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Let drums be rolled, corks popped and flags unfurl’d;
George and Ione, welcome to the world!

With much love from Grantonio
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PART ONE

The Basics

In which we learn the colourful history of Texas Hold’em – and get a first, A-B-C lesson in how to play the game


1

Hold Me, Darling

 

 

 

‘This is poker?’ asked an incredulous Life magazine on 16 August 1968. Inside an issue leading on the Nixons and the Agnews, a partnership that would last all of five years, there lay buried an article introducing mainstream America to something rather more enduring: a ‘wild’ new variant of its national game of poker, called ‘Hold Me’. Above a colour photograph of no fewer than twelve men crowded around a green-baize table, most of them wearing suits and ties amid a profusion of splashed chips, exposed cards and overflowing ashtrays, the magazine sniffed that ‘the decorous mob scene below looks more like a group therapy séance down at the poker-chip factory’.

There were several other names for this radical new variation of America’s favourite pastime: originally called Hold Me, Darling, it had already bred regional variations such as Tennessee Hold Me, and – in Texas only – Texas Hold’em. ‘It started somewhere in the South or Southwest a few years ago,’ according to Life, ‘and is threatening to catch fire with the rest of America’s 47 million poker addicts, who bet an estimated $43 billion yearly.’

The magazine went on to explain the rules of Hold Me. ‘The game’s fascination lies in the number of players involved – up to 22 can play. This leads to big action and huge pots, both dear to all gambling card-players, and to great precision in analysing hands, especially dear to brainy poker experts.’ Alongside the article was an explanatory piece by the Alabama poker authority A. D. Livingston, which presciently declared: ‘I believe the game is a major event in the history of poker and I predict it will replace stud for the rest of the century.’

If he could have foreseen the twenty-first-century advent of the internet and televised poker, Livingston might well have added, ‘and beyond, way beyond’ – despite Cassandra-like predictions in the early 1990s from the poker pundit Mason Malmuth that ‘there will be a decrease in the number of major tournaments . . . No-limit hold’em will be a game that a few old-timers will remember’.

This late sixties issue of Life magazine is exhibit A for anyone investigating the origins of Hold’em, the game that has so comprehensively monopolised the poker community during the TV and internet boom of the early twenty-first century. Exhibit B is an essay by Texas oilman and high-stakes player Crandell Addington, in Super/System 2, the ‘Bible’ of poker manuals edited by Doyle ‘Texas Dolly’ Brunson – world champion of poker in 1976–77, doyen of living players, and the man who christened Texas Hold’em ‘the Cadillac of poker games’.

Addington was among the Texan ‘road players’ who first played Hold’em in and around San Antonio in the early 1960s, when poker was still illegal in all American states but Nevada and California. He adds his own name, as well as those of his fellow ‘roadies’ Brunson, Bryan ‘Sailor’ Roberts, Johnny Moss, Amarillo ‘Slim’ Preston and Jack ‘Treetops’ Straus to that of Felton ‘Corky’ McCorquodale, the man traditionally credited with introducing no limit Texas Hold’em (NLHE) to Las Vegas in 1963. Addington insists that the game did not arrive at Benny Binion’s downtown Horseshoe casino, as poker legend would have it, but across the street at the Golden Nugget cardroom then run by Bill Boyd.

Boyd’s room at the Nugget was an authentic ‘sawdust joint’ – red-flocked wallpaper on the walls, and oiled sawdust covering the floors. ‘It didn’t exactly attract the same number of high-roller casino patrons that the Strip casinos reeled in by their thousands,’ recalls Addington. This meant there was ‘very little opportunity to catch a drop-by player or “producer” [‘fish’, in modern parlance; see Glossary] at the poker room’. But Sid Wyman, the boss of the Dunes, was one entrepreneur who could see the game’s potential, not least as a spectator sport. In 1969 he invited these Hold’em pioneers to play a high-stakes no limit game just outside the entrance to the Strip hotel-casino’s main showroom – opened in 1955 by Hollywood musical star Vera-Ellen, by then hosting a Welsh-Irish-German opera singer born Jim Haun who had changed his name to the more exotic ‘Rouvan’. Here, says Addington, ‘we were able to catch lots of drop-ins’ – occasional players to whom poker still meant five-card stud – not least the Dunes’ majority owner, who went by the name of Major Auterburn Riddle.

