    This tile is represented by the seven stars, which were also taken to be the seats of Gods in celestial settings. It, therefore, epitomizes literary intellect, inspiration, and ambition.

    8 Wan or “Chieh”

    It is represented by a knot which can mean either tying or untying of anything.

    9 Wan or “Tien”

    Symbolized by Heaven, it means attainment, triumph, and gratification.

    The Apologue of Bamboos

    There is a total of 9 bamboo suits, each of which is represented by a different Chinese character having a different meaning. It is important not to confuse these tiles with the Bamboo Flower tile. Following are the bamboo tiles and their meanings:

    1 Bamboo or “K’ung”

    It is denoted by a peacock which signifies triumph and accomplishment.

    2 Bamboos or “Ya”

    Represented by a duck, it epitomizes an enduring bond of association.

    3 Bamboos or “Min”

    This tile is marked with the symbol of a toad that represents healing and flamboyance.

    4 Bamboos or “Li”

    Illustrated by a carp, it means peace, harmony, and tranquility.

    5 Bamboos or “Lien”

    It is represented by a lotus flower which signifies new birth.

    6 Bamboos or “Shui”

    It is characterized by the element of water and means correspondence and journey.

    7 Bamboos or “Kuei”

    It is symbolized by a tortoise. Since tortoises have an unusually long life, thus, this tile means longevity.

    8 Bamboos or “Chün”

    Represented by a mushroom, it illustrates capriciousness and immortality.

    9 Bamboos or “Liu”

    This tile is marked with the symbol of a willow tree. The willow tree has a remarkable ability to adjust itself according to the weather. It bends during winter and stands upright when spring arrives. This tile, therefore, represents diplomacy.

    The Dragon Symbolism

    Dragons are an integral part of Chinese culture, so much so, that they also found a place in Mah Jongg tile sets. The dragons are of three different colors, each of which has a unique meaning. The dragon suit includes following tiles:

    Red Dragon

    It represents the center and is characterized with hitting the mark and accomplishing the goal.

    Green Dragon

    It indicates a new beginning and a fresh start. It epitomizes that each new beginning brings with it a doorway to many opportunities.

    White Dragon

    The white color is equivalent to a blank page; it represents the unknown and unforeseen.

    



CHAPTER THREE
“THE GAME”

    “Laughter is the second best medicine. Mah Jongg is the first.”

    Anecdote

    The game of Mah Jongg begins from the East Wind. To decide which player is going to play as the East Wind, all the players are required to throw dice. The player with the highest score plays as the East Wind. The East Wind player will keep his/her dealt tiles on a red stake while all the other players will keep theirs on a black stake.

    The Wall

    With each new Hand, the Wall must be rebuilt and the tiles must be dealt. The Wall must be built using all 144 tiles. This means that the Wall is four sided which is 18 tiles long and 2 tiles high. To build the Wall, all the tiles are laid face down and shuffled. Each player lends a hand in building the Wall, by taking the appropriate number of tiles and laying them, still facing down.

    To decide which side of the wall must be opened, an elaborate system has been established. This procedure ensures that no player can cheat. For this purpose, the East Wind player throws a dice. Now a player needs to start counting the number that has been thrown all the way around the wall. The counting must begin with the East Wind; go to the South Wind, then West Wind and then the North Wind. The side on which the counting stops is the side of the wall that will be opened first.

    Now the players have to decide the section of the wall that will be breached. To do this, the player sitting on the side of the wall that will be opened first must throw two dice. The numbers on the dice are added up to the previous dice number (the one which decided the side of the wall to be opened). The answer indicates the tile number that is to be opened. For this purpose, the player starts counting from the left side of the wall that is to be breached. Do not worry if the answer is higher than 18. Remember that your wall is 2 tiles high. Simply continue counting around the right-hand corner of the wall.

    Once counted, the opening tiles are now removed from the wall. They are known as the Loose Tiles. In Mah Jongg, Loose Tiles mark the ending of the wall. The Loose tiles are not discarded. In fact, the top tile is placed immediately on the left side of the opening in the wall, facing downward. The bottom tile is placed to the immediate right of the opening, that too facing downward.

