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Blackjack Strategy Book

Dear Reader:

The fact that you are holding this book means there's a good chance that you're a beginning blackjack player. Or perhaps you've never played blackjack but you're intrigued by the game and you want to learn more about it. If so, you've come to the right place.

For centuries, gamblers have been drawn to blackjack's basic premise — seeing how close they can come to the magic number 21 without going over it or being beaten by a better hand held by the dealer. It's a fascinating challenge, and one that keeps players coming back time and time again.

For being such an old game, blackjack has lost none of its allure. Instead, it enjoys a larger audience now than it ever has. Today, blackjack is the most widely played card game of its type in the world, and it shows no signs of losing its top position anytime soon. Card games may come and go, but blackjack is here to stay.

We're glad you've decided to join us in taking a closer look at the great game of blackjack, and we wish you good gaming!
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Top Ten Things to Know About Blackjack


	Blackjack is one of the few casino games where the house advantage, or edge, can actually be in the player's favor.

	Learning basic strategy is key to mastering the game. With basic strategy, it's possible to decrease the house edge to under 0.5 percent.

	Basic card-counting strategies are what make blackjack a truly beatable game.

	Some casinos will let you abandon or surrender your hand if you really don't want to play it, or if you think it's a good idea that you don't.

	Doubling down is one of the most effective ways to slash the house's edge and help you come out a winner more often.

	Splitting pairs can make good hands better, improve poor to marginal hands, and increase the amount of money you stand to win.

	Insurance is almost never a good bet. The only time it makes sense is when you are counting cards and you know that a number of 10s still remain to be played.

	Rule variations affect the amount of each bet you can expect to win or lose. When picking a place to play blackjack, it's a good idea to find out which rules are being used so you can plan your play accordingly.

	The odds are against your being a big winner at blackjack.

	You probably won't get rich playing blackjack, but you can have a lot of fun trying.







Introduction

[image: illustration] If you've ever spent time in a casino, or at an online gaming site, there's a good chance that you've tried your hand at blackjack. Blackjack is what's known as a “banked” card game — you're up against the bank (or dealer) rather than other players. Blackjack is the most widely played banked card game in the world. If you've never played, you're in for a treat. Blackjack is a great game. Not only is it a lot of fun to play, it's a fantastic. mental challenge. Blackjack's basic premise — seeing how close you can come to 21 without going over it or being beaten by the dealer's hand — may sound easy. However, there are many different strategies that players use to get to that magic number. Learning these strategies and knowing how to use them correctly is what makes the game both intriguing and captivating, not to mention a blast to play.

There is nothing like the thrill you can get when you split pairs and play both hands out to big wins. There is also nothing like the suspense that builds when the dealer is showing a 10 as an up card and you beat him with lots of little cards that finally add up to 21. Neither situation might seem exciting to you now. When you're done with this book, they will.

Blackjack is one of the older table games in existence. As such, it typically doesn't grab the spotlight that some newer games do. What's more, it's simply not the sort of game that attracts the kind of attention that games like No-Limit Texas Hold'em do. However, when people discover blackjack, they rarely quit playing it. Even after they learn other games, they'll always enjoy the unique challenges that are part of the game of blackjack, and playing the game will always occupy some part of their gaming experience.

The Everything®Blackjack Strategy Book shows everyone — from beginner to seasoned player — what the game is all about and what you need to know to play it well. But blackjack doesn't happen in a vacuum, so we also included lots of information on what gambling in general is all about.

Beginners and experts approach the game differently. For the most part, these differences boil down to the strategies and skills that expert players often use to give themselves as much of an edge over the house — the casino — as they can get. This book teaches you the basics — including basic strategy, which all beginning blackjack players must master — as well as some of the more advanced techniques for mastering the game. What also sets this book apart from others is the backgrounds of the authors. You're getting a unique, dual-focus look at the game here — from the casinos' perspective (Tom's), and the player's perspective (Sonia's). As such, this book is not just an Everything® guide. It's also an insider's guide.

By the time you finish reading The Everything® Blackjack Strategy Book, you'll not only know how to play blackjack, you'll also have a feeling for what it's like to really play it in a casino, whether land-based or online. You'll know what to expect if you've never been in a casino and what to do when you're there.