Where once stood the Dunes now stands the Bellagio, opened in 1998 by the one-man force behind contemporary Las Vegas, Steve Wynn, who himself fired the cannon from his latest Strip resort, Treasure Island, that appeared to trigger the implosion of the Dunes – watched by millions on live television and since immortalised in the closing credits of Wayne Kramer’s 2003 movie The Cooler. So the spot where no limit Hold’em was first played on the Strip is now the home of Vegas’s leading cardroom – rivalled only by the sleek poker room Wynn opened in 2005 in the 215-acre, $2.7-billion Wynn, the eponymous hotel-casino he built after selling his Mirage chain to Kirk Kerkorian’s MGM Grand group in 2000 for $4.4 billion.

It was in the Bellagio cardroom, in the first few years of this century, that the biggest cash game in the history of poker was played. A Texas banker named Andy Beal challenged a group of professionals, who called themselves ‘The Corporation’, to play heads-up, fixed limit Hold’em for stakes so high as to lift even them beyond their comfort zones. More than merely a gifted player, Beal was also a high-calibre mathematician, especially interested in such arcane mysteries of number theory as Fermat’s Last Theorem. At home in Dallas Beal wrote a custom-built poker program through which he ran literally millions of hands, to calculate (and memorise) the odds in any given situation. To avoid giveaway ‘tells’, he attempted to eliminate his personality by donning wraparound shades and headphones to shut out distracting noise and all backchat. Then battle commenced, with the betting limits gradually escalating to an astonishing $100,000–$200,000.

It lasted, on and off, for more than three years, with sessions where Beal would win as much as $12 million, others where the pros would win more. One of Beal’s edges was to get them to play at 7 a.m., not a starting-time favoured by many of the world’s top players. But most sessions would, of course, run to marathon lengths, giving the edge back to the pros, who could take over from each other while Beal played his long, lone game. In the end, if not by much, he finished a loser; but he is made to sound like a winner in Michael Craig’s thrilling account of the episode in a 2005 book, The Professor, the Banker and the Suicide King (continued in Craig’s account of a brief revival of hostilities the following year in Bluff magazine, April–May 2006).

The Corporation that responded to Beal’s challenge was led by Doyle Brunson – yes, that same Texas Dolly, by then in his seventies, who had sat down with Crandell Addington and others in search of ‘producers’ outside the Dunes showroom back in the sixties. To make his point about those producers, Addington describes a memorable hand involving the aforementioned Major Riddle, the Dunes boss who is the stuff of many a Vegas legend, not least as the first casino owner to stage a topless cabaret on the Strip in 1957 (‘There was initial uproar in the State Legislature,’ according to the hotel’s official history, but ‘the show set a record for attendance in a single week at 16,000’). As the first hand of the many to be played in this book, it contains several object-lessons for beginners.


On one hand, all but Texan Johnny Moss and Major Riddle folded, leaving a huge heads-up pot. Johnny was in the lead and never checked his hand; Riddle never hesitated to call Johnny’s bets from before the flop or after the river. When all the cards came out, the board was K-K-9-9-J. Moss moved in on Riddle, and Riddle called him. Moss rolled a pair of nines out of the hole for four of a kind. Major Riddle rolled a pair of deuces out of the hole. See what I mean about the five-card stud players and their learning curve? Riddle had a wired pair, and he was not about to lay them down, not realizing that he had the worst hand possible in this situation, and could not even beat the five cards on the board.



One of the other players, an Alabaman named Joe Rubino who specialised in Kansas City lowball, registered an objection as Moss scooped in the huge pot. Since Riddle could not beat the board with his pair of deuces, argued Rubino, he should be able to take back his last bet. ‘It didn’t take but a second,’ recalls Addington, ‘for Johnny to tell him that sometimes the board is the best possible hand in Texas Hold’em, and that his comment showed how little he knew about the game.’ Oh, and Moss also told Rubino a couple of things about ‘minding his own business when he was not involved in a pot’.

As the game caught on in Vegas, during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the amount required to sit down at a no limit Texas Hold’em table soared as high as $10,000 to $100,000 – the equivalent of $60,000 to $600,000 in 2005, when Addington was recalling those early days. By 1973, with the Dunes mired in perennial financial difficulties, Sid Wyman had moved across Las Vegas Boulevard (aka the Strip) to the Aladdin (now Planet Hollywood). Here Johnny Moss hosted a cardroom spreading NLHE not just for the handful of local professionals, but for plenty of the ‘drop-ins’ on whom they fed. ‘It was so well attended,’ says Addington, ‘that games often ran for days at a time, and fortunes changed hands.’ Among the drop-ins was, yes, Major Riddle, whose poor play cost him so much that he lost control of the Dunes to ‘parties represented by Sid Wyman’.

