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To my mother, who knows bridge, who knows writing, but who doesn't have a clue about poker.
•   •   •  



Top Ten Texas Told'em: Quotable Quotes
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Introduction

You've heard the name, bouncing around somewhere in the recesses of your mind. Texas Hold'em. It's some card game, you think, maybe poker. The kids are playing it after school, college students are dealing it in their dorms and frat houses, and now your neighbor's even talking about playing it with his beer buddies. The moms are talking about having “girls' poker nights.” Folks at work are competing online every day for real money against players from all over the world.

On TV, card sharks are winning millions of dollars, and every night there's a new show: The World Poker Tour, The World Series of Poker, Celebrity Poker Showdown with those movie stars, and more. Ben Affleck won $350,000 playing this crazy-looking game. The bestselling Christmas gift last year was a Hold'em table and chips!

So you wonder, What the heck is it?

In short, it is the face of modern poker, and poker has taken the country by storm. Hold'em is a game that is startling in its simplicity but filled with a lifetime of subtlety and complexity.

And these nuances could cost you, and cost you dearly—if you don't know what you're doing—because poker is all about money. It can't be played without it.

A big reason Hold'em has become so popular is that top players love it, and they love it because they think they can make more money with less risk than with other games. But you don't have to be a pro to enjoy it. Anyone can learn the rules in a few minutes and try his or her luck. And while you will never get to race against Dale Earnhardt Jr. or try to guard Lebron James—and if you did, you would have no chance—amateur players take on the most skilled poker pros in the world all the time, and sometimes come out victorious.

Part of Hold'em's beauty is that all skill levels can enjoy it. You get two cards and make a decision. The game works whether it's played for high stakes or around the kitchen table. For “action” players who like to play a lot of hands, the game is very fast, with many more hands per hour than with traditional poker, and there are times when a loose style of play can bring home the bacon. On the other hand, tight players who can patiently wait for premium hands can win big money at high-stakes Hold'em, where there is less chance of an inferior hand running them down than with other variations.

Hold'em's five community cards link your hand forever to those of your opponents. So, when that river (final) card hits the board, will it make you rich, or drown you? Will the dealer make your dreams come true, or sell you down the river? Dash your hopes with the turn of a card, or make you rich and a household name?

Either way, you will know you're alive, with your nerves vibrating, your eyes opening wide, and your heart thumping like a big bass drum. That's living. That's poker, baby!


Chapter 1
Hot, Hot, Hot!

That's poker. It's on everyone's lips these days, no longer just the domain of those backroom denizens and risk-takers living on the edge. The opportunities for viewing and playing are so abundant that instead of struggling to find a game, today's players must set limits or they'd be playing around the clock. Some folks argue that Texas Hold'em has exploded because poker has once again captured the national spirit, but that's backward. The reason poker is popular is the unique nature of Hold'em itself.

A Place to Begin

This comprehensive book on Hold'em is a starting point. Reading can help, but it is no substitute for experience, and sometimes that experience can be expensive. Realize that there is no recipe for playing every hand, and no magic formula to transform you from novice to pro, or everyone would be an expert. You need to get out there and play, and then objectively analyze your play later. Every hand. Learn and remember, but be careful, because poker can be counterintuitive.

Don't Learn Your Lesson

If you ever stuck your finger in a light socket as a child and got the shock of your life, you never did it again. You learned your lesson. But some of your worst losses in poker happen when you have great cards and have played correctly. These shocking defeats are hard to forget. You bet big with pocket kings, and an ace flops and someone beats you with aces. Does that mean you shouldn't bet strongly with kings, the second-best starting hand in all of Hold'em? Of course not. There was only an 18 percent chance of that ace hitting the flop and matching your foe's ace. And if you include all five shared cards, he won't even hit his ace a third of the time.

The same goes for the times you fold trash hands like 9-3 offsuit (different suits). What if the flop comes 3-3-9? Does that mean you should've played that loser because you would've gotten a full house? Heck, no. That miracle flop won't happen again in a thousand hands. You were absolutely correct to dump it. Playing that hand would cost you in the long run. So don't bat an eye, even though if it happened to the rookie next to you, he'd be slapping his forehead and throwing a fit.
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What is a “bad beat”?

If you had a pot sewn up and some long-shot river card hits the board to take it away from you, that's a bad beat. Like if your heavy-favorite pocket aces lose to pocket deuces when a deuce comes up on the final card. You were a 21-to-1 favorite but still lost.



