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      Dear Reader,

      Years ago, when I was first contemplating playing poker, there was no such thing as online poker. Since I couldn't gain any knowledge or experience online, my father presented me with a stack of extremely outdated poker books. He then advised that I read every one of them before I even thought about stepping one foot into a ca sinopoker room.

      I took his sage advice and found myself better prepared and more comfortable than I could have imagined when I sat in on my first poker game. It was Seven-Card Stud on a Thank sgiving night in Las Vegas, and I had a major-league beginner's luck experience. To this day I continue to read poker books.

      Many of the books about online poker provide only specific information that appears to be more geared toward a reader who already possesses a basic knowledge and grasp of the game. So it is my intention to provide you with a little knowledge and history of both traditional and online poker, as well as solid advice on dealing with the many situations not usually addressed in poker books. Through reading this book you will learn more than you know now, and you will be a lot more online-poker savvy when you are through.

      Here's to many happy, successful, and profi table poker sessions! Remember, no one wins all the time, but when you play correctly, the odds should swing more favorably in your direction!
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      Top Ten Online Poker Truths and Tips

      
        	It takes time and patience to master the game of poker.

        	You should always be alert and mentally focused when you play poker.

        	You should never let your bankroll, or lack thereof, dictate your actions.

        	When you flop the nuts, it can only get worse.

        	You should always have a reason to bet on the river.

        	Practice really does make you a better poker player.

        	You shouldn't play just the player or just your cards — play them both.

        	When you think you are beat, you usually are.

        	The cards don't trap you, your incorrect decisions do.

        	“Tells” speak volumes, so always be observant and take good notes.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      The popularity of online poker  is exploding, with two million people playing on more than 300 sites every day! Poker can be watched in the comfort of your own home on several cable networks, and it can even be played without ever having to leave the house. But that's not to say that the highs and lows all poker players experience happen any less frequently when playing online versus playing offline.

      In fact, playing online involves some added challenges. For example, many offline players fear that if they can't see their opponents face to face, they will be unable to pick up on “tells” — things like physical quirks and mannerisms, ticks, and eye movements. They feel this puts them at a disadvantage. They're right — when you play online poker, many tells are all but invisible. But, as you'll learn in this book, there are a few tricks that can help you overcome this hurdle.

      There are also other aspects of online poker that differ from the physical, tangible casino experience. The Internet poker world is a nameless, faceless environment of virtual tables, icons known as avatars, and made-up screen names. Even the dealer, if there is one, is just for show; the site's computer software algorithms randomly shuffle and deal the cards. And when you play in no-limit online poker games, you will find that there are a lot more all-ins than when you play in offline no-limit poker games. That's because it's psychologically easier to click a mouse than it is to physically move all your chips into the pot.

      There are a lot of distractions to deal with when playing online, too. In all probability, most of your online opponents will be watching television, reading, playing in more than one online game at a time, talking on the telephone, or doing something else that disrupts their concentration. If you can think of an online distraction, it's probably happened somewhere at some time.

      Whether you are playing poker online or offline, you will find that most people think they are good poker players — and some, very good poker players. Because no one is playing face to face, you'll find that your opponents might be cocky as a means of intimidation. As you will learn from this book, though, this is a common tell. You'll learn how to recognize this and how to adjust your play accordingly.

      Learning the basics of poker playing isn't difficult, but it will take a lifetime of continuing education to master the game. A good poker player can never be too informed, too knowledgeable, or too prepared when he is gambling with his hard-earned money. “Know thine enemy” is not just an expression — it's a cardinal rule when it comes to playing poker either online or offline. And that is exactly who you will be surrounded by, enemies who are silently — some not so silently — praying that you will lose your money to them.

      Whether you're a risk-taker or a more conservative player, this book will provide you with everything you need to devise a winning strategy to cash in on the online action. Now let's get started and learn how to play some online poker!
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      The Evolution of Traditional and Online Poker

      There are lots  of things you should know before you begin playing poker online, especially if you are used to poker rooms inside the various casinos and card rooms throughout the world. Playing well is not just about strategy and skill; you also need to know poker's story. If you have played before, you may already know some of the information in this chapter. If you are new to poker, then this chapter will give you a good foundation to build upon.

