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Foreword to the Second Edition

‘m delighted to be asked to write a foreword to the second edi-
Ili()n of Winning Low-Limit Hold’em. Lee's book has changed
the landscape of lower limit hold’em games over the past six
years. It you don’t know what’s in this text, you're playing at a
serious disadvantage to those who do. You have to pay for your
poker lessons one way or another; Winning Low-Limit Hold em
is by far the cheaper tuition plan. Now, let's play hold’em.

Linda Johnson — former Publisher of Card Player
Las Vegas, NV
September, 2000 N
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Who Should Read This Book?

ow often have you bought a book only to discover that it
wasn’t what you were after? Before you spend your money

on this book, you should know if it’s right for you. So,
Read this book if:

You have played some poker, but have never played hold’em
and you’d like to give it a try. Maybe it just showed up in
your Thursday night home game. Maybe you just moved into
a town where they have public cardrooms. Maybe you’re
getting ready for a trip to Las Vegas and want to spend some
time playing poker. If you read this book through once,
you’ll be able to sit down and hold your own in just about
any low-limit hold’em game.

You’ve been playing hold’em for a month, or a year, or ten
years, and you just can’t beat it. You see the chips flying
around the table, and once in a while you have to borrow a
laundry bag to carry your winnings out, but sometimes you
have to borrow the laundry bag to cover the upper half of
your body. This book will help you find the problems in your
game and correct them.

You’re holding your own in low-limit hold’em games. Oc-
casionally, players will get up and leave when they see you
sit down. Nevertheless, you think that you might be missing
an extra bet or two every session. This book may give you
some ideas on how to find that extra bet.

Don’t read this book if:

® You've never played poker. If that’s the case, then we

strongly urge you to buy Fundamentals of Poker by Mason
Malmuth and Lynne Loomis or Poker for Dummies by Rich-
ard Harroch and Lou Krieger. Read and start playing. Then
come back here and start reading.

You're routinely crushing the competition in a $30-$60
hold’em game in southern California. You don’t need this

1
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book. However, we suggest that you frequently review
Hold’em Poker for Advanced Players by David Sklansky
and Mason Malmuth.

We hope you’ll find this book worth reading.

A v ¢ *

Introduction:
Why a Book on Low-Limit Hold’em?

t’s not like the world is clamoring for yet another hold’em

book. Furthermore, in our opinion, Sklansky and Malmuth
have written the definitive text on how to play medium-limit
hold’em.

However, $3-86 hold’em is probably the single most common
card game in U.S. public cardrooms. If you have never played
poker in a casino or public cardroom and decide to give it a try,
there’s a very good chance you’ll find yourself in a $3-$6 Texas
Hold’em game. Also, the low-limit game and its players have a
very different nature from that described in existing literature. In
some parts of the country, they have a special name for this
game: “No Fold’em Hold’em.”

What’s the difference between low- and high-limit
hold’em?

The concepts that you must understand to win at low-limit
hold’em are the same as those for any hold’em game (or any
poker game for that matter). However, many of the strategies
and ideas presented in other texts are not applicable to low-limit
games. This is not because those strategies are wrong, but be-
cause they are aimed at higher limit games and tougher oppo-
nents.

Why should the correct strategy for a low-limit game be differ-
ent from a higher limit contest? After all, a $30-$60 game is just
a $3-$6 game played with $10 chips. However, in general, the
players in a $30-$60 game are stronger than those in a $3-$6
game. They know more about the game, odds, different plays,
etc. Furthermore, the higher limit players are generally tighter.
Many fewer people will pay to see the flop in a $30-$60 than will
in a $3-$6. Therefore, there are some important strategic differ-
ences between the two games.
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Perhaps the biggest difference between low and high-limit
games can be summed up in a single word: mistakes. In a high-
limit game, most players will be more experienced. They will
make very few fundamental mistakes, and to beat them you will
have to make the most of every small edge you get. On the other
hand, in low-limit games, your opponents will generally make
many fundamental mistakes. They will call when they should
fold, check when they should bet, etc. Therefore, you don’t need
to capitalize on small mistakes. You can wait until you have a
big advantage (either you have a very strong hand or your oppo-
nent has made a serious mistake) and then take maximum advan-
tage of it. For that reason, your “variance” — the up and down
swings in your bankroll — may be less than that of an expert
player who plays in a tougher game.