Say you're in a tournament and someone calls your all-in bet with pocket fives. You have pocket aces. You are dealt aces once every 221 hands. It's the best starting hand and you're a 4-to-1 favorite, which is about as good as it gets in Hold'em. You must bet the farm with that holding, even though the fives will dent your wallet once every five hands.

Anything can happen on a given hand in poker. That's what makes it interesting, and that's what gives poor players hope. But if your aces are “cracked” (meaning they were beaten even though you had pocket aces) and you lose, unlike the kid with his finger in the electrical outlet, you must make the same aggressive play again next time. When you are the favorite to win, you bet big to maximize your profits, and if that means betting every penny, then so be it. That's poker. Make the underdogs, or the chasers, pay to try to beat you. If they want to fold and give you the “pot” (all the money that's been bet), that's fine too. Don't turn timid just because someone ran you down a few times and you lost a bundle. Over the long term, your proper play will make big money even though you might be rudely shocked occasionally.

Think Long Term

In poker, you must always take the long view. Making correct decisions based on the odds and your knowledge of the game and your opponents will make you a winner. Not on every hand, not even in every game, perhaps not even every month, but over time, you will win. Winning means fun. And winning means money.

Always keep in mind that each poker hand is just a small skirmish in a larger battle, which is the game you are playing in on a particular day. But more important, that daily battle is part of a larger entity, the war. The war is your total poker-playing life, all the hands in all the games from now until you reach that big casino in the sky. The war is significant—that's where you need to come out ahead. You will win some skirmishes, lose some, and avoid a lot of them. If you use solid strategies like those in this book, and especially if you play against less-skilled foes, you will win more battles than you lose. At the end of the night, you will be a winner more often than not. And that will lead to victory in your personal poker war.

Here's Some Free Advice

Be aware that some poker pros who've written books freely admit that they keep more than their cards close to their vests. For example, near the end of Getting the Best ofIt, prolific poker-theory author David Sklansky writes: “You may have noticed I included nothing about Lowball Draw. This is because at this writing, it is the main game at which 1 make my living. Which leads me to one last comment: Pros don't go around teaching others the really important things for nothing just to show how smart they are.”

Take the so-called advanced books out now. The Hold'em version tells you exactly which hands to play in every position relative to the dealer. It turns out that the book's strategies are pretty much right-on for a $300- to $600-limit game popular in a famous Strip casino. Of course, the authors don't tell you that, or they wouldn't sell so many volumes. But every local in Vegas fancying himself or herself a pro (or new Internet wannabe) buys this weighty tome and uses its tactics when playing in low-limit no-fold'em fests like $4–$8 and $6–$12, which are very different games requiring different strategies, as you will learn later.
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“Never criticize another man's way of playing his hand … A man who buys his chips is entitled to play them any way he wants to.”

—WSOP champ Amarillo Slim Preston



And woe to the poor guy who plays some hand not on the list and beats a local out of a pot! He will definitely hear about how he won with a hand that he “never should've played” (even when it turns out upon reflection that in that particular game, the hand might have been perfectly correct to pursue). By the time the book players are through berating him, he'll wish he'd never won the hand.

Or take high-profile pro Phil Hellmuth Jr.'s popular book Play Poker Like the Pros. Hellmuth has umpteen World Series of Poker (WSOP) bracelets and has won millions on the tournament circuit. He is considered a master at reading players and figuring out what cards they are holding. That is his claim to fame. But in the 400 pages of his book, do you think there is a chapter on reading players? Nope.

So, keep in mind that some authors write solely for some extra cash, not so you can sit down and take food out of the mouths of their friends.

Is Tight Right?

Until now, most books have encouraged play that is too conservative and cautious. This is called “tight” in poker circles, and players who are tight to a fault are disdainfully known as “rocks. ” Now, don't get the wrong idea. Cautious is a good way to start. You don't want to lose all your money playing questionable cards before you have learned the game. But you can't stay tight. Tight is predictable, and being predictable is what top players want you to be. It's easier to take your money that way.

You have to understand when and how to loosen up, especially in the low- and middle-limit games that you start out playing. Except where no-limit is mentioned (mostly in the tournament chapters), the strategies in this book are tailored to low-limit and middle-limit Hold'em.
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There are four words that are used frequently when describing playing styles: loose, playing a lot of hands; tight, playing very few hands; passive, betting and raising rarely; and aggressive, betting and raising frequently.



