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Brief history of Pitch

Pitch is one of the oldest trick-taking card games in North America, with roots that can be traced back to the English game of All Fours, played as early as the 1600s. When settlers brought All Fours to America, the rules evolved into what is now known as Pitch. Over time, the game developed many variations, often influenced by local traditions and preferences. By the 19th century, Pitch had become a staple game in rural communities, where it was enjoyed in homes, taverns, and at social gatherings.

Why Pitch is popular in different regions

Pitch is easy to learn but offers enough depth to keep experienced players engaged, which explains its lasting appeal. In the Midwest of the United States, especially in states like Nebraska, Kansas, and Missouri, Pitch is often the game of choice at community events and family get-togethers. In New England, variations such as Auction Pitch are part of longstanding traditions. The game thrives because it combines strategy, competition, and social interaction, making it suitable for both casual play and organized tournaments. Its flexibility and adaptability allow it to fit naturally into different cultural settings, which is why it remains popular across so many regions.

Overview of variations

One of the most fascinating aspects of Pitch is the wide range of rule variations. The core idea (winning tricks and earning points for high, low, jack, and game)remains consistent, but many communities play with added twists.

Setback is a common variation where players can lose points for failing to make their bid, adding an element of risk and reward. Auction Pitch gives players more control by allowing competitive bidding to determine who sets the trump suit. Ten-Point Pitch, often played in the Midwest, expands the scoring system to include additional points such as the off-jack and joker, creating a more complex and strategic version of the game. Each variation reflects the creativity of players and highlights how Pitch adapts to different traditions.

Goals of this book

The purpose of this book is to provide a complete guide to Pitch for players of all levels. Beginners will find step-by-step instructions for learning the rules and mechanics of the game. More experienced players can deepen their understanding through strategy discussions and examples of advanced play. The book also covers popular regional variations so that readers can confidently join a game wherever they encounter it. By the end, you should have both the knowledge and the confidence to enjoy Pitch as a fun pastime, a competitive challenge, and a way to connect with others.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Basics of Pitch

[image: ]


Objective of the game

The main goal in Pitch is to win points by taking tricks that contain valuable cards. Players compete to capture specific scoring cards while also trying to fulfill any bids they make. In most versions of the game, the key scoring categories are high, low, jack, and game. The overall objective is to be the first player or team to reach the target score, which varies depending on the rules being used, but is often 21, 52, or 100 points.

Number of players and partnerships

Pitch is highly flexible when it comes to the number of players. The most common version is played with four players in fixed partnerships, with partners sitting opposite each other. However, the game can also be played with two, three, five, or six players. In non-partnership games, players compete individually, sometimes called cutthroat Pitch. Partnerships add a cooperative element that brings more strategy, as players must balance their own hands with support for their teammates.

Deck and card ranking

A standard 52-card deck is used in Pitch, though some variations add jokers or remove certain cards. The rank of cards follows a special system, different from many other card games. In the trump suit, the highest card is the ace, followed by king, queen, jack, and so on down to the two. Non-trump suits are ranked normally from ace high to two low, but they usually do not score points unless they happen to be the lowest trump captured in play.

The unique element of Pitch is that the trump suit dominates the game. Once trump is declared, it outranks all other suits, and players must follow suit when possible. Winning control of tricks in the trump suit is often the key to capturing the valuable scoring cards.

Point values

Scoring in Pitch is based on four traditional points, though some versions expand the system. The standard points are:

	High: awarded for holding the highest trump in play, usually the ace

	Low: awarded for capturing the lowest trump in play, often the two

	Jack: awarded for winning the jack of trump in a trick

	Game: awarded for collecting the most card points in tricks, with aces worth 4, kings 3, queens 2, jacks 1, and tens 10


In a four-point game, each of these categories is worth one point, for a total of four available points in a hand. In other versions, additional points are included, such as the joker or off-jack, which can raise the total to seven or ten points per deal. Understanding the scoring system being used is crucial before play begins, since strategies change depending on how many points are in play.
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How to shuffle and deal

Pitch begins with one player shuffling the deck thoroughly to ensure the cards are well mixed. Traditionally, the player to the right of the dealer is given the option to cut the deck. The dealer then distributes the cards in a clockwise direction. Most versions of Pitch deal six cards to each player, though some variants deal nine. Cards are usually dealt in groups of two or three, depending on local custom. Once all players have their hands, the game is ready to proceed to the bidding stage.

To keep the game fair, the deal rotates clockwise after each hand. This ensures that every player has an equal chance to be dealer, which can influence the flow of the game.

Typical hands per player

The number of cards dealt depends on the variation being played. In the classic four-point game, six cards are dealt to each player. This creates enough room for bidding decisions while keeping the game fast-paced. In ten-point Pitch, nine cards are often dealt, allowing for more complex hands and a wider range of scoring opportunities.

Regardless of the version, each player must carefully examine their hand to judge its strength before bidding begins. Strong trump cards, a mix of high and low cards, or key point cards like the jack of trump can all make a hand more valuable.

Trump suit basics

The trump suit is the defining feature of Pitch and determines how tricks are won. After the deal, players bid for the right to declare trump. The highest bidder chooses one of the four suits as trump, and that suit becomes dominant for the rest of the hand.

In play, any trump card outranks cards from other suits, no matter their rank. For example, a two of trump will beat an ace of a non-trump suit. Players are required to follow the suit that is led if they can. If they cannot follow suit, they may play a trump card to try to win the trick, or discard.

Because so many points depend on trump cards, selecting the trump suit is the most important decision in the game. A well-chosen trump can allow a player or partnership to capture high-value cards, fulfill their bid, and control the flow of play.
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What bidding means

Bidding is the process through which players determine who will declare the trump suit for a hand. Each player evaluates their hand and decides how confident they are about taking enough tricks to earn points. The bid represents the number of points or tricks a player believes they can win. The highest bidder earns the right to choose the trump suit and sets the target that their hand (or their partnership) must achieve to score points.

Bidding adds a strategic layer to Pitch, because overestimating your hand can lead to penalties, while underbidding can allow opponents to control the game.

How to place a bid

Bidding typically begins with the player to the left of the dealer and continues clockwise. Each player announces a number representing the points or tricks they think they can win. The minimum bid is usually one point, and the maximum is the total number of points available in that hand.

Players may either raise the current bid or pass. Once a player passes, they cannot bid again during that round. The bidding continues until all players except the highest bidder have passed. That player then declares the trump suit, which becomes the dominant suit for that hand.

Bidding strategy for beginners

For beginners, the safest strategy is to bid conservatively. Focus on your strongest cards, especially high trump cards, and count only the tricks you are confident you can win. Avoid overbidding, because failing to make your bid can cost you points.

It is also important to consider the number of players and partnerships. In a partnership game, a moderate bid combined with support from your partner’s cards can often be more successful than trying to win every trick alone. Watching the cards played in previous hands can also help you judge opponents’ tendencies and adjust your bidding accordingly.

Examples of common bidding scenarios:

	Scenario 1: You have the ace, king, and jack of trump, along with a low off-suit card. You can confidently bid three points, since you are likely to capture high, jack, and possibly game.

	Scenario 2: You have only one strong trump card and mostly low off-suit cards. It is best to bid one point or pass, depending on the other players’ bids.

	Scenario 3: You have several trump cards and a mix of high off-suit cards. You might bid aggressively, aiming for four or five points, but be cautious of overestimating your hand.


More Bidding Examples

Here are some bidding examples that show how you might decide whether to bid for trump based on your hand in Pitch. I’ll use the standard 4-point game (High, Low, Jack, Ten, Last Trick) as the baseline.
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