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POKER HAS BEEN CALLED the American national game. Actually, poker comes as close to being international as any card game possibly could. It probably originated in Persia; it developed in Europe; it did attain its present form in the United States—probably in the 1830s—but today it is played in every country where playing cards are known. Nevertheless, since the world considers poker to be the national game of the United States, every American—if only from patriotic pride—should know how to play an acceptable game of poker.

THE BASIC PRINCIPLE

No one knows surely where poker originated, when it originated, or how it got its name. The basic principle of poker is that the most unusual combination of cards is the winning hand. This is such an obvious basis for a game that there may have been ancestors of poker stretching back to the year 894 A.D., when playing cards were invented (by the Chinese). At least 400 years ago the Persians had a game called As Nas in which there was a 20-card deck, four players, five cards dealt to each, and wagers on which player had the best hand. Since no cards were left over, there could be no draw; and the idea of stud poker had not yet been thought of. As early as the 1600s the Germans had a game they called pochen, their word for “bluff” or “brag,” and from this game developed the early English game Brag and the French game Poque. It cannot be proved, but it is irresistibly plausible, that our name, poker, derived from the French Poque.

Until the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. New Orleans and the entire Mississippi River valley were French territory. The people spoke French, and if they played card games they played French card games. After the Louisiana Purchase, thousands of English-speaking citizens of the new United States poured into the territory and took over the city of New Orleans and the Mississippi Valley, but they could not help being influenced by the French customs and terms. So they adopted the French game Poque but changed its name to the familiar English word poker. That, at least, is the logical assumption: and while no one can prove it, all poker historians have accepted it.

We are all familiar with the prototype (and stereotype) of the Mississippi River steamboat game which was introduced in the 1830s and flourished at least until the Civil War. The rules were simple. Each player was dealt five cards face down, and after the deal everyone could bet on whether or not he had the best hand. There was no limit, and either of two customs governed the betting (it is hard, here, to differentiate between fact and legend): A man could bet anything he wanted to, and his opponent, according to some stories, could always “call” (“have a sight”) for as much money as he had with him; or, according to other versions, his opponent was always given 24 hours to raise the money required to call.

The entire history of poker since that time is the history of repeated efforts to pep up the game, to encourage players to “stay in” and bet. Mathematically, a man playing straight poker (no draw) in a two-handed game should bet against his one opponent if he has some such hand as a pair of fives. Psychologically, it doesn’t work out that way. The hand just doesn’t look good enough. So, first the element of the “draw” was added, giving a venturesome player the hope of “improving” when he wasn’t dealt a good hand originally; then a few extra winning hands, such as the “straight,” were added; then the “ante” was added, so that there would always be something in the pot for a player to shoot for; then came wild cards, and then stud poker. Next came “freak games” of all kinds, and now it has reached a point at which there are probably thousands of different games called poker.

These games are all related, yet no two are exactly alike. Therefore, you can make few general statements that apply to all games; in fact, you can make few general statements that apply to even two or three forms of poker.

WHY POKER IS SO POPULAR

Poker became the national card game of the United States because it so well suits the American temperament. It is a game for the individual. Each player is on his own, the master of his fate.

There are other reasons why poker is such a timeless favorite. It fits any situation, whether it is a serious game among experts or a hilarious game for the entertainment of family and friends who just want to have a good time. Almost any number of persons can play in the same game. Poker is easy to learn, and once learned is never forgotten. And the cost of the equipment is inconsiderable; there is no more economical form of recreation than card-playing.

Public opinion polls have shown in recent years that poker, despite the almost universal popularity it already enjoyed, has been growing in favor more rapidly than any other game. More persons are playing poker, and are playing it more often, than ever before.

Every American should understand poker. Nearly every American does understand poker, or wants to. And it is part of the charm of poker that it is so easy to understand.

POKER IS A GAME OF SKILL

Since its earliest days, people have made the mistake of considering poker a gambling game. It seems to be a gambling game because it is usually played for money, and in fact it is not a good game if there are no stakes. Nevertheless, poker is farther from a gambling game than almost any other card game you can think of, even contract bridge. Despite the fact that there are innumerable forms of poker and that the strategy differs in all of them, good players will almost always wind up winners, and poor players, losers. As these pages unfold I will give many bits of advice on how to be a skillful and winning player rather than a losing one, but I can sum up the whole principle with my first bit of advice, which is as follows:

If you aren’t beating the game, you are being outplayed. There is a reason why you lose, even if you can’t figure it out.

Mathematically, all things are possible. Out of a hundred thousand players, there will be two or three good players who consistently hold bad cards and lose when they should win, and there will be two or three poor players (to balance them) who consistently hold good cards and win when they should lose. It is a form of self-deceit, and flying in the face of probabilities, to think that you are one of the unlucky few if you are losing when you think you should be winning. For nearly all players, the cards even up in the long run. They do not come out exactly even that would be as unusual, over the course of a lifetime, as for a player always to have ten per cent the better of it-but they come close to even. Most players will hold somewhere between 48 per cent and 52 per cent of all the good cards they are entitled to. That creates a range of four per cent. The minimum advantage of the good poker player over the poor player is ten per cent, and in a game where there is a wide disparity—as when one very good player plays with palookas—the advantage can be 25 per cent or more. Therefore, a consistently bad card-holder (who gets only 48 per cent of the good cards) will still have enough percentage to be a winner. If he is a poor card-holder he may win a little less than he should, and if he is a good card-holder he may win a little more, but he will still win.

