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To the three women in my life who have always been there for me and taught me everything I need to know to be a winner—my mom, Ann, my little sister, Ashley, and my dear aunt, Marie “Lib” Elizabeth Lucas. My first poker game was with these three ladies. They busted me.
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By Howard Lederer and Annie Duke

We have both known Phil Gordon for many years. We have known what a smart man he is—it takes a brilliant mind to become an Internet whiz kid just out of college. We have known him as a World Series of Poker (WSOP) championship event finalist and a World Poker Tour (WPT) champion. We have known him as the insightful host of Bravo’s Celebrity Poker Showdown (CPS). We have known him as a friend. But what we did not know until he passed his manuscript on to us is that this man can write a damn good poker book.

What Phil offers you here, dear reader, is an experience unique in the world of poker literature. Other poker books offer the important and necessary foundation that will help you understand the statistics and probability involved in the game. These books also offer general strategic advice and starting-hand charts. Phil offers you all of that as well. But Phil took the next step and raised the bar. He also offers a look into the mind and thought processes of a great player.

Books on the foundation of poker should be devoured. No one has ever become a great player without having a basic understanding of probability theory and game theory. Chew that information up. Digest it. Spit it out.

This book, however, should be sipped and savored like a good meal or a great bottle of wine. Read it slowly. Take the time to truly grasp and appreciate what Phil is saying. There isn’t another book out there that will get you inside the mind of a great player so deeply and incisively.

When we were starting out, we learned quickly that all the general strategic advice on earth only gets you so far in the game. What really got us to where we are today is talking: talking to each other about situations and hands we had played and talking to pros about the same thing. To become a great player you need to open your mind to the thought processes of great thinkers and players. You need to always be willing to consider other people’s opinions about why and how a hand should be played.

Poker is a game of incomplete information—correct decision-making depends on many, many factors. Playing perfectly is never attainable. All we can do as players is strive to make the best decisions we can under uncertain circumstances, always having the goal of that perfect session in mind.

What keeps us alive and growing as players is the constant questioning of what we do and how we make our decisions. Phil Gordon’s Little Green Book is a guidebook to the kind of critical thinking that will keep you improving as a player. Instead of offering dry and general strategic advice, he offers you insight into how he thinks. You may, in the end, reject some of his conclusions as not a good stylistic fit for you. But this is exactly what Phil wants from you. He offers here deep insight into how he plays, how he thinks. He is not telling you how you should play. We hope that you will incorporate some of what he does into your game, because we know he does most things brilliantly.

But even the principles you reject will make you a better player. One thing this book will teach you is that everything you do at the poker table needs to have a reason—there needs to be a well thought-out process behind each play. If you reject a strategy from this book, we hope that you reject it with good reason. (You have probably rejected or accepted other strategic advice from other poker books or players before.) After reading this book, you will make decisions with a deeper understanding of why, and a more advanced awareness of the critical thought processes in your game.

So read this book slowly. Read it more than once. As you improve, keep looking back at what Phil has to say, because every time you do, you will learn something new. We have been playing this game for a very long time. We have reached the top of the game. And yet we both came away better players and thinkers for having read this book. We thank you, Phil, for opening up your game in such an honest and forthcoming way.

In our minds this book is an instant classic and a must-have for any serious student of the game. Everyone who reads it will come away a better player.
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I would like to thank all the Tiltboys (Rafe Furst, Dave “Diceboy” Lambert, Steve Miranda, Perry Friedman, Paul Swiencicki, Tony Glenning, Kim Scheinberg, John Kullmann, Josh Paley, Michael Stern, Lenny Augustine, Bruce Hayek, Russ Garber) for fifteen years of poker fun. Wednesday night, Tiltboy Poker Night, is still the best night of the week. The games of “Spit-and-Shit Ding-a-Ling-with-a-Twist” will always be among my favorite poker memories.

I’d like to also thank my family and friends for their love and support. Much love to Mom, Dad, sister Ashley, brother-in-law Ryan, nephew Zakai and niece Anise, Barb Smith, Rick Averitt, godchildren Quinn and Savannah Averitt, Ben Philip Leader, and Winnie and Charlie Swiencicki.