You'll also know the basics of good gambling, and, most important, you'll know how to be a good gambler. Make these principles yours, and you'll always be a winner.



chapter 1


[image: illustration] What Is Blackjack?

Every year, millions of players sit down at blackjack tables in casinos, on riverboats — even at virtual tables in cyberspace. As they do, they have one purpose in mind: to see how close they can come to the magic number — 21 — without going over it or being beaten by a better hand held by the dealer. If you're wondering what's behind the game and why it's so popular, you've come to the right place.


History of the Game

To really understand what blackjack is all about, it's helpful to know something about the game's history and how it was developed. So let's start off with a short history lesson.

In spite of it being such a popular card game, we actually don't know that much about how blackjack was developed. Its origins and early history are a little unclear. In fact, no one really knows exactly where, when, or how it came into existence. What we do know is that the game originated somewhere in Europe. However, no fewer than three countries — France, Italy, and Spain — claim to be the birthplace of blackjack.
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China gets the credit for being the home of the playing card and the card game, which both date back to roughly A.D. 900. Until the invention of playing cards, the Chinese used paper money, which they also invented, in their gambling games, both as the stakes they played for and as the elements of the game.



In France, it's believed that blackjack evolved from card games called chemin de fer and French Ferme, both of which have elements similar to blackjack. In Spain, a game called One and Thirty is said to be blackjack's forebear. Italians believe that blackjack is a modified version of two card games — Baccarat and Seven and One-Half.

How Blackjack Got Its Name

The first record of blackjack being played comes from early eighteenth-century France, where it was a popular casino game. Called vingt-et-un, which is French for “twenty and one,” it paid out a special award to any player who got a jack of spades and an ace of spades as his first two cards. This hand came to be known as a “blackjack” — black, of course, being the color of the spades suit. Over time, blackjack became an alternative name for vingt-et-un.

Blackjack Comes to America

It took another hundred years for blackjack to come to the United States. When it did, in the early 1800s, it was welcomed in the wild and wooly frontier lands of the West, where gambling wasn't against the law. In the West, gambling was an important revenue source, as it previously had been in other parts of the United States. Some areas even licensed gambling parlors to raise money for civic and infrastructure construction and improvements — a practice that still goes on today in some parts of the country.

As the states joined the union, however, they were eager to shed their frontier-spirit personas and adopt new, more respectable images to reflect their new status. Since gambling was often blamed for promoting vice, dishonesty, and other social ills, cities and states began enacting laws against gamblers and gambling. By 1910, there wasn't a legal game of blackjack to be found in the United States. When blackjack was played, it was most often played as a private game at home.


[image: illustration]

Making gambling illegal didn't end it, it just drove card games and other forms of betting behind closed doors. Numerous gaming houses operated outside of the law in many parts of the United States. Some catered to specific clientele; in California, for example, certain gaming establishments were open just to Chinese gamblers.



There is record of blackjack being played in casinos in the Midwest around the turn of the twentieth century. Operating primarily as sport books, where gamblers could place bets on horse races, these casinos offered various table games — blackjack among them — to keep patrons occupied between races.

In 1931, the state of Nevada decided to make gambling legal again. While blackjack wasn't a hugely popular game for men, who tended to prefer games like craps and poker, the casinos did put a few blackjack tables in for the wives and girlfriends of their male customers.


Blackjack Gets Scientific

In the early 1960s, blackjack got a big boost in popularity when players began hearing about a new way to play blackjack. Based on scientific research, the new method of play was touted as one that could improve their advantage over the house and make them big winners.

Noted gambler, gaming expert, and games book author John Scarne takes the credit for what came to be known as the scientific approach (as well as for a great deal of blackjack's popularity) in his book Scarne's New Complete Guide to Gambling. According to Scarne, the first scientific analysis of blackjack appeared in the first edition of his book, which was published in 1961.

Skill, Not Luck

Whether Scarne's claims are legitimate can be disputed, as other sources date the first recognized effort to apply mathematics to blackjack back to the 1950s. In 1956, mathematicians Roger Baldwin, Wilbert Cantey, Herbert Maisel, and James McDermott published a paper called “The Optimum Strategy in Blackjack” in the Journal of the American Statistical Association. Based on three years' worth of analysis, it showed how probability and statistics theory could be used to give players a better edge over the house and formed the basis for what is known as basic strategy in the blackjack world.
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“The Optimum Strategy in Blackjack” presented, for the first time, the theory that blackjack was a game of skill rather than luck. It also introduced charts that told players how to play their hands based on what the dealer was showing. Consulting these “basic play” charts took much of the guesswork out of playing blackjack, and gave players a better idea of what hands would win, and why.