Riddle then acquired control of a Strip casino called the Silverbird (formerly the Thunderbird, subsequently the El Rancho), where in the late 1970s Doyle Brunson and Eric Drache were hosting high-stakes games, including NLHE. In 1976 Johnny Moss had opened the first cardroom on the Strip at its oldest casino, the Flamingo, while the late Chip Reese opened a bona fide cardroom at the Dunes, as opposed to that showcase table outside the showroom. Between them, these and other Vegas entrepreneurs not merely disproved the 1940s theory that gambling could never move from downtown Las Vegas to the remote, dusty, blisteringly hot stretch of desert that eventually became known as the Strip. They also showed that neither the Golden Nugget nor Benny Binion’s downtown Horseshoe Casino – the pride of Glitter Gulch, ‘where the real gamblers go’ – held a monopoly on poker in Las Vegas, least of all on Texas Hold’em, as the game that started life as Hold Me, Darling had by now, perhaps inevitably, become known.

Bill Boyd, Sid Wyman, Johnny Moss, Doyle Brunson, ‘Sailor’ Roberts, Amarillo Slim, Jack Straus, Crandell Addington – nearly all the legendary players we have already met, with the notable exception of Major Riddle, were sooner or later accorded places in the Poker Hall of Fame established in 1979. As indeed was the toughest entrepreneur of them all, if not himself much of a player, Benny Binion – none too surprising, since Binion founded the Hall of Fame on a suggestion from his then poker manager Eric Drache, as a marketing ploy for an annual tournament he started in 1970 called the World Series of Poker (WSOP). In 2005 Binion’s son and successor Jack was also enrolled in the Hall of Fame, for his role in maintaining and building the World Series through the latter decades of the twentieth century.

Today, thanks to the TV and online poker boom of the early twenty-first century, the WSOP has grown into a massive annual jamboree involving some fifty thousand registered players from all over the world – almost nine thousand of whom paid (or won) the $10,000 entry fee to play in the 2006 ‘main event’, a ten-day no limit Hold’em tournament whose winner is crowned world champion, with a first prize that year of $12 million, by far the largest in all sport. Of the fifty-four events at the 2008 World Series, more than forty involved some form of Hold’em. Back in 1970, the first WSOP at Binion’s ended in a steak dinner in the Sombrero Room, where the handful of participants were asked to vote on whom they considered the best all-round player. Down to a man, of course, each player voted for himself. ‘I couldn’t understand why the fuck anybody would want to vote,’ said Amarillo Slim. ‘We played for a lot of money, and that was the vote.’ So they were all asked to vote again, this time for the player they considered the best – apart from themselves. The answer came up Johnny Moss, who thus found himself elected the first official world champion of poker.

The following year the title was decided, as it has been ever since, by a knockout tournament (or ‘freezeout’), whose entry fee of $10,000 has remained unchanged since the third WSOP in 1972. In the 1980s Eric Drache transformed the event by coming up with the idea of the ‘satellite’ – a single-table, ten-player, $1000-entry freezeout whose winner would play in the main event for a mere thou; 1983 saw Tom McEvoy become the first world champion to have won his way into the event via this route. By 1991 the first prize (won that year by local pro Brad Daugherty) had become a guaranteed $1 million; as of 2000, and the arrival of internet poker, rising young professionals like Chris ‘Jesus’ Ferguson and Carlos ‘The Matador’ Mortensen started to win first prizes in excess of a million. In the first few years of this century, through sheer force of numbers, the centre of gravity in the WSOP main event has shifted from pros to amateurs, with each of the nine players to reach the final table becoming dollar-millionaires – and that awesome first prize, by 2006, of $12 million.

Poker mythology gives Benny Binion the credit for launching the event that has done more than any other, before the launch of television’s World Poker Tour in 2003, to make Hold’em the world’s favourite poker game. But the honours should be shared with the man who gave Binion the idea – handed it him, at no charge, on a silver platter – by inviting him in 1969 to a ‘Texas Gamblers Reunion’ in Reno, Nevada. Among those present was, guess who, Crandell Addington.

Tom Moore was the reason that Hold’em had, in Addington’s well-chosen word, ‘gypsied’ its way from San Antonio to Reno, Nevada, en route to Las Vegas. In 1969 Moore staged the week-long reunion to boost the slow season at his Holiday Hotel. The twenty or so players to show up included all the usual suspects: Moss, Preston, Brunson, Roberts, McCorquodale, Addington, ‘Puggy’ Pearson, Benny and Jack Binion. Even the legendary pool player Minnesota Fats came along for the ride – as did the notorious hitman Charles Harrelson, a convicted contract killer, father of the actor Woody.