In business you need people whom you can trust. I am very lucky to have some incredibly talented people on my side: my agents, Andy Elkin, Lisa Shotland, Amy Yavor, and Jeremy Plager at Creative Artists Agency; my PR guy, Jeff Duelos; and my literary agents, Greg Dinkin and Frank Scatoni of Venture Literary. Thanks to my friends and business partners at P3 Poker, PJ O’Neill, Luke Lincoln, and Brian Efird. Thanks to Brian “Gio” Smith of HighRoller Fashions. Thank you to the kind folks at NTN—playing poker in bars has never been more fun. Without the assistance of my assistant Dorian Dianni, I’d never get anything done. Thanks to the folks at Simon Spotlight Entertainment who believed in me and this project: Tricia Boczkowski, Jen Bergstrom, Jen Robinson, Jen Slattery, Julie Amitie, Nellie Kurtzman, Lynn Smith, Suzanne Murphy, Rick Richter, Russell Gordon, Yaffa Jaskoll, Emily Westlake, Bill Gaden, and Frank Fochetta.

In every poker player’s life there are people who bring you along, share their knowledge, secrets, and experiences. My friends at FullTiltPoker.com are without a doubt the best players in the world. Their tutelage and friendship are, in large part, responsible for my success in poker. Chris “Jesus” Ferguson, Howard Lederer, Phil Ivey, John Juanda, Erik Seidel, Erick Lindgren, Jennifer Harman, Clonie Gowen, and Andy Bloch are always willing to talk about hands, rejoice in successes, and sympathize with bad beats. Many of these incredibly talented players have read through this book and suggested corrections and improvements.

Special thanks to my friends who took an extraordinary amount of time to help edit this book: Jonathan Grotenstein, Richard “Quiet Lion” Brody, Rick “J-2” Wampler, Annie Duke, Andrew Hill Newman, Richard Lederer, Mike Keller, and Jon Gunn.

Finally, thanks to my friends from Bravo’s Celebrity Poker Showdown: Dave Foley, Andrew Hill Newman, and Josh Malina; the rest of the CPS crew; Picture This Television; and the many celebrities who come to play a little Texas Hold’em for charity.

My great-aunt Lib Lucas taught me to play poker when I was seven. She died of cancer the day I won my first major poker tournament. Every hand I play and tournament I enter I dedicate to her. A portion of the proceeds from this book will be donated to the Cancer Research and Prevention Foundation (www.preventcancer.org) in her memory.


Fortune favors the prepared mind.
—Louis Pasteur
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No Limit Hold’em is a very tough game. That’s the bad news. But here is some good news: You can learn. How do I know you can learn? Because I was not always a winning player, and I learned. If I can go from “dead money” to World Poker Tour champion, there is no doubt that others can as well.

The greatest poker players in the world share five qualities:

1. They are invariably aggressive. Aggressive poker is winning poker. They apply pressure to their opponents with bets and raises.

2. They are patient. They wait for situations at the table that are profitable.

3. They are courageous. They don’t need the stone-cold nuts to bet, call, or raise.

4. They are observant. They watch their opponents during every hand.

5. They are always working on their game and want to be even better players. They talk about the game with other players. They practice. They read poker books. They analyze their play and work to plug “leaks” that have developed.

These five qualities are all that are necessary to be a great, winning player. The first four qualities you can learn and develop. You already have the fifth quality— you bought this book so you’re working on your game.

There are many ways to win at this game. I intend in this book to write exactly how I play. You may disagree with many of the plays that I recommend here. Good. I want you to approach this book not as a definitive guide for how to play, but as a catalyst for thinking about the game.

In short, the following pages are, to the best of my ability, how I play No Limit Texas Hold’em. I’m not the best player in the world. But I’m a winning player, and I win playing exactly the style that is described here.

Throughout my poker education I have read nearly every book on poker ever written. I owe a great deal to the poker authors that have come before me. Sklansky. Brunson. Cloutier. McEvoy. Malmuth. Cooke. Harrington. Caro. Without their work I wouldn’t be the player that I am today. Most of the things I know about the game I owe to these authors.

Harvey Penick, arguably the greatest golf teacher that ever lived, wrote a great book, Harvey Penick’s Little Red Book. In that book he recorded his thoughts and musings on the game of golf. Not once in his book did he profess to know the only way to play. I drew inspiration from Mr. Penick’s book and his straightforward approach to teaching a very difficult game.