A Winding Road

The journey from playing a little tight, which is the best way to start out, to knowing when and how to loosen up is a long and arduous one. Frankly most players never complete the journey. They stay lost in the wilderness of quiet play. You'll see them all over Vegas playing low-limit games based on some book they read twenty years earlier, sitting on their leather butts waiting for the nuts.
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What is the “nuts”?

The “nuts” is the best-possible hand with any given board in Hold'em. For example, if the board is 2-2-J-9-6, the best possible hand is four deuces—two deuces on the board and two deuces for hole cards. If there are three spades onboard and no pair, the best-possible hand, or the nuts, is an ace-high flush.



Paying Your Dues

There used to be a home game where new guys were told when they first sat down: “New players never win here.” This wasn't arrogance or meanness. It was a way of softening the blow, because regulars didn't want “one-game wonders”—people who sat down, lost, and never came back.

They were trying to say: “You need to know the players to win, and you are at a big disadvantage being a stranger. It is easier for seven people to learn how one new guy plays than for one new guy to learn how seven strangers play. Just knowing cards is not enough. ” That's common sense. There is a learning curve in poker. Everyone has paid his or her dues. Keep that in mind if you sit down with a bunch of locals who all know each other.

Hold Me Darling

Today's poker evolved from the Draw poker games of the 1800s to the Five-Stud and Seven-Stud games so popular during World War II to, finally, an obscure game called Hold Me Darling that came out of Texas in the 1960s. It wasn't long before the Texas drawl changed the moniker to Hold'em, and the action nature of the game ensured its growth. The community cards meant that more than eight players could play, and risk-loving players embraced it because they could see a lot of cards (with lots of company). The road gamblers loved it because they knew it was much more complicated than it seemed, and most people played much looser than they should have.

Texan Felton McCorkindale brought the new game to the Golden Nugget in downtown Vegas in 1964, which at the time was only spreading lowball draw, Seven-Stud, and six-card lowball Stud (six-card Razz). Hold'em quickly took over. While it would be a decade before it made an impact on the Strip and started to catch on elsewhere, by the time Benny Binion perfected the poker tournament with the first World Series in the early '70s, Hold'em was the pros' game, the big dog. No-limit Hold'em, the Cadillac of poker, was the professionals' game of choice to decide the best in the world, as it is to this day. Not surprisingly, the first eight world champions were from Texas.
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“Hold'em was a new game that offered the best platform for developing multiple strategies and tactically implementing them.”

—Texas road gambler Crandell Addington



Keep the Fun in It

Remember as your career evolves that Hold'em is a game. It is an amazing game, and it is supposed to be stimulating and fun. If it ceases to be enjoyable, you have to ask yourself why you are playing. Of course, it is more fun to win than to lose, and anyone who actually enjoys losing should certainly consider getting some help. Yes, in a friendly low-stakes game, you can enjoy yourself win or lose, but everyone knows it is more fun to win. As they say: “Everything's funny when you've got the money. ” In fact, for most people, winning and fun are directly related. Who enjoys giving money away? Nobody! And no one wants to be the table loser night after night. The fact that you bought this book means you feel the same, because this book is all about how to win on the green felt.

Whether you approach the game as a science, an art, or as psychological warfare, your object is to win and win as much as you can. Even the world's best players endure losing streaks, but if losing breaks your spirit or your finances, you're playing over your head and it is no longer a game. The same logic applies if your victories bring no joy. So, win and have fun, but keep it in perspective because there are more important things in this world.
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If you consider not calling a bet because you are concentrating on whatthe money you are risking will buy, you are playing too high. Risking any money not earmarked for recreation—such as rent or food money—is a big mistake. Using that money will hurt your game and your life.



The Poker Democracy

Poker can be anything you want it to be: high-stakes hand-to-hand combat, a vacation diversion at the casino, fast-paced action online from the comfort of home or at work while the boss isn't looking, tournament play against the best players in the world (or the local $25 buy-in crowd), or a friendly, rowdy game with lots of beer and your buddies. A precious few even try to make a living at it. It's all good.

