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​Chapter 1: What Is Texas Hold'em?
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Texas Hold'em is the most popular card game in the world. Walk into any casino, fire up any poker website, or tune into any major poker tournament on television, and you will almost certainly be watching Texas Hold'em being played. It is the game that turned poker from a smoky back-room pastime into a global phenomenon, and it is the perfect place for any beginner to start.

A Brief History of the Game

Texas Hold'em was born in the early 1900s in Robstown, Texas, a small town near Corpus Christi. For decades it stayed close to home, played in local card rooms across the Lone Star State. In 1967, a group of Texas gamblers and card players brought the game to Las Vegas, introducing it to a much wider audience.

The game found its true stage in 1970, when the World Series of Poker was established in Las Vegas. Hold'em was chosen as the featured event, and the last player standing each year would be crowned the world champion of poker. For many years the tournament was a small gathering of professional gamblers, but that would eventually change.

The real explosion came in the early 2000s, driven by two forces: the rise of online poker and a moment of pure television drama. In 2003, an amateur player from Tennessee named Chris Moneymaker won the World Series of Poker Main Event after qualifying through an online satellite tournament for just 86 dollars. His victory, broadcast on ESPN to millions of viewers, sent a simple message to the world: anyone can play, and anyone can win. 

How Hold'em Differs from Other Poker Variants

Poker is not a single game but a family of games, and Texas Hold'em is just one member of that family. You may have heard of other variants like Five Card Draw, Seven Card Stud, or Omaha. Each follows its own rules, but Hold'em has a few features that set it apart.

In Five Card Draw, the version most people picture when they think of old Western movies, each player is dealt five private cards and no cards are shared. What you hold is entirely your own business.

In Seven Card Stud, players receive a mix of private cards and cards that are dealt face up for everyone to see, but again there are no shared community cards in the middle of the table.

Texas Hold'em introduced something different. Each player receives only two private cards, called hole cards, and then five community cards are placed face up in the middle of the table over the course of the hand. Every player at the table shares those five community cards and uses them, in combination with their own two hole cards, to build the best possible five card hand. This shared information is what makes Hold'em so dynamic, so strategic, and so endlessly fascinating.

The Goal: Winning the Pot

Every hand of Texas Hold'em revolves around one central objective: winning the pot. The pot is simply the pile of chips sitting in the middle of the table. It grows throughout the hand as players make bets. At the end of the hand, the pot belongs to whoever wins it.

There are two ways to win the pot. The first is to have the best hand at the end of the final round of betting, when all remaining players reveal their cards in what is called the showdown. The second way, which is equally valid and a huge part of what makes poker so interesting, is to make all of your opponents fold their hands before the showdown ever happens. If everyone else folds, you win the pot regardless of what cards you were holding.

This second path to victory is why poker is a game of skill and not just luck. You do not always need the best cards. You need to make better decisions than the people sitting across from you.

Overview of a Typical Hand from Start to Finish

Before diving into the details in the chapters ahead, it helps to have a bird's eye view of how a hand unfolds. Do not worry if some of the terms below are unfamiliar. Each one will be explained fully in the chapters that follow.

Every hand begins with two players posting forced bets called the small blind and the big blind. This ensures there is always something worth competing for in the pot right from the start.

Once the blinds are posted, every player at the table is dealt two private hole cards, face down. Only you can see your own cards. This first stage of the hand is called the pre flop, and it triggers the first round of betting. Players look at their hole cards and decide whether to fold and throw their hand away, call by matching the big blind, or raise by putting in more chips.

After the pre flop betting is complete, the dealer places three community cards face up in the middle of the table. This is called the flop. Now every player can see three of the five shared cards and begins to get a clearer picture of how strong their hand might become. A second round of betting follows.

Next comes the turn, a single fourth community card placed face up alongside the first three. Another round of betting takes place.

Finally, the river is dealt, the fifth and last community card. This is the last piece of information anyone will receive, and it is followed by the final round of betting.

If more than one player remains after that final round of betting, the hand goes to the showdown. Players reveal their hole cards, the best five card hand wins, and the pot is pushed to the winner.

Then the cards are gathered, the dealer button moves one seat to the left, and the whole beautiful process begins again.

That is Texas Hold'em in its simplest form. A game that takes a few minutes to learn and a lifetime to master. The chapters ahead will build your knowledge one layer at a time, starting with the foundation every player needs: understanding the hands.
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Before you play your first hand of Texas Hold'em, you need to understand what is on the table in front of you and why it is there. The physical setup of the game is simple, but each element serves a purpose. Once you understand the deck, the chips, the dealer button, and the blinds, you will have the foundation you need to sit down and follow along with any game.