The conclusion is this: When you have read this book, and put its precepts into practice, and when you are convinced that you are playing the game as well as possible, then, if you still lose, your only recourse is to find a different game to play in—one in which the other players are not quite so good.
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THIS BOOK IS DESIGNED for all classes of poker players, from neophyte to expert. In order to bring the beginner up to date, I will present a brief outline of how poker is played. The inexperienced player should consult the Appendix (The Laws of Poker) after reading this section, and familiarize himself with rules and procedures. A thorough knowledge of the laws is essential both for the serious player who wishes to be successful and the casual player who wishes to avoid social embarrassment. All but the most hardened poker addicts are urged to review the structure of poker and solidify their understanding of how the game is played.

HOW POKER IS PLAYED

While poker is played in innumerable forms, it is really necessary to understand only two basic points:

 	The values of poker hands.

	The principles of betting.
 
 
A player who understands these can play without difficulty in any type of poker game.

OBJECT OF THE GAME

In poker, everyone plays for himself (in fact, partnerships of any sort are strictly forbidden by the laws) and the object of each player is to win the pot. The pot is the accumulation of all bets made by all players in any one deal. Every chip a player puts in the pot means he bets so much that he has or will have the best poker hand around the table. After the betting is over, the hands are shown (called the showdown) and the best poker hand wins the pot.

THE POKER HANDS

A poker hand consists of five cards.* The value of a hand depends on whether it contains one of the following combinations:

Royal flush, the highest possible hand: the five highest cards (ace, king, queen, jack, ten) in any one suit.

Straight flush: all five cards of the same suit, in sequence, as, the 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 of diamonds.

Four-of-a-kind ranks next under a straight flush; as, four aces, or four sixes. It does not matter what the fifth, unmatched, card is.

A full house is three cards of one rank and two cards of another rank, as 8-8-8-4-4. Such hands rank next under four-of-a-kind.

A flush is five cards of the same suit, but not all in sequence, and ranks next below a full house.

A straight is five cards in sequence, as 5-6-7-8-9, but not all of the same suit. It loses to a flush or higher hand, but beats anything else.

Three-of-a-kind ranks next under a straight.

Two pairs, as Q-Q-7-7-4, rank next under three-of-a-kind.

*

This, of course, refers to the basic and simple forms of the game, draw poker and five-card stud.

One pair beats any hand containing no pair but none of the higher-ranking combinations named above.

And below the rank of hands containing one pair are all the no-pair hands, which are rated by the highest card they contain, so that an ace-high hand will beat a king-high hand, and so on. If the highest cards of two hands are equal in rank, the next highest cards (and so on down the line) determine the rank of the hand. Thus, A-K-6-4-3 outranks A-Q-J-9-8.

The first thing a beginning player should do is to learn and remember these combinations and their relative values. For, in poker, one hopes to hold a higher-ranking hand than anyone else, and one bets on his hand if he thinks it is the best, or throws it away if he thinks someone else has him beaten.

The ranking of poker hands, given above, is not arbitrary. The less likely you are, mathematically, to receive a certain hand, the higher it ranks and the more likely it is to win if you do get it. For example, you should expect to be dealt a straight flush only once in 65,000 hands; but you should be dealt two pairs once in every 21 hands, and you should have at least a pair once in each two hands you hold.

THE BETTING

In the course of each poker deal there will be one or more betting intervals.

Before the cards are even dealt, the rules of the particular poker game being played may require that each player put an initial contribution (called an ante) of one or more chips into the pot, to start it off.

Each betting interval begins when any player in turn makes a bet of one or more chips. Each player in turn after him must either call that bet (by putting into the pot the same number of chips); or may raise, which means that he puts in more than enough chips to call; or he may drop, which means that he puts no chips in the pot, discards his hand, and is out of the betting until there is another deal and he receives a new hand.

When a player drops, he loses all chips he has previously put into that pot. Unless a player is willing to put into the pot at least as many chips as any player before him has put in, he must drop.

A betting interval ends when the bets have been equalized—that is, when each player has put into the pot exactly as many chips as each other player, or has dropped. There are usually two or more betting intervals for each poker deal. After the final interval, each player who has met all the bets shows his hand face up on the table, and the best hand takes the pot.

If at any time a player makes a bet or raise that no other player calls, that player wins the pot without showing his hand.

Check is a poker term that means the player wishes to remain in the pot without betting. In effect, it is “a bet of nothing.” A player may check provided no one before him in that betting interval has made any bet. If any other player has bet, he must at least call the bet, or drop. If all players check, the betting interval is over.

In each betting interval one player is designated as the first bettor, according to the rules of the game. The turn to bet moves clockwise (from player to player to the left), and no one may check, bet, or even drop, except when his turn comes.

THE TWO MAIN TYPES OF POKER

It is best for the beginner to learn one type of poker first, then the other variants, one by one. The main types of poker are two: draw poker and stud poker. In draw poker, all cards are dealt face down. In stud poker, a player receives one or more cards face down and his other cards face up. (This does not clearly determine his hand for the other players; for suppose a player has two queens, a six and a four, face up, and one card face down. Without knowing what his face-down card is, you cannot tell how good his hand is. If it is a queen, it gives him three queens; if it is a six or a four, it gives him two pairs; if it is any other card, he has only a pair of queens.)

