
Real Grinders

By

Ashton Cartwright

Copyright 2014 by Ashton Cartwright

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. Any reproduction or other unauthorized use of the material or artwork herein is prohibited. Although the author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book was correct at press time, the author and publisher do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other cause. Any views or statements expressed are the opinions of the person making them, and not necessarily the views of the author or publisher. All figures regarding winnings were obtained through publicly available information on either thehendonmob.com, pocketfives.com, sharkscope.com, or some other website, and no guarantee as to their veracity is given or implied.

Table of Contents

Real Grinders

Aaron Mordey

Alan McMaster

Alek Givotovsky

Alexander Antonios

Ashley Warner

Ashton Cartwright

Brett “brett_threat” Chalhoub

Bryan Huang

“Kenny Clickback”

Cole “TopKat5757” Swannack

Didier “didibearrrr” Guerin

Grant Levy

Jackie "Jackstar" Glazier

Jackson Zheng

Jacky Wang

Kahle Burns

Mathew Brown

Octavian Voegele

Oliver “Talerric” “SwoopAE” Gill

Patrick “pmahoney22” Mahoney

Paul Hockin

“Connie Flushdraw”

Rory Young

Ryan Laplante

Slava Sheynin

Tom “winga699” Wing

Victor Teng

Chris Lee

So, what now?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Real Grinders

[image: image]


I remember quite clearly watching the movie Rounders for the first time. 

Nothing could have seemed cooler to me than the poker lifestyle as it was portrayed by Matt Damon and Edward Norton. Even John Malkovich seemed like someone awesome I could aspire to be, if I just wanted it bad enough. 

The unshakable confidence in your own abilities, the chance to make (or lose) a fortune on the turn of a card, the skill with which you discern your opponent’s hand just based on how he eats a cookie, the rush of satisfaction from fleecing suckers at the table. .  even the boldness of taking risks that might get you killed if you make the wrong move seemed exhilarating to a young man like me.

I’m a touch older now, and I understand a little bit more of what the poker lifestyle really involves.

At times, and at the extremes, playing poker for a living is almost identical to the movies; sometimes one card really can win you an absolute fortune, sometimes your opponents will have a stupidly obvious tell that let you what they’re holding, sometimes you will play against fish who don’t know what they’re doing, but still talk as though they are stellar players (and taking their money can be very satisfying indeed).

Although, just like in the movies, sometimes you’ll be at a game with bad people, and you’ll have to think very carefully about the best way to get out. Just like in the movies, you might vouch for someone you trust, and end up getting screwed. Just like in the movies, you might find yourself reevaluating the choices that led you to where you are today. 

But everything they show you in the movies still only amounts to a very small proportion of what the life of a real grinder is really like.

That’s how this book came about.

Every professional poker player I know, myself included, constantly gets asked “What’s it like playing poker for a living?” 

This is generally followed by “How much money have you won?” 

And then: “Yeah, but how much have you lost?” 

It can get a little annoying. 

“What’s it like playing poker for a living?” is a big questions though, and we’re going to give you the real answers, from a total of 28 real life poker professionals, from six different countries. 

Some are sponsored pros, such as Jackie Glazier (888) and Bryan Huang (PokerStars), some are specialists in a particular format, like heads-up player Alan McMaster, and some, like Brett Chalhoub, can win online tournaments seemingly at will, and are always on top of the poker food chain.

This isn’t another ‘poker strategy’ book though. We aren’t going to teach you when you should check-raise, or how to count your outs, or why suited cards are better than unsuited ones. We aren’t going to list all the hand rankings, or talk about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ starting hands. We aren’t even going to teach you why being ‘in position’ is better than being ‘out of position.’ 

This book is for people who already know the basics of poker. In fact, this book assumes that you’re already a good poker player, and are now considering making the leap from ‘winning recreational player’ to ‘professional player.’ 

Frankly, if you aren’t already a good player, you should probably put this book down right now.

Still with us? 

Ok then. Let’s move on.