I should note that since publishing the first edition of this book,
I have seen many of the “low-limit” game conditions we de-
scribe in games as large as $15-$30 and $30-$60. Particularly in
the California poker communities, many of the amateur players
are quite well-off, and some are very wealthy. Just as a rich busi-
nessman might choose to play blackjack for $100 per hand with
no concept of basic strategy, some well-to-do amateur poker
players play $20-$40 hold’em even though they know very little
about the game. Of course, in the $20-$40 game, there will prob-
ably be a few players who are very good, but remember: you
don’t have a take a test to play higher limit games.

What will you learn from reading this book?

This book will teach you how to play correctly in those “No
Fold’em” games. It will teach you which hands you can play,
and which hands you can raise. Perhaps most importantly, it will
teach you when to fold. We’ll cover various skills that you need
to beat the low-limit hold’em game. In some places, we’ll go a
little deeper into the theory — why you’re making a certain
play rather than just what to do. You’ll later learn that all of this
knowledge makes an excellent foundation for moving into big-
ger and tougher games.

Introduction: Why a Book on Low-Limit Hold’em? 5

If you read and study this book carefully and then apply what
you learn at the tables, you will be able to beat just about any
low-limit hold’em game.

What is your goal?

This book will teach you to be a solid low-limit hold’em player.
Like the best poker authors before us, we emphasize tight but ag-
gressive play; this means you won’t play many hands. You may
find warching a lot of hands, as opposed to playing a lot of hands,
boring. If your goal at the poker table is to have fun, do a lot of
gambling, and catch an occasional miracle card, then you should
not follow our recommendations. There is not a thing wrong
with this approach to poker; however, you will not be a consis-
tent winner. If that doesn’t bother you, and you can afford the
cost of your entertainment, we hope you enjoy yourself. On the
other hand, if you get your satisfaction from winning the most
money in your poker game, then you’re on the right track by
reading this book.

Note also that your opponents at the table will have different rea-
sons for being at the table as well. Understanding their reasons
for playing is a powerful tool to help you beat them.

What games does this book cover?

This book covers hold’em games from $1-$2 (becoming increas-
ingly rare) up to $5-$10 or $6-$12. At the $10-$20 level and
above, you will need some new skills, and you will see many
more solid players than in the lower limits. The example game
in this text is a $3-$6 structured limit game (described in detail
in “Hold’em Fundamentals” beginning on page 12). Spread limit
games are discussed beginning on page 148.

How this book is organized

The text is divided into three major sections. The first section is
an overview of the mechanics of hold’em and the types of games
you will encounter. The second section is the real meat of the
book, describing how to play before the flop, on the flop, and af-
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ter the flop. Finally, the third section covers miscellancous top-
ics, including a bibliography of our favorite poker books and a
glossary.

We encourage you to read the book from cover to cover at least
once, and then to review it (particularly the second scction) reg-
ularly. You will find that the first few times you play hold em,
most of the advice in the book will flee the moment you sit down
at the poker table. And conversely, the first couple of times you
read the book, little of it will make sense. But as you go back and
forth between the book and the table, each will become more un-
derstandable.

Vocabulary

Poker, like most pursuits, has its own vocabulary. We make an
effort to introduce terms to you before using them, but if you
come across something you don’t understand, look it up in the
glossary at the back of the book (page 176).