They had such a wild time at Moore’s riverside casino, playing a series of poker games across the different disciplines, as to nickname the event ‘The World Series of Poker’. The winner that first year was Crandell Addington – who never again managed to win the world title, once it was so called, but went on to finish in the top ten no fewer than eight times, a record unequalled as of 2007. The following year Moore sold his interest in the Holiday and passed the WSOP baton to his pal Benny Binion, who put his son Jack in charge. They invited the same dozen big-time poker players – plus a few more, including the amateurs ‘Doc’ Green and Curtis ‘Iron Man’ Skinner – to come to the Horseshoe in downtown Vegas for a few days in May and play the game in all its many forms. But the main event, from the very start, gave the world title to the winner of the Texas Hold’em freezeout.

Texas Hold’em was introduced to Europe in the 1980s by the Irish bookmaker and poker entrepreneur Terry Rogers. Nicknamed the ‘Red Menace’ because of his ginger hair and bursts of belligerence, Rogers was one of the first Europeans to travel to Vegas each May for poker’s World Series. At the 1980 event he was the only bookmaker not to write off Stu ‘The Kid’ Ungar too soon, quoting him at 20-1 while all else were offering 100-1; Ungar went on to win the first of his three world crowns, beating Doyle Brunson in the heads-up.

Back in Ireland, Rogers founded the Eccentrics Club in Dublin, where the inaugural Irish Open tournament saw Colette (‘Collect’) Doherty sent to Vegas as the first European, man or woman, to play in the World Series’ main event. Another Eccentrics Club member, carpet millionaire J. J. ‘Noel’ Furlong, went on to win the world title in 1999. Before his death that year, Rogers handed control of the Irish Open to his friend and partner ‘Gentleman’ Liam Flood, who really deserves to share the credit for introducing Hold’em to Europe. The advent of poker on television saw Flood, another bookmaker and professional poker player, become a popular tournament director; as a player he was a finalist in the first two series of Channel 4’s Late Night Poker and won the $125,000 first prize in the 2007 PartyPoker European Open.

Back in the US, the popularity of Hold’em was swiftly boosted by the advent of a tournament circuit, and the first few manuals offering tips on the game, by the likes of Brunson, David Sklansky, ‘Mad’ Mike Caro and Mason Malmuth (see Bibliography). In 1988 the game finally became legal in the casinos of southern California, spreading across the country to Atlantic City, New Jersey, in the early 1990s.

John Dahl’s 1998 movie Rounders also, undoubtedly, played its role in the growth of Hold’em. Starring Matt Damon, Edward Norton and John Malkovich, it also used the players themselves to recreate the famous showdown between Johnny Chan and Erik Seidel at the 1988 final table. The movie was the inspiration for the 2003 world champion, Chris Moneymaker, whose name alone – plus his amateur status, as in ‘If that guy can win it, anybody can’ – also triggered a poker boom symbolised by the subtitle of his 2005 memoirs: How an Amateur Poker Player Turned $40 into $2.5 Million at the World Series of Poker.

By then television had joined the internet in promoting Hold’em into the stratosphere, starting in Britain with Late Night Poker, which debuted in 1999; its pioneering format proved influential throughout the world, thanks to the system devised by the late Rob Gardner of seeing the players’ hole cards via a glass panel around the rim of the table. Across the Atlantic, the inventor of Transformer toys played a crucial role when he switched from chess to poker in his sixties because chess was giving him headaches; bored with ESPN’s coverage of the World Series, which simply pointed its cameras at a group of unhealthy-looking men playing cards, Holocaust survivor Henry Orenstein devised and patented the under-the-table camera, later known (because of its shape) as the ‘lipstick’ camera, which could also share the players’ hole cards with the viewer.

ESPN or CBS Sports had been airing short segments on the WSOP since 1979. But the capacity to see hole cards, allied with snappy graphics keeping tally of the pot, changing odds and so on led to an explosion of poker on cable television that turned the leading players into celebrities – even, in some cases, brands – whom the average Joe could find himself sitting down next to at a tournament. Joe’s liability, what’s more, was limited to the buy-in, which he could win in a low-entry-fee satellite, usually online. The new economics of poker were born, and the biggest beneficiary was that most telegenic of all card games, Hold’em, where the flop sits handily beside the sponsor’s logo.

If the first version of poker arrived in the United States in the 1820s, imported by French sailors landing in Louisiana, it took another hundred and fifty years for ‘community card’ variants to catch on. Then, just as the poker revolution was catching fire in the early twenty-first century, a Texan dealt a lethal blow to the game invented in his home state.