Take your time with this book. No matter how thoroughly you digest the contents, you’ll need to play thousands of hands against all kinds of competition before things will really “click” for you. Take your time. Your bankroll will not be built overnight. Grow it slowly. There will be setbacks. There will be bad beats. But, there will be endless amounts of joy as your game improves.
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You have chosen a tough game. As talented professional and World Poker Tour host Mike Sexton is fond of saying, “No Limit Texas Hold’em takes a minute to learn and a lifetime to master.”

There are many different ways to win and many different styles of play. But regardless of the path you take, there are a few universally accepted axioms, “poker truths,” that apply to the game no matter how it is played. In this section I present some of the truths that I’ve learned, discovered, or been taught over the years.


DECISIONS, DECISIONS
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Winning poker is not about winning money. Nor is it about reading tells or being the best bluffer. It’s not about winning the most pots. Winning poker is about making correct decisions.

In every hand I play, I am faced with many important decisions:

♣ Should I play this hand?

♣ How much should I raise?

♣ Do I have the best hand?

♣ Can I get my opponent to fold?

If I make better decisions more often than my opponents, I will win. I may not win the most pots. But I will win, and win consistently.


CONSEQUENCES
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While seated at the poker table, every action—or inaction—has consequences. My goal is to master my own behavior while manipulating the behavior of my opponents. With every check, bet, raise, or fold, I am trying to minimize the consequences of my mistakes and maximize the consequences of their mistakes.


GETTING IT IN WITH THE BEST HAND
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All I can do is get my money in the pot with the best hand. No matter how hard I try, I can’t control the cards after the money is in the pot. All I can do is get my money—as much money as possible—into the pot when I have the best hand.

Bad beats, suckouts, and lucky catches for my opponents are an essential part of the game. If bad players couldn’t occasionally get lucky and win, there would be no poker games worth playing.

It does me no good whatsoever to fret about losing a pot if I got my money into the pot with the best hand.


THE FUNDAMENTAL THEOREM
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In his groundbreaking book, The Theory of Poker, David Sklansky writes:

Every time you play a hand differently from the way you would have played it if you could see all your opponents’ cards, they gain; and every time you play your hand the same way you would have played it if you could see all their cards, they lose. Conversely, every time opponents play their hands differently from the way they would have if they could see all your cards, they lose; and every time they play their hands the same way they would have played if they could see all your cards, you lose.

If I could somehow know my opponents’ hole cards, there would be a right and a wrong decision to make at every step along the way: I should be betting or raising when I have the best hand, checking or folding when I have the worst hand, and calling when I have the right pot odds or implied odds to see another card. I should be maximizing the money my opponents put into the pot when I have the best hand and minimizing the money I put in when I have the worst hand.

The Fundamental Theorem is simple, but poker is not a simple game. I don’t often know my opponents’ hole cards. To be a great player I have to combine the principles of The Fundamental Theorem with the many psychological considerations that are part of the game.


IT’S MY TURN TO BET.… THINK!
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Every single time it’s my turn to act, I try to run a simple script through my head:

♥ How are my opponents playing? Conservatively? Aggressively? Tentatively?

♥ What are some of the hands my opponents are likely to hold?

♥ What do my opponents think I have?

♥ Am I in good position or bad position?

After processing the answers to those questions, I move on to the most important questions:

♠ Should I bet (or raise)?

• If I think I have the best hand, I nearly always answer yes, and I bet or raise.

• If I think I can force weak opponents out of the pot with this bet or with future bets, I nearly always answer yes, and I bet or raise.

• If I have a good draw and I think there is a good chance that my opponents will fold, I nearly always answer yes, and I bet or raise.

♠ Should I check (or fold)?

• If I think I have the worst hand, I nearly always answer yes, and I check or fold.

• If I think my opponents are strong, I nearly always answer yes, and I check or fold.

• If I’m on a draw but not getting a good price, I nearly always answer yes, and I check or fold.

If, after careful analysis, I don’t think I should raise and I don’t think I should fold, I feel confident that calling a bet (or checking) is correct.

I have found that running this script through my head, even in seemingly straightforward or obvious situations, will often allow me to identify opportunities that other players might miss.

By asking the bet-or-raise question before the check-or-fold question, I ensure that I am playing aggressive poker. Aggressive poker is winning poker.


I DON’T HAVE TO BE THE GREATEST
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I don’t have to be the best player at the table. All I have to do to win is play better than a few of my opponents.

Most of the money passed around the table will come from two or three bad players. I will do my best to get the money from the players who are weaker than I am and to keep my money away from the players who are stronger.

