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  About the Author


  Introduction


  There’s never been a better time to learn poker. With the advent of the lipstick camera – a tiny camera pioneered by the World Poker Tour that is positioned next to each competitor and shows the television audience what the players can’t see: each other’s cards – poker has become a spectator sport and its popularity has sent TV ratings through the roof. More and more people are learning how to play for the first time, or brushing up on their game if all they’ve ever done before is learn the rudiments in order to play at the kitchen table with family and friends.


  Although the players you see on television and those entering high buy-in tournaments such as the World Poker Tour and the World Series of Poker are incredibly skilled, most of the new players coming into the game are not. The majority of poker players you’ll encounter have never read a poker book in their lives.


  Just a bit of study will give you an edge over most of the players you’ll encounter in casino poker games. You can even earn money-playing poker without having to be a world-class player. All you have to do is be able to beat your opponents. You can’t say that about most other sports and games. If you’re not one of the top tennis players in the world, or one of the best basketball players, or a world-class golfer, you might enjoy the sport as a hobby, but you can’t count on it to supplement your income.


  But when you’re playing poker, you needn’t be as skilful as a World Series of Poker winner to make a buck from your favourite hobby or avocation. You just have to keep one step ahead of your opponents. It’s all relative, and a little learning gives you a big edge.


  This surge of interest in poker has resulted in a publishing bonanza for poker books aimed at players at all levels of skill and development. This book is aimed at beginning poker players as well as more experienced players, who might have a lot of table time under their belt, but who have not taken the time to study the game. I know about most of these books. I’ve written ten of them myself. The format of 52 Great Poker Tips is straightforward. Following an introduction to Texas hold’em poker there are 52 tips – one for each card in the deck. If you learn the game and learn these tips, you will profit from them. Just applying one tip each time you visit a card room or casino can produce money in your pocket or save you from the devastation of a really bad day at the tables.


  You are living during hold’em’s good old days. That’s right. There’s never been a better time to learn the game, or a better time to ply your skill at the tables. With all the newbies flocking to casinos and cardrooms everywhere – including cybercasinos that can be accessed from the Internet – games are typically filled with beginning players who are less skilled than you. At lower betting limit games, you might find an entire table filled with beginners.


  It’s a gold rush for good players. So pick up this book, read the tips and improve your game. Although this book is aimed at beginning players, the truths in these tips can be applied to all games, even those filled with skilful players.


  While this book shouldn’t be your complete poker education – no single book can hope to accomplish that – it’s a beginning aimed at grounding you in proper play and allowing you to spread your wings and grow as a player.


  If You’ve Never Played Texas Hold’em Before


  Poker is a collection of games with common attributes such as hand rankings, betting and bluffing. In Texas hold’em, the highest poker hand wins. Other forms of poker reward the lowest hand, and in still others the highest and lowest hands split the pot.


  Poker differs from the vast majority of casino games because it’s you against the house in casino games, and the odds are always in the house’s favour. Poker players don’t compete against the house; they’re just trying to beat the other players. The house is your host and makes its money by raking a token sum from each pot, or collecting a time charge from each player every 30 minutes, to pay for the table, chips, chairs and a trained, professional dealer.


  Poker is a game of money that’s played with cards. Underlying each strategy in poker is the relationship between the odds against making your hand and the size of the pot. It is a constantly changing environment where choices are usually made on incomplete information. Although luck is significant in the short run, players making better decisions than their opponents are certain to be rewarded over the long haul.


  That’s another way of saying that your decisions matter in poker. In the long run, whether you decide to choose black or red at the roulette table doesn’t matter at all. But decision-making matters at poker, and at the end of the day the best decisions usually determine the winners.


  Poker players exercise control over their actions. Can I make better decisions than my opponents? If I can, I will be rewarded – with matchsticks or millions – depending on my willingness to take a risk and back it with logic, knowledge of my opponents and my instincts. A little luck never hurts, either.


  Texas hold’em, which is far and away the most popular form of poker, is a simple game to learn. The objective is to win money. You accomplish this by winning pots – the money or chips wagered during the play of each hand.


  A pot can be won by showing down (revealing) the best hand at the conclusion of the betting rounds. When two or more players are still active after all the betting rounds are completed, they turn their hands face up. The pot then goes to the player holding the best hand.


  Pots are also won when all players but one have folded, thereby relinquishing their interest in the pot. The winner may have the best hand or may have been bluffing – it doesn’t matter. When everyone else surrenders their claim to the pot, it belongs to the last man – or woman – standing.