In draw poker, each player is dealt five cards. Then there is a betting interval. After this, each active player may discard any of his cards and the dealer gives him other cards to replace them (called the draw). There is then a second betting interval, after which there is a showdown among the active players, and the highest hand takes the pot.

In stud poker, each player is dealt one card face down, called his hole card, then one card face up. There is then a betting interval, after which each active player is dealt another face-up card. Another betting interval, another round of face-up cards; another betting interval, and a final round of face-up cards. Each round of new cards is dealt only to players who have not dropped. Each of these players now has a full five-card poker hand, with one card face down and the other four face up. There is a final betting interval, and then a showdown in which each active player turns up his hole card and the highest hand takes the pot.

PRELIMINARIES TO THE POKER GAME

Type of game to be played. The players should first decide (unless the host or club has established the custom) what game is to be played—for example, draw poker with an occasional round of stud; or whatever else best suits the majority. The decision, made, should not be changed except by unanimous consent. The number of players affects the choice of game. For example, ten players could readily play five-card stud, but seven-card stud (a variation in which each player receives seven cards) would be almost impossible and draw poker would be unwise.

Laws. A code of poker laws should be adopted and should be final for settling all questions. No poker laws are universally followed, there being many local customs and preferences; but the laws in this book have been prepared to suit the widest possible following and are recommended for adoption. Any exceptions made to these (“house rules”) should be written down in advance and posted or put in the book.

Time limit. Before play begins, the players should set a time limit and stick to it. Violation of this principle may eventually break up the game, or turn pleasant sessions into unpleasant ones.

The kitty. By unanimous agreement the players may establish a special pool, to defray the cost of playing space, equipment, refreshments, or any other expense incidental to the game.

Penalties for infractions of rules, when payable in chips, are paid to this “kitty”; and, if such payments are insufficient, one white chip may be “cut” from each pot and placed in the kitty. A maximum limit should be put on the kitty, with no other payments made to it after this maximum is reached.

No player owns a proportionate share of the kitty unless, at the time the game breaks up, there is a surplus after allowance for all expenses. Any such surplus is divided among players who are still present and who are in the game at the time the kitty reaches its maximum amount and payments to it are suspended.

Ethics. Approved poker ethics, in various groups, range from the hard-boiled code in which anything short of cheating is permissible, to the strict standard that is traditional in such games as bridge. A survey of alternative customs in this respect is given later in this book. Players should agree on the customs they will follow, and so mark the book that there can be no misunderstandings later.

Cards. The ordinary pack of 52 is used, with the cards in each suit ranking: A (high), K, Q, J, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2. There is no rank of suits.

Wild cards. Any card or cards may be designated, by unanimous agreement, as wild. The holder of a wild card may designate any other card for which the wild card will stand: when deuces are wild, the holder of ♣ 2 ♡ Q 9 7 4 may designate the ♣ 2 as ♡ A.

The joker. It is quite usual to play with a 53-card pack including the joker, which is wild.

The bug. The joker in a 53-card pack is often called the bug. The bug is a wild card with limitations: It may be counted as an ace, and it may be counted as a card of any suit or rank necessary to make a flush or straight. In special forms of poker (to be described later) the bug may take on other functions.

Natural and wild cards. It is optional to rule that as between two hands that would otherwise tie, the one containing the fewer wild cards is the higher-ranking poker hand. (This means that in competition for “low hand,” as in “high-low poker,” such a hand would lose; in competition for high, it would win.) The question of naturals vs. wild cards must be decided by agreement before the game, unless covered by house rules. In the absence of such agreement or rule, naturals and wild cards count the same.

Five-of-a-kind. When there are one or more wild cards, the highest-ranking poker hand is five cards of the same rank or so designated. Such a hand ranks higher than a royal flush.

Chips. Seven or more players should have a supply of at least 200 chips—usually, 100 whites, 50 reds and 50 blues. The white chip is the unit, one red being worth five whites and one blue being worth ten whites or two reds. (These proportions may be, and often are, varied to suit the convenience of the players.)

Banker. One player must be designated as banker, to keep the stock of chips and the record of how many have been issued to each player. Players should have no private transactions or exchanges among themselves; a player with surplus chips may return them to the banker and receive credit for them, while a player requiring more chips should obtain them only from the banker.

Betting limits. There are different ways of fixing a betting limit. Some limit is conceded to be necessary. Once fixed, the limit should be unalterable throughout the game. The limit may be any of the following popular ones:

1. Fixed limit. No one may bet or raise by more than a stipulated number of chips; for example, two or five or ten. Usually, this limit varies with the stage of the game: In draw poker, if the limit is two chips before the draw, it is usually four after the draw. In stud poker, if the limit is one in the first three betting intervals, it is two in the final betting interval (and, often, two whenever a player has a pair showing).

2. Pot limit. The limit for any bet or raise is the number of chips in the pot at the time the bet or raise is made. (This means that a player who raises may count as part of the pot the number of chips required for him to call. If there are six chips in the pot and then a bet of four is made, the total is ten chips; it requires four chips for the next player to call, making 14; and he may then raise by 14 chips.) When pot limit is played, there should still be some maximum limit, such as 50 chips.