I asked each of these 28 grinders the exact same questions, and let them answer in their own words. They answered with as detailed or as little information as they though was relevant.

The list of questions was adjusted and refined with several other poker players until we thought we were able to encompass as much of being a professional poker player as we possibly could.

Before we go into the interviews, I want to make one thing abundantly clear:

I didn’t put this book together to convince you to be a professional poker player.

Neither did I put it together to convince you not to be one. 

I put it together for one reason, and one reason only: so that you could have a glimpse at what it’s really like to be a real grinder. 

I wanted you to be able to see what it takes mentally, financially, and emotionally. I wanted you to see the sacrifices as well as the glories that can come from excelling at this game. I wanted you to be aware of the social stigma that sometimes attaches to poker players. I wanted you to see the risks as well as the potential rewards. 

I wanted you to know what it’s really like, and then let you make the decision for yourself.

Play well. 

Ashton.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Aaron Mordey

[image: image]


A man well known on the Sydney cash game tables, pool tables, dart boards, and any sports bar that sells Cointreau and Red Bull, Aaron has been one of the most consistent long term winners at Star City Casino over the last 10 years. 

I once saw him have a shot of Tabasco sauce to win a bet. 

He’s currently living in Vietnam and developing his 13 card poker skills. 

When did you start playing poker, and what did you think of it the first time you played?

I started playing Manila when I was about 5. We used to have card games at my house run by my grandfather. In these games I would serve drinks and work for tips until I could afford a buy in. As for holdem I'm not 100% sure when I started playing it. Probably sometime during school where Big 2 was originally a large part of me making money, and then poker was being lightly televised and some people around school started playing that as well. Obviously I loved the game (as I do most gambling in general).

How long have you been making a living from poker? What made you decide that you could?

Started playing at the casino on the first day they opened the poker room. I hadn’t been camping out waiting for this day to happen, rather, I was wandering through the casino as an 18 year old on my second trip to the casino and thought “hrmm lets give this a try.” The first week I made over 5k on a $2.50/$5 limit holdem table and decided this seems easier than work and handed in my 2 weeks notice.

What’s it like playing poker for a living? What do you enjoy most? What do you dislike most?

I enjoy playing poker for a living. You set your own hours so you are nearly always free to attend things and a lot of the people you "work" with have somewhat similar personalities so the community generally gels together. Examples of this are going away on holidays together and flipping for every meal/hotel/accommodation/taxi along the way. Makes a trip down the street more interesting. I dislike the fact that money comes in so easily that you stop appreciating it. I’d say that my food, drug and taxi bill would amount to somewhere around 40-50k per year.

How much poker do you usually play in a week? Do you play set times, or keep it flexible?

When I played online I used to play 2x4 hour sessions 7 days a week (I didn't actually choose to play 7 days a week, but I was looking after a family member and couldn't leave the house, and most of the time I had nothing better to do). 

Playing live, I guess I play more. Whenever I've played live I've always tried to move near the casino, that way if the games are good I can stay as long as I want and if I’m not there and someone calls me to tell me the games are good then I'm only a short walk away. So I probably put in around 50 hours a week at Star City casino. I’ve had lazy months where I put in next to no hours and my largest month I played for 350 hours.

How do you keep your poker skills sharp? (Poker videos? Coaching? Books? Teammates?)

I usually just go through some poker videos. Was also in a skype group whilst playing online but none of that is really necessary playing live.

What do your friends and family think about you playing poker for a living?

I guess my friends like it because poker is so recognizable these days that everyone has played a bit of poker and everyone wants to talk about hands they've played. My parents are also fine with it; both sides of my family have some pretty notable degenerate gamblers for their time.

What’s better: Live poker or online poker? Cash games or Tourneys? Why?

I much prefer live poker. Online seems like a job to me, basically just sitting there and using your software to make correct decisions. I don't enjoy it at all. I also managed to put on around 30-40 kilos in a 2 year online stretch. Live is great as you are there with a lot of people you call friends, and it’s never hard to quickly put a bet on the upcoming sports match and get hours of entertainment listening to fucktards explaining what they are doing (although this can have a negative effect if you aren't in the greatest of moods).

