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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to poker! This game is filled with twists and turns, strategies and surprises. If you’re new to the world of poker, get ready to be thrilled, challenged, and absorbed by this great game. If you’ve already experienced a few home games or have tried your hand at casino poker, this book will help you hone your skills and develop your strategies.

Poker players come in various shapes and sizes, but they all have a thing or two in common. From the days of the first poker mania when fancy gamblers preyed on river-boat rubes to today’s high-tech hysteria fueled by television and the Internet, players have sought one thing: the secret to winning. Winning means money. Winning means fun. But winning consistently takes more than just buying some chips and getting a hand; otherwise, anyone with a buy-in and a pair of sunglasses would be rich. There is no magic formula, no recipe to follow.

Instead, you must watch and play and watch and play until your skills develop, putting big money at risk doesn’t faze you, and your tablemates fear your unpredictable, unreadable style.

After reading the first few chapters of this book you’ll probably be wondering, “Am I really ready to play?” This is a question too many players fail to ask. If you’ve had a few practice runs you’ll probably know your skill level. But what players (even some very good ones) usually misjudge is their emotional readiness. You cannot play an intense game like poker, which requires focus and retention, if you are distracted. If you’re worried about your girlfriend, boyfriend, spouse, job, the big loss you suffered yesterday, an argument, money problems, or anything that has you depressed or concerned, you will be off your game. When you sit down to a table you must be ready to focus, or you’ll unintentionally offer your opponents countless chances to get the better of you.

Let this book be your personal guide as you navigate the stormy sea of poker—both in home games and at the casino. Not only will it teach you the essence and tactics of different variations, but it will also train you to read your opponents, perfect your table image, place bets with confidence, and rake in the pot. Everything you need to begin your poker adventure is right in front of you. So, what are you waiting for? Grab your cards and chips and turn the page!


CHAPTER 1

POKER 101

The well-worn cliché about poker says that “It is simple to learn, but it takes a lifetime to master.” How true this is! Any intelligent person can learn the rules and the different hands in a few minutes, but the nuances and subtleties only become apparent over time. Your skills and strategies will keep evolving for as long as you play.

Your Poker Perspective

Each poker hand is its own battle, a skirmish in a larger game. Not just the game you’re playing on a particular night—I mean the ongoing poker game you are playing throughout your entire life. You must think long-term. There will be games when no matter how well you play, you won’t come out ahead. But if you play correctly, over time you will be a winner.

Don’t let a few losing sessions or crazy hands tempt you to change your style. And don’t be seduced by the “I would’ve won if I hadn’t folded” refrain. Every good player has folded winning hands. It happens. You toss a trash Hold’em hand like 7-4 offsuit and get some crazy flop (like 7-7-4) that would have given you a full house. Your brain screams that you made a mistake, but you have to let it go. A miracle flop doesn’t mean you should’ve called that bet. In fact, quite the opposite is true.
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Many say that poker is “a people game played with cards, not a card game played by people.” How you play a hand varies depending on who you’re facing, the history of the game you’re in, whether it is loose or tight, the stakes, and a host of other factors. Even Hold’em, which has only 169 possible starting hands, has infinite variations.



All poker discussions must by necessity be laden with “it depends.” That’s just the way it is. Relatives will try to pin you down on strategy. They’ll ask stuff like, “What percentage of starting hands do you play?” and “Do you raise with small pairs?” You’ll wrack your brain for a clever answer, but in the end you’ll have to tell them, “It depends.” Reading this book will help make the infinite more manageable for you—and the learning less expensive—but there is no magic potion that will turn you into a winner and no secret formula for playing hands. There is no substitute for experience.

Watch, Play, and Learn

Play, play, and play some more! Pay attention to every hand, even the ones you’re not in. Watch the players—their mannerisms, their moves. Learn from the good players. Do you understand what a good hand is in the game you’re playing? Do you know what a good hand is in particular situations in the game?
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Play that is too conservative and cautious is called “tight” in poker circles, and tight players are derisively known as “rocks.” Tight 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 good players don’t always play tight. Tight is predictable, and being predictable is the surest way to lose a lot of money.



Rethink a hand after you’ve played it. When the game’s over and you’re back home, lying in bed, replay the game in your mind, every hand. And hang in there during your learning curve—everyone has some early losses. Here are some things to analyze later:



• How did you lose the most money?

• Who bluffed a lot, and who never did?

• How did that player who bluffed you out look and act during the hand?