      
The History of Traditional Poker

      Although it has not been verified, the game of poker is believed to have first started around 900 a.d., in China, and evolved from a Chinese domino game played by emperors. However, a more common school of thought on the origins of poker tells us that poker actually evolved in seventeenth century Persia and was played as a game called As Nas. Nas involved a deck of twenty-five cards of five different suits and may have been taught to the French settlers in New Orleans by Persian sailors. The game was played much like today's Five-Card Stud poker and had similarly ranked hands such as three of a kind.

      French and German ancestors claim they played a game called Poque, or Pochen, which means to knock, as well as a game called Pochspiel. With Pochspiel, players indicate whether they want to pass or open by rapping on the table and saying “Ich Poche!”

      Both Poque and Pochspiel, were played with a deck of twenty cards and involved wagering and a lot of bluffing from the four players as to which of their hands was the most valuable. But it was the card game Poque that came to the United States by way of the French settlers in New Orleans. However, there is some dispute as to whether it was the card game As Nas or Poque that first came to the shores of America.

      
        
[image: illustration] Fact

        On a deck of cards, the King of Spades represents David, King of Israel; the King of Clubs represents Alexander the Great, the King of Macedonia; the King of Hearts represents Charlemagne, King of France; and the King of Diamonds represents Caesar Augustus, Emperor of Rome.

      

      The English claim poker came from a game called Brag, originally spelled Bragg, which descended from Brelan. This game used the concept of bluffing, even though other games by this time also claimed to have incorporated the art of bluffing.

      In the 1480s the French began using the terms spades , clubs , hearts , and diamonds  — variations on the Latin words for swords, batons/clubs, cups, and coins, which are the suits of Tarot cards and were used in the early Italian and Spanish card decks.

      Poker in the 1800s

      Gambling had become a common pastime by the mid-1800s, and it was during this time that the English spread the first fifty-two-card deck and introduced the concept of the flush. Draw poker and stud poker games, which were five-card versions, and the concept of a straight were added along the way during the Civil War era. Unfortunately, even though the game of poker became extremely popular, it was also plagued with dangers from the worst elements of society, including swindlers and cheats who unscrupulously manipulated their marks.

      Poker also spread during these times because the West was basically composed of speculators, travelers, and men who enjoyed gambling. These times also gave birth to the professional gambler, whose livelihood flourished. However, these men were thought to have contributed absolutely nothing to society and were therefore viewed as cheats, which was a reputation more than well deserved.

      Around 1875 the concept of wild cards came into play. About 1900 the community card popped into poker games, and, in 1925, split-pot poker games appeared on the gambling scene.

      The Wild, Wild West

      Poker did very well in the Old West. In fact, it thrived. It overcame the popular game of the time, which was Faro, a favorite in saloons and on riverboats among both professional and casual gamblers. In Faro, which is also played with a deck of fifty-two cards, the players bet against a banker/dealer, who draws two cards face-down, one of which will win for the players and the other for the dealer.
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        Some people believe that the word poker was derived from the word poke, which was a slang term for pickpockets, while others feel it came from hocus-pocus, a term that was widely used by magicians who also used decks of cards in their magic acts.

      

      Since most everyone carried a side arm in those days, it was a natural marriage made in gambler's heaven: aggressive, confident, frontier men — guns, saloons, and poker.

      The Turn of the Twentieth Century

      With the birth of the 1900s came the beginning of the age of poker-play credibility and legitimacy. Those who were still a bit rough around the edges continued to enjoy their financial gains, but rarely played in places where the more genteel folk would venture to go.

      In 1931 Nevada became the only locale in the United States to legalize casino gambling. And back then, gambling halls and saloons were grimy sawdust joints and a far cry from the mega resort casinos throughout the Nevada of today.
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        Believe it or not, it was once a felony to run a bet in Nevada. Back in 1910 the stat of Nevada had made running a betting game a felony but reconsidered their position in 1931.