Do you get affected by tilt? How do you deal with it?

I think I have very good tilt management. I almost never play worse on the day because of tilt. Although I can play terrible the next day, so I tend to just take a couple of days off and catch up with friends if I’m feeling particularly tilted.

What are your thoughts on Bankroll? It is needed?

Bankroll is needed and extremely important although my bankroll management is atrocious. I've had a day where I've lost a 10k pot in poker, then dropped 20k on sports and had no money left to eat so had to wander around the Pyrmont farmers market going stand to stand taking the "freebie samplers" to fill up a sandwich.  

Is the mental side of poker important? In what ways?

Of course. Being able to keep your concentration and play your A-game most of the time is critical. If you’re heading in after a night out, or if you just had a fight with a friend the day before, you're probably best staying home. 

What are your thoughts on staking/being staked as a professional?

I was always of the opinion that I would only stake close personal friends. It is too hard to trust/rely on the accurate recording of results by other people. That being said, I have also recently become staked by a close friend. I would say you should never really look at being staked as a long term thing and just use it as something to get you back on your feet for whatever reason you toasted off your money in the first place.

What does it take to be a professional poker player?

Online: Discipline, hours, concentration, math and good poker software knowledge.

Live:  An IQ of 80 and being able to multiply by 2 and 4.

Will poker play a big role in your future? If not, why not?

I think some form of gambling will. Games are always being improved upon and new games being released. Recently Texas Holdem has slowly been dying and Omaha has become more popular, although as time goes on this will obviously fade out too. As long as there are people out there thinking up games I hope I'm around with money to play them.

What advice would you give to someone looking to make poker their career?

Don't start now; it’s too late.
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Arguably the best heads-up player to come out of Australia, Alan not only graduated from the University of Sydney with a Master’s degree, he also speaks several languages, and is a phenomenally talented lawn bowler, pianist, and singer. 

Alan currently resides in Bali, in a house full of exceptionally impressive poker players.

When did you start playing poker, and what did you think of it the first time you played?

August 2009, lots of fun. 

How long have you been making a living from poker? What made you decide that you could?

Since September 2009, I started making great money playing heads up sit and go's and played them while studying at universities around the world.

What’s it like playing poker for a living? What do you enjoy most? What do you dislike most?

Being your own boss, being able to work the hours you want to work, and having freedom to live wherever you want to live and go wherever you want to go. I dislike the day to day monotony of actually playing.

How much poker do you usually play in a week? Do you play set times, or keep it flexible?

Flexible for now, about to go to set times. 

How do you keep your poker skills sharp? (Poker videos? Coaching? Books? Teammates?)

Poker videos and books are usually made by players who are only marginally profitable or by players who are profitable but are feeding you false information. Giving away poker theory is almost always -EV no matter what the price because of the net present value of that information. 

What do your friends and family think about you playing poker for a living?

Most love it and think it’s awesome, others are more opposed it (like my mum) because of the morality of it - taking money from problem gamblers. But, I used to work as an options trader in Hong Kong so I have no issues taking money off people who want to give it away.

What’s better: Live poker or online poker? Cash games or Tourneys? Why?

Online. More tables, more money, less having to listen to the fish give everyone lessons on poker.

Do you get affected by tilt? How do you deal with it?

No.

What are your thoughts on Bankroll? It is needed?

Yes.

Is the mental side of poker important? In what ways?

Yes. 

What are your thoughts on staking/being staked as a professional?

This is case by case dependent. Sometimes it makes sense and both stakee and staker win, and sometimes not. Do your research before entering a staking deal, there are many risks involved that you do not realize exist until you have seen them eventuate. 

What does it take to be a professional poker player?

A retarded amount of study. 

Will poker play a big role in your future? If not, why not?

Hopefully not. I am a businessman who happens to be playing poker right now. 

