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  Introduction


  If you want to play cards for money, poker is the ultimate gambling game. Learning to play is the easy part, but walking away with the money can prove difficult. Unlike bridge, poker is all about winning. You’ll need a good memory, inbuilt risk-factor judgement, a head for figures and a seriously spooky poker face.


  The objective of this little book is to get you playing the game as quickly as possible, but remember: playing poker at the highest level is the night-work of a lifetime.
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  There are many variations of poker, but as we’ve only got ten minutes, we’ll start with Straight Draw poker. This is the simplest form of the game and is played all over the world. The basic rules are quite simple. So, let’s get started.
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  You’ll need a full pack of 52 cards and some friends with money. Poker can be played by two people, but between five and eight usually works best.


  Each player puts an agreed sum into the middle of the table. This is called the ‘ante’. As a beginner, it is better to keep the ante quite low. Before you start you need to establish:


  A. The stakes.


  B. The finishing time – there’s nothing worse than someone suddenly having to leave after winning a huge pot.


  First, the cards are cut, and the person who chooses the highest card becomes the dealer. After shuffling the cards, the pack is cut again and the dealer deals clockwise, starting with the player to his left. Each player is given five cards, dealt one at a time, face down.


  The object of the game is to make the best hand by an exchange of cards and bet against the other players. The player with the best hand wins. The cards are ranked from the Ace down to the Two.
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  It is very important to learn the order in which the hands are valued. There’s nothing more annoying than someone asking, ‘Is a Straight better than a Flush?’ (The answer is NO.)


  This is how the hands are judged from the highest to the lowest:


  


  1. Royal Flush


  A sequence of five cards in the same suit, from the Ace to the Ten.
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  2. Straight Flush


  Any sequence of five cards in the same suit.
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  3. Four Of A Kind


  Four cards of the same rank.
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  4. Full House


  Three cards of the same rank with two other cards of the same rank.
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  5. Flush


  Five cards of the same suit.
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  6. Straight


  Five cards in sequence of any suit.
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  7. Three Of A Kind


  Three cards of the same rank.
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  8. Two Pairs


  Two cards of the same rank with two cards of another rank.
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  9. One Pair


  Two cards of the same rank.
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  10. Ace High


  An Ace with four odd cards.
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  The Highest Possible Hand


  The holy grail for all Poker players is a Royal Flush. It is made up of the highest Straight combined with a Flush to give the lucky holder an unbeatable hand.
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  The Lowest Possible Hand


  There is nothing positive one can say about this hand. It’s just a mix of cards that add up to very little. Even 6, 5, 4, 3, 2 would make a Straight, but the 7, instead of a 6, gives you nothing.
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  Now you can tell a poor hand from a good one, you can start playing the game. Of course, your chances of making a Royal Flush are almost as slim as those of you winning the lottery. But don’t worry, a pair of Nines once won the final game of a world series.


  


  Place Your Bets


  When all the players have been dealt five cards, they can pick them up and look at them. The player to the left of the dealer has to decide to do one of the following:


  A. Fold: discard her hand and take no further part in this round of the game.


  B. Check: choose not to bet (this is only allowed if no one has already made a bet).


  C. Play: make a bet.


  If a player decides to play, he must make a bet and put his chips or money in the middle of the table. The betting then continues around the table. Each player in turn can decide whether to match the bet, raise the bet or fold.


  


  Changing Cards


  Once the bets have been matched, the players who are left in the game can discard as many cards as they wish and draw new ones. It is rare for a player to change all of his cards.


  The dealer then gives each player new cards. These are given as they are requested, i.e. if a player wants three new cards, they are given together from the top of the deck.


  


  Bet Again


  When all the players have their new cards, the second round of betting begins. Once again, it starts with the first remaining player to the dealer’s left. He can check, bet or fold. The betting continues until the final bet is called or not. If the bet is called, the remaining players show their cards. The player with the highest hand wins everything that has been staked. This is called the ‘pot’.


  If the last bet is not called, the player who made the last bet wins the pot. He does not have to show his cards. If the winner has been bluffing, the other players don’t want to see it anyway. And if not, they don’t really care.
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  Sorry, time’s up. Your ten minutes are over, and now you have to jump in at the deep end. Find some people with pots of money, sit them around a table and deal the cards.


  The important thing is to start playing as soon as possible. Betting, calculating odds, bluffing and assessing your opponents will all be picked up along the way. You’ll find tips and tricks on the following pages. If you do get hooked and want to play in the World Series, work your way up in some serious poker schools and buy a thicker book than this one.


  Play as much as you can, but be warned: poker is a dangerous game if you find yourself out of your depth. Sadly, the way to learn is by playing with better players. The problem is, better players have a habit of walking off with your money.
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  As the outrageously wealthy Warren Buffett once said, ‘In every poker game there’s always a patsy. If you can’t work out who’s the patsy, it’s probably you.’
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  If you do decide to try your luck at a casino, you’ll always meet an interesting mix of characters. And, whatever happens, it’ll be a lot of fun. They’ll take you as they find you – and your money, if they can.
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  Okay, you can now play Straight Draw poker. Next you’re going to learn Texas Hold’em. This popular version is often seen on television; it’s easy to learn, but a complex game once you’ve got your cards.
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  Each player is dealt two cards face down.
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  Then there is one round of betting. The dealer discards the top card from the pack (this is called the ‘burn’) before dealing three cards face up into the middle of the table. These cards are called the ‘flop’ and are shared or ‘owned’ by all the players.


  After the flop there is another round of betting, starting with the player to the dealer’s left. He may check, bet or fold. The action continues clockwise. When the betting has finished, the dealer burns the top card from the pack, and one more card is dealt face up next to the flop. This card is called the ‘turn’. Then there is another round of betting. When this round is finished, a fifth and final card is dealt. This is called the ‘river’ and is dealt face up next to the turn.


  


  Community Cards


  So, each player has two cards face down and the five shared cards on the table. The remaining players can now make up their hands from the two cards they hold and the five cards that are face up on the table. Now there is a final round of betting, and the betting continues until there is a showdown to decide the winner.
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  In Texas Hold’em, good hands or equal hands are often produced. Obviously, if the best hand is on the table, every one will ‘hold’ it. So make sure you’ve got the cards that will make the difference.


  Texas Hold’em is called a ‘community game’ because the cards in the middle of the table are shared or ‘owned’ by all the players.


  


  Blinds


  Texas Hold’em uses a blind system instead of an ante to get some money into the pot. There is a small blind, which is half the minimum bet, and a big blind that is equal to the minimum bet. The two players to the left of the dealer pay the small and big blinds before the cards are dealt. As the dealer’s position moves after each hand, the position of the blinds moves around the table. This ensures that each player must take his or her turn in paying the blinds, so the player to the dealer’s left pays the small blind and the other player pays the big blind.
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