      

      Nevada remained the only legalized gambling state until 1978 when Atlantic City, New Jersey, jumped on the legalized gambling bandwagon.

      Present-Day Poker

      Today poker tournaments take place every day all around the world, with anxious gamblers of all legal ages waiting for hours just to get a seat in some of the more popular casino poker rooms and card room games. And all of these establishments are regulated by gambling laws, a far cry from the days of the lawless saloons, riverboats, and back alleys.

      Poker is big business and a part of our daily language worldwide. We have all used or heard expressions whose origins are in poker, such as “an ace up your sleeve,” “an ace in the hole,” “beats me,” “calling your bluff,” and “when the chips are down.”

      There is no getting around the fact that poker is here to stay, and it's as close as the click of your mouse!

      
The Advent of Online Poker

      The roots of online poker began in 1994 in Antigua, Bermuda, when the government passed the Free Trade and Processing Zone Act, which opened the door for online gambling under licenses granted by the legislation. To this day, Antigua remains the most popular licensing jurisdiction for online poker site registrations.

      InterCasino claims to have been the first online casino to collect real money wagers over the Internet in 1996. However, Planet Poker also claims to have been the pioneer online poker room to go live in 1998, followed by Paradise Poker. By 1999 an estimated 700 online casinos were registered.

      Interestingly enough, even though online poker has exploded, the original rake structure of 5 percent to a maximum of $5, put in place by Planet Poker and adopted by most of the other online poker sites, has seen little increase, which is a good thing. (The rake is the percentage that is extracted from the pot to pay for the site's expenses.)

      In 1999 Paradise Poker came along and soon became the industry giant. Then, in 2001, Poker Stars came into existence and became very popular, very fast. And the success of Party Poker is a phenomenon all unto itself.
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        The future of poker is unlimited, as noted by the frequent, often daily, televised coverage of national and international tournaments, along with all the celebrity poker features and poker tips that these shows provide for the astute poker student.

      

      In 2003, Chris Moneymaker won a seat in the World Series of Poker tournament (WSOP) by playing in, and winning, a $40 online buy-in satellite poker tournament, which guaranteed him a seat in the WSOP. He went on to win the 2003 World Series of Poker tournament, taking home over a million dollars and a WSOP gold and diamond bracelet, and greatly advancing the legitimacy of playing poker online.

      In 2004 the increasing popularity of poker due to the “Moneymaker effect” caused the Internet poker-site industry to boom. And as long as there is a game to play, and money to be made, online poker could quite possibly live on forever.

      
Online Poker Popularity

      The popularity of online poker is nothing short of a worldwide phenomenon. Annual revenues generated from online poker action can be estimated at approximately $200 million per month!

      You would think that the popularity of poker would eventually level off, but at the rate it is going, that appears to be many years away. And now, with sites such as Empire Poker, Party Poker, and Pacific Poker all looking to become publicly traded, someday soon maybe even you can become a shareholder in your favorite online Internet poker site. Whenever there's a strong potential for making big money, most people just can't resist the lure, and when it comes to online and offline poker, the sky's the limit.
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        What online poker site had the greatest effect on online poker? 

        In 1998 Planet Poker was the first online poker site to allow many amateur poker players the opportunity to make a decent living playing poker online, with opponents from all over the world and in the comfort of their own home.

      

      So why is online poker so popular? Think about it. There aren't many other opportunities to make money in the privacy of your own home, a place where you can cuss like a sailor, smoke cigars, and play in your underwear.

      Because online poker is a good way to test your skills against actual opponents, and because it gives you the option to use play money when you are practicing or getting the feel for a new or higher limit game, you should have an advantage when considering playing in your first professional card room or casino poker room.

      As long as poker remains as popular as it is — and considering all the people in their late teens just champing at the bit to turn twenty-one so that they can play in online and offline poker games — the need for, and success of, the online poker industry will be endless.

