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DEDICATION 

As time has marched on for me over the years, my obsession to finish this work has been tolerated by so many who are close to me in one regard or another. Many thanks go to my sister, Joanna, who gave me a base of operation for my numerous research trips to Nevada in the early nineties; to my nephews, Sean and Zach, for being my strategy testers after many experimental evening sessions; and finally to my parents who always kept me aware of the fact that too much indulgence of anything is usually not appropriate or healthy. And yes, that statement rang so loud and clear with respect to gambling; how those words have always echoed in my mind and protected me when my tendencies to play more than might be responsible would start to get me restless. Thanks also go to my good friends Gary C., Craig, Gene, Matt, and Todd, whose constant support and friendship have carried me through some of the toughest times in my life; without them, this work may have never have been written and completed.

Special thanks go also to Bill Jelen of MrExcel.com, who was always there when I needed that all-important immediate assistance in design modifications to the various analytical betting models that are the basis for much of this book.


INTRODUCTION

Writing this book is something I felt strongly about for a few reasons. My first intention was to bring all the knowledge I accumulated over the years into one meaningful document—information that I felt needed to be sorted out. My second was to help the average John Q. Citizen understand some issues, not just about the game, itself, but about the psyche—the emotional roller coaster most of us ride when playing this crazy game—and how to control and understand oneself before entering the battle. It’s quite frustrating seeing my fellow players get upset, lose their cool, and surrender their money because of a total lack of discipline and self-control, not to mention that in my estimation 99% of the players have no clue about proper playing and betting strategies in any situation, whether it’s 21 or any other casino game. The last reason I wanted to write this book is that many of my friends have asked me to get these techniques into a medium they could study, and I figured now is the time.

Much has been written about this game. There are so many books on 21—otherwise known as blackjack—that it’s hard to count them all. Most of them deal with understanding how to count cards, which is a legitimate and important topic for blackjack aficionados, but I wanted to do something different. I wanted to show readers what the actual probabilities are in winning this game without getting way too technical, and how to apply those probabilities to a winning strategy. I’ve read so many books on blackjack that discuss indices, the true count versus the running count, and so on. I’ve tried to count cards according to systems developed by the various recognized experts in the field, and all I succeeded in doing was getting a severe headache playing the game due to the amount of concentration and focus I had to put into play at the tables. I do believe that each one of these authors has done important work on the counting topics; however, I firmly believe that counting cards adds only a slight edge to the game over the long run. Furthermore, I believe the methods I employ assist me in deriving greater satisfaction playing the game rather than wrestling with it, not to mention giving me the same amount, if not more, profitability at the end of the day.

It is my sincere hope that after you read this book you may see in yourself the same mistakes I’ve made and will learn how to correct them as I have. I also want all those who read these pages to know that I really think this game can be beaten—not by the sheer mathematics and probabilities that exist, but with all the discipline and patience you can muster. These are the two essential ingredients you must have in order to even think about gambling and winning on a regular basis.
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A BIT OF PHILOSOPHY

If you are like me, you’re probably fascinated with the idea of making money the easy way, right? Maybe, or maybe not. Well, I’m not ashamed to say that was one of my primary motivations for analyzing the game of 21 for the last twenty-five years. My secondary motive was that I wanted to walk into any casino or resort and make a serious run on the tables anytime I wanted and be better at the game than the average Joe Schmoe. I don’t know, call it vanity if you like, but there’s nothing better or more exciting than cleaning up at the 21 tables! There’s nothing like having a group of people hovering around the table, envying your skill, luck, and, of course, your heaping and ever-increasing bankroll. However, getting to that point took a lot of time, money, and anguish. As the old clichés go: “Nothing easy is worth having,” and “No pain, no gain!” Yes, you’ve heard them all. I believe I’ve suffered enough pain for at least ten men, but, hey, nobody twisted my arm to get into this game either! The bottom line is, if you really want to be good at 21, you’ve got to suffer a bit—but not too much, because the words written here will potentially take a lot of the pain away. However, nothing replaces preparation, skill, strategy, patience, and discipline— but mostly patience and discipline, which are the real keys!