Poker is the great equalizer. There is no class system at the tables. Anyone with a buy-in can sit down and take a shot. There are no social barriers, and often you will be competing in a game with people from cultures you would never encounter in your daily life. It's not unusual in a California cardroom to find yourself facing Japanese, Mexicans, Hawaiians, Koreans, Chinese, whites, and blacks of both sexes and multiple generations all in the same game! Some opponents you will swear hail from another planet. It's great! And yes, even though poker was a “man's game” back in the days of the smoke-filled rooms, women are more than welcome today.

In tournaments, there is no seeding and no privilege. You pay your money, and you are treated the same as the most seasoned, famous pros. You can go to another country, sit down at a table, and play a perfectly good game without even knowing the language.
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The four modern suits, which evolved in fifteenth-century France, had serious meanings. Spades signified the state, hearts the church, diamonds represented merchants, and clubs were the farmers. The kings were modeled after famous people: spades, David (Israel); hearts, Alexander the Great (Macedonia); diamonds, Julius Caesar (Rome); and clubs, Charlemagne (Holy Roman Empire). The joker was invented in America.



The Twenty-First-Century Poker Boom

Congratulations are in order: You couldn't have picked a better time to enter the green-felt fray. Today, poker is hot! But it wasn't always that way.

In the 1990s, poker was fading. Boys weren't brought up playing the game as they had been in earlier generations. Fathers weren't teaching it to their kids who had their noses buried in video games. In the early days of political correctness, poker was considered gambling, and gambling was not a good thing.
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The first World Series of Poker in 1970 had a field of only seven players, but it was the toughest field ever. They were the seven best players in the world.



On average, players were getting older and older, and the game's image as something engaged in by shady characters in back rooms didn't help. Poker rooms in Vegas were becoming an endangered species. Longtime rooms at Harrah's, the Golden Nugget, Caesars, Stratosphere, Las Vegas Club, 4 Queens, Tropicana, the Flamingo, and many others closed. No one wanted to play with a bunch of ornery old men trying to grind out a few bucks, and that's pretty much what was in the casinos.

Then, just in time, some amazing things happened to salvage this beautiful game. First, a quality movie about the game hit the big screen in 1997. Rounders, starring Matt Damon and Edward Norton, really grabbed you by the throat (and had some pretty good poker tips in it, too).

Second, the World Poker Tour (WPT) hit the airwaves on the Travel Channel, and the show was great. The two-hour dramas allowed the viewer to be a fly on the wall for all the final-table action at major tournaments. You even saw the hole cards!

Third, online poker took off. Novices could now learn at home, instead of having to stare down serious players.

Then, unbelievably, in 2003, the aptly named Chris Moneymaker beat 838 of the best players in the world to win the Big One—and he had never competed in a real tournament before! The only games he had played in were online, where he won his entry in a $39 satellite! This was huge. His well-publicized victory gave hope to all players piddling with their mice on the Internet.

All this media coverage—movies, TV, and the Internet—has fueled today's craze. The WSOP only attracted a few hundred entries in the 1990s and fewer than a hundred in the early '80s, but thanks to online satellites—indeed, satellites everywhere—the event has reached circus proportions.
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The World Series of Poker's $2.5 million first prize in 2003 was the richest prize ever in a sport until 2004, when amateur Greg Raymer won $5 million. In 2005, Joe Hachem broke the record again by winning an incredible $7.5 million.



Tournaments are reporting record entries, and this new interest is boosting poker in brick-and-mortar casinos, college campuses, and homes around the world. Vegas casinos can't add tables fast enough, when just a few short years ago they were yanking them out to make way for slot machines. Today, an estimated 50 million to 80 million Americans play the game regularly.

Welcome to a brave new world!


Chapter 2
First Things First

You have to learn to walk before you can run. You have to win a dollar before you can win a thousand. You have to win a small diamond-horseshoe ring before you can win a World Series of Poker bracelet. And you must know the rules and protocol before you can learn the tricks and tactics. This chapter will give new players the basics of poker in general and Hold'em in particular, and I'll explain why expert players love this game.

Square One

Before we tackle the rules, here's a brief primer on the basics. Hold'em uses a standard fifty-two-card deck (no jokers). There are thirteen different cards (called ranks); the ace is the highest card, followed by the king, queen, jack, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, and two.