One final caveat

Playing poker well, like playing the cello, hitting a good fore-
hand, or writing a clear paragraph, demands study and practice.
If these could be done by following a simple formula, many peo-
ple would do them. However, if you spoke to Yo-Yo Ma, Marti-
na Navratilova, and George Will, they would tell you that they
practiced incessantly to master their craft. You might be sur-
prised to learn that the best poker players have probably “prac-
ticed” more hours than any of the distinguished people
mentioned above. )

We have literally worn the bindings off our best poker books
reading and rereading them. We have also invested thousands of
hours in playing poker. We hope you will do the same on your
journey toward poker excellence.

Acknowledgments

While only my name appears as the author, this book could not
have been written without the assistance and ideas ol Roy Hash-
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imoto. Among other things, he was the first person I’ve heard
formalize the concepts of “implicit collusion” and the “dominat-
ed hand” — both incredibly powerful ideas in low-limit poker
games. I believe that Roy has extraordinary insight into poker
theory; despite pleading from both myself and the publisher, he
chose not to have his name appear as a co-author of this book.
My frequent use of the editorial “we” is intended to convey
Roy’s participation in this project.

My experience with low-limit hold’em has been largely gathered
at San Francisco Bay area cardrooms, and I am indebted to all
the players there, good and bad, who make around-the-clock
poker a reality in my town. I also note with delight that as of Jan-
uary Ist, 1998, cardroom poker in California became non-smok-
ing, and we could return to the tables without risking our lungs.

I also need to thank my friends (met and not yet met) on Usenet’s
rec.gambling (now rec.gambling.poker) and Martin Veneroso’s
ba-poker list on the Internet for excellent conversations about
poker theory and practice. The same holds true for my valued
poker buddies at various home games in which I participate.

Chuck Weinstock of ConlJelCo unhesitatingly said “Yes” when
I suggested a book, even though I'd never before written one —
I am grateful for that vote of confidence. I also need to thank all
the folks at Card Player magazine for their support, assistance,
and friendship. Of course, when you mention Card Player, you
have to mention Linda Johnson in the same breath. Linda has
done extraordinary work to promote poker and bring it (some-
times kicking and screaming) into the 21st century’. I'm proud
to call her a friend. I also avoid any poker table at which she’s
sitting, except to say “Hi.”

Ken Butler, Michael Maurer, and Jay “Sippy” Sipelstein spent
many hours reviewing the original manuscript. Their efforts dra-

1Just as we were preparing to go to press, Linda announced her retirement
from Card Player.
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matically improved its quality. Sandra Bond's copy cditing
cleaned up a lot of awkward prose.

I have benefitted immeasurably from the great poker writers —
you can, too. Read Brunson, Caro, Ciaffone, Kricger, Malmuth,
Sklansky, and Zee (see page 173 for a complete list ol valuable
references). Then reread them.

My first poker lessons (as well as those in craps, roulctte, and
blackjack) came from my father, who, to the best of my knowl-
edge, has never played any of those games for money. He be-
lieved them to be a good way to teach me about numbers,
counting, and percentages. My mother, perhaps to counteract
this education, gave me an object lesson in gambling while on a
camping trip when I was five. Standing in a Nevada laundromat,
she showed me a nickel (which I knew to be exchangeable for a
candy bar) and dropped it into a slot machine, explaining that I
would get no value for the nickel. Of course, the slot machine
spewed forth a couple of dollars’ worth of nickels. To both of
them, I am grateful for gambling lessons, and much more that I
can never repay.

Finally, and most importantly, | come to my extraordinary fam-
ily: Lisa, David, and John Haupert. Lisa and | were married three
years ago, and she brought to the marriage David (now 17) and
John (now 13). The amount of time it took me to get around to
the second edition is simply an indication of how much fun I've
been having with them.

Disclaimer

I strongly belicve that the information in this book is correct.
However, neither [ nor any other poker writer can guarantee re-
sults at the tables. You, your opponents, and your cards are re-
sponsible for that.