I’m writing these pages to offer the intermediate to serious player some insight into the game of 21, also known as blackjack, that goes way beyond the beginner’s ABCs. I’m assuming at this point you know the basics of the game and they do not have to be explained. Offering a different perspective on how to possibly win at this game other than card counting may be refreshing for a change. Most who do use the “count” aren’t having a whole lot of fun playing the game; they’re just concentrating on the cards coming out and that’s it. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, it’s just that I believe a person can still make money at this game without working so hard at it, and have an element of fun exist without tracking high cards and low cards versus all cards that have been shown. Now then, playing for fun and playing for a living are two very different things. I ought to know. I’ve done it for a living, and believe me when I say that it takes nerves of steel, and a lot of patience and nervous tension to make it, along with plenty of frustration and anguish (not to mention a huge bankroll to make your daily score worth the effort). Playing with a “no fear” attitude is essential for a big score at the tables.

Again, this book is for the intermediate or serious 21 player. If you want to be good and stand a much better-than-average chance at beating the casinos, these pages will help you do it. I can’t promise that you’ll win every time, but you will win most of the time. My method is based on the analysis of probabilities that exist in the game. And no, this isn’t going to be another “how to play using basic strategy” book. God knows there are enough of them out there! However, it does uncover the proper playing strategy based on certain deck configurations. Most people don’t know that 21 playing strategy differs from single to multiple deck configurations, and that how you play your cards can sometimes dramatically change when you go from one to the other. Also, the amount you bet on each hand is also based on the probability of winning the sequence of hands. This is the key component strategy uncovered within this book.

Most folks who go to casinos would, of course, love to win! But do they expect to? Usually not. Why? Because they have this warped idea in their heads that losing is a “given,” or that having high expectations is not realistic. I’m so tired of hearing this reasoning from people that I could just scream. How many times have you said to yourself, or heard someone say, “Yeah, I’m goin’ out to Vegas to make my donation”? Or “We’re goin’ up there to lose a little dough and have some fun!” I can’t believe it! Here are people who slave all year round to make a living, who complain that they’re not getting their bonuses or raises, and yet they have no problem at all blowing one-tenth or one-twentieth of their income at the tables, not to mention the slot machines and video poker. (Don’t even get me started on those—casinos literally have a license to steal if they have slots and video poker, and nearly all casinos have them!)

Now then, ask yourself, how can anybody expect to win if they don’t prepare themselves? Gambling is a serious business! To win, you have to be serious! Don’t think for a moment that the casinos will lie down and let you win because of your good looks or any other reason. Casinos are focused on making your personal funds dwindle by the minute. They make their gaming environments so pleasing, so comfortable, that when you do begin losing, you won’t mind so much. It’s all a grand deception! I’m not saying that when you go on vacation or take a weekend off to go to a gaming resort that you can’t have fun; I am emphasizing that when you’re at the tables, be serious, be skilled, stay focused, know your game, odds, and limitations—both mental and financial. Most of all, know yourself!

We will analyze the various playing strategies, betting strategies, statistics, and attitudes together, and I hope I will be able to successfully show you that counting cards is not the only way to win at this game. Many of the strategies that I will impart here will sound extremely unorthodox to many experienced players and professionals; however, please remember this expression as you are reading: “The proof is in the pudding!” Don’t believe me; just watch for yourself. Stand at a table and watch the action. You’ll see that the strategies I lay out for you in the upcoming chapters actually do play out. And remember, the most important ingredient is discipline— without it, everything I talk about here and in the coming chapters is meaningless!
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 CAN YOU REALLY WIN
 PLAYING THIS GAME?

The real answer is no. You really weren’t expecting that, were you? Well, you really can’t win—at least not for long stretches at the tables. The house’s edge will most certainly grind your stake to zero dollars. Believe me, it’s almost a mathematical certainty. The longer you expose your money to the casinos, the greater the chance of your taking it in the shorts. Then why are you reading this book? Because you can win in the short term! “Short term” by my definition is any realistic profit goal that can be attained in less than two hours. Now, there’s a caveat to this statement: You, the player, must be prepared to stay for as long as it takes to reach your profit or loss goal, and that may take longer than two hours! Sometimes you’ll get stuck not reaching either, which is known as “trading dollars with the casino,” and, if this happens, my advice is to just get up and leave with maybe marginal profits. Take a break and find a table that isn’t as static as the one you left. This situation happens to all of us, and it’s just a part of the weird phenomenon that happens when playing this game.