What isn't in dispute is the fact that blackjack was a special kind of gambling game. It had elements that lent themselves well to scientific analysis of probability and play. As such, it posed an irresistible lure to others who liked to study such things.

The Beginning of Card Counting

Edward O. Thorp, while employed as a professor of mathematics at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, expanded on the research published in “The Optimum Strategy in Blackjack” to prove there was a mathematical system for beating the game. In 1962, he publishedBeat the Dealer: A Winning Strategy for the Game of Twenty-One, a New York Times bestseller that refined the basic blackjack strategy presented by Baldwin and his associates and taught readers how to use it to their own advantage.

What Thorp advanced was a concept called card counting. Through computer-based research, he realized that unplayed cards in a deck affected play, with some combinations favoring the house and others favoring the player. The more face cards — jacks, queens, and kings, all of which carry the value of ten — that remained in a deck, the greater the player's chance of winning. The house had the edge when there were a preponderance of 5s and 6s.

At the time, blackjack was dealt from a single deck. By keeping track of which cards were played from the deck, players could better match their bets to their cards — keeping bets low when face cards were depleted, bumping them up when face cards remained. Thorp let the average person believe that he or she could easily beat blackjack and get rich quick. The reality is that while the average person could learn to count cards, it isn't easy. While Thorp's “Ten Count” method was touted as the key to unlocking great riches at the blackjack table, it actually wasn't quite that. For starters, many players found it difficult to learn, much less master. What's more, it had some flaws. However, another mathematician would soon straighten things out.

Blackjack on the Computer

Julian Braun, an IBM programmer, reworked Thorp's original computer program, wrote thousands of lines of new computer code, and played an estimated nine million games of blackjack on IBM's mainframe computers. When he was done, he had retooled Thorp's math and refined and improved his original calculations and strategies.

The second edition of Beat the Dealer, published in 1966, was based on Braun's research and presented the first correct version of basic blackjack strategy. Using it, players could reduce the house's edge to well below 1 percent.
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Basic blackjack strategy charts are widely available. Some casinos even hand them out. If you're going to use them — many beginning players do — make sure to use charts that match the rules for the game you're going to play. Strategy varies between single-deck, double-deck, and multiple-deck games.



The second edition of Beat the Dealer sent shockwaves through the casinos. It made the game seem beatable, which greatly increased its popularity. While there might have been a small decline in the amount of money casinos realized from each game, volume more than made up for their losses. Still, the casinos felt they had to do something to regain their edge over players. They made changes to blackjack rules that affected players using basic strategy, and especially players who counted cards. These changes put blackjack players up in arms, and they showed their dislike of the new rules by ignoring the blackjack tables and spending their money elsewhere. Again faced with revenue losses, the casinos were forced to repeal the changes, and they reinstated the game's original rules.

Today, most of the changes made to foil card counting are history. One that remains in place, however, is the use of multiple decks. While you can still find some single-deck games, they're exceedingly rare. These days, it's not uncommon to see games played with four and even more decks, all shuffled together. Specially built contraptions called “shoes” hold the cards being dealt. Some shoes can handle as many as eight decks at a time. There is also something called an infinite deck shoe, which includes a shuffler that immediately recycles discards back into the unused portion of the deck.

Pushing the Edge in Card Counting

Hang around blackjack tables and around blackjack players long enough and you'll most likely hear someone talk about a man named Ken Uston, one of the most colorful, successful, and controversial blackjack players of all time. It seems as if almost everyone who plays blackjack has a Uston story to tell.

The legendary Uston also used his mathematical and scientific prowess to beat the house. A magna cum laude graduate of Yale (he also held a degree from Harvard), he was a financial and mathematical whiz kid who worked his way into a vice president's slot at the Pacific Stock Exchange before he was forty years old.