3. Table stakes. This, and especially table stakes with pot limit (i.e., table stakes with betting also restricted by the amount in the pot, as above) has become one of the most popular forms of fixing a limit. The limit for each player is the number of chips he has in front of him: If he has only ten chips, he may bet no more than ten, and he may call any other player’s bet only to that extent. No player may withdraw any chips from the table (except if the game agrees otherwise), or return them to the banker, until he leaves the game. A player may add to his stack, but only between the showdown (or the time that he drops) in one pot and the beginning of the next deal.

The custom of table stakes, in which a player may “call a sight” (that is, stay in for the showdown) for all the chips he has, produces occasional side pots (see diagram).

FOR EXAMPLE: A has 40 chips, B 80, C 150, D 200. A bets 20; B calls; C raises 50. This bet taps A (requires him to put up all his chips to call). C puts only 40 chips in the pot, 20 to call, 20 to raise; the 30 chips which represent the remainder of his raise go into a side pot. D calls, putting 40 chips in the main pot and 30 in the side pot. A calls, putting his remaining 20 chips in the main pot. Now A can stay through to the showdown, regardless of the additional bets of other players, and if he has the highest hand he will win the main pot. B calls, putting 20 chips in the main pot and 30 in the side pot. In the next betting interval, A is not concerned. B checks and C bets 50, tapping B. Of C’s 50 chips, 10 go into the first side pot and 40 begin a second side pot. D calls, putting 10 in the first side pot and 40 in the second. B calls for 10, closing the first side pot. At the showdown, the highest of the four hands will win the main pot; the highest hand as among B, C and D will win the first side pot; the higher hand as between C and D will win the second side pot.



	Player

	A

	B

	C

	D




	Chips

	40

	80

	150

	200




	First betting interval

	Main Pot

	20

	20

	20




	20

	40




	20

	20




	First side pot

	(tapped)

	30

	30

	30




	Second betting interval

	First side pot

	Check

	10

	10



	10



	Second side pot

	(tapped)

	40

	40




	Players in 2nd side pot




	Players in 1st side pot




	Players in Main Pot





But when a player drops he loses interest in all side pots. Suppose, in the example just given, there is still another betting interval, in which C bets 30 chips and D drops. By dropping, D loses his interest in the main pot and the first side pot as well as in the second side pot; for he has conceded that C has a better hand, and therefore C succeeds to D’s rights in all pots.

Limits on raises. It is common to limit the number of raises any one player may make to three (in some circles, two) in each betting interval. Almost equally common is to have a limit of three raises—no matter by whom—in any one betting interval. (This type of limit is most often applied in high-low poker.)

IRREGULARITIES

The laws of poker are not designed to prevent cheating, for which there is no remedy except to refuse to play with the guilty party. The purpose of the laws and penalties for infractions thereof is to protect innocent players from loss because of irregularities committed by other players because of carelessness or overanxiety to win. Poker has suffered as a club game because standard penalties were not adopted and followed. with good grace, as they are in bridge. Adoption of standard laws should reduce arguments, prevent ill-feeling, and thereby make the game more pleasant.

HOW TO BECOME A GOOD POKER PLAYER

The first step is to learn the values of the poker hands and to study the principles of betting until you are sure you understand them thoroughly.

Then deal out hands, face up—the hands of six or seven players, as they would be dealt in a game. Notice the poker combinations. Decide what you would discard and how many cards you would draw if you were playing draw poker. Observe how many poor hands and how many good hands show up; this will give you an idea of what to expect other players to hold in an actual game.

Read the rules of the various games on the following pages, and the advice on skillful play.

Most important of all, play poker in actual games. No amount of study compares with participation.

The Forms of Poker

As mentioned previously, there are innumerable ways to play poker. All have some features in common, such as the rank of the hands and the basic fact that each hand eventually consists of five cards; all have their points of difference that affect not only the procedure of play but also the strategy. The selection of a game is not wholly a matter of taste. Some games are definitely more suitable to a particular group or a particular setting (such as a home or a club) than other games. I will list the main subdivisions of the game and make some observations on their suitability for particular groups and occasions.

The main division of poker games is into two large classes: closed or draw poker, in which all cards are kept face down until the showdown; and open or stud poker, in which some cards are exposed to all players as the betting progresses.

DRAW POKER

Jackpots. Draw poker in which a pair of jacks or better are required to open. This game is usually played “pass and back in,” that is, you can pass or check free before someone bets, and then come back into the pot. Although it has not been gaining in popularity as fast as some of the other forms, jackpots is the standard form of draw poker played in homes and family groups, and it is proper that it should be. It is easier in such a game for a casual or inexperienced player to figure how good his hand is, because he is given a standard, the pair of jacks, as a starting point.

Draw poker. Open on anything, pass and out—that is, in every turn you must either bet (at least the minimum, the lowest bet permitted, or a call) or you must drop. This is the game most often preferred in places where games are conducted professionally. By a professional game I mean one conducted for the profit of the proprietor, who either cuts the pot or charges for seats by the hour. The pace is faster because there is more betting when the artificial standard of a pair of jacks is removed, and it is easier to keep track of who is in and who is out when a player cannot check and then come back in. Further, there are no hands passed out because players with strong holdings are waiting to trap others into the pot (sandbagging). Most of the legal games in California (where draw poker, but not stud, is permitted by state law) are run on this system.