On 13 October 2006 – Friday the thirteenth, or ‘Black Friday’ as it soon became known in the poker world – President George W. Bush signed into law an outrageous piece of legislation that at least temporarily crippled online poker in the US. The ‘Unlawful Internet Gambling Enforcement Act’, which rendered it illegal to transfer funds between online gaming sites and financial institutions from banks to credit card companies, had been cynically sneaked through Congress in the early hours of Saturday, 30 September 2006, on the last vote before both Houses rose for the mid-term elections. In a nakedly opportunist move, apparently designed to appease the religious right and other fundamentalist voters, Senate majority leader (and then presidential hopeful) Bill Frist attached the anti-gaming act to the completely unrelated ‘Safe Ports Act’, a ‘war on terrorism’ measure that passed on a mere voice vote. It made little difference to US politics – the Republicans lost control of the House, anyway – but it dealt a lethal blow to online poker, which the legislation treated as a game entirely of luck, like craps or roulette.

As far as Texas Hold’em was concerned, the wretched Bush acquiesced in this fundamental assault upon a game of supreme skill invented in (and indeed named after) the state of which he had once been governor. The consequences are still with us, perhaps to be resolved by the next occupant of the White House. The first was to see the number of entrants in the world championship event of the 2007 World Series of Poker fall for the first time in the tournament’s thirty-eight-year history.

Nine months later, nonetheless, on 11 May 2007, the Texas State Legislature formally passed Resolution 80(R) HCR 109, declaring:


WHEREAS, The popularity of the poker game Texas Hold’em has increased dramatically over the past several years, and each day untold numbers of people throughout the world play this exciting game of skill, intuition and good old-fashioned luck; and

WHEREAS, A true phenomenon of our time, Texas Hold’em has taken the world by storm, captivating countless card enthusiasts with its deceptively simple format; whether betting and bluffing across casino tables and kitchen tables, raising and folding in the virtual world of online card rooms, or moving ‘all-in’ at charity poker tournaments, poker players everywhere have embraced this fascinating and challenging game; and

WHEREAS, The game’s invention dates back to the early 1900s when it is traditionally held that the first hand of the popular card game was dealt in the city of Robstown, and from there it traveled northward in the hands of ‘rounders’ and up the sleeves of cardsharps who quickly recognized the game’s potential for mass appeal; and

WHEREAS, Poker legends such as Crandell Addington and Doyle ‘Texas Dolly’ Brunson helped further popularize the game in and around Texas in the 1950s, and they and others eventually brought Texas Hold’em to Las Vegas, where it was first played at the Golden Nugget casino in 1967; three years later, the inaugural World Series of Poker was held at the Horseshoe Casino, featuring no-limit Texas Hold’em to determine the world champion, and that annual tournament has continued to grow in both size and stature with each passing year; and

WHEREAS, The popularity of Hold’em has no doubt been spurred by the advent of online gaming and by the broadcast of televised poker tournaments, most notably the World Series of Poker’s ‘Main Event’, a $10,000 no-limit Texas Hold’em tournament that attracts top poker professionals, talented amateurs, celebrities, and poker wannabes from around the globe hoping to become the next world champion of poker; and

WHEREAS, It is said that Texas Hold’em takes a minute to learn and a lifetime to master, and this telling statement underscores the high level of skill necessary to win consistently; a successful Hold’em player relies on reason, intuition and bravado, and these same qualities have served many Texans notable well throughout the proud history of the Lone Star state; now, therefore, be it

RESOLVED, That the 80th Legislature of the States of Texas hereby formally recognize Robstown, Texas, as the birthplace of the poker game Texas Hold’em.



There is no evidence beyond this eyebrow-raising document that Texas Hold’em dates back to the early 1900s; and nothing but ‘tradition’ to suggest that the first hand was dealt in the small, south-east Texas town of Robstown, a suburb of Corpus Christi in Nueces County. Robstown was not even founded until 1906, when it was named for a prominent son of Corpus Christi, Robert Driscoll.

Johnny Moss, never the most reliable of witnesses, claimed to have played Hold’em in the 1930s. In his forthcoming book The Story of Poker, James McManus will suggest that Hold’em arrived in Dallas, the ‘unofficial gambling capital’ of Texas, around 1925. ‘No one knows for sure where and when the first hand of hold’em was dealt,’ he has already written in Card Player magazine. ‘One plausible guess is that a dozen or so Texas ranch hands wanted to play a little stud, but found they had only one deck. The most creative cowboy must’ve got to thinking: If five cards were shared by all players, as many as twenty-three of them could be dealt two-card hands . . .’