    The Loose tiles along with the last 14 tiles on the left of the wall opening are referred to as Kong Box. This box simply furnishes extra tiles to the players throughout the game and has no other purpose.

    Dealing the Tiles

    The player that opens the wall must deal the tiles to other players. The tiles are dealt from the East Wind. For dealing the tiles, all the players are provided three sets of four tiles. For the fourth set, each player receives one tile. Remember that all this is done with the tiles facing down. The players must not have a look at any of the tiles at this point in the game. Replacement tiles must be given for Seasons, Kongs and Flowers.  Each player must have a total of 13 tiles in their Hand.

    The Game Begins

    To start a hand, the East Wind player is given an extra 14th tile. She/he begins the game by discarding a tile of their choice.

    An Original Hand

    This happens if the 14 tile given to the East Wind player along with the first 13 tiles dealt to him/her at the beginning of the game complete a legal hand and go Mah Jongg. This hand is called an Original Hand. An Original Hand furnishes the player with the triple doubling of his total score.

    Drawing and Discarding Tiles

    The game starts with each player discarding tiles from their stake. If a discarded tile is not claimed by any player, it goes out of the game and cannot be claimed at a later stage. A player has to discard a tile until she/he makes a Pong, Chow or a Kong by getting a tile from the discard of other players. A player cannot discard a tile if she/he goes Mah Jongg.

    • Chow: You can complete a Chow suit by picking up only Bamboo, Circle or Wan tiles. There are three ways to make a Chow. A Concealed Chow is made from the 13 tiles that were dealt to the player at the beginning of the game. An Exposed Chow is made when a player picks up a tile discarded by another player. You are only allowed to pick up the discarded tile of the player sitting to your immediate left. If a player wishes to go Mah Jongg, he is allowed to pick the tile discarded by any player to make a chow and go Mah Jongg.

    • Pong: For making a pong, a player has two options. You can make a Concealed Pong from the tiles that have been dealt to you. It can stay in your hand. An Exposed Pong is made when you pick up the discarded tile of any player. In such case, your Pong suit will be placed above your stake so that all other players can see it. The player who made an Exposed Pong is obliged to continue the Hand.

    • Kong: A Kong can be made in three of the following ways. When you have three identical tiles on your stake and make a Kong by matching the fourth tile that was dealt to you, it is called a Concealed Kong. For Concealed Kong, the tiles are placed above the stake with two tiles at both ends facing down. This indicates that it is a Concealed Kong and the player who made it is dealt with a replacement tile, and the game continues from this player. For an Exposed Kong, a player can pick tile discarded by any player. An Exposed Kong is also placed above the stake, however, this time only one tile is facing down. This player is dealt with a replacement tile, and the game continues in this manner.

    Going Mah Jongg

    A player is allowed to the discarded tile from any player, if it makes him/her win a hand and go Mah Jongg. This finishes the game and scoring begins. In order to go Mah Jongg, a player needs to have a complete Hand. A Complete Hand consists of four sets of Chows, Pongs or Kongs and a pair of identical tiles. The player who goes Mah Jongg does not discard his 14th tile as it is used up in making a complete suit. Therefore, the player who goes Mah Jongg has a total of 14 tiles in his Hand.

    Moreover, if all the tiles including the Kong Box tiles are used and no player goes Mah Jongg this also finishes a hand. This is a no-win situation, and this hand is indicated as a Dead Hand. In this scenario, there is no scoring, and the game simply proceeds to the next Hand.

    Finishing a Game

    Mah Jongg is a lengthy game and requires a lot of time. A game finishes when:

    1. All players have been a Wind of Round.

    2. All the four players have been East wind four times. 

    3. The red stake of the East Wind returns to the player who originally started the game as the East Wind. 

    If a player other than the East Wind player goes Mah Jongg, the red stake is handed over to the South Wind player, who becomes the East Wind player for the next Hand. Rest of the players becomes the wind of their left-hand player.

    The player who scores highest in the combined score of all Hands is declared the winner.