Blind opening. The player at the dealer’s left must open the pot and (usually) the next player at the left must raise. This game is necessarily played “pass and out” before the draw but is usually played “pass and back in” after the draw. This is the form of the game favored in men’s private clubs throughout the United States from coast to coast, and it is almost the only form of poker played in countries other than the United States. In fact, many American servicemen returning from World War II overseas called it “English poker,” “Australian poker,” and so on. It is the appropriate game for clubmen, who by definition are well-to-do and like a lot of action. When you start off the pot with anywhere from two to ten times the amount it costs a person to play, the odds offered by the pot are so attractive that usually several players stay in. There is a fallacy connected with this (which I will reveal later) but the fact remains that it gives big bettors an outlet for their gambling instincts.

STUD POKER

Five-card stud. The first card is dealt face down, all others face up. No game has lost popularity as rapidly as this. Thirty years ago two-thirds of the professional games were five-card stud; today, not one-tenth of the games are. Five-card stud, the original and basic form of open poker, is a game for serious and conservative players. It was created to provide more rounds of betting (there can be only two in draw poker, before and after the draw; in stud poker there are four rounds). But five-card stud does not fulfill the player’s emotional desire for good hands (the average winning hand is no better than a pair of kings); and except for die-hards the game has no advantage over seven-card stud, and several disadvantages. In seven-card stud the average hand seems better; there are five betting intervals instead of four; and the scope for skill is, if anything, even greater.

Seven-card stud. The first two cards are dealt face down, the next four up, the last card down, with each player selecting five of his seven cards to use as his poker hand in the showdown. This is the pet game of rich men, celebrities, socialites (who usually play it high-low), and men’s clubs where the players happen to like stud better than the usual blind-opening draw game. The true professional dotes on seven-card stud, because in no other form of the game does observation (important in all stud games) or close figuring (important in seven-card games) play so big a part. Nevertheless, it is not a widely played form of poker.

FREAK OR SPECIAL GAMES

Lowball, or low poker. This is any form of draw poker in which the lowest poker hand instead of the highest wins the pot. Perhaps because most players consider themselves poor cardholders, this form of the game has had a tremendous rise in popularity since the late 1930s, but almost solely on the Pacific Coast. The low-hand principle creates a lot of action because there are many more “good” one-card draws to otherwise worthless hands than there are in other forms of poker.

High-low poker. Any form of draw or stud poker can be played high-low; the high and low hands split the pot. The true expert, playing in an average game, has a really tremendous advantage in high-low poker. Barring the most unusual bad breaks, it can almost be said that the best player cannot lose in a high-low game! Yet, the average player almost never realizes this, and welcomes a high-low game because he thinks it gives him a better chance to overcome the luck of the deal.

Wild-card games. These are principally ladies’ games; the serious poker player usually scoffs at them. Many serious players do use the bug—the joker considered only as an extra ace or as a filler in straights and flushes—but they too sneer at any greater extension of the wild-card principle. It is true that the use of wild cards is most suitable to purely amateur games, but make no mistake about one thing: the greater the number of wild cards, the more freakish the game, the greater the expert’s advantage becomes. Mathematically, luck can play no greater part in one form of poker than in another, and the more complicated the game, the greater is the part played by judgment as to what constitutes a good hand and what a losing hand.

Special hands. Even the most serious players sometimes choose to introduce special hand-values that have no place in poker tradition—dogs, cats or tigers, skeets, skip straights, four-flushes, and so on. The purpose is to enliven the game by providing more combinations to which even a conservative player may choose to draw. These hands are played chiefly in men’s clubs and in home games among more or less serious players. They do not hurt the game if a player can bring himself to remember that all poker values are relative and that you stand to win if you play only good hands and to lose if you play bad hands. The traditional gambler who bet his pile on a pair of sevens against one opponent on a Mississippi steamboat was no worse off than the club player who bets his pile on a little dog or the stud player who bets on ace-high. Whatever the form of poker, the pot is usually won by the hand that figures to be better than anyone else’s, whether that hand is ace-king-high or four-of-a-kind.

The Two Main Forms of Poker

DRAW POKER

In the original poker game, each player received five cards face down, did not reveal any of them until the showdown, and never had a chance to improve beyond the five cards originally dealt to him. This was “straight poker.”

Draw poker was the first of a long line of innovations designed to speed up the game and create more betting action. Each player was given hope beyond his original five cards, for he could discard any number of them and receive new cards to replace them.

Continued attempts to liven up the game by encouraging betting led to eventual adoption of a rule that in certain circumstances (as after a passed-out deal, or after some player held a big hand) the next pot should be a “jack,” meaning that the stakes would be jacked up by raising the limit and increasing the amount of the ante. This created bigger pots, and so that no very weak hand could win such a pot by default, the rule was added that the betting could not even be begun on a hand weaker than a pair of jacks. The resultant game, jackpots, eventually came to be played in the United States almost to the exclusion of other forms of draw poker. In countries other than the United States, an earlier form of draw poker known as “Blind and Straddle” continues to be more popular.

JACKPOTS

The ante. Before each deal, every player in the game antes one white chip. (By unanimous agreement, each dealer may ante for all players. This comes to the same thing in the long run and saves a great deal of trouble.)