McManus quotes Moss claiming to have played limit at the Elks Club and no limit at the Otters Club, both in Dallas, in the 1930s. But he also points out that, when the authoritative Oswald Jacoby on Poker appeared in 1940, it mentioned ‘no game called or resembling Hold’em’. The same goes for Foster’s Complete Hoyle, which appeared in 1963. Five years later, the A. D. Livingston who introduced the game to America in that 1968 issue of Life magazine, could not find a single reference to Hold’em, or even Hold Me, Darling, in his extensive collection of poker books.

But let the Texas legislators have their self-regarding moment in the sun; at least they called Hold’em a game of skill, thus belying the law enacted by their pal Bush – which was all but endorsed in the UK by an absurd court ruling (in the Crown’s case against London’s Gutshot Club) adjudging poker to be a game of luck because the deck is shuffled before the deal. If Texas Hold’em is a game of luck, how come you see the same players at final tables month in, month out? How come so many expert players make a handsome living from the game?

Luck (or chance) is but one element of poker; much of the skill lies in knowing how to minimise it. That, among many other things, is what this book will now attempt to teach you.


2

How the Game Works

This chapter is here for beginners. If you already know how to play poker, including Texas Hold’em, you can skip straight on to Chapter 3.

 

 

Hold’em is the simplest of poker games to follow, but one of the most complex to play – so full of possibilities as to require consummate skill, especially in ‘reading’ your opponents, at the highest level. It will take you a moment to learn, in the time-worn truth, and a lifetime to master.

The game was devised, as we have seen, so that as many people as possible can play at the same table – sometimes ten, usually nine, then (in tournaments) fewer as players get knocked out, until two players are left ‘head to head’, or ‘heads-up’. This one-on-one version can itself be a two-player variant of Hold’em; there are even heads-up tournaments these days.

Each player is dealt two cards, face down. These are your ‘hole’ cards, or ‘pocket’ cards. Between betting intervals, five ‘community’ cards will then be dealt in the middle of the table – at first three simultaneously (the ‘flop’), then one (fourth street, or ‘the turn’), then the last (fifth street, or ‘the river’). Between them, these five communal cards are called ‘the board’.

The purpose of the game is to combine either or both of your hole cards with the communal cards in the middle so as to create the best possible five-card poker hand. Occasionally it is possible that the board wins – i.e. no player still in the hand can improve on the five community cards, in which case the pot will be split between the surviving players.

With a professional or non-playing dealer, a button will pass clockwise round the table to indicate which player is nominally dealing the hand. The two players to the dealer’s left are called ‘the blinds’; before the deal, they are obliged to put in compulsory bets to start building a pot. Dealer’s left is called the ‘small blind’, the next seat the ‘big blind’ (usually double the small blind). This works out the same for every player, who has to do both once a round. In the later stages of a tournament, as the level of the blinds increases, putting pressure on the players with fewer chips, every player will also have to put in an ‘ante’ each hand, which will also increase with the level of the blinds.

After the deal, before the flop, the betting starts in the seat after the big blind. This player has three options: to ‘call’ (i.e. match) the blind, raise it (by at least as much), or to fold (surrender his or her cards, taking no further part in the hand). And so it goes around the table, with each player either calling, raising, reraising or folding – and the small blind must match the big blind, and both blinds any raise that may have been made, to stay in the hand. The blinds also have the option to raise.

Once this betting round is complete, the dealer will ‘burn’ a card (a tradition originally designed to prevent cheating) and reveal the flop. There follows a second round of betting, where the first player to speak may now ‘check’ (or bet nothing, but stay in the hand), before another burn and the turn, then another betting round before the river. One final round of betting follows before the ‘showdown’, if more than one player remains in the pot.

Bluffing is a common tactic in Hold’em – i.e. ‘representing’ a good hand by betting with lesser ones, or ‘rags’, in the hope of scaring your opponents into folding (see pages 57–8, 85–6 and 123).

The other key element to the game is ‘position’. The first player to speak, i.e. the first to the dealer’s left still in the hand, or ‘under the gun’, is in the worst position, or ‘out of’ position. The last player to speak is in the best position, as you get to know what all the other players are up to before making your own decision. Usually, of course, this is the button, or nominal dealer; next best is the ‘cut-off’ seat, immediately before the button. Again, this evens out with each round, as position changes for all players with each hand. But the best Hold’em players maximise their use of position, regardless of the quality of their hand. Players in late position often try to ‘steal’ the pot with a bluff if they sense weakness around the table before it is their turn to act.

