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Whist is one of the oldest and most enduring trick-taking card games, beloved for its elegant simplicity and depth of strategy. While its popularity has faded in the shadow of more modern games like Bridge, Whist remains a favorite among traditional card players and those who enjoy a well-balanced game of skill, memory, and teamwork. Whether played casually among friends or in structured tournaments, Whist offers endless replayability and intellectual satisfaction.

A Brief History of Whist

Whist traces its origins to 16th-century England, evolving from earlier games such as “Trump” and “Ruff.” By the 18th century, Whist had become a staple of upper-class social life and a subject of serious analysis. The game was formalized in 1742 by Edmond Hoyle, whose book A Short Treatise on the Game of Whist helped codify its rules and made “according to Hoyle” a lasting phrase. Over time, Whist spawned numerous variants, most notably Bridge, which began to dominate competitive card playing in the 20th century.

Despite its age, Whist has endured as a game of choice for many players seeking a social, thoughtful, and accessible card game. Its rules are easy to learn, but mastering its strategies can take a lifetime. These qualities have made it a favorite in both casual and formal settings for centuries.

Why Whist Remains Popular

There are several reasons why Whist continues to capture the interest of card players today:

	Simplicity: With no bidding phase and straightforward rules, Whist is easy for beginners to pick up.

	Strategic Depth: Success depends not on luck alone, but on memory, logic, and partnership play.

	Social Interaction: As a partnership game, Whist encourages cooperation and silent communication.

	Versatility: Whist can be played in formal tournaments, family game nights, or even adapted into solo or bidding variants.


In a world dominated by digital games and fast-paced entertainment, Whist offers a refreshing return to a classic pastime that values focus, timing, and subtlety.

Whether you're completely new to card games or a seasoned trick-taker looking to rediscover a classic, this guide will give you everything you need to become a skillful and confident Whist player.
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​Chapter 1: What is Whist?
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Whist is a classic card game in the "trick-taking" family, traditionally played by four players in fixed partnerships. Each hand consists of 13 tricks, and the team that wins the majority of tricks scores points. Though simple in its basic rules, Whist requires a sharp memory, careful observation, and strong cooperation between partners.

Definition and Objective of the Game

In its most common form (Classic Whist), the game is played with a standard 52-card deck, with all cards dealt out evenly. The goal of the game is to win tricks, which are rounds in which each player contributes one card. The highest card in the suit led wins the trick, unless a trump card is played, in which case the highest trump wins.

The partnership that wins more than six tricks (out of 13) in a hand scores one point for each additional trick. For example, if a team takes nine tricks, they score three points. The game is typically played to a target score, such as 5, 7, or 9 points.

Whist is both a game of skill and partnership. While there is no talking allowed about the cards, skilled players communicate indirectly through legal plays, creating a rich and subtle layer of strategy.

Overview of Trick-Taking Games

Whist belongs to a broader family of trick-taking games, which are card games based on players contributing cards to a central “trick,” with one card winning that round. These games often involve a trump suit, which outranks the other suits, and typically reward players for taking a certain number of tricks.

Trick-taking games include:

	Bridge – A complex evolution of Whist with bidding and contract play

	Hearts – Where players try to avoid taking certain tricks

	Spades – A bidding game where players predict the number of tricks they'll win

	Euchre – A shorter, more specialized trick-taking game with a smaller deck


Whist is distinct for its lack of a bidding phase and for its elegant, straightforward rules, which make it an excellent introduction to the genre.

Variations of Whist

Over the centuries, several popular variations of Whist have developed. Each offers a different experience while retaining the core mechanic of trick-taking.

Classic Whist

Also called "Straight Whist," this is the traditional four-player partnership game. Players play in teams of two, and trump is determined by flipping the final card dealt. This is the version described in detail throughout this book.

Solo Whist

In this variation, four players compete as individuals rather than in teams. Bidding is introduced, where players declare how many tricks they think they can win, and the highest bidder plays alone against the other three. It adds a layer of challenge and risk-taking.