In 1974, Uston received a call from a man named Al Francesco. A professional gambler, Francesco had heard of Uston and invited him to join a team of card-counting blackjack players. Uston, who was always looking for ways to make life more interesting, signed on and left the corporate world behind. The theory behind Francesco's scam was simple. He stationed card counters at several tables, where they played and placed minimum bets until the deck at their table was favorable. Then, they signaled the “Big Player,” another member of the team who would join the action at the table and place big bets.
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In efforts to thwart card counters, casinos often banned card counters, or “trash canned” them so they didn't want to come back again. Team play changed the blackjack scene by giving counters a way to disguise their play so they could continue to operate.



It took two years for the Las Vegas casinos to bust Francesco's team. By the time they did, the players had won approximately $1 million from the casinos, and Uston had become the team's best player. From there, Uston assembled his own teams, developed an advanced card-counting method, and began teaching it to others. Although the casinos were onto him, he continued to play, both under his own name and using a number of pseudonyms and disguises.

Ken Uston used computers to beat the house. He put the computers right on the playing floor, secreted in the shoes of his playing team. In 1977, Uston's team rapidly won more than $100,000, assisted by the shoe computers. Then authorities confiscated one of the computers and sent it to the FBI. To the casinos' dismay, the government said the computer wasn't illegal, as it analyzed information that was freely available to the public. Uston also fought and won a successful legal challenge to prevent Atlantic City casinos from barring card counters.

In one interview, Uston said that blackjack's predictability was a main reason why the game appealed to him so much. It was, he said, the only game where it was possible to assess the mathematical expectations of winning or losing in advance, and know what those expectations are. For this reason, he saw blackjack as far less a gamble than investing in the stock market.

Ken Uston was found dead of an apparent heart attack in France on September 19, 1987. Given the life he had led, and the enemies he had amassed while doing it, many people suspected foul play when they heard the news, but none was involved. He died of natural causes. Uston was the subject of a movie, appeared on 60 Minutes, and wrote several books about blackjack strategy, all of which drew even more players to the blackjack tables.


Growth of the Game

For many years, Nevada was the only place in the United States where gamblers could legally play blackjack. That changed in 1976 when New Jersey became the second state in the United States to legalize gambling. Up to 1989, Nevada and New Jersey were the only two states in the United States where casino gambling was legal. Since then, a number of states, including Colorado, South Dakota, and others, have joined suit. Today, approximately twenty states host casino gambling, either on the land or on riverboats on the Mississippi. Native American tribes also operate casinos in a number of states.
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You can find some sort of gambling enterprise such as casinos, lottery, or riverboats in forty-eight of the fifty states. The only two states where gambling continues to be against the law are Utah and Hawaii.



Today, blackjack is played in virtually every legal gambling establishment (and some not so legal as well) in the United States, and in many of them around the world. It's also a popular game in private card clubs.


Why People Love to Play Blackjack

Why do players love to play blackjack? There are many reasons. If you were to ask a few players what they like about it, you'll get a variety of answers. Among them:


	
The rules of the game are not hard to learn. All you have to do is hold a hand of cards that come as close to or equal to 21 as possible without going over and without the dealer holding a better hand than you do. This means that just about anyone, regardless of skill level, can walk up to a blackjack table, sit down, play a few hands, and have some fun without feeling intimidated or overwhelmed.

	
Players play against the dealer instead of other players. Blackjack is what's known as a “banked” card game. You're up against a bank — the dealer — rather than other players. For this reason, how others play doesn't have a statistically significant effect on how well you're going to do, unlike some games (such as poker).

	
You can learn as little or as much about the game as you like and still be a pretty good player. Basic blackjack strategy, which you'll learn more about in future chapters, isn't very difficult to learn.

	
It's a great way to exercise your mind. Gambling on things like slots or keno is fairly mindless. While there are some theories behind each game that might help you win more often if you play them, there's not that much skill involved. Blackjack, on the other hand, is a strategy game. There are lots of ways to play a hand, and lots of variables to take into consideration. Because of this, being good at blackjack requires solid critical thinking, analytical skills, good decision-making, and a good memory.

	
It's fast-paced. Hands are played quickly, making it an ideal game for players who like fast action.