Players. Seven make the best game, eight make a full table. When eight play, the dealer may sit out each round. (When the dealer takes cards, it is sometimes necessary to shuffle the discards before completing the draw; but many players would rather do this than force the dealer to be idle for a full deal.) Each player receives five cards, all face down.

Opening the pot. The first betting interval starts when the deal is completed. Eldest hand (the player to the dealer’s left) has the first turn. He may either:

(a) Open the pot by making a bet, if he has a pair of jacks or any higher-ranking poker hand; or

(b) Check, meaning that he does not make a bet at the time but reserves the right to call or raise a bet later. (Instead of “check” many players say “pass” to signify inability or disinclination to open the pot on the first round. When this is permitted, the game is “pass and back in.” In all other forms of poker the rule is “pass and out,” that is, to pass is to drop out without the right to re-enter later.) A player may check whether or not he has as good a hand as a pair of jacks.

If eldest hand checks, the next player in rotation may either open or check; and so on. Once any player makes a bet, the pot is open, and each player in turn thereafter must either drop, call or raise.

Deal passed out. If every player, including the dealer, checks on the first round, the deal is passed out. Each player antes another chip. The next player in turn deals. (If dealer is anteing for all players, only the next dealer in turn antes.)

The draw. When the bets in the first betting interval have been equalized, dealer picks up the undealt portion of the pack. Each player who is still in the pot, in rotation beginning nearest the dealer’s left, may discard one or more cards, face down, at the same time announcing the number of cards he has discarded. The dealer then takes an equivalent number of cards from the top of the pack and gives them to that player, to restore his hand to five cards.

Each player in turn receives the full number of cards demanded before the next player discards and draws.

Dealer draws last, and must announce the number of cards he discards.

Standing pat. A player who does not wish to draw to his original five cards must so signify by announcing the fact or by knocking on the table when his turn to draw comes. Such a player stands pat.

Limiting the draws. When there are six or more in the game, no player should be permitted to discard and draw more than three cards.

Splitting openers. The player who opens the pot is permitted to discard one or more of the cards essential to the combination which permitted him to open, and need not announce that fact. He is permitted to place his discard face down in the pot, so that it may be referred to later as evidence that he held proper openers. In fact, it is a good idea to establish a policy that the opener always puts his discards into the pot. In this way, the first bettor need not reveal whether or not he has split openers—a revelation which might subsequently be to his disadvantage.

Disposition of discards. The player next in turn to deal should gather in all cards as they are discarded, keeping them face down and not looking at the faces of any of them.

Shuffling the discards. If dealer has given out the next-to-last card of the pack, and if the demands of the players in the draw are still not satisfied, he must shuffle together the bottom card and all cards previously discarded, have them cut by the player who will next receive a card in the draw, and proceed with the draw with the new partial pack so created. The discard by the opener and the discards by the players still to receive cards are not included.

Reviewing the draws. At any time during the draw, until the first legal bet has been made thereafter, any player may demand that each other player state the number of cards he drew, and the other players must so state, truthfully. (Many games allow a review of the draws at any time.)

Final betting and showdown. When the draw is completed, the player who opened the pot must either check or bet. If this player has dropped, the next player in the pot to his left has the first turn. Each other player in turn may then check, or, if any bet has been made, may either call, raise or drop until the bets are equalized.

When all players have checked, or when all bets are equalized, every player who has not previously dropped shows his full hand in the showdown, and the highest-ranking poker hand wins the pot.

Proving openers. Before his hand is discarded for any reason, the opener must prove that he held sufficient strength to justify opening the pot.

If the opener’s hand is in the showdown, he must show his entire hand and may add his discards, if necessary, to indicate which original cards represented his openers.

If the opening bet is not called, or if the opener drops after opening, or if the opener makes the only bet after the draw and is not called, he must show face up enough cards (combined with his discards) to prove that he held openers, and he must show his other cards face down to prove that he held no more than five cards.

Inability to prove openers is subject to penalty—see “false openers” below.

False openers. If the opener cannot prove on demand that he held openers, his hand is fouled. If all other players have dropped, each other player may withdraw from the pot any chips, except his ante, that he has contributed. The antes and any chips contributed by the opener remain for the next deal.

If, at any time before the bets in the first betting interval are equalized, the opener announces voluntarily that he does not have openers, all bets except antes and except the opener’s chips are withdrawn from the pot. The players in turn to the opener’s left may open. If no one opens, the remaining chips go over to the next deal. If anyone opens, the false opener may play, but chips he previously put in the pot are forfeited.

The opener is deemed to lack openers if his hand contains more than five cards.

PROGRESSIVE JACKPOTS

This is the same game as jackpots, except that when a hand is passed out and everyone antes again, at least a pair of queens is required for openers in the next deal. If this is passed out, at least a pair of kings is required in the next deal; if this is passed out, at least a pair of aces in the next deal. The sequence is seldom carried beyond a pair of aces. This form of the game has the effect of raising the stakes somewhat.

STRAIGHT DRAW POKER

This game is sometimes referred to as “pass-out” and sometimes as “bet or drop.” It differs from jackpots as follows:

No minimum holding is required to make the opening bet before the draw.

In each turn, a player must either bet—at least one white chip, usually called a “white check”—or drop. Once he has dropped he may no longer compete for the pot. If any bet has been made before him, he must at least call to stay in.

BLIND OPENING

This form of draw poker is known by many different names—blind tiger, tiger, English poker, Australian poker, pass and out—and is played in many minor variants, but none is materially different from any other.