In March 2003, just after the World Poker Tour started airing, throngs of tourists with big money flocked to Las Vegas, chomping at the bit to play No Limit Hold’em. One night at the Bellagio, I passed by a No Limit game with $lo and $2O blinds. Seated at the table were Antonio Esfandiari, Gus Hansen, Phil Laak, Rafe Furst, and maybe three other name players.

I couldn’t imagine why any one of them would be in the game. None of the pros had a huge edge over any of the others. I certainly didn’t consider myself a favorite against this lineup.

And then I saw the weak spot. “Harry” was a true angel from Austin, Texas. He had wads of hundreds, banded in $l0,000 bundles, and he was betting at least one of them on what seemed like every single hand.

There was a seat open. I took it.


COMMON MISTAKES
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Everyone makes mistakes. A bad player will make the same mistake over and over again. Poker players who can exploit these mistakes will win. Here are some of the most common mistakes that bad players make, and my usual methods for exploiting them:

♦ A player doesn’t bluff enough. When these players bet or raise, I usually give them credit for a good hand. When they check, I will usually bet to try to take the pot.

♦ A player overvalues top pair. The average winning hand in Hold’em is two pair. Yet many players are willing to take tremendous risks with top pair. When I have a hand that can beat a player who overvalues their top pair, I will overbet the pot and put them into a position to make a big mistake. I go out of my way to play small pocket pairs against these players because I know that if I flop a set, I’m likely to get paid off in a huge way. (See “Pot Odds and Implied Odds,” page 186.)

♦ A player underbets the pot. It is incredibly important, especially in No Limit Hold’em, to make bets large enough to punish opponents for their draws. (See “Pot Odds and Implied Odds,” page 186.) When a player underbets the pot and I have a draw, I take advantage of their mistake by just calling the small bet. When I think I have them beat, I’ll make a raise.

♦ A player calls too much. I will very rarely bluff against a “calling station.” I will, however, make value bets throughout the hand.

♦ A player tightens up under pressure. Most bad players “squeeze” too much in the middle stages of a tournament, or when they’re on the bubble. They tighten up and wait for a huge hand. Against these players, I will play a lot looser, looking to steal a larger share of the blinds and antes.

♦ A player telegraphs the strength of his hand with “tells.” I am always observing these players, whether I am in the hand or not. (See “Tells,” page 118.)
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He who can modify his tactics in relation to
his opponent and thereby succeed in winning
may be called a heaven-born captain.
—Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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OBSERVING MY OPPONENTS
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One of the best things I can do to increase my chances of winning is to constantly observe my opponents, even when I am not in the hand.

♣ I look for tells.

♣ I look for betting patterns.

♣ I try to put my opponents on hands.

♣ If my opponent shows down a hand, I remember their cards, their position, and what they did with that hand before the flop and after the flop.

♣ I try to figure out what state of mind my opponents are in.

♣ I think about what is motivating them.

The more I observe my opponents, the more information I have to draw on when I actually get into a pot with them.

The most valuable example of observation I’ve ever seen occurred at the final table of the World Series of Poker in 2001. We were down to five players when Phil Hellmuth Jr. and Carlos Mortensen tangled in what turned out to be a very important hand. The flop had come Q-9-4 with two spades, and Carlos, after a $60,000 bet from Phil, decided to check-raise to $200,000. Phil immediately moved all-in for about $400,000.

Carlos, who had Q,-J, had him covered but clearly feared that Phil had flopped a huge hand. As Carlos debated his move, muttering under his breath, Phil thought he heard the word “call” and—for just a brief second—exposed his hand: Q-T. The observant Carlos called instantly and, when the turn and river failed to improve either of their hands, he busted Phil Hellmuth Jr. out of the tournament in fifth place. The crowd, with the exception of Phil’s wife and parents, cheered wildly.


VALUE OF AGGRESSION
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When I check or call, the only way I will win is if I have the best hand at the showdown.

When I bet or raise, I have two ways to win: My opponent may fold or I may have the best hand at the showdown.

The players I fear most at the table are the players who consistently bet and raise. Checkers and callers usually don’t last very long.


POSITION, POSITION, POSITION
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Having good position (being last to act on every round of betting) in No Limit Hold’em is extremely important for several reasons:

♥ I get to see what all of my opponents do before I have to decide if I am going to commit any chips to the pot.