What advice would you give to someone looking to make poker their career?

Be careful. Weigh up all your opportunity costs. Think about your backup options. The game is getting harder and harder every day. There are young entrepreneurial guys taking over the online game and making great money, and players who used to make decent money are now breakeven or even losing players as a result of this influx of new generational players. If you are one of those driven entrepreneurial young guys then absolutely go for it if you think it is your most +EV option in terms of both financial and life utility. 

If you just like the game and play it for fun and have won a bit of money so far I would recommend keeping it as a hobby and probably play MTTs since this format is the most complex and has the most variables (it has concepts from nearly all formats of poker) so it will be the last format to be solved, and the format which will allow part time players to remain profitable with no study for longer periods of time. 
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With hundreds of thousands of dollars in live tournament winnings listed on TheHendonMob.com, and a similar amount listed on Sharkscope, Alek is an undisputed shark of the game, and a tournament player that most people would prefer to avoid having on their table. 

When did you start playing poker, and what did you think of it the first time you played?

I first played poker with my dad when I was around 11 years old. He had just bought (or found) a book about various card games and their rules and we went through most of it playing the games that sounded fun. I remember playing 5 card draw with him as my first introduction to the game, but because I had no money to speak of whatsoever, we just drew cards and tried to make hands. As you can imagine that wasn't very fun and I lacked the enthusiasm to pursue learning the game further until I was introduced to the Texas Hold'em format some years later.

How long have you been making a living from poker? What made you decide that you could?

I have been playing poker professionally for 7 years as of now. The decision to pursue this path formed rather naturally; after a medical discharge from the USMC I found myself in dire financial straits and needed to make ends meet in a hurry after losing my unemployment money playing the game. I talked my way into a gig as a poker dealer in one of NYC's underground poker clubs where I had been a donation station for several previous weeks. Over the course of a year as a dealer there I befriended several guys that were around my age that were able to make money sitting at the poker table in the chairs not designated for dealers. Through osmosis I was able to pick up little bits of knowledge during our interactions and listening to them dissect hands and attack and defend each other’s logic. No one in the bunch had a Mensa membership and so I thought if they could figure out a way to consistently beat the game, then I could as well.

What’s it like playing poker for a living? What do you enjoy most? What do you dislike most?

Playing poker for a living is like riding a rollercoaster without being able to see the track ahead of you. You have no idea which way the ride will take you, and in that there is an exhilaration that rarely finds you in most other lines of work. 

The freedom is by far the most enjoyable thing about the profession; the ability to choose your own hours and location can hardly find a rival in any other occupation. 

The thing I dislike most about playing poker for a living is the zero-sum nature of the game. In order for one person to win, another has to lose. However, with the multitude of charity events springing up world-wide in recent years, there is good reason to hope that poker can play a contributive role in helping fix some of the world's problems that can be solved by funding. 

How much poker do you usually play in a week? Do you play set times, or keep it flexible?

Like most answers in poker, it depends. I am a fairly seasonal person. By that I mean that if deem the season to be appropriate for poker playing (like the WSOP/WCOOP), I will play every hour of every day that I can find my way to a poker table, real or digital. There are other times, such as when visiting family, that I want nothing to do with poker besides maybe buying some action in someone playing a tournament somewhere far away. 

How do you keep your poker skills sharp? (Poker videos? Coaching? Books? Teammates?)

Listening to and discussing hands is the most effective way that I have found to stay sharp. It's best with someone whose poker skills you respect, and who will not hold back in putting your feet to the fire by making you defend your plays. A lot of times plays that seemed totally sensible in my mind turned out to have glaring logical flaws in them when I tried to explain my strategy to someone else. Having a straight-shooting friend act as a mirror helps a lot in forming a more accurate picture of yourself and your game.

What do your friends and family think about you playing poker for a living?

With two exceptions most of my family and friends thought I was delusional and didn't have a snowball's chance in hell of succeeding. It took multiple successful years before my family and closest friends started to reconsider their opinions of the game and my ability to beat it.