	
It's possible to play big hands and win big. In blackjack's early days, betting limits were fairly low, as were the payoffs. Some games had limits as low as a quarter. Even at a payout of 3 to 2 when a player hit blackjack, it wasn't enough to keep big players interested. The casinos realized this and began increasing their betting limits as well as their payouts. These days, if you want to play for big money, you won't have a problem finding a casino to accommodate you.



Perhaps most important, however, is that blackjack carries some of the lowest odds of any gambling game. This makes blackjack one of the best casino games you can play.


Why Casinos Love the Game

Why do casinos love blackjack? First, because people like to play it! To this day, blackjack ranks at the top of the favorites chart, as evidenced by the number of tables devoted to it in casinos around the world. Second, because it wins for them. Part of this is simply a numbers game: the more people who play blackjack, the more money casinos stand to take in. And third, as with other gambling games, when players wager on blackjack the house, or casino, wins a percent of every dollar they put up. This percentage, which varies depending on the game being played, is called the house advantage.
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It can be a little hard to believe, perhaps, but in blackjack's early days players could actually have an edge over the casino. Over time, however, casinos made changes in how the game was played that allowed them to maintain an edge over the player. Today, the basic rules of blackjack are pretty much the same regardless of where you play, with only minor variations.



The house advantage is expressed as a percentage, which is based on known mathematical probabilities. The house advantage varies among different casino games. Play roulette, and the house has a 5.25 percent advantage over you. Baccarat? 1.17 percent. Craps? 1.414 percent. Keno? A whopping 25 percent.

Blackjack, however, stands apart from other casino games, as it doesn't have a set house advantage. There are a lot of long, involved mathematical equations behind this, some of which we'll talk more about in future chapters. For now, just know that many factors can affect the house's advantage when it comes to blackjack. Some of them are related to how the house sets up the game — in other words, the rules that govern how blackjack is played in a particular casino. For example, using a six-deck shoe can increase the house advantage by 0.54 percent. Allowing players to double down after splitting — a player option you'll read more about in future chapters — can give players a 0.14 percent advantage over the house. Surrender, a player option that you'll read about in future chapters, can give players a 0.02 advantage over the house. (These numbers assume that you are using these options at the correct times.)

The other variables that determine the house's advantage relate to the players themselves. Depending on how well — or how poorly — you play, you can increase or decrease the house's advantage over you. Play well enough and it's possible to whittle away the house's advantage to near zero.


[image: illustration]

While the basic blackjack game doesn't change, casinos employ a variety of rules that affect the house advantage. It's a good idea to find out what these rules are before you start playing. Some casinos — most notably those on cruise ships, where gamblers are a captive audience — have house rules that put players at a strong disadvantage. Unless you're a very good player, you might want to avoid these games, or bet very little if you do choose to play them.



So how can the house win if it doesn't have an advantage over its players? Most of the time, the casino has rules in place that give it an overall advantage. Add to this the fact that most players simply don't play that well, either because they don't know basic strategy or because they don't know it that well, and the house doesn't have much to worry about. Depending on how poorly people play, they can give the house as much as a 15 percent advantage over them.

All of this talk about mathematical equations, percentages, house advantages, and whatnot probably has you wondering if you have to be a mathematician or a Mensa genius to play blackjack. The short answer is definitely not! By mastering the basics, playing basic strategy, and playing it well, you can have a great time and come away a winner often enough to keep you coming back to the tables, which is a win-win proposition for both you and the casinos. However, the more you do learn about the mathematics behind the game, the better player you'll be, and the greater the chances are that you'll come away a big winner over time.


Who Plays Blackjack?

It's easy to assume that blackjack, like other gambling games, is traditionally a man's game. But this simply isn't so. While the history of this is a bit sketchy, it is known that men typically favored other games when Nevada casinos began offering blackjack in the early 1930s. Blackjack was seen as something that women could play while the guys were shooting craps. Then came card counting in the early 1960s, which attracted more players of both sexes to the tables.
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One place where women gamblers dominate is online. According to AOL Games' “Casual Games Report,” conducted by Digital Marketing Services, women who play games on the Web beat out both men and teens in frequency and length of play.