The Deck, Chips, and the Dealer Button

Texas Hold'em is played with a standard 52 card deck. There are no jokers and no wild cards. The deck contains four suits: hearts, diamonds, clubs, and spades. Each suit has thirteen cards ranked from two at the low end up through three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, jack, queen, king, and finally ace at the top. The ace is the highest card in the deck, though it can also be used as a low card in certain straights, which will be covered in the chapter on hand rankings.

One deck is used at a time. In a casino, a new deck is often brought in periodically or shuffled by an automated machine to keep the game moving quickly. In a home game, a single deck passed around the table is perfectly standard.

Chips are the currency of the poker table. Rather than betting with cash directly, players exchange their money for chips at the start of a game. Each chip has a value, and those values vary depending on the game. In a home game you might assign your own values to whatever chips you have on hand. In a casino, chips are color coded by denomination and their values are clearly marked.

The dealer button is a small disc, usually white with the word "dealer" printed on it, that sits in front of one player at the table. It is sometimes called the button for short, and the player it sits in front of is referred to as being "on the button." The button matters for two reasons. First, it marks who is acting as the dealer for that hand. In a casino, a professional dealer handles the cards for every hand, so the button exists purely to track position. In a home game where players deal their own cards, the player on the button physically shuffles and deals. Second, and more importantly from a strategic standpoint, the player on the button is the last to act during most betting rounds. As you will learn in the chapter on position, acting last is one of the biggest advantages in the game.

After every hand, the dealer button moves one position to the left. This ensures that every player at the table takes a turn in every position over the course of the game, and that no one enjoys a permanent advantage.

The Small Blind and Big Blind Explained

Poker needs a reason for players to compete for each pot. Without some money already in the middle of the table, a cautious player could simply wait indefinitely for a perfect hand, never risking a chip. To prevent this and to guarantee action, Texas Hold'em uses a system of forced bets called blinds.

Before any cards are dealt, two players are required to put chips into the pot automatically. These are the small blind and the big blind.

The small blind is posted by the player sitting immediately to the left of the dealer button. It is typically half the size of the big blind, though this varies by game.

The big blind is posted by the player sitting two seats to the left of the dealer button, directly to the left of the small blind. The big blind sets the minimum amount that any player must call in order to stay in the hand during the first round of betting.

For example, in a game with a small blind of one dollar and a big blind of two dollars, every player who wants to see the flop must put in at least two dollars. They can also raise by putting in more than two dollars, or they can fold and surrender their hand.

The blinds rotate around the table along with the dealer button, moving one seat to the left after every hand. This means every player pays the blinds at regular intervals, keeping the game fair and ensuring the pot always starts with something worth fighting for.

You will sometimes hear the term "posting" used in relation to blinds, as in "post the big blind." Posting simply means putting the required chips into the pot before the cards are dealt.

How Many Players Can Play

Texas Hold'em can be played with as few as two players and as many as ten at a single table. When only two players are competing head to head, the game is called heads up poker. This format has its own distinct feel and strategy, and it is often how tournaments are decided at the very end.

Most casual home games and casino cash games run with somewhere between four and nine players, which is considered the sweet spot for the game. There is enough competition to make the pots interesting, enough variety in the hands to keep things unpredictable, and enough players at the table that position and strategy become genuinely important.

Games with six players or fewer are often called short handed games. Short handed play tends to be faster and more aggressive, because the blinds come around more frequently and players have to compete with fewer opponents for each pot.

Games with seven to ten players are called full ring games. These tend to be a little more conservative in style, since the odds of someone at the table holding a strong hand are higher when more players are dealt cards.

Ten players is typically the maximum for a single table of Hold'em, simply because the deck only has 52 cards. With ten players each receiving two hole cards and up to five community cards on the board, the math works out, but there is no comfortable room for more.

Home Games vs. Casino Play

Texas Hold'em can be played in two very different environments, and it is worth knowing what to expect from each before you sit down for the first time.

A home game is exactly what it sounds like: a game organized among friends or acquaintances, usually played around a kitchen table or in someone's living room. Home games are an ideal starting point for beginners. The atmosphere is relaxed, the stakes are typically low, and no one will rush you if you need a moment to think about your decision. You can ask questions, make mistakes, and learn without embarrassment. The rules are often flexible, decided by the host before the game begins, so it is always worth clarifying the specifics before the first hand is dealt. Things like the blind amounts, the buy in, and any house rules about raises or capping bets should be sorted out upfront.

Casino play is a different experience altogether. In a casino poker room, a professional dealer handles every hand, the rules are strictly enforced, and the pace of play is noticeably faster. Other players will not wait long for you to make a decision, and there is an etiquette to the game that is expected but rarely explained to newcomers. You act in turn, you do not talk about your hand while the action is live, and you handle your chips
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