What’s better: Live poker or online poker? Cash games or Tourneys? Why?

This is another one of those ‘it depends’ answers. Live poker is better during the WSOP and other big championship series, online poker is better when you have a fractured toe or when the games nearby aren't running. Cash games give you more liberty while tournaments are infinitely more rewarding to win. I personally prefer tournaments, but I will also play cash games if a good game is running. 

Do you get affected by tilt? How do you deal with it?

I would be lying if I said tilt doesn't affect me, however, I believe that a certain level of tilt is actually healthy to have. I primarily get tilted when I make mistakes at the table and without having a bit of tilt to serve as a barometer I might go on to make more mistakes than if I do. If I do find myself steaming too hard I find that the best way to overcome it is by doing some sort of physical exercise. It's a good break from sitting down most of the day and also changes your brain chemistry a bit.

What are your thoughts on Bankroll? It is needed? 

For a professional poker player a dedicated bankroll is absolutely mandatory. It's the equivalent of a tool set for a mechanic or an espresso machine for a café owner. However, for a recreational poker player that sporadically jumps into a game every now and then, I don't think having a bankroll is as necessary, although it would certainly be beneficial, even if only for the sake of accounting purposes.

Is the mental side of poker important? In what ways?

In my opinion, the mental aspect of the game is important in any competitive game. You have to be confident in your abilities and be able to take losses on the chin without crumbling into a sobbing clump of flesh when things don't go your way. As with everything though, I think it is important to maintain a balance between the two extremes of confidence you can find yourself in; being overly confident or inadequately so can have really adverse effects, not just in poker but in life in general.  

What are your thoughts on staking/being staked as a professional?

I prefer not to be staked any time that I can avoid being staked. Sometimes it is the only way to be able to play in games that are outside of my current bankroll though, and it is the financially prudent decision to make. I am perfectly happy with the concept of staking though. Poker today would not be where it is if it weren't for staking arrangements.

What does it take to be a professional poker player?

Without writing a whole book to answer this question, I can say that self-honesty, discipline, and basic math skills are a must. The ability to think in a logical, deductive manner, and leave your ego at the door will get you far. Also having the ability to switch between a healthy disregard for money while at the table and a reasonably conservative lifestyle while away from it will allow you to stay in the game for a lot longer than lacking that switch will.

What advice would you give to someone looking to make poker their career?

I would recommend that someone looking to play poker for a living start by going to some online poker forums such as 2+2 or pocket5's and reading some hand analysis written by consistent winners, to see how people that beat the game in today's environment think. Secondly, I recommend playing at least several hundred hands a week and reviewing the most difficult of your decisions with someone who has a better grasp of the game than you do. Lastly, if you can afford it, get a coach. For many people this can be a shortcut to winning, or at least finding out that they don't have what it takes in a shorter period of time than other routes.
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Another young Sydney grinder, ‘AJ’ Antonius recently won a bracelet (and a cool $128,000) in the 2014 WSOP APAC $2,200 6 Max tournament in Melbourne, and followed that up with a 14th place finish in the Main Event.

When did you start playing poker, and what did you think of it the first time you played?

2010. Poker is like a money tree. I'd been looking for one for years to plant in my backyard, there are off seasons, and sometimes you have to buy expensive fertilizer to make sure it's healthy and growing, but overall it tends to produce nice ripe hundred dollar bills. 

How long have you been making a living from poker? What made you decide that you could?

The last four years have been a crazy ride, filled with emotional ups and downs. Poker is not only an income, it's a lifestyle. Many people you take money off become your friends. It's a fight to stay afloat while also making sure your heart doesn't sink into the depths of despair as you watch others drown.

What’s it like playing poker for a living? What do you enjoy most? What do you dislike most?

It's like setting off on a trip through a cluster of islands on a dingy. Sometimes you find yourself on a resort island, others you've capsized and are struggling not to drown, and once in a while you hear someone's had their dingy stolen because they messed with the wrong people. Then you get a leg nipped
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