• Were you too aggressive, or too timid?

• What type of hand made you the most money?



Again, you’re going to have some losses, some bitter nights, especially early on. Even the very best, like Doyle Brunson and Daniel Negreanu, have gone broke at one time or another. But they learned. Today they are millionaires.

Here’s the Deal

Poker uses a standard fifty-two-card deck. The cards have thirteen denominations and four suits: spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs. Spades and clubs are black, and hearts and diamonds are red. The colors of the cards have no meaning in poker, and the suits have no rank: They are equal. Thus, if one player has an ace-high royal flush (A-K-Q-J-10) of hearts, and another has the same hand in spades, the pot is split. It is a tie.

The denominations, called ranks, from highest rank to lowest are as follows: ace, king, queen, jack, ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, and two. Kings, queens, and jacks are called face cards because they are illustrated with pictures of characters. Some people call them “paints” because of their colorful inks.

The highest card is the ace, although in some lowball games—where the low hand wins—it is used as the lowest card in the deck (in other words, as a “one”). The ace can also always be used as a “one” to make a low straight (5-4-3-2-ace), known as a “wheel” or “bicycle.”
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Cards have pet names. A two is always referred to as a deuce, and a three is a trey. Queens are often called ladies, and kings are cowboys. Aces are colorfully termed “bullets,” or, in Hold’em, a pair of aces in the hole are called “pocket rockets.”



A session of poker consists of many hands, and you can gain or lose money in every hand. The object is to go home with more money than you came with. You win a poker hand by having more valuable cards than your opponents at the end of the hand. Players may drop out of a particular hand at any time. Once they drop out (called folding), they are out of that hand and do not figure in the outcome, even if they would have won had they not folded.

Curiously, the cards you hold during a particular hand are also called your “hand.” All poker hands contain five cards. In games where you are dealt more than five cards, you may only use five cards to make your final hand. The other cards are not used, even in case of ties.

Give Yourself a Hand

The hardest hands to obtain have the greatest value. The most valuable hand—the “highest” hand—wins the hand and the pot (the money that has been wagered). The hands are presented here in descending order.

Royal Flush

This is a combination of both the highest straight (five cards in a row) and a flush (five cards of the same suit, whether spades, hearts, diamonds, or clubs). It is A-K-Q-J-10 of the same suit. Only four such hands exist, one for each suit. It is so rare you may never get one. Your chance of being dealt one of these in five cards is 1 in 649,740!

Straight Flush

A straight flush is five cards in a row (straight) all of the same suit (flush). It is identical to the royal flush except that the straight is not ace-high. A straight flush can be anything from king-high (K-Q-J-10-9) to five-high (5-4-3-2-A). The higher the first card of the straight flush, the better the hand. Thus, a king-high straight flush would beat a five-high. There are thirty-six straight flushes that are not royal. The chance of getting a straight flush is 1 in 72,193 in a five-card game with no draw.

Four of a Kind

Four of a kind is just what it says: four cards of identical rank, like four jacks or four deuces. The higher the rank of the card, the higher the hand. The best four of a kind is A-A-A-A. By holding four aces, you have every ace in the deck. Note that since poker is a five-card game, you will have an odd card that must complete the hand, so you might have A-A-A-A-5 or 9-9-9-9-K. This odd card, called a kicker, is used to break ties in poker, but since two four of a kinds can never tie (unless there are wild cards or community cards), the kicker here is irrelevant. Chance of being dealt a four of a kind: 1 in 4,165.

Full House

A full house is three cards of one rank and two of another. Suits do not matter. A full house can be A-A-A-K-K, the highest, all the way down to 2-2-2-3-3 (the lowest). When determining which full house wins (if there are more than one), the rank of the three identical cards is the determining factor. Thus, a full house of 9-9-9-2-2 beats a full house of 8-8-8-7-7. When describing your full house, you say “Full house, eights over sevens” or “Eights full of sevens” or just “Eights full.” The chance of being dealt a full house in a five-card game is 1 in 694.

Flush

A flush is five cards of the same suit, like five hearts or five spades not in a row. If two players have flushes, the one with the highest card wins. (Suit does not matter.) An ace-high flush beats a king-high flush. A flush of Q-J-8-7-5 beats a flush of 10-9-6-5-3. You describe your hand as a “queen-high flush,” or “flush, queen-high.” If two players both have ace-high flushes, you go to the next card to determine the winner, all the way down to the fifth card, if necessary. So a flush of K-J-10-7-6 beats K-J-10-7-5. If all five cards are identical, then it is a tie and the pot is split. Chance of being dealt a flush: 1 in 509.