The laws of draw poker are followed except in the following respects, which concern principally the first betting interval and the showdown.

1. The blind. Whether or not there was any ante before the deal, at the conclusion of the deal the player at dealer’s left (called the age, or the blind), without looking at his hand, must make an opening bet of one chip.

2. The straddle. The player at the left of the blind must straddle by betting two chips. In effect, he raises one chip. The player at his left may then straddle again, if he has not looked at his hand, betting four chips; or this player may look at his hand before taking action. (The advantage of straddling is to gain position; the last player to straddle becomes the last bettor in the betting interval after the draw. Unless this rule is followed, there is no purpose in straddling.) If the voluntary straddle of four chips is made, the next player, still blind, may straddle by betting eight, etc.; usually some limit is put upon the number of straddles permitted. A player who has looked at his hand may not straddle, except in the case of the first straddler, who is forced to do so.

3. Betting. After the last straddle, each player may look at his hand. In turn to the left of the last straddler, each player must either pȧss or bet. If he passes, he is out, and he may not come back in that pot. The first player to bet must raise the last straddle by the amount of the limit—which is usually the amount by which the last straddler raised. Once any player has made this voluntary bet, each player after him in turn may either call, raise or drop; the age (i.e., the blind opener) counts his opening bet toward his call, and each straddler counts his previous bet toward his call. If all other players have dropped when it comes around again to the blind, he may call, raise or drop, and so may each successive straddler.

4. If no one calls the amount of the last straddle, that player takes the pot, which includes the blind, his own chips, and any straddle up to his. If anyone calls, as soon as bets are equalized there is a draw and then a second betting interval. The limit after the draw is usually the amount by which the last straddler raised.

(For example: G deals; A bets one blind; B straddles, betting two blind. C looks at his hand and drops. D plays, betting three. E and F drop. G plays, putting in three chips. A plays, putting in two chips. B raises, putting in two chips, one to call, and one to raise, since that is the limit before the draw. D, G and A put in one chip each, calling. After the draw D will bet first, since he is at the left of the straddler. The limit after the draw will be one chip.)

5. Optional rule. There may be no more than two straddles, and the limit for a raise is always two chips before the draw and four chips after the draw, regardless of the number of straddles.

6. Rank of hands. In addition to the ordinary poker hands, the following hands have value:

Big cat, or big tiger: King high, eight low, no pair. Loses to a flush, beats any lower-ranking hand.

Little cat, or little tiger: Eight high, three low, no pair. Ranks next below a big cat.

Big dog: Ace high, nine low, no pair. Ranks next below a little cat.

Little dog: Seven high, deuce low, no pair; ranks next below a big dog, beats a straight or any lower hand.

As between two cats or dogs of the same rank, ties are broken as between any two no-pair hands. That is, K Q 1098 would beat KJ 10 9 8; 7 6 4 3 2 would beat 7 5 4 3 2.

(The object of using cats and dogs is to increase the number of hands worth drawing to and so bring more players into the pot, enlivening the game. Such hands, and other special hands which are defined in the glossary, are encountered in any type of poker game, but most often in blind-opening games. Some—but only a few—players rule that since a cat or dog beats a straight, a cat flush or dog flush beats a straight flush and becomes the highest-ranking hand. This is subject to agreement in the particular game before starting to play.)

Stud Poker

FIVE-CARD STUD

Dealing. After the preliminaries, the dealer gives one card face down to each player in rotation; then one card face up to each player.

A player’s face-down card is his hole card, and it is not exposed until the showdown.

After these cards have been dealt, the pack is temporarily laid aside and the deal is interrupted for a betting interval. When the bets in this interval have been equalized, the dealer gives another face-up card, in rotation, to each player who has not dropped. The deal is again interrupted for a betting interval. After this, a third face-up card is given to each player who has not dropped, and after another betting interval each such player receives a fourth face-up card, completing his hand of five cards. Now there is a final betting interval, after which each player who is in the showdown turns up his hole card, and the highest hand takes the pot.

Betting. There is no ante in stud poker, except by agreement. When an ante is used, it is usually one chip by the dealer (as opposed to one from each player, or the equivalent paid by the dealer, in draw poker).

In the first betting interval, the player with the highest card showing must make a bet; if two or more players tie for the highest card showing, the player nearest the dealer’s left (that is, the player who received his card first) bets first.

In any subsequent betting interval, the highest poker combination showing designates the player with the first right to bet. Thus, a player whose first two cards are A and 6 will bet first, as against a player whose first two cards are K and Q or A and 5, or as against a player whose first two cards are also A and 6 but who sits at the left. A player whose first three cards are 2, 2, 3 will bet ahead of a player whose first three cards are A, K, Q.

After the first betting interval, it is not obligatory to bet. The first bettor may check, and any player thereafter may check if there has been no previous bet.

The betting is governed by the standard laws.

Dealer’s obligations. The dealer is expected to designate the player who must bet first in each betting interval, as by pointing to the proper player and saying, “First queen bets.” If dealer is in error, any player may demand a correction until at least two players in rotation have checked or bet.

The dealer is also expected to call attention to combinations of three showing cards which make it possible that the holder will eventually have a straight or a flush (but not a straight-flush). Thus, if all three of a player’s showing cards are hearts, the dealer should announce: “Possible flush.” If a player’s first three cards are 9, 8, 6, the dealer should announce: “Possible straight.”