      
Traditional Play Versus Playing Online

      It's only natural that playing poker on the computer would be a very different experience from playing it at a casino with living, breathing opponents. If you're used to playing the traditional way, then you may be in for a surprise when you start playing online. You need to learn a whole new repertoire of tricks and strategies to survive in the virtual poker world.
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        In Texas Hold'em and Omaha poker games, there are always community cards dealt to the center of the table and used by all the players in the hand, along with the cards they have been dealt.

      

      For example, when playing traditional poker you rely heavily on “tells” to determine what other players are thinking and plotting. Tells are the little sounds, gestures, or mannerisms a player makes that can give away the value of their hand. Devoted offline card players will tell you that when playing online you will be unable to read your opponent since you can't pick up on their physical tells. It's true that online games prevent you from forming opinions about your opponents' cards due to a lack of body language. However, while many view this lack of physical tells as a disadvantage, there are hundreds of online players who have learned that there are some very telling “tells” to be found when playing poker online.

      When you play online all you see of your opponents are their avatars — the cartoonish human icons in place of seated players around a table — and their cards — face up or down, depending on the game you are playing. However, the astute, open-minded offline player will find that there are a few unique characteristics to online play, and that these can be mastered with only a minor tweaking of their player observation skills.

      Seat Changes

      In casino poker rooms and card rooms, the seat a player chooses may have more to do with his eyesight than anything else. That's because the first seat and the ten seat, along with the five, six, and seven seats, are closer to the middle of the “board” where the community cards are dealt. It is also easier to look forward or left and right than all the way across the table to see player cards. Your seat choice can also reflect your comfort zone, or your superstitions. Just be aware that constant seat changing is usually frowned upon by most poker players.

      When a player's favorite seat is not available in an offline game, the player will usually take any available seat and then ask the dealer for a seat change. When it's the actual poker game that the player is unhappy with, however, he will usually request a table change.

      When you play poker online you may find that a particular player always plays in one particular seat, and that he will jump around from game to game until he finally finds his favorite seat open. This is a tell to be watchful for. You will probably find that if you lose any money to this player when he is not in his favorite seat, it will not be easy to get your money back if his favorite seat doesn't become available quickly. He might leave the table and look for another where his seat is open.

      
        
[image: illustration] Alert

        Poker players are a very superstitious lot of people. Lucky seats, lucky charms, and certain hand combinations are just a few of the quirks that you should be looking for. When you see these types of behaviors and characteristics, remember them! They may be of use to you later.

      

      It is very common to see online players moving in and out of seats and games much more frequently than they do when playing in offline poker games. The disadvantage to all this flitting around online is that you don't get to know your competition when they don't hang around long enough.

      Table Image

      A player's table image is the persona she puts forward when playing. You will spot many different table images when playing online or offline poker. When playing offline you can develop the table image of being a talker, or very quiet, or a solid player, a loose player, a caller, a whiner, a drunk, and so on.

      For example, if a player raises every hand no matter what she was dealt, she will be giving off a bully table image. Sometimes players will also use their screen names to intimidate their opponents. If this is the type of table image you want, then make sure a word like “killer” appears in your screen name.

      The Speed of Play

      The speed of play in a traditional poker game differs greatly from that in an online game. Online poker play is much faster, both in action and in getting seated, than it is when playing in offline games. First, the cards are automatically shuffled in the blink of an eye, and dealt just as quickly. Your chips are moved for you after you click your action on your mouse, and there are never any disputes that need to be addressed.

      When playing offline, on the other hand, there is always someone in the game who will dispute the chip count, or feel one of their opponents did not put enough chips in the pot, and so on. These nitpicking complaints slow down the game, causing some players to leave. If you want to contest a hand when playing online, all you have to do is contact the site's member support services, which does not affect the speed of the game.
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        Always act in a timely fashion when the action comes around to you if you want to avoid annoying your online opponents. Slowing down the game is a tell that shows your opponents that you are distracted, so stay alert and act promptly when it's your turn to act.