  Hand Rankings


  Poker is played with a standard 52-card deck comprised of four suits: spades, hearts, diamonds and clubs. Each suit is equal in value and there are thirteen cards of each suit. An ace is the highest-ranking card in a suit, followed by king, queen, jack and ten down to two (or deuce) in descending order. An ace may also be used as the lowest ranking card in a five-high straight (5-4-3-2-A), which is also called a wheel or bicycle.


  Although Texas hold’em is played with seven cards, the best hand refers to the best five-card hand. Hand rankings are a function of probability: the rarer the hand, the more valuable it is.


  Straight flush


  A straight flush is five cards of the same suit in sequence, such as 9[image: ]8[image: ]7[image: ]6[image: ]5[image: ]. A royal flush is simply an ace-high straight flush –A[image: ]K[image: ]Q[image: ]J[image: ]10[image: ] – and is the best possible hand in poker.
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  Four-of-a-kind


  Four-of-a-kind, or ‘quads,’ is a five-card hand comprised of all the cards of one rank plus one unrelated card, such as J[image: ]J[image: ]J[image: ]J[image: ]5[image: ]. The higher the rank, the better the hand.
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  Full house


  Three cards of one rank and a pair of another make a full house. The rank of the full house is determined by the three-card grouping, not the pair. A hand like 9[image: ]9[image: ]9[image: ]5[image: ]5[image: ] is referred to as nines full of fives and would beat a lower full house such as 8[image: ]8[image: ]8[image: ]A[image: ]A[image: ].


  [image: ]


  Flush


  A flush is any five cards of the same suit, in any sequence. If there is more than one flush, the winning hand is determined by the rank order of the highest card – or cards – in the flush. A flush comprised of A[image: ]Q[image: ]J[image: ]6[image: ]5[image: ] is higher than A[image: ]Q[image: ]J[image: ]4[image: ]3[image: ].
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  Straight


  A straight is five cards in sequence but not all the same suit. If more than one straight is present, the highest card in the sequence determines the winning hand. For example, J[image: ]T[image: ]9[image: ]8[image: ]7[image: ] (jack-high straight) beats 9[image: ]8[image: ]7[image: ]6[image: ]5[image: ] (nine-high straight).
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  Three-of-a-kind


  Three cards of the same rank plus two unrelated cards makes a hand called three-of-a-kind. Poker players refer to three-of-a-kind as trips or a set. If you held 8[image: ]8[image: ]8[image: ]K[image: ]4[image: ] you could refer to it as trip eights or a set of eights.
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  Two pair


  Two cards of identical rank along with two cards of a different but identical rank, plus one unrelated card, comprise two pair. When more than one player has two pair, the highest ranked pair determines which hand is superior. If two players have the same higher pair, then the rank of the lower pair determines the winner. For example, Q[image: ]Q[image: ]8[image: ]8[image: ]4[image: ] (queens and eights) beats Q[image: ]Q[image: ]5[image: ]5[image: ]K[image: ] (queens and fives). If both players hold the same higher and lower two pair, then the rank of the unrelated side card, or kicker, determines the winning hand. If two players’ hands are identical, they split the pot.
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  One pair


  One pair is simply two cards of one rank plus three unrelated cards. If two players hold the same pair, then the highest unrelated side card determines the winning hand.
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  No pair or high card


  Five unrelated cards. When no player has at least a pair, the winning hand is determined by the rank order of the unrelated cards. For example, if only one hand contains an ace, that hand is the winner. If two hands contain an ace, the second-highest card determines the winner, and so on.
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  Betting


  Betting is poker’s key element. Minimizing losses when holding a poor hand while maximizing wins with good hands by betting or saving bets is what poker is all about.


  Texas hold’em has four betting rounds. In the first round, each player in turn must decide whether to call (match the bet), raise the blind bet or any prior raises, or else fold. The second, third and fourth rounds require a check or a bet from the player who is first to act, and then each player in clockwise rotation may either check or bet if no preceding player has bet. Once a bet has been made, players must choose to either fold, call or raise.


  When a player folds, he relinquishes all claim to the hand along with any chips he may have contributed to the pot. After the last round of wagering, a showdown among active players, when the hands are revealed, determines the winner.


  How much can you bet?


  In a fixed-limit game, no one may bet or raise more than a predetermined number of chips. This limit usually varies with the round of the game. Betting limits double on the third wagering round in most Texas hold’em formats. If you were playing Texas hold’em and the betting limits were $10–$20, during the first two rounds bets would be in increments of $10. Those increments would double to $20 on the last two rounds of wagering.


  Spread-limit games allow bettors to wager any amount within the limits. A limit might be $2–$10, which means that any wager between $2 and $10 is permitted, with the proviso that a raise must be at least the equal of the bet that preceded it.