The real question here is do you really want to win? I ask this question because I am convinced that some people just don’t want to! They refuse to correlate being a winner with acquiring the skill it takes to be one. If you had to perform brain surgery and didn’t have the training, what would be the chances of performing this surgery successfully? Not very good, I think. But there are literally hundreds of thousands of folks annually trying to perform the equivalent of brain surgery at the tables for which they really have no training, and—here’s the funny part—most of them aren’t interested in getting it either. It’s crazy, isn’t it? Folks spend a week studying which new refrigerator or big-screen television to buy but won’t spend one second analyzing the games of chance that they often spend two to three times as much time on when they are vacationing or on a gaming outing. I believe it’s mainly because they really don’t understand the magnitude of how much they really don’t know before they begin playing. The lights, marquees, and sounds in the casinos all distract and encourage them to plunk down their hard-earned money and cry “to hell with the odds, full speed ahead!”

It’s so funny, when I fly into Las Vegas everyone on the plane is excited and bragging how they will rake in the bucks and clean the unholy Vegas clock; but on the way home I can almost hear a pin drop on the plane. Everyone is always so solemn. Of course, they’re the ones who just got their clocks cleaned. They weren’t defeated by Vegas but by their own lunacy, but will they admit that? I don’t think so!

I’d be willing to wager that fewer than 1% of the visitors who come to Las Vegas or any other gambling mecca have taken the time to train themselves for the game of 21, or any other game for that matter. As long as folks believe they can do battle with no weapons or training, those casinos will keep getting bigger and brighter as each year passes. I hope I will be able to drive that point home as we continue—which reminds me of a story with a good ending that illustrates my point exceptionally well.

I was on one of my research trips in the early nineties and met a young man, about the age of twenty-one or twenty-two, playing at the 21 tables in Reno. It turned out this was his last extravagance before shipping out on a submarine. He and I started talking about the game, and he said he didn’t know much about it but figured he might make a few bucks before shipping out. I asked him how long he’d been playing at this table and he said just about three hours but wasn’t doing real well. He had about $110 in front of him and was betting just $5 on each and every hand. As we talked he continued to lose about $10 every five minutes, and I knew he wasn’t going to last very long. I asked him if he’d ever picked up a book on the game, and he said no, but he’d played aboard ship all the time and knew the very basics. He complimented me on my play, realizing that in my playing for just ten to fifteen minutes that I had almost doubled my initial buy-in. He asked how I knew how to play certain hands and how much to bet and would I help him out. Well, normally I won’t do that because I hate having the responsibility for someone else’s money, which by the way, is always great advice to keep in mind. Being somewhat of a pushover, knowing what it’s like being a lonely serviceman ready to ship out, I agreed to help him only if some conditions were met—that he’d first take a time-out and have a drink with me so we could discuss the game a bit, and second, that he would follow my direction at the tables while I explained to him why we were making these moves. He agreed, and off we went to have a drink and talk.

We talked for almost two hours. I even starting writing strategies out on napkins, coasters, you name it. He was totally engrossed in the lessons I was trying to impart, asking all the right questions. I could tell he was absorbing everything— after all, he was a nuclear technician so I knew he had the ability to apply what I was teaching him. We finished with the lessons in the bar and off we went to the another casino to try our luck. On the way there he said he was down about 400 bucks and had only about another $400 left. I told him we’d use the conservative method and take it slow, and he agreed.

We finally wandered into a casino that had an empty $5 table. Everything looked great, and it was even a double-deck game, which was very fortunate as well. We were also fortunate because the dealer was too young to know how to mechanic the cards. In Reno and Tahoe, double deck is dealt from the hand, so if I’m up against a dealer who looks over thirty-five and admits to dealing for ten years or more, with most of that time at the casino where I’m playing, I get really nervous. I’ve never won in that situation. What are the odds on having a real shot at winning? I’ll make book that those odds are really low, meaning it happens rarely, meaning some of the dealers are definitely not on the up and up!