At today's blackjack tables you'll see lots of both women and men. You'll also see people of all ages playing blackjack. It doesn't attract any particular age group — young adults and seniors alike find a home at blackjack tables across the country and around the world. As they do, they join an ever-growing number of players who regularly pit their skills against the house, hoping to come away winners.



chapter 2


[image: illustration] Let's Play Blackjack

One of the reasons why blackjack is such a popular game is because it is so easy to play. However, newcomers to the game may find it intimidating at first, especially if they are unfamiliar with what gambling in general is all about. Let's take a look at the basics of the game and how it's played.


The Objective

At its most basic level, blackjack resembles other card games, as it is a comparison game — for the most part, an “I'll show you mine if you show me yours” kind of deal. However, unlike other card games, such as poker, where you compare your hand to other players', in blackjack you only compare your hand to what the dealer holds. There might be other people sitting at the table and playing blackjack when you are, but you are not playing against them. You are only playing against the dealer.

The goal in blackjack is simple. You want to beat the dealer in one of three ways, by:


	Accumulating a hand of cards that is better than the point total, or score, that the dealer has, without going over 21 points.

	Holding a hand with 21 points or fewer if the dealer goes over 21 points.

	Getting a natural 21, or blackjack. This is a hand with an ace and a 10-value card.



That's pretty much all there is to it. Depending on where you are playing, you might find slight variations in the rules of the game, but the objective will be the same.
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If you're thinking blackjack looks like a pretty simple game, you're right. At its basic level, blackjack is amazingly easy to play. You can sit at a blackjack table and play a few hands without knowing much about it at all. If you are a real newbie, the dealer might even help you along by asking you if you're sure about making certain plays. And if you are lucky enough, you might even come away a winner. But luck only goes so far in blackjack. If you want to protect your investment, there are better ways to approach the game.




Game Gear

Because it is such a simple game, blackjack doesn't require an elaborate setup or lots of fancy equipment. All that you really need is a standard fifty-two-card deck of playing cards. If you're going to play a betting game, you'll need money or chips to indicate bet amounts.

Understanding Card Values

Blackjack uses a standard fifty-two-card deck. It contains four suits of cards — spades, clubs, diamonds, and hearts. Each suit has thirteen cards. Numbered cards run 1 through 10. In addition, each suit has three face cards — a jack, a queen, and a king. All face cards in blackjack are valued at 10. Each suit also contains an ace, which can count as either 1 or 11. Standard card decks typically come with a joker or two, which are not used in blackjack.

The Blackjack Table

Casinos use specially designed blackjack tables for their games. These semicircular tables seat from five to seven players. Blackjack tables are almost always topped with felt. This fabric, which has a soft, nappy surface, makes it easier for dealers to shuffle the cards and easier for players to pick up their cards.

Blackjack tables don't leave anything to chance when it comes to telling players the rules of the game. Gaming laws require gambling establishments to display the following information on the felt:


	What the house pays for blackjack (also called a natural)

	The point total at which the dealer is required to stop taking additional cards for his hand

	The insurance payout



Below this information are circles or other symbols defining the number of people who can play at any one time. These days, you will usually see six-or seven-spot tables, although there are tables that seat as few as five players.
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[image: illustration] Blackjack table layout.

Other Blackjack Gear

As mentioned, it doesn't take much to play blackjack. This doesn't mean that you won't see some other pieces of equipment when you play, including:


	
A shoe. This plastic contraption holds the cards after they are shuffled before they are dealt.

	
A chip rack. This holds the colored chips that indicate betting levels. They also hold silver coins — typically quarters — used to pay off amounts that are less than the minimum chip value (which is usually $1).

	
A discard tray. Usually made of red plastic, this is where the dealer places the cards after they're played.

	
A shuffle machine. This device, which shuffles the cards for the dealer, is becoming standard equipment in many casinos.

	
A peek window. This is a small rectangular device in front of the tray that dealers use to check their hole (or face-down) cards.

	
A player card reader. Also becoming standard equipment in many casinos, these devices accept player's club cards for rating play and determining comps.




The Order of Play

Again, given blackjack's simple setup, cards are dealt in a simple manner. Players at the table place their bets in front of them on the table. Everyone at the table — players and the dealer — receives two cards from the top of the deck. The deal begins with the player closest to the dealer's left hand, and goes around the table from there.