    Claiming the Tiles

    In case there are more than one players biding or claiming for the same tile priority is given to the player who would go Mah Jongg by claiming that particular tile. Otherwise, priority is given to players in the following order:

    • Kong
• Pong
• Chow

    In case there are two players who want a tile for the same reason, priority is given to the player who is next in turn. As tempting as it may seem, it is not always advisable to go for discarded tiles. (Please refer to Chapter Five for more details)

    



CHAPTER FOUR
“THE SCORES”

    “Luck is a matter of preparation meeting opportunity.”

    Lucius Seneca

    Scoring in Mah Jongg is quite complex and mind boggling. However, once you start to ease into the game, it becomes easier to keep track of all the scores. Mah Jongg is played as a betting game in China. The players endeavor to play and finish the game quickly. 

    The rules being discussed here are much more generalized for the sake of simplicity. It is possible that some of the scoring rules may vary according to the region, country or players playing the game. It is also possible that a player may end up with a negative total score. This happens in the case of losing a game; points are paid to other players.

    Interestingly, Mah Jongg is an unpredictable game where a player’s luck can change quite dramatically. He can go from being a champion in one round to having the lowest score in the next.  Even more interesting is the fact that the player who goes Mah Jongg does not necessarily have the highest score.  When the scores are summed up for a Hand, other players may have a higher score than that player.

    Rules for Calculating Scores

    There are three basic rules for calculating scores:

    1. The player who goes Mah Jongg is the first person whose scores are totaled.

    2. Next are the other three players whose hands are calculated one by one.

    3. Now, the winner receives prize money, and all other players pay the difference in their scores to each other.

    Steps for Totaling Scores

    Following two steps are required to calculate the score of a hand:

    1. Mini points are obtained by looking at pairs and sets. Going Mah Jongg also enables a player to earn mini-points. However, the amount of mini points and the sets and pairs that yield those mini points can vary from game to game.

    2. Each hand is analyzed as specific bonus tiles yield specific points. 

    Points to Note:

    Winning by Pair: This happens when a player’s hand has only Pongs and Kongs along with a pair to complete a hand. The player’s hand should not have any Chows. This hand furnishes an extra ten points.

    Winning without Scoring Value: This winning hand consists of only Chows and a non-scoring pair. This also enables a player to earn an extra ten points.

    Catch a Fish from the Bottom of the Sea: When a player wins by using the last tile on the Wall, the tile that is in play before the Kong box is reached, then it is referred as to catch a fish from the bottom of the sea. This also gives the winner ten extra points.

    Calculating Scores for a Players Hand

    It is important to note that scoring begins only when a player goes Mah Jongg. We would advise you to keep track of scores by writing them on a piece of paper. This way doubling and multiplying becomes easier and chances of mistakes are considerably lessened. It also enables players to keep track of total scores after each hand.

    Scoring Chows

    Chows have no scoring values and thus no points. A player who finishes a hand without having Chows is awarded an extra 10 points.

    Scoring Pongs
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    Scoring Kongs
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    Pair that Complete a Hand

    Pairs are a set of two identical tiles. These tiles may be Wind or Dragon tiles. A player earns 2 points for having a pair of any Dragon. Similarly, 2 points are scored if a player has a pair of his own Wind or a pair of Wind of the Round.

    Season and Flower Tiles

    All the tiles for Season and Flower furnish 4 points to the player.

    Winner’s Hand

    Apart from the above-mentioned scores, some additional points are given to the Winner. These additional bonus points are applied only to a Winner’s Hand. If a player wins with:
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    The Doubles

    Doubles are applied when a player’s hand possesses either a combination of rare melds, or his Hand is forming a certain rare pattern of tiles. 

    Doubles means that each score is multiplied by two. For example, One Double means Multiply by 2, three Doubles mean Multiply by 8 (2x2x2), Five Doubles would mean Multiplying by 32 (2x2x2x2x2) so on and so forth. Whenever there are doubles in a winning hand, make sure to add the bonuses first. The scores will be doubles after bonuses have been added.

    Winner’s Hand

    These Double scores are only applied to a winner’s hand. 
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    All Player’s Hand

    Following Doubles scores are applied to all other player’s Hands:
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CHAPTER FIVE
TIPS AND TRICKS TO PLAY THE GAME

    Take things easy with Mah Jongg game,
Watch with sure gaze discards that tell;
Thought strategy works the sly frame,
Let poise forge maze as moves work well.