♥ I have the last chance to bluff.

♥ I can take advantage of the difficulty of flopping a good hand. In Texas Hold’em an opponent with unpaired hole cards (A-K, K-Q, 6-4, etc.) will only flop a pair or better about 35% of the time. When they miss the other 65% of the time, my position will allow me to take advantage regardless of the strength of my hand.

♥ When I am in position, it is infinitely easier to extract the most money possible from opponents who have a good hand—but not the best hand.

I’d estimate that for 75–80% of the hands I get involved in, I am playing from superior position. Against strong opponents, I will very rarely play a hand from out of position.


MONEY FLOWS CLOCKWISE
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Because of the many advantages of playing a hand from good position, money at the poker table tends to flow in a clockwise direction, away from the blinds and toward the players who are last to act.
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BLINDS HAVE A NEGATIVE EXPECTATION
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I expect, over the long term, to lose money on the hands I play from the blinds. I don’t really worry about it so much, since there will be plenty of opportunities to make back my blinds (and more) when I’m playing in position.

The blinds have a negative expectation primarily because they are first to act on every round of betting after the flop. The hands that I’ve had the most success playing from out of position are small and medium pocket pairs. Flopping a set is a great way to win a big pot from any position.


HAVE A REASON TO BET
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When I’m putting chips into the pot, I always have a good reason to do so. Here are some of the reasons I put chips into the pot before the flop:

♠ To steal the blinds. (See “Steal the Blinds!” page 150.)

♠ To isolate a player when I’m in better position. (See “Re-raise to Isolate,” page 52.)

♠ Because I think I have the best hand.

♠ To set up a delayed steal—I call from position and after my opponent misses the flop, I intend to take the pot.

♠ Because I think if I make a hand, my opponents will pay me off in a big way. (See “Pot Odds and Implied Odds,” page 186.)

Here are some of the reasons I put chips into the pot after the flop:

♦ I think there is a reasonable chance my opponent will fold.

♦ I think my opponent has a draw, and I want to either make them pay for the privilege of drawing or make them fold a hand that can catch up.

♦ I think I have the best hand.

♦ Betting is the only chance I have to win the pot.

♦ I know I have the best hand, and I want my opponents to put chips into the pot.


CHANGING GEARS
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It is very easy to beat players who always play the same way. If they’re tight, I will fold when they finally decide to enter a pot, or I will force them out of pots with unrelenting steal attempts. If they’re very loose, I try to play tight and wait for good cards. If they always bet straight or flush draws on the flop, I tend to raise their bets on the flop more often than usual.

The point is this: When my opponents are predictable, I very rarely make a big mistake against them. More important, I can use the knowledge I have about them to force them to make big mistakes.

Being able to “change gears” is one of the most important attributes a winning player possesses. Sometimes it is right to play tight. Sometimes it is right to play loose. But it is always right to keep my opponents guessing as to what mode I’m in by changing from one gear to the next.
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In battle, there are not more than two methods
of attack—the direct and the indirect; yet these
two in combination give rise to an endless
series of maneuvers.
—Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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LEARN FROM BETTER PLAYERS
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There are many people in the game who are better players than I am. Rather than feeling intimidated, I make a conscious effort to learn from them. Each and every time I play with a player who is better than I am, it is an opportunity to learn and improve my own game.


BIG HAND BIG POT, SMALL HAND SMALL POT
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It may seem obvious, but when I have a big hand, I try to play a very big pot. When I have a small hand, I try to play a small pot. When an opponent is looking to build a big pot by making a large raise, I am willing to throw away most of my smaller hands so that I have a better chance of sticking around long enough to get into a big pot with a big hand. I will rarely play a big pot without a big hand.
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Once I am involved in a hand, many of the actions I take after the flop are automatic, or nearly automatic. Therefore, the most important decisions in No Limit Hold’em take place before the flop: Should I play the two cards I’ve been dealt?

Many factors come into play in answering this question. Most poker texts offer a chart that tells what two cards to play from each position. I offer my own version later in the book (see “Starting Hands,” page 261), but with the following disclaimer: Poker is not a game that is best played by the numbers. Poker is a game of situations.

In blackjack there is always a correct decision to be made, what players call “basic strategy.” Once you have compared the strength of your hand against the dealer’s up card, the odds will—or at least should— dictate whether it’s best to hit, stand, split, and so on.
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