Finally, the version mostly played in this book (as on television) is no limit Hold’em, at which any player can bet as much as he wants or has in front of him at any given time. There is also limit Hold’em, where the betting rounds have fixed limits, and pot limit Hold’em, where the maximum bet is the total of the pot (see Chapter 7). But no limit Hold’em has become, to Anglicise Doyle Brunson, the Rolls-Royce of poker games.

The basics

The ranking of hands

A poker hand is always made up of the best five cards available to you. So the first thing to do is read, mark, learn and inwardly digest the ranking of hands, from worst to best:

Ace-high (e.g. As-Th-6h-3c-2d)

no cards of the same denomination, no five of any one suit, no five consecutive cards, the highest hand being defined by the highest card(s),

is beaten by

One pair (e.g. Ks-Jh-Jd-Th-6s)

two cards of the same denomination – the higher the pair, the better,

is beaten by

Two pairs (e.g. Qs-Qh-6d-6c-2s)

two × two cards of the same denomination, the highest upper pair deciding between two such hands,

is beaten by

Three of a kind (e.g. 6s-6h-6c-4s-2h)

three cards of the same denomination, or ‘trips’ – the higher, the better,

is beaten by

Straight (e.g. 5h-6c-7s-8h-9h)

five consecutive cards of different suits, can begin or end at the ace (A-2-3-4-5 or T-J-Q-K-A) – the higher the sequence, the better,

is beaten by

Flush (e.g. Ad-Jd-9d-6d-5d)

five cards of the same suit, the highest card(s) deciding,

is beaten by

Full house (e.g. Ks-Kh-Kd-7h-7s)

three of a kind and a pair, the trips deciding the winner,

is beaten by

Four of a kind (e.g. 8s-8h-8d-8c-Qd)

four cards of the same denomination – the higher, the better,

is beaten by

Straight flush (e.g. 3h-4h-5h-6h-7h)

five consecutive cards of the same suit, ranked according to the highest top card,

is beaten by

Royal flush (Ts-Js-Qs-Ks-As)

top five consecutive cards of the same suit.

A straight flush is a rare event indeed, a royal flush a once-in-a-lifetime hand. If you ever come up against one in a Hold’em game, you’ll lose as much money as the fortunate player holding it can sucker out of you. If you ever hold such a hand yourself at Hold’em, give thanks to the poker gods and pray that your opponent(s) call your well-judged bet on the river. This is the ultimate example of what they call a ‘monster hand’.

Concentrate on the ranking of hands until your knowledge of it becomes second nature. These are the only lines you have to learn by heart to be able to perform poker. The rest consists of subtleties that you’ll go on learning for ever. Poker, like life, is a game where every master of the game is still also its student. In poker, there is a hierarchy. But it can, as in life, be beaten.

Soon the ranking of hands will be subliminal second nature to you. Now let’s play some hands, to begin to learn the infinite subtleties of Hold’em. For now, just ask yourself which player is winning the following hand of Hold’em. Each player has been dealt two hole cards, known only to himself. An initial bet – ‘the blind’ – has been called, a card from the deck has been burned by the dealer, and a flop has been dealt.

The flop

As we saw, the flop is the name for the three communal cards in the middle of the table. Players use their two concealed or hole cards together with the three cards available to all players to make a five-card hand – with two more still to come. For now, remember: no matter how many cards are available to you, your final hand will always be the best five cards on offer.

Right? So who’s winning here?


Player A

As-2s

Player B

7d-7c

Player C

Jd-Td

Player D

9d-7s

Player E

Ks-Ac

You

Kh-2h



With A-K, or ‘Big Slick’ (see panel overleaf), Player E is bound to play the hand even if he’s worried that another player might have a pair – as does Player B. But sevens are only a medium-sized pair. Either one of them may raise, but Players A and C both have suited hands – as do you, but theirs are also connectors, and yours is the weakest pre-flop. If there’s any action at all, which seems highly likely, Player D should certainly fold. Now here comes the flop.


The flop: 7h-Ah-9h



This a great flop for you. Here’s why:

•   Player A has a pair of aces, but he’s behind.

•   B, who now has a ‘set’, or three of a kind – ‘trip’ sevens – is ahead of him.

•   C has four cards to an ‘inside’ straight (7-9-T-J). He needs an 8 to complete it.

•   D (a ‘loose’ player who has wrongly stayed in the hand) has two pairs, sevens and nines.

•   E has a pair of aces with a king ‘kicker’ or strong side card.

•   But you are winning the hand, with a flush in hearts (Ah-Kh-9h-7h-2h). Since you have the king of hearts, and the ace is ‘on the board’, you also know your flush cannot be bettered. Any player with two hearts in the hole (say Qh-8h) would be likely to lose a bundle to your higher Ah-Kh flush.

