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INTRODUCTION

GET IN THE GAME

Welcome to the world of blackjack! There’s probably a reason—or several—why you’ve chosen to get in on this great game. Blackjack is one of the most popular card games around, mainly because it’s so accessible. All you have to do is hold a hand of cards that comes as close to or equal to 21 as possible without going over and without the dealer holding a better hand than you do. Easy, right? However, this is not a game you’re simply going to master and get bored with in no time. There are numerous variations and methods of play to explore, as well as a multitude of places to play—from the biggest casinos in Vegas to the comfort of your home computer room.

This book will take you through the whole story of blackjack. In Part I you’ll learn the basics, from the history of the game and basic game play to indispensable information about probability, odds, and strategy. After the first few chapters, you’ll already be able to play the game! Keep reading, though, because there is a lot more to learn. Part II gets into such details as surrender, doubling down, splitting, and insurance, and Part III covers the fascinating topic of counting cards. In Parts IV and V, you’ll move to the casino and learn all about smart gambling and ways to win big instead of losing large. Part VI will guide you as you investigate the options of team and tournament play, and Part VII will take you to the Internet—a whole other world of blackjack possibilities.

Whether you’re a novice card player or someone who’s already fallen in love with other card games, this book is for you. Blackjack makes a great hobby, if you want to keep it light, or a great passion, if you really want to dive in. So what are you waiting for? You might be the next big winner!


PART I

BLACKJACK BASICS 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE HISTORY OF BLACKJACK

Every year, millions of players sit down at blackjack tables in casinos and on riverboats, as well as at virtual tables in cyberspace. They all 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. To really understand what blackjack is all about, it’s helpful to know something about the game’s history and how it was developed.

1. Learn the History 

The first record of blackjack 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 the 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.

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 frontier lands of the West, where legal gambling was an important revenue source. 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 western states joined the union, however, they were eager to shed their frontier-spirit personas and adopt 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 most often occurred as a private game at home.

BLACKJACK FACT Making gambling illegal merely 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 to Chinese gamblers only.

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.

In blackjack’s early days, 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. So the casinos increased their betting limits as well as their payouts. Today, if you want to play for big money, you won’t have a problem finding a casino to accommodate you.

2. Get Scientific 

In the early 1960s, blackjack got a big boost in popularity when players began hearing about a new way to play blackjack. 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). According to Scarne, the first scientific analysis of blackjack appeared in the first edition of his book Scarne’s New Complete Guide to Gambling, which was published in 1961.

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.

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.

3. Recognize the Mathematics

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 published Beat 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.

At the time, blackjack was always 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 and bumping them up when face cards remained. Thorp implied that the average person could easily beat blackjack and get rich quick. The reality is that while the average person can learn to count cards, it isn’t easy.

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.

BLACKJACK FACT 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.

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. This 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 who used basic strategy, and especially players who counted cards. For example, they introduced the use of multiple decks. These changes quickly upset blackjack players, who 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 most of 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.

Even so, blackjack still carries some of the lowest odds of any gambling game.

4. Practice Critical Thinking

Why do players love blackjack? First of all, the rules of the game are not hard to learn. All you have to do is obtain a hand of cards that is higher than the dealer’s and equals 21 or less. 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.

Another reason for blackjack’s popularity is that it is 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). It’s your thinking that counts.

PLAY YOUR CARDS RIGHT Blackjack is a great way to exercise your mind. It’s a strategy game. There are lots of ways to play a hand, and lots of variables to take into consideration. Because of this, success at blackjack requires solid critical thinking, strong analytical skills, good decisions, and a sharp memory.

5. Consider the House Advantage

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, they love it because it wins for them. Part of this is simply a numbers game: the more players, 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.

Blackjack, however, stands apart from other casino games, as it doesn’t have a set house advantage. Instead, many factors can affect the house’s advantage. Some factors 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, another option you’ll read about soon, 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.

BLACKJACK FACT 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.

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.
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