      

      Social Pressures

      Offline poker action is a more stimulating and social game of cards. Offline poker action allows you to look your opponents right in the eye and speak to them to draw out any of their tells, making it much easier to observe any of their reactions to the pressure. When playing online, however, you may feel compelled to mimic the last action when you see negative things written about you on the chat screen, especially when someone has called an all-in bet.

      If you want to keep your opponents off guard, then keep them guessing about your table image. Mix it up, be a little loose when you flop a flush or straight draw, and once in a while, slow play the best hand when you normally would have raised it, to develop the table image of being very difficult to read.

      Distractions

      Both offline and online poker games come with their share of distractions. In online poker, the biggest distraction might come from the fact that you can play in more than one game simultaneously. When playing in offline games, there are no casino poker rooms or card rooms that would allow you to play in more than one game at a time.

      When you play in an offline poker game, the biggest distractions you can expect to experience are the occasional screams when someone's hit the Bad Beat Jackpot, if the poker room offers one. The Bad Beat Jackpot usually consists of all player money that the dealer has dropped into the bad beat chip slot on the poker table. This amount is usually fifty cents to a dollar per hand played.

      Most offline poker rooms require a minimum hand of Aces full of Jacks to be beaten by four Jacks, or better, in order for the hands to qualify as the bad beat. If you have four Jacks and your opponent has four Kings, you are the bad beat and would win a larger portion of the bad beat jackpot. The winner of the hand, the four Kings, would get a smaller portion, and the pot. In some poker rooms, the dealt-in players at the table where the bad beat was would also get a percentage of the jackpot, while in other poker rooms the bad beat jackpot is paid out to everyone who was playing in the same game when the bad beat was hit.

      Many of your online opponents will likely be doing other things while playing poker, such as talking on the phone or watching television. This is a great thing for you, as a distracted player is an easy player to tak advantage of. Use this knowledge and play your hands accordingly to build — and win — the biggest possible pots.

      Other distractions could include the antics of an on-tilt player whose winning hand just got beat on the river.
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        Studying your opponents' betting habits is an excellent way to help you decide your play when the action gets around to you and you find yourself faced with a decision that can have a major effect on your bankroll.

      

      Abusive Players

      The worst that can happen to an abusive offline player is having his chips picked up from the table, being cashed out, and being asked to leave the poker room. However, if he is excessively verbally or physically abusive he may find himself banned from a poker room. You want the table image of a solid poker player, not a loudmouthed loser who's been banned from some online and offline poker rooms.

      When you play online and find that your temperature is beginning to rise, you can vent your frustrations by simply screaming whatever profanities come to mind in the privacy of your own home without fear of being ejected from the game. Try this in a casino poker room or card room and you will find that your days there are numbered.
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        Don't be surprised to see yourself instantly voted off a table the minute you click into a game. Many online jerks enjoy doing this, and they only want to get a rise out of you. Just ignore them and play in a timely manner, so no one will be able to pick up on your tells.

      

      
Differences in Online and Offline Etiquette

      There is no doubt about it, you can get away with more antics in the privacy of your own home than you can in a casino poker room or professional card room. Poor etiquette is by far the second biggest bone of contention for many online poker players — the first being not acting in a timely manner. It's important that you know what's accepted and what's not before you step into an online poker game.

      Chatting Guidelines

      Just as you can talk to the people at your table when you play poker in a card room, you can also “chat” with your opponents in an online game. To chat with your poker table mates all you have to do is type on the bar in the chat box and then hit Return. Instantly you will see your words in the dialog box, as will everyone else. Your chat box will also give running commentary describing all action, along with table chat. It will tell you what cards you were dealt, what the flop is, and every player's action.

      When players want to vote someone off the table, you will see the player's screen name and how many votes have been cast against them in the chat box. To mute or vote off a player, simply click on their avatar and a window will open offering you the option of muting their chat or voting them out of the game.
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        Can I chat about a hand that is currently in progress if I'm no longer in the hand? 

        No. You should never chat about any hand in progress for two reasons. First, chatting about a hand in progress is inappropriate, and second, it can be construed as a form of cheating by players still in the hand.