At any rate, back to the story. My new friend bought in for $200 and took my direction on play. I helped for about an hour or so, and he really started kicking it in high gear on his own. By the time a couple of hours had lapsed, he’d won almost $300 back and was making an unbelievable comeback. He applied everything we’d discussed and his confidence lit up the table. I’d given him a playing strategy card for the double-deck game, and he was following those strategies pretty much to the letter and making some adjustments along the way. I went to get something to eat, and he decided to continue to play, which is a smart thing to do—when you’re winning, you should never leave the table. When I came back, he’d amassed another $425 in addition to the $300 he’d won before I left. I smiled like a proud father, wished him continued success, and turned in for the evening to get some rest. Before I departed, he thanked me profusely and said he would take some of the money he’d won and buy every book on blackjack that he could get his hands on before shipping out. So there it is—a little training can go a long way if you’re inclined to want to understand the dynamics of the game.
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CHOOSING THE RIGHT
 PLAYING ENVIRONMENT

Making the decision on where to play is similar to choosing your favorite place to take a new date or significant other for dinner. You want to make sure that the menu has the right kind of food, great wine, and great service, all of which will optimize your chances of having a terrific night out. Deciding where to play blackjack is no different. Make sure you play at an establishment that provides the key components for you to optimize a winning trip should always be your prime concern.

This chapter offers guidelines on finding a casino with the right deck configurations and the most liberal variations on the rules of play, analyzing the play of others before you sit down at the table, watching the dealer, and, last, watching the floor supervisors (or pit bosses).

Finding the Right Casino 

As amazing as this sounds, many supposed veteran blackjack players still don’t understand how certain betting options and rule variations can affect their play and chances for continued win opportunities. They still believe that blackjack is blackjack, six, eight, single deck, whatever. Sure they know the game, but do they really understand the rule variations? Most of them don’t. At any rate, the casino with the best options for play is where you want to plunk down your money. Lucky for us, these rule variations are becoming increasingly more important in casino marketing. Casinos now realize that blackjack players are smarter about the game and are looking for the most favorable conditions in which to play. This is becoming noticeable in, for example, the downtown Las Vegas casinos, which provide more favorable rules for playing to offset the fact that they are not in the mainstream of Las Vegas tourist flow.

Playing Against the Right Deck Configuration 

To maximize your winning opportunities, you should play against the right deck configuration. Given a choice, you should play the following deck configurations, which I’ve listed from the most preferable to the least preferable. I’ve also listed for each one the associated approximate positive or negative house-edge percentages against (–%) or for (+%) the player.

Single deck (–.2%). Of course this is the most favorable deck configuration because it offers the least probability of extended losing streaks, and the greatest opportunity for the win, which is carefully explained in Chapter 4.

Double deck (–.3%). This configuration offers what I feel is a happy medium for most players, especially those who like to play with no more than one to three players at the table. There is less shuffling than with a single deck but almost the same probability in continued losing or winning streaks.

Six-deck shoe (–.42%). As you probably already surmised, this configuration is more likely to have longer extended losing streaks than the first two. The high and low cards can sometimes be clumped in sections of the shoe and subsequently either bury you or be good to you for extended periods, meaning more than a shuffle or two.

Eight-deck shoe (–.5%). This one is even worse than the six-deck shoe. It’s the standard for Atlantic City play, but I really don’t recommend playing against this type of configuration unless there’s nothing else available.

Other Important Rule Variations 

Other rule variants that are important to look at (along with their approximated associated house-edge percentages) are:

Dealer stands on soft 17 (+.15%). This variant means the dealer has an ace and a six because after the initial two cards are dealt, he or she is not allowed to draw any more cards. This configuration has the greatest advantage for players because the dealer now does not have the opportunity to better his or her hand.

Dealer hits on soft 17 (–.2%). This variant is the reciprocal of the previous one. If the dealer draws an ace and a six, the dealer is allowed to improve the hand by drawing another card, thus improving the chances of getting a hand somewhere between 17 and 21. Please note that when this situation occurs, the dealer can improve his or her hand with an ace, two, three, or even a four with a one-card draw and not change any condition of the total. If a ten is drawn, then there is no change to the final hand. Total. It’s as if the dealer has multiple opportunities to beat your “pat” hand (a hand between 17 and 21 inclusive), which is always a disadvantage to the players.
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