There can be no higher flush out there. You should make a strong bet (or raise) at this point because (for now) you are holding ‘the nuts’, the best hand available. But it might swiftly get worse, as we shall see in a minute, after we’ve taken a look at:

Nicknames of pocket hands



	A-A

	American Airlines




	A-K

	Big Slick




	A-Q

	Big Chick




	A-J

	Ajax, or Jackass




	A-10

	Johnny Moss




	A-8

	Dead Man’s Hand




	K-K

	Cowboys




	K-Q

	Royal Wedding




	K-J

	Kojak




	K-9

	Canine




	Q-Q

	Siegfried and Roy




	Q-J

	Maverick




	Qs-Jd

	Pinochle




	Q-9

	Quinine




	J-J

	Fish Hooks




	J-5

	Motown




	J-4

	Flat Tyre




	10-4

	Broderick Crawford




	10-2

	Doyle Brunson




	9-9

	German Virgins




	9-5

	Dolly Parton




	8-8

	Snowmen




	7-7

	Sunset Strip




	7-2

	(The) Hammer




	6-6

	Route 66




	5-10

	Woolworth




	4-5

	Jesse James




	4-4-4

	Grand Jury




	3-8

	Raquel Welch




	3-3

	Crabs




	2-9

	Twiggy




	2-2

	Ducks





The nuts

What each player seeks is the nuts, the holy grail of hands, the best cards available. Consider the following three-card flops and try to work out which hole cards would be strongest. What hand would give you the nuts?


Flop 1: 2s-Kh-Jh



You’ll notice that – as yet – no two pocket cards can connect a sequence of five consecutively to make a straight. Nor is a flush (yet) available, as there are no three cards of any one suit. So the best cards to be holding in your hand would be K-K, since this would give you top three of a kind or ‘trips’. Other strong hands (in descending order) would be J-J, 2-2, K-J, K-2 or J-2. But having the second-best hand gets you nowhere in poker. You might as well be holding ‘rags’. Your hand must beat all others at the table to win.


Flop 2: Jh-Td-Qh



On this flop, you’ll see that 8-9 in your hand would give you a low straight (8-9-T-J-Q), which would of course be beaten by 9-K (for a higher straight, 9-T-J-Q-K) or, best of all, A-K (the top straight, T-J-Q-K-A). So A-K, or Big Slick, would be the nuts here, likely to win good money off a lower straight.


Flop 3: Qs-As-Qc



The first thing to notice is that, thanks to the flop, every player is already holding a pair of queens. A single ace in the hole would give you two pair, aces and queens. But a single queen (one of only two remaining in the deck) would be better, giving you three of a kind or trip queens.

A pair of aces in the hole (a.k.a. ‘aces wired’, or ‘pocket rockets’) would give you a powerful full-house, trip aces and paired queens (A-A-A-Q-Q). But even that would be beaten by a player holding pocket queens (a pair of queens in the hole). The odds against it are high (see table, p. 67), leaving the ‘boat’ in danger of losing a lot of money, but pocket queens would give their fortunate possessor an unbeatable (at this stage) four of a kind or ‘quad’ queens (Qh-Qd-Qs-Qc) – the nuts. The only thing that can go wrong for this hand, over the next two communal cards, is an unlikely royal flush in spades, or freak quad aces.

Always remember that the board can win. If no one still in the hand can improve on the five cards in the middle, the pot is split between those still playing at the end (or showdown).

Hold’em: a card-by-card breakdown

You’ve seen how hole cards combine with communal cards to make a poker hand. Now consider the infinite niceties of the game of Hold’em, where each player makes the best five-card hand out of their two hole cards and not just three, but five communal cards. After the flop, there follows the fourth, then the final card. So each player has seven cards available to them, out of which the best five represent their hand.

Let’s pick up on our earlier example, as the fourth communal card (fourth street or the turn) is added to the flop in the centre of the table. You’re winning for now. But will you win the hand? The turn brings the 8s.


The board: 7h-Ah-9h-8s

Player A

As-2s

Player B

7d-7c

Player C

Jd-Td

Player D

9d-7s

Player E

Ks – Ac

You

Kh-2h



This 8s is a useful card for you. Player C has made his ‘gutshot’ straight, but is losing to your flush. So you’re still ahead. But then ‘fifth street’ or ‘the river’ brings the 9c


The board: 7h-Ah-9h-8s-9c

Player A

As-2s

Player B

7d-7c

Player C

Jd-Td

Player D

9d-7s

Player E

Ks-Ac

You

Kh-2h



This last card is disastrous for you – because two players now
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