There are four suits: spades and clubs are black, and hearts and diamonds are red. Color and suit have no value in poker. A five-high straight flush in diamonds has the same value as a five-high straight flush in clubs. If both these holdings occur during the same hand, it is a tie and the pot is split. In seven-card games like Hold'em, you do not use the sixth and/or seventh cards to break ties. A poker hand consists of your best five cards only. The other cards are not used.

Jacks, queens, and kings—the deck's royalty—are called face cards or “paints.”
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Queens are often called ladies, kings are nicknamed cowboys, aces are bullets, jacks are hooks (from “fishhooks”), sevens are walking sticks, eights are snowmen, threes are treys, and twos are universally called deuces or “ducks.” The king of hearts is the “suicide king,” and the king of diamonds is “the man with the axe.”



Each hand of poker is its own game, and during an evening, you might play more than a hundred hands. You will not play each hand all the way to its conclusion, of course. More often than not, you will fold (quit the hand) early. You win a hand if all other players fold or if you have the best (highest) hand at the “showdown,” which is after all the cards have been dealt and the final bets have been made and called (matched). If you win, you take all the money wagered during that hand. The harder a hand is to obtain, the more valuable it is.

The rank of the hands from best to worst follows.

Royal Flush

The royal flush is the holy grail of poker, and it is so rare that you may never hold one in your hands. It is a combination of the highest straight (A-K-Q-J-10) and the highest flush—five cards of the same suit. Only four of these combinations exist out of some 2.5 million possible five-card hands.

Straight Flush

Straight flushes are the same as royal flushes—five cards in a row of the same suit—except they are not headed by an ace. Straight flushes are also rare; the odds of getting one in five cards are 72,192 to 1. Straight flushes range from K-Q-J-10-9 to 5-4-3-2-A. A king-high straight flush, of course, beats a five-high.

Four of a Kind

This hand is made up of four cards of identical rank, as in 9-9-9-9-K. This is also a monster hand. With four of a kind, you hold every card of that rank that exists in the deck. Naturally, the higher the rank is, the higher the hand is. Note that the fifth card, called a “kicker,” is irrelevant to the value of this hand.

Full House

A full house, often called a “full boat” or “boat,” is three cards of one rank and two of another, as in 7-7-7-2-2 or K-K-K-9-9. The value of the full house is determined by the rank of the three of a kind, so the “kings full of nines” version mentioned here beats the “sevens full” hand.

Flush

A flush is five cards of the same suit (e.g., five clubs or five diamonds) that are not in a row. The value of the flush is determined by its high card. A flush with an ace will beat a flush headed by a king, and a Q-9-8-7-5 flush beats a Q-9-8-7-4 flush.
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The ace is the highest card, so it can make the highest straight (A-K-Q-J-10). But it also can function as a “one” in a low straight or low straight flush, as in 5-4-3-2-A. A five-high straight is known as a “wheel.” A five-high straight flush is a “steel wheel.”



Straight

A straight is five cards in a row of differing suits, such as Q-J-10-9-8 or A-K-Q-J-10. The high card decides the value of a straight, so 6-5-4-3-2 beats 5-4-3-2-A.

Three of a Kind

This hand holds three cards of the same rank, as in 9-9-9-4-2 or K-K-K-6-5. The higher the “trips,” the better the hand; the other two cards are irrelevant.

Two Pair

This hand consists of two pairs and a fifth unrelated card, which is used only in the very rare event of a tie. The high pair determines the value of the hand, so A-A-2-2-5 beats K-K-Q-Q-J.
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Every time it was Huck's deal, he'd try again, but
the game didiit catch on with us kids. We favored games
‘where you could play a ton of hands, with lts of action.
Holdem. however, is  serious player's game where
patience, beting skl playing premium hands, and
reading opponents gets you the money.

In time. | graduated to higher stakes home games
and Vegas. but by the '80s poker didn't get my blood
Tushing Iike it used to. But one faeful day a1 a casino, as
myboring Stud game broke up, a middle-aged card cutie:
‘whispered in my ear,"Why don't you try Hold em?”  did,
somehiow | won, and in an explasion of cariy | saw the
deceptive simpliciy, the beauty, and the deep complex-
ity ofthis amazing game. Ive never looked back.

Since then. Holdem's boen my game and | have
never had a losing year. Follow this book closely and
you will ave the same success and, like Huck Finn raft
ing down the Mississippi, will be off on the adveture of
alietime.

Johnny Quads

o johnmyquads com
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