Knockout Whist

Also known as "Trumps," this is a casual, fast-paced version typically played without partnerships. Players are eliminated if they fail to win any tricks in a round. The trump suit changes each round, and the game continues until one player remains.

Bid Whist

A more complex and strategic variation often played in African American communities, Bid Whist incorporates a bidding phase, partnerships, jokers, and special rules for setting the trump suit. It is considered more dynamic and challenging than Classic Whist.

Whist’s many forms allow it to appeal to a wide range of players. Whether you're looking for a relaxed social game or a deeply strategic challenge, there's a version of Whist that fits your style. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how to set up the game, deal the cards, and begin playing.
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Before you can play Whist, you’ll need to understand the materials, player arrangement, and basic procedures that set the game in motion. The setup is simple and quick, making Whist an easy game to start playing in just a few minutes.

The Deck: Standard 52 Cards

Whist uses a standard 52-card deck without jokers. The cards rank from highest to lowest as follows:

Ace (high), King, Queen, Jack, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2 (low)

There are four suits: spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs. In each hand, one suit will be designated as trump, which outranks the other suits during play.

Number of Players

Whist is best played with four players, divided into two partnerships. There are other versions of the game for different numbers of players (such as Solo Whist or Knockout Whist), but classic Whist always involves four players in two teams.

Partnership Play Explained

In Whist, players sit around the table so that partners face each other. For example, if Alice and Brian are partners, and Chris and Dana are the other team, they should be seated like this:

	Alice (North)

	Chris (East)

	Brian (South)

	Dana (West)


This arrangement ensures that play moves clockwise and that no one is seated next to their partner.

Each partnership works together to win more tricks than the opposing team. While partners are not allowed to communicate verbally about their cards, they can use legal play choices to signal strengths and weaknesses in subtle, strategic ways.

Seating and Dealing

Before the first deal, players draw cards from a shuffled deck to determine seating and who will deal first. The player who draws the highest card becomes the first dealer, and the players then arrange themselves in a circle so that partners are opposite each other.

The Deal:

	The dealer shuffles the deck and offers it to the player on their right to cut.

	Cards are dealt one at a time, clockwise, starting with the player to the dealer’s left, until each player has 13 cards.

	The dealer then turns the last card dealt (their own) face up and places it on top of their hand. The suit of this card determines the trump suit for that hand.

	After everyone sees the trump card, the dealer adds it to their hand, and play begins with the player to the dealer’s left leading the first trick.


Each player should organize their hand by suit to help with play. Once the trump suit is known, many players choose to separate the trump cards to one side for easy access.
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Whist is built on simple, clear rules that make it easy to learn and accessible to players of all experience levels. This chapter explains the fundamentals of card ranking, how to determine trump, how tricks are played, and how to score a hand.

Card Ranking and Suits

Whist is played with a standard 52-card deck. The four suits are spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs. Each suit has thirteen cards, ranked from highest to lowest as follows: ace, king, queen, jack, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2.

Suits are equal in value until one is selected as the trump suit, which becomes more powerful for that hand.

Determining Trump

During the deal, each player receives 13 cards. The final card dealt, which belongs to the dealer, is turned face up. The suit of this card becomes the trump suit for that hand. After everyone sees it, the dealer adds it to their hand.

The trump suit overrides all other suits during play. A trump card beats any card from a non-trump suit, regardless of rank.

How to Play a Trick

A hand consists of 13 tricks. A trick is a round in which each player contributes one card. The player to the left of the dealer starts by leading any card. The next players, in clockwise order, each play one card in response.

The goal is to win the trick, either by playing the highest card in the suit that was led or by playing a higher trump card if no one can follow suit.

The player who wins



	If no trump cards are played, the highest card in the suit that was led wins the trick.

	If one or more trump cards are played, the highest trump wins.





	A team that wins eight tricks scores two points (8 minus 6 equals 2).

	If both teams win six or fewer tricks, neither team scores.
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