    Each card you stack can fit the groove,
Note how blocks spread in clusters here;
Align sure knack with steady moves,
Each move is read in mental spheres.
Excerpt from the poem ‘Mah Jongg Game’ 

    by Leon Enriquez

    Many people consider Mah Jongg to be a slow paced game. However, it depends on the players whether they choose to move the game at a slow pace or a fast one. A game that is fast paced is more exciting and less time-consuming. A fast paced game is more likely to hold the attention of players and provide with a spark of excitement and energy throughout the game.

    Aim to collect tiles that double your scores. This strengthens your chances of winning the game when the scores are added up at the end of the game. When the players on the right or opposite to you discard a tile, you cannot make a Chow from that tile, although it can be used to make a Pong, a Kong or go Mah Jongg. When the player on your left discards a tile, it can be used to make a Chow, Pong, Kong or even go Mah Jongg.

    The following is a winning strategy for beginners who are still learning the game and have yet to memorize all the possible sets or hands for winning. If you are going with this strategy, then you are not to make any pong or chow or Kong and not care about what any of the other players are doing. The thing you need to do is to transform your hand into any 4 sequences, whether they are a chow or pong, and a pair. For example, you have 1, 2, 3 of wans, 3 circles of 2, a 7, 8, 9 of disc, 3 bamboos of 3 and a pair of red dragons. This is a winning hand but it comes with a risk. Since you are not paying attention to the discards of other players you might become a victim to someone else’s Ron. A Ron is where you win the hand off of someone else’s discard.

    Remember never to steal tiles unless you absolutely have to. Otherwise, you will throw away chances at big hands. Discipline is crucial in a game like this. Reading waits is a process of step by step elimination, rely on it only if you have to push and have a huge hand worth winning with. A small tip: if you have two back-to-back closed waits, like having a 4, 6, 8 of characters waiting for a 5 or 7, then it’s best not to discard the tiles as they are usually a sure thing. At the beginning of the match a tile is flipped to face up and if you have a tile that is one bigger then that tile it is called a Dora, but if you have a tile that is one less than the tile on the dead wall, then it is called the Ura-Dora. Try to keep an eye out for the Dora because it gives you a Han, which is a sort of score multiplier if you win a hand thus giving your ordinary hands a boost in terms of points. 

    When you are watching the other player’s discards, it’s best to know what the Dora is, as most good players tend to get the Dora involved in order to earn more points. For example: If the dead wall has a 4 of circles, then the good players will try to avoid throwing out the circles and if they do you can use those discards to find out what kind of sequence your opponent is making. In the game, treat the dealer as a very dangerous opponent and take special care to see what he is discarding because if the dealer wins then, he gets 1.5x more points than the other players. Watch the early discards of the game as they are usually hints that alert you about what kind of hand your opponent is trying to make but ignore the honor tiles as they are usually very rarely played. 

    Try to make an intelligent guess to what tiles other players are gathering. It gives you an edge in planning your strategy. Your game plan should not only involve a winning strategy but also a plan to prevent other players from winning a Hand.

    The absence of a particular kind of tile from the discarded pile is enough to alert anyone paying attention about what kind of tiles you have so be sure that when you’re discarding, try discarding a few of the ones that you are gathering. Like if you keep discarding bamboos, winds, circles, dragons and honest tiles, it shows that you are creating a set of character tiles.

    It is not advice able to discard the 1 and 9 tiles of any suit, or Dragons and Winds, during the early part of the game. These tiles furnish high points, and a seasoned player would retain it to double their scores in the time of need.