  In most limit games, a bet and either three or four raises per betting round are permitted.


  In pot-limit, bets or raises are limited only by the amount of money in the pot when the wager is made. A player who raises may count his call as part of the pot. If there is $10 in the pot, and someone wagers $10, a raiser may call that bet, making the pot $30 and then raise the entire pot. When he is done, the pot will contain $60. However, always state that you intend to raise before placing any chips into the pot.


  In no-limit, a player may bet or raise any amount of chips he has in front of him at any time.


  Table stakes


  You can’t add chips or money to the amount you have on the table during the play of a hand. If you run out of money, you can only compete for the portion of the pot that your bets cover. Casino games in the USA and most European countries are always table stakes. However, if you are in an unfamiliar place for the first time, always ask about the local rules.


  Going all-in


  If you cannot cover a bet or raise, or if you are playing no-limit and wish to commit all your chips to the pot, you are said to be all-in. An all-in player can only vie for the portion of the pot his or her money covers. Other active players may still wager into a side pot. At the hand’s conclusion, the winner of the side pot is decided first, then the winner of the main pot.


  Only the players who bet into the side pot are eligible to win it, but everyone who played the hand to its conclusion or went all-in is eligible for the main pot. It’s possible to have more than one side pot if more than one player goes all-in at different points in the hand, and it’s possible to have more than one winner at the showdown. An all-in player, or any other player for that matter, can always purchase more chips between hands.


  String-raises are forbidden


  Calling a bet and then reaching back for more chips and announcing a raise is called a string raise and is not allowed. This rule prevents a player from reading the reactions of his opponents while he puts some chips in the pot and then deciding to raise if he thinks he’s got the best of it.


  Protect your hand


  A poker player, like a boxer, should protect himself at all times. If you aren’t certain whether yours is the best hand at the showdown, turn it face up and let the dealer make that determination. Although in most places cards speak, dealers can make mistakes. If you believe you hold the winning hand, turn your cards face up and announce it. There’s no penalty if you’re wrong and it may get you the pot if the dealer misread your hand and you’re right.


  Blind bets and dealer button


  Every poker hand begins with blind bets, mandatory bets made by the two players to the left of the dealer button, a white disk designating the player who would be the dealer if the game did not have a professional dealer.


  The purpose of a blind bet – usually called a blind – is to tempt and tantalize players, enticing them into the pot and creating action because there’s some money to win.


  Basic poker strategy


  Without a basis for making decisions about whether to call, fold, raise or re-raise, poker is a lottery. But, played properly, it’s a game of skill. Each pot contains money, and winning money is what’s important. Winning pots is only incidental. Winning money means tempering enthusiasm with realism by being selective about the hands you play.


  To win the most pots, all you’d have to do is play every hand, call every bet, and you’d win every pot you possibly could. But you’d lose money in the process. Skilled players engage in few hands, but they look for ways to maximize the amount they win when the odds seem to favour them.


  This is really what poker is all about. Anyone can win in the short run. But over the long haul – when the cards have evened out – the better players will win more money with their good hands and lose less money with weak hands than will their adversaries.


  How to play Texas hold’em


  Texas hold’em uses blind bets that are posted by the two players to the left of the rotating dealer button. In a game with betting increments of two and four dollars, the blinds will be one and two dollars.


  Two cards are dealt face down to each player, followed by a round of betting. Each player, beginning with the player to the left of the two-dollar blind, may fold, call that two-dollar bet, or raise. The player who posted the one-dollar blind bet has an option to fold, call or raise, and the player who posted the two-dollar blind may also raise his own blind bet. In fixed-limit games, a bet and either three or four raises per betting round are permitted.


  If two or more players are active when the first betting round ends, three cards, called the flop, are turned up in the centre of the table. These cards may be used by each player in combination with his or her own two cards. Another round of betting follows. A fourth communal card, called the turn, is dealt and there’s another round of betting, this time in four-dollar increments.


  If at least two players are still vying for the pot, a fifth and final communal card, called the river, is turned up and the last wagering round takes place. If two or more players remain at the conclusion of all the betting rounds, a showdown determines the best hand.


  


  Six Quick Tips for Winning Hold’em Play


  
    If you play hold’em correctly, you’ll have incorporated all of these tips into your game.


    [image: ] Play few hands from early position. You’ll throw lots of hands away, but you’ll be saving money.


    [image: ] Position is critical in hold’em. Be aware that hands that you would fold in an early position can be raising hands in late position.


    [image: ] Fit or fold: If the flop does not help your hand, you must consider folding, regardless of how sweet it may have looked before the flop.


