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FOREWORD

CANASTA is a new card game from South America and has already gained wide popularity in the U.S.A. It is probably the most interesting and exciting of the various rummy games which have been so popular of recent years and it has all the elements which make up a fine card game.

The technique, or routine playing skill in Canasta, as in most rummy games, is not at all difficult to acquire. Unlike Contract Bridge, where the technique of play is so varied and difficult that proficiency can hardly be acquired in less than a year, the important points of play in Canasta can easily be learned in a few weeks or even less. Nevertheless, Canasta has very interesting points of play all its own.

It is in the field of judgment that Canasta makes the greatest demands on its devotees. Judgment at cards is a different quality from playing skill. We all know plenty of players who know all the fine points of play but seem to make the wrong decisions in crucial situations. The Canasta player is faced with the necessity of making sound decisions throughout a hand. Having the required count, he must decide whether to go down immediately or hold his hand up one or more rounds in hope of getting the pack. Next, he often has to decide whether to use his deuce to make a Canasta or to hold it up in the hope of getting a perfect Canasta or getting the pack with it. Later he may have to determine whether to discard a deuce, thereby making it more difficult to take the pack. He must decide whether a small pack is worth taking or whether drawing is indicated. Most important of all, perhaps, he must determine how to discard to prevent his opponent from getting the pack. Late in the hand he must decide whether to go out, with or without asking his partner, or to prolong the hand; also, he must make a sound decision when asked by partner whether he should go out.

In the field of psychology, which is really sizing up the strong and weak points of partner and opponents, Canasta offers many opportunities for the use of subtle stratagems with which to trap an unwary opponent.

The function of memory in a card game is generally misunderstood. It is a common misconception that a game demanding difficult feats of memory from the players is prima facie a very good game because it is so difficult. This is fallacious, as the memory element at cards, though important in most games, should be only incidental to playing skill. Consequently, a good game should not have a memory element which will overtax a normal memory. If it does, it gives too great an advantage merely to superior memory, and the great amount of effort required tends to make the game tiring and boring after a short time. A memory requirement that is too high tends to detract from such games as Gin Rummy (played with a concealed pack), Oklohoma, Casino, and two-handed Pinochle.

There are plenty of things to remember at Canasta, but the demand on memory is not excessive, even though there is a concealed pack, for two reasons: first, there are no sequences to be remembered, and second, a large pack is always desirable to obtain, so it is unnecessary to memorize large packs.

As far as I know, Canasta is the most exciting card game to date. Starting usually at a leisurely tempo when 50 points are needed to meld, the tension increases as the game is coming to a conclusion and 120 points are required. It is usually at this point when the pack grows to enormous size. The struggle to obtain the pack under these circumstances terminates in a climax of excitement seldom reached in any other game. An error in discarding at this point can easily cost 5,000 points or even more.

Mrs. Reilly has done more than anyone else to popularize the game in the U.S.A., and she has a thorough knowledge of its fundamentals and finer points. Already she is recognized as an authority on the rules; no one could be better qualified to write on the game.

Theodore A. Lightner
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A GAME WAS BORN

Three or four years ago a new card game started in Uruguay. The players called it Canasta, which is Spanish for “basket.” As with all card games in their inception, it was at first imperfect and rudimentary. But from its humble beginnings in Uruguay it gradually spread all over South America, acquiring new refinements as its popularity grew. In every country, town and village the game had some special localisms added to it, and for two years the rules of play were constantly revised until Canasta finally attained its present perfection. When it was first introduced into the United States, the game spread like wild-fire, even hardened bridge addicts transferring their allegiance to it. But still the rules had not been finally codified; variant forms were still played in different localities. So, in response to popular request, the Regency Club of New York (which may be likened to the Portland Club or Crockford’s Club in London) decided to work out and issue a set of Standard and Official Rules for Canasta. It is these rules which form part of this book.

As players will soon discover, Canasta is a very fascinating and exciting game, where keen judgment is an important factor.
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