    For beginners, it is very easy to take every opportunity to meld a Pong or Chow but you have to resist that temptation as it is a tip-off to any good player about what kind of tiles you have thus making your moves predictable which cost you the game. It also tends to severely limit your choices near the end of the game because then you have to discard some tiles that you might want to keep. The best way you can play this game is to have a plan of attack where you think about what move will give you the best result but also allow you to hide your true intentions, this is called misdirection. It is a great tactic to confuse your opponents because by making a Pong or Chow from one type of tile while keeping the other kinds with yourself makes your opponents think that you are hoarding that particular type of tile but in reality you are gathering a different type while getting rid of the ones you don’t need and getting some points at the same time. It’s best to get rid of single Wind and Dragon tiles at the start of the game unless you already have a pair, then it’s very hard to meld those tiles. The best possible combination of tiles that you can have at the beginning is having mostly wans, bamboos and circles because their numbers in the game give you an advantage as it is very easy to make sequences with them.

    A useful little technique while playing would be to arrange your tiles in a particular order such as all wans at one side, all bamboos on the other and so on and so forth. This not only helps you keep track of your tiles but also has the added bonus of confusing our opponents as their concentration might break when they think about what you are doing with your tiles. The best type of arrangement is to keep all the tiles that can possibly be melded on side, like keeping a 3 and 4 wan in case a 5 is discarded, while keeping all the lone and possible discards off to one side such as when you have a lone direction tile or a lone dragon tile, its best to get rid of them for the reasons mentioned above. In case you have a pair of consecutive like a 1 and 2 disc then it’s best to wait and see if anyone throws in a disc of 3 because then you can call a chi or if you have 2, discs of 1 then you can wait to call in a Pong if anyone discards another disc of 1. 

    Some tactics employed in Mah Jongg can only be used in certain situations and need the exact right conditions to be applied. Like when our opponents are discarding all the different types of tiles, and you get confused as to which one you should discard because it makes you nervous if you throw away a tile and it ends up helping your opponent in winning the hand. In this case, it is best to keep an honor tile on hand as they become the best pick in this situation. But make sure that when you don’t have an honor tile, you throw out the one that you have no use for. Opening up your hand can be a very risky move at the beginning of the game cause it tips off the good players about what you don’t want thus giving them an idea of what you do want hence why they will be very careful not to discard those particular kinds of tiles.

    



CHAPTER SIX
THE MAH JONGG SETS

    “No matter how its name is written, the game casts a spell.”

    Ann M. Israel and Greg Swain, Mah Jongg the Art of the Game

    The most amazing thing about Mah Jongg is that it has adopted and evolved with time, culture and people. There are so many variations to the game and just as many sets. Mah Jongg sets are usually encased in boxes to keep the boards, tiles, and dice safe.

    The earliest tiles set were inspired from a Chinese deck of cards. These tiles were called Cash, Strings of Cash and Myriads of Cash. When the game made its way to the West, it was designed on hard bones. The carvings on hard bones were very abstract and often no comprehensible by an average man. Thus, Cash became Circles (since the carving looked round and resembled the shape of a coin); Strings of Cash transformed into Bamboo and Myriads of Cash became characters or Wan.

    The Wind tiles made its way into the Mah Jongg set during the 1870s. The three dragons made their first appearances in the sets of 1889. The Westerns must thank Stewart Culin for their Mah Jon sets. Stewart Culin’s set came out in 1910 and was quite hit among the western audience. You can still have a look at the original set that is exhibited in the Brooklyn Museum.  This was the set that introduced the tiles of Flowers and Seasons along with the three dragons. It was this tile set that Joseph Babcock first exported to the US in the 1920s.

    Modern day Mah Jongg sets are made of plastic or resin which have their markings either cut or stamped into the tiles. These markings are then adorned with different colors to make them elaborate. However, more refined and embellished sets make use of precious materials such as wood and ivory to manufacture tiles. Wood tiles are hand carved to add numbers and symbols to each tile.

    Ivory tiles are not very common, due to the government imposed a ban on ivory in many countries. Ivory tiles are usually off-white in color. Some of the older sets were made from bamboo, cardboard and even bones.

    The size of tiles and the carrying case varies with each set. Everything is made to complement each other. It is not vain to say that an elaborate and beautiful set does add to the excitement of playing the game!

    



THANK YOU!

    I HOPE YOU HAVE ENJOYED this book as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it! If you would please take 20 seconds of your time to review this book, it would mean so much to me, to hear how you’ve enjoyed it.
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