    [image: ] Tread carefully. Many of your opponents will play A-K as strongly as a pair of aces or kings, but it is not. A-K is a powerful drawing hand but it usually needs help on the flop to win the pot.


    [image: ] Note that the use of community cards, the positional aspect of the game, and the fact that on the flop you will see 71 per cent of your hand for the cost of a single round of betting, means the best hand on the flop stands a good chance of holding up.


    [image: ] Be selective and aggressive – these are the keys to success.

  


  [image: ]


  Tip 1


  Better Betting


  Betting is what poker is all about. We usually bet when we have the best hand and whenever we think a well-timed bluff will win the pot without murmur or protest from an adversary across the table, even if he or she has a slightly better hand right now.


  Those pulse-raising moments when you drag a large pot feel terrific. But they don’t happen as often as you’d like. If you raised with A-K before the flop, you’ll flop a pair of aces or kings only about one-third of the time. Most of the time the flop won’t improve your hand and you’ll be left to decide what to do about it.


  Sometimes decisions are easy. Against three or more opponents you’re usually safe in assuming that at least one of your opponents likes the flop, and if the flop was no help to your hand, you’re probably an underdog right now.


  If someone bets, you can fold, forget about that once promising A-K and get ready for the next hand.


  But it’s different if your ace and king are suited and two cards of your suit appear on the flop. Now you have a draw to the best possible flush and any one of the nine remaining unseen cards of your suit will complete your hand. If an ace or a king comes on the turn you also stand a good chance of winning. After all, top pair with the very best side card, or kicker, wins a lot of hold’em confrontations.


  If the board (the community cards on the table) does not contain a pair – and a board without a pair cannot provide a full house or four-of-a-kind to an opponent – any of those nine flush cards will turn your hand into a sure winner and any of the other three aces or tree kings might be strong enough to capture the pot too. Although pairing your ace or king is no guarantee of winning, your hand is much more valuable than it would be if completing your flush was the only way you could win the pot.


  Suppose you flopped T[image: ]-4[image: ]-J[image: ] to go along with your A[image: ]-K[image: ]. Not only would any of nine hearts make the best possible flush, but any of the three remaining queens – the three that are not hearts – will make the best possible straight. And any other ace or king gives you top pair with top kicker.


  With more chances of winning, you get more value for each dollar you have wagered.


  This particular hand is so good that instead of attempting to complete your draw inexpensively by checking (not adding to the bet) and hoping that everyone else checks too, you might want to bet in order to get more money into the pot.


  Betting might even induce your opponents to fold their hands and then you’ll win without even having to get lucky. Between your chances of making a flush with one of the nine hearts presently unaccounted for, and making a straight with any of the other three queens – we’ve already counted the queen of hearts as one of the nine hearts, so we can’t count it twice – there are a dozen cards that can give you the best possible hand. And if a pair of aces or a pair of kings would win the pot, you’ve got an additional six cards to help you too.


  But things aren’t always clean and simple, not even in this case. An ace or king means it’s possible for one of your other opponents to make a straight too, so a card you think will win the pot for you might not. The only way of sidestepping this is to learn how to decipher what your opponents have.


  If the ten of hearts were replaced by a low heart, you wouldn’t have a straight draw, but then again, neither would any of your opponents. With a flop of 2[image: ]-7[image: ]-J[image: ], any ace or king stands a very good chance of helping you, while the chances of that card helping an opponent even more are almost nil.


  There’s a lot of food for thought here, but at the end of the day it’s important to realize that you can usually play drawing hands aggressively whenever you’re likely to win the pot by pairing your overcards as well as by completing your draw.


  [image: ]


  Tip 2


  Betting For Value


  Winning players make their opponents pay for the chance to draw a card that might give them the best hand. Any time you have the best hand and your opponent can’t win the pot without improving, your job is to make it pricey for him.


  Without a price to be paid in order to see another card, no hand is too much of a long shot. Even if the odds were 45-to-1 against your opponent – a situation that arises on the turn when there’s only one card in the deck that can help him – he has nothing to lose if he can draw for free.


  A free card gives him infinite odds, and while a 45-to-1 shot doesn’t sound like much, just remember this: he’ll fold his hand when it doesn’t improve, and won’t invest another penny in the pot – but when he miraculously makes his hand, you’ll bet, he’ll raise, you’ll call and your opponent will wind up winning the entire pot with a hand he would have folded had you decided to charge him any sort of reasonable price to try and catch a miracle.


  In fixed-limit hold’em, the balance between betting and checking can be confusing. Suppose we’re playing $6–$12 hold’em and we’ve reached the turn, where you have a flush draw and I have a pocket pair of aces. You’ll win by making a flush. But if your flush draw fizzles out, we
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