Betting limit. It is customary in stud poker to have one limit for bets and raises during the first three betting intervals, and a higher limit for the final betting interval, and also for any earlier betting interval in which any player has an “open pair.”

In some circles the limit is graduated round by round—one chip in the first betting interval, two in the second, three in the third, and four in the fourth or in any betting interval when there is a pair showing.

SEVEN-CARD STUD
(Seven-Toed Pete, Down-the-River)

This form of stud poker is becoming increasingly popular. Each player receives three cards before the first betting interval—two face down, dealt one at a time, then one card dealt face up. There is then a betting interval. Next, three more rounds of cards are dealt face up, one at a time, with a betting interval after each. Finally, one more card is dealt face down to each player who has not dropped, after which there is a final betting interval and a showdown in which each player turns up his three face-down cards and selects five cards as his poker hand.

SIX-CARD STUD, EIGHT-CARD STUD

In six-card stud, the first card is dealt face down, the next four cards each face up, and the last card face down. There is a betting interval after each round of dealing from the second card on.

In eight-card stud, the first two cards are dealt face down, the next four face up, and the last two cards face down, with a betting interval after each round of dealing from the third on.

In each case a player chooses any five of his cards to be his poker hand in the showdown.

About the Laws of Poker

It has often been said that poker has no official laws. I have been guilty of making that statement myself, but when I reconsider, I realize that exactly the opposite is true. Poker has innumerable sets of “official laws.”

There is no disagreement about the laws of correct procedure. Everyone agrees on the rank of the cards, the order of play, the method of betting, etc.

The only disagreement is on irregularities and what should be done about them. The ethics in a “tough” club game are entirely different from the ethics in a polite parlor game. If a player miscounts his chips and puts into the pot more than he should, a group of strangers might make him leave them in; a private men’s club might slap on a penalty of a chip or two; and a group of personal friends would let him withdraw the excess without any question. If a player acts out of turn, a gambling house will let him get away with it, because to inflict a penalty might offend the player and lose a customer; a group of his friends might penalize him in a good-natured way; a mixed group of husbands and wives in a family game probably would not even notice it.

If a man says he has filled a flush, bets, and then is found to be bluffing, in a family game he is considered a trifle dishonest. In a men’s club he is considered to have played exactly according to the traditions of the game.

To sandbag—that is, check and then raise when someone bets into you—is considered the essence of poker by the majority of serious players, but it so enrages most people that professional clubs have had to make a rule against it.

In a tough game, one can make the most outrageous statements about his hand, and the practice is not only tolerated but is sneered at as kid stuff that has no chance to fool anybody; but in the refined purlieus of a society living room it is considered less than nice.

You can imagine what the general attitude would be in a game among experienced players if someone, before betting, asked, “I’ve forgotten—does a full house beat a flush?” But in the casual family game such a question is not too unusual and no one draws any particular conclusions from it. It would not even arouse comment unless the woman who asked happened to hold neither a full house nor a flush, in which case she would probably be gossiped about as being a bit too sharp for her own good.

In the game of poker these dilemmas are solved by the fact that every club, group, or even individual social game, has the right to make its own rules. The rules can be and are made to conform to the temper and preferences of the participants.

Nevertheless, it is not only desirable but almost essential that such rules be written. Then, when any misunderstanding or question arises, the players can consult the written rules and stick by them, whatever they say, so that there can be no hard feelings.

The poker laws in the Appendix of this book are recommended for adoption by any game or group of players. These laws follow those adopted by principal clubs and gambling houses throughout the United States, and especially from Nevada westward. There are several other admirable codes of poker laws, and from a practical standpoint it does not make a great deal of difference which code is adopted as long as the players abide by some code.

Since a poker game is “every man for himself,” poker players are by nature rugged individualists. “Serious” players seldom see why anyone else should be permitted to make laws for them. They prefer to make their own, or at least to look over the available prescriptions and select the ones they like best. There is nothing wrong with this as long as every player in the game clearly understands the procedure to cover each particular case, and as long as the laws are written so that there can be no misunderstandings about them.

The Nature of Poker

I hope that through these introductory pages has run one recognizable thread of thought: All forms of poker are games of skill, and one form is no more skillful than any other (although the margin of advantage of the better players varies somewhat from game to game). The player who complains that in the freak games, or ladies’ games, the palookas are always drawing out on him, condemns himself as a poor player. True, it hurts to lose a pot you thought you had won, but the more others try to outdraw your best hand in any form of poker, the more you figure to win.

The greatest of all fallacies is the one so solemnly pronounced by California law: that draw poker is predominantly a game of skill and stud poker is not. Superficially, it would seem that the absence of information in draw poker increases the difficulty of judging the relative value of a hand, but precisely the contrary is true. The more information there is, the greater the scope for reasoning to replace blind guessing. In addition, the expert player of stud poker requires both the drudgery and the imperviousness to distraction that go with remembering all the cards that have been shown and folded. These cards affect the possibilities of the hands that may be made. Without remembering at least a certain number of these cards, one cannot play stud poker well. (That is why a stud dealer in a professional game is never supposed to announce a possible straight flush—his occasional failure to do so might give a player the benefit of his observation that a card essential to the straight flush is already dead.)
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