Straight

A straight is five cards in a row of mixed suits. For example, A-K-Q-J-10 or 9-8-7-6-5 or 6-5-4-3-2. The higher the straight, the better the hand. The high card in the straight determines its value. An ace-high straight is the highest. A 5-high straight (5-4-3-2-A) is the lowest. There is no such thing as an “around-the-corner straight” (J-Q-K-A-2). Chance of being dealt a straight in a five-card game: 1 in 255.

Three of a Kind

Three of a kind (also known as “trips”) is three cards of the same rank, such as 8-8-8, and two unrelated cards, for a hand like 8-8-8-K-J. Suit is not a factor. Chance of being dealt a three of a kind in a five-card game: 1 in 47.

Two Pair

Two pair is, surprise, two pairs, and one unrelated card, for example, J-J-7-7-4. You have a pair of jacks and a pair of sevens. You say: “Two pair, jacks and sevens,” or “Two pair, jacks up.” The value of the hand is determined by the top pair. So J-J-2-2 beats 10-10-9-9. The lower pair is important only in case of a tie. For example, J-J-3-3 beats J-J-2-2. The kicker is also used for breaking ties when two players have two identical pairs. Example: J-J-3-3-9 beats J-J-3-3-8. Chance of two pair being dealt to you in a five-card game: 1 in 21.

One Pair

A pair is the most basic of poker hands, but it’s also very important, for a pair gets you an early lead in many games that you can exploit. It also is a strong hand in Hold’em if your hole cards are a pair. In heads-up play (you against one other person), a pair is big, and it often takes the pot in Hold’em. If two players have the same pair, the other three cards determine the winner. Example: A-A-J-9-3 beats A-A-J-9-2. If two players have identical hands, the pot is split evenly. Chance of a pair on five cards: 1 in 2.37. That’s a little less than one out of every two hands.

No Pair (High Card)

Half your hands will be no pair (nothing). This means you don’t have a pair or anything ranked above it. The strength of the hand is determined by the high card. Example: A-J-9-8-2 of different suits is an “ace-high.” 9-7-6-3-2 is a “nine-high.” Ace-high beats nine-high. A-J-9-8-3 beats A-J-9-8-2. Identical hands split the pot (provided there isn’t a better hand held by some other player, of course). Chance of being dealt nothing: about 50-50.

How to Play

Each poker hand is its own small game. The object of the game is to win the pot, which is all the money (or whatever you are playing for) that has been wagered and anted and placed in the center of the table. You win the pot by having the highest-ranking card hand out of all the players who have not dropped out (folded) and remain at the end of the hand. If only one person remains in the hand, and everyone else folds, he wins no matter what his hand is.

The winner is determined at the showdown, which begins after all remaining players have put their money in the pot in the final betting round. The last bettor turns over his hand first, followed by the remaining players, starting to his left and proceeding clockwise. The player who must show his hand first is not the last player to put chips in the pot. Rather, it is the last player who made a bet or a raise. (Players who match a bet are not betting; they are calling.)

The cards speak for themselves. A player may call his hand by saying “full house,” for example, but if he has miscalled his hand, either high or low, it is the hand that counts, not what he says. If you called a hand “three eights” when you in fact had a full house and someone noticed it, you would get credit for the full house. You are not disqualified for miscalling.

After one of the final players has turned over a hand at the showdown, some other players may realize they are beat and concede the hand. They may then “muck” their cards, turning them over face down, not showing them and not contesting the pot. However, in casino play, anyone at the table has the right to see the hand of any player who called the final bet, just by requesting to see it. In home games, this is subject to house rule, so get it straight before the game starts. (The pile of discards, folded, and undealt cards is called the “muck.” Thus we get the term “mucking.”)

If only one person remains in the hand, that person wins the pot, regardless of what hand he has. This winning hand does not have to be shown, even if someone asks to see it. This is the origin of the phrase: “You want to see it, you pay for it.” It is usually to your advantage not to show your hand.

After someone wins the pot, that person takes the money and a new hand begins.

Antes and Blinds

Blinds and antes get money in the pot so there is something to play for, and so players can’t just sit and “play for free,” waiting forever for a cinch hand. Antes are a fixed amount put in the pot by each player before the start of the deal, usually a percentage of the minimum bet. This gets a pot started. Most stud games and non-community-card games use antes.