Table Position

You'll often hear the seat immediately to the dealer's left referred to as first base, as the person sitting there plays his or her hand first. And you'll sometimes hear the seat closest to the dealer's right hand (on the left side of the table from the player's perspective) called third base, as the player sitting here is the last to play his or her hand. Another term for third base is the anchor.

Gambling is not without its superstitions, and blackjack certainly has its share of them. Some people prefer to sit at first base because they believe they are more likely to receive a 10-value card. Others like third base because they think that seeing more of the cards before they play helps them make better decisions regarding their own play.

Running the Bases

Some people believe that the decisions made by the person sitting at third base control the dealer's hand, and, ultimately, the table's success. This simply isn't true. Of all the superstitions and beliefs surrounding blackjack, this is one of the most controversial.

Because of this, if you sit at third base and you don't play well, you risk the wrath of other players. If you hit (take a card) when other players believe you should stand, then you are taking the card that the dealer otherwise would have gotten himself. If this card would have busted him (made his cards go over 21), other players may blame you for taking that card and not letting the dealer bust.

The truth is — and this is explained further in future chapters — where you sit at the table doesn't have much effect on the outcome of the game. Over the long run, one person's play has no effect on the table's success. Bad players make decisions that help the table just as often as they make decisions that hurt it.
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It is sometimes difficult to sort out fact from fiction when it comes to gambling, and especially when it comes to table position in blackjack. For every person who says it doesn't matter where you sit there's another who says it makes all the difference in the world. You have to decide what you want to believe, but most experts say that simply being a smart player is the best edge you can have as a gambler.




Getting the Game Started

Now that you know more about the basic mechanics of how blackjack is played, let's step through a game. To really get the flavor of what blackjack is all about, you've got to get to a casino. But this section can give you an idea of what the blackjack experience will be like. All of the aspects of play will be covered in depth in later chapters. For now, let's take a basic look at what happens at a blackjack table.

You can't play unless you are in the game, and being in the game means putting some money down on the table. If the game you want to join is already in progress, you might have to wait for the cards to be shuffled before you can join in. If not, the dealer will cut you in on the next dealing round.

If the table you chose is between rounds, play won't start until after the cards are shuffled. After this happens, the dealer will place the pack in front of one of the players to be cut. Cutting duty rotates clockwise from player to player after each shuffle. When it's your turn, the dealer will hand you a colored plastic card, called a cut card. You place the card in the deck, and the dealer cuts the deck and places it in the shoe. Then the dealer will place the cut card somewhere near the end of the pack to indicate the point at which he will quit dealing from that shoe and reshuffle the cards.
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Does it matter where I insert the cut card?

Not really. All you're doing is splitting the deck in some way. You can split it high or low, your choice. Since the two parts are then reassembled, it just means that the order will be different. Gambling laws require players to make cuts a minimum of five cards in from either end. Casinos set their own rules from here, which vary from five cards up to fifty-two-cards in from either side.



The dealer always discards the first card on top of the deck before the first deal. This is called a burn card. This move, done to protect against marked decks, is a gaming tradition. The dealer will slide the burn card across the table from his left to his right, and place it in the discard tray, which is where all used cards end up. You will sometimes hear players ask to see the burn card. If this happens at your table, the dealer will say something like “Showing the burn card,” and turn it over for everyone to see before placing it in the discard tray. However, most casinos won't let dealers show the burn card. If a player asks, the dealer will politely decline.


Dealing the Cards

Next comes the deal. As previously mentioned, the dealer will start with the player to his immediate left and work clockwise around the table. Depending on the casino you're playing in, you will either get both cards face down or get both cards face up. Since you are only playing against the dealer, the way in which the cards face doesn't matter. If your cards are dealt face down, you may pick them up and look at them. If they are face up, however, you are not permitted to touch the cards.

The dealer deals himself one card face up. This is called the up card. His other card is dealt face down. This is called the hole card. Blackjack rules regarding hole cards can vary somewhat depending on where you play. At some casinos in Europe, for example, dealers don't draw their second card — the hole card — until all players finish playing their hands. You'll also see this rule on some cruise ships. Play begins after everyone gets his or her cards.

If the dealer is showing an ace or a 10 as the up card, he will act first, because if he holds a blackjack, the hand is over and all the players lose their wagers. If an ace is showing, the dealer will offer players the option to take insurance. Insurance is simply an additional wager on whether you think the dealer has a 10-value card in the hole. If you believe he does, you can take the insurance bet, which allows you to put down another bet of up to half of your original wager.