      

      

      One thing you definitely want to avoid if you don't want to be voted out is giving unsolicited poker advice to your opponents. Players want to see your action — they don't want to hear your thoughts. Keep them to yourself.

      Mind Your Manners

      Are you the type of person who curses on a regular basis? Do you like making jokes and using sarcasm? If so, you might want to curb these habits when you enter an online poker game. Many people find cursing disrespectful, and sarcasm and jokes don't always go over correctly when typed on a screen. Try visualizing someone you respect behind one of those avatars and then conduct your chat dialogue accordingly.

      Any words or vulgar expressions that other players might find offensive can get you voted out of a game. This can include things like off-color jokes or stories and name-calling. What's worse, too much inappropriate chatting can get you booted out of the game and off the site by the poker site's member support services team.

      When you first arrive at a game you may notice that the chat is being directed toward you. Don't ignore your opponents; give a casual greeting like “hi” or “howdy.” If you prefer being a nonverbal player, simply remain silent, or keep your responses short, and your lack of chat will usually be respected.

      Generally speaking, you should try to be minimally social when you enter or leave a poker game — online or off. It's the right thing to do, and very good for your table image.

      Stepping Away from a Game

      Whenever you need to step away from the game, just click “Sitting Out” rather than inconsiderately wasting the players' time while the computer's software keeps beeping at you to act. In both online and offline games you are usually given at least forty minutes to return to the table before you are taken out of the game. If you're leaving a game for good and not just for a bathroom break, it's polite to let your tablemates know. Say “later,” “bye,” or whatever you feel comfortable with. This way, your opponents won't be waiting in vain for you to return.

      
        
[image: illustration] Fact

        It's a given: Nature will always call, whether you are playing in an online poker game or in a casino card room. The best time to leave the game for a few minutes is when the blinds are getting closer and the advantage of your seat position has diminished greatly.

      

      If you find yourself picked up when playing in a casino poker room or professional card room, you will be placed at the top of the waiting list when you return to the poker room. Online players simply have to click back into the game or go to another one.

      
The Online Poker Community

      All different kinds of people from all different places and backgrounds play online poker. Though you probably won't realize it, you may end up playing with your family members, clergy, friends, doctors, and lawyers. You might also find yourself at a virtual table with some very experienced or even famous poker players. It's a good idea to become familiar with these people's screen names, as they're the ones who will take your money the quickest.

      Following is a list of screen names used by some of the world's greatest poker champions. Just knowing the player behind the screen name will automatically give you a leg up on your opponents. However, keep in mind that, like any other online poker player, the poker pros may also have more than one name, so it is up to you to recognize and keep track of them when you play online. And because many of these players use their real names, and because being able to get the name you request may be more difficult than you think, due to supply and demand, many poker players will not change their screen names. However, they may use a different screen name from one online Internet site to another.

      Here are just a few examples of the poker professionals who use screen names other than, or in conjunction with, their real names:

      
        	David Benyamine: magicpitch

        	Doyle Brunson: TexDolly

        	T. J. Cloutier: J9ofClubs

        	Hoyt Corkins: EasyH

        	Phil Gordon: Tallphil

        	Gus Hansen: broksi

        	Phil Ivey: joe buttons

        	Howard Lederer: the shrike

        	Mike Matusow: MrPokeJoke and dill pickle

      

      The following poker pros are commonly seen online using their real names. However, be assured that they also have well-concealed screen names that they use when playing in high-stakes online poker games:

      
        	Todd Brunson: Todd Brunson

        	Mike Caro: Mike Caro

        	Annie Duke: Annie Duke

        	Layne Flack: Layne Flack

        	Phil Hellmuth: Phil Hellmuth

        	Kathy Leibert: Kathy Leibert

        	Tom McEvoy: Tom McEvoy

      

      These are just the tip of the iceberg — many well-known poker players play in online poker games. It is up to you to be aware of them by maintaining a list that you can consult whenever you learn a new online pro's screen name or think one has just popped into your game.
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