ASK JOHNNY QUADS



Are both antes and blinds ever used in the same game?

In most Hold’em poker tournaments, when the limits get extremely high, there are blinds (two) and antes (everyone), so a large pot is out there right from the get-go. This leads to some frenetic final-table action.



Blinds are used in community-card games like Hold’em and Omaha. The small blind, located to the left of the dealer, puts half the minimum bet in the pot before the deal. The big blind, located to the left of the small blind, puts a full bet in the pot. This amounts to the big blind making a full bet “blind,” without having seen his cards. After the deal, the action is on the player to the big blind’s left. He must either call the big blind’s “bet,” fold, or raise. When the action comes back around to the small blind, he must complete his bet (put in the other half of this bet) and call any raises to stay in the hand for the next round. He also has the option of raising, as does the big blind, even if no one has raised him. On the next round, if they are still in the hand, the small blind will act first and the big blind second, but they are now just players like everyone else. Their role as blinds has ended.

Deal with It

In home games, except for the rare high-stakes ones that employ a house dealer, the deal rotates around the table in a clockwise direction, with each player getting a turn at dealing and, often, calling which game will be played. The dealer shuffles the deck three or four times, asks the player on his right to cut, and deals one card at a time. The player on his left is dealt first, and he deals himself last. Don’t forget to offer a cut.

All play in poker goes in a clockwise direction, to the left. This includes dealing the cards, passing the deal, drawing cards, and betting. Players should always act in turn. The only thing done to the right is the cut of the cards.

When a professional dealer is used, as in a casino or serious home game, the deal still shifts around the table, even though no player ever actually deals. This is done by using a marker called the button. In casinos, it is a small, white plastic circle with the word “dealer” stamped on it. The button moves from player to player after each hand. The player “on the button” has the best seat in the house, because in many games, like Hold’em and Omaha, he is the last to act on every round, just as if he were actually dealing the cards.
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A misdeal occurs when the dealer accidentally turns one or more of a player’s hole (hidden) cards face up, thus exposing it to another player. Misdeals also occur if someone is dealt too many or too few cards, players are dealt in the wrong order, or any situation where the normal order of the cards is disrupted. Handling of a misdeal is subject to house rule.



The dealer uses the button to determine where to begin dealing. Since the player on the button is the “dealer,” the cards are dealt to the player on his left first. The deal then proceeds clockwise, ending with the player on the button. After the hand, the button moves to the left, and the player who acted first now is the “dealer” and acts last during the next hand.

Placing Bets

The prize in every poker hand is the pot, but where does it come from? You know about the blinds and antes. But that’s just a start. When the action is on a player (that is, it’s his turn to act), that player has the option of checking, betting, or folding. The pot is built through bets. A bet is how a player maximizes his profit on a hand, or at least presses a perceived advantage. To bet, he says, “Bet” or just puts money in the pot, within the limits of the game.

To fold (or quit the hand), a player simply says “fold,” turns his hand over, and gives it to the dealer. If he is first to act, he should never fold. The only time a player should fold is if another player has bet and he does not want to call (match the bet, also known as “seeing,” back in the day). If there is no bet for him to call, and he does not wish to bet himself, he can pass by just saying “check” or rapping the table. He is still in the hand, but has chosen not to bet. If someone has bet, other players must match the bet or give up the hand.
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If everyone checks, play proceeds to the next round, where players will receive their next card “free.” No matter how poor your hand is, don’t throw it away until someone forces you to act by betting. The free card could change everything!



Betting Rounds

As soon as any player makes a bet, the option to check becomes unavailable, but a new option appears, the raise. Now you can either fold, call the bet, or raise. By folding, you are out of the hand. By calling, you are in the hand as long as no one raises. By raising, you increase the amount a player must pay to stay in the game and go on to the next round. To raise, you say “Raise” and put in the amount of all bets made so far, plus the amount of your increase (your raise). Just keep in mind that you cannot raise less than the amount the other player bet. If it’s a $5 bet to you, and you raise, you would put in $10. Other players now have to match $10. If someone reraises (raises the raiser), he would put in $15 (unless larger bets are allowed). If that happens, you have another decision to make—call, fold, or raise, the same choices you had the first time around. This continues until all players have either called all raises or folded. The betting round is now over.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
helOnly;

P@KER @@@K

YeulllEverNeed

Bet, Play, and
BIUff Like a Pro





OEBPS/images/PokerBook_pub.jpg