After everyone weighs in on insurance bets (if an ace is showing) or immediately (if a 10 is showing), the dealer will check his hole card. He does this by moving the corner of the card over the peek window. The cards are designed so that the markings for aces and 10-value cards appear in the corners in a different spot than other cards. He has only to check the mirror under the peek window to look for a marking. (In some casinos, the dealer may actually discreetly turn over the card to see its value.) If the card gives him blackjack (a 10 if he's showing an ace, or an ace if he's showing a 10), the dealer will flip over the hand to show the blackjack. If an ace was showing and any player took insurance, the dealer pays the insurance bets. At that point, the hand is over. If the dealer doesn't have a blackjack, the hand plays out as normal.
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These days, most games are multideck, and cards are dealt face up from a shoe. If you should happen across a one- or two-deck game, which are dealt by hand, you'll get your cards face down. These games are becoming increasingly rare, however.



The only exception to this is when a player has a blackjack on the same hand that the dealer shows an ace. In this case, the dealer will offer the player “even money.” This means the dealer pays the player 1:1 (instead of 3:2) — for example, a $10 bet pays $10, for a net win of $20 — before the dealer checks his hole card. This gives the player the option of being certain of winning some money rather than winning none if the dealer does have blackjack.

If the player gambles and doesn't take even money, two things can happen:


	
The dealer has blackjack. If so, the player's hand is a push, or a tie, and no money is exchanged. The player simply gets his original bet back.

	
The dealer doesn't have blackjack. The player is then paid off at 3-to-2 odds — for example, a $10 bet wins an additional $15, for a total of $25.




Player Options

If you are the lucky one with an ace and a 10, you have a natural blackjack. If so, you should immediately turn over both of your cards so the dealer can see them. But most of the time you won't have a natural, and the dealer won't either.

There are several moves available to players. These are covered in detail in future chapters. For now, here is a quick peek at what players can do:


	
Surrender. This option lets you turn in a hand without playing it. You forfeit half of your original bet when you do.

	
Hit. If you feel your first two cards aren't close enough to 21 to win, you can ask for more cards — for as many as you need, in fact, until you reach a total you're happy with, or until you go over 21. To indicate that you want another card, tap your fingers on the table in front of your cards (or scratch the surface of the table lightly with your cards, if you're holding them). Each time you tap, the dealer will give you an additional card, face up. If the cards you receive push you over 21, you lose or go bust. The dealer then removes the cards and takes your bet.

	
Split. If you are holding two cards with the same face value, you have the option of splitting them up and making them into two separate hands that you play independently of each other.

	
Double down. This option lets you double your wager on the chance that you will win with just one (and no more) additional card.

	
Stand. If you think you have a good enough hand, you can simply stay where you are. To indicate this, wave one hand over your cards, or place your cards under your original bet.
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An ace can be either 1 or 11. If you have an ace and a 7, for example, you can have either a “soft” 18 or 8. Once you have enough cards that its value is no longer optional, the hand then has a hard total. As an example, a hand with an ace, a 5, and a 6 would equal either 12 or 22. However, since 22 would be a losing hand, the ace can only be counted as a 1, so the hand is a hard 12.



After all the other players are done playing their hands, the dealer plays his hand in accordance with the rules of the house. First, he will turn over his hole card. If the two cards total 16 or less, he will hit. He will continue hitting his hand until the point total is 17 or more. This is the only option he has. He can't split, double down, or surrender. If he is holding a soft 17 — an ace and a 6 — he might be required to hit his hand. Some casinos allow their dealers to stand on a soft 17, others require them to hit these hands. (This rule is usually indicated on the table.)

After the dealer's hand reaches 17 or more, he will compare it to each player's hand. At this point, there are three possible outcomes:


	He busted (went over 21), and you didn't. You win, no matter how good or bad your hand is.

	He does not bust, but has a lower total than what you are holding. You win.

	He does not bust, and his total is higher than yours is. You lose.



The dealer pays the bets (if there are winners) and takes the losing bets, and the hand is over. That's it. Doesn't seem so intimidating now, does it?
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