LHJ
San Jose, CA — July, 2000
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Introduction to the Second Edition

was wrong. There — I said it. Yes, there were some things in

the first edition of this book that needed to be changed. After
all, it has been almost six years since the first edition was pub-
lished. If you study and participate in some activity for that long
and don’t learn a new thing or two... indeed, if you don’t change
your mind about some things you thought you knew, then you’re
not really paying attention, eh?

That said, I believe that the first edition of this book provided a
solid foundation for new hold’em players. I have been extremely
gratified by the response that the poker community has given to
“WLLH”; I can’t count the number of letters and emails that I
have received from readers telling me how much they learned
from the book. If you were one of those correspondents, or any-
body who read and enjoyed the book, I thank you. If you were
one of the people who pointed out mistakes and told me ways I
could make the book better, I thank you even more. With the ex-
ception of the gentleman who told me that I needed to cover vid-
eo poker, I trust that all of you will see your suggestions in print
here.

Those of you who read the first edition will notice that the jack-
pot chapter is gone. I decided I had nothing useful to say about
jackpots, and rather than spend a chapter saying that, I'd just say
it here and be done with it.
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Conventions Used in this Book

hroughout this book, we use the following notation to de-
scribe various hold’em hands — both general classes and

specific:
Rank

Suit

Starting Cards

Specific Hands

Ranges

The rank of a card is represented as a single
number or upper case letter: A, 2,3,4,5,6,7,
8,9, T.J,Q, K.

The suits are represented with their symbols:
&, 0 V. A

Two card hold’em starting hands are shown
as two character pairs. Since the specific suit
doesn’t matter, we show whether the two
cards are suited or not with a lower case ‘s’ or
‘0’ (“offsuit”). For example, “T80” is ten-
eight offsuit; “J9s” is jack-nine of the same
suit. A card whose rank is unimportant is
shown as an ‘X’. For instance, AXs is an ace
and any other card of the same suit.

Specific hands where suit is important are
shown as hyphen-separated pairs. For exam-
ple, “Ka-9” is the king of spades and nine
of diamonds; “Te-T&” is the ten of hearts
and the ten of clubs.

Sometimes we will specify a range of hands
that you can play before the flop. For in-
stance, we might use the range “KJs-T8s”
when talking about hands with a single gap
between the rank of the cards. This example
would refer to the hands KlJs, QTs, J9s, and
T8s.
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Hold’em:
The Game
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Hold’em Fundamentals

old’em (or more properly, “Texas Hold’em™) is a decep-
H tively simple poker game because only two of the cards you
play are exclusively yours. The rest are shared with the other
players.

Piay of the hand

Each player is dealt two cards face down. These two cards are
the only ones that are exclusively his.! There is a round of bet-
ting. Then the dealer burns a card (discards it face down onto the
table) and deals three cards face up in the center of the table.
These three cards are called the “flop” — they are community
cards that are shared by all players. There is a second round of
betting. The dealer burns another card and turns a fourth commu-
nity card face up. This card is called the “turn.” There is a third
round of betting. The dealer then burns another card and deals
the fifth and final community card face up. This card is called the
“river.” There is a fourth and final round of betting.

If more than one player is left in the hand after the final round of
betting, there is a showdown. Each player makes the best five
card poker hand he can using his two hidden cards and the five
“board” cards (the flop plus the turn and river). He may use two,
one, or zero of his hidden cards to make his hand. If he uses nei-
ther of his two cards, he chooses to “play the board,” and the best
he can do is tie all other remaining players.

Betting formats

There are two common betting formats in limit hold’em:

“Structured” games have a fixed amount that a player may bet or
raise on cach betting round. Typically, this is the same amount
on the first two betting rounds, and then twice that amount on the

lThroughnut this book, we use male pronouns and possessives, This is not an
attempt to slight female dealers, players, or readers The material in this text
is difficult enough without confusing the sentence structure,
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last two rounds. For instance, a $3-$6 game would have $3 bets
and raises before and after the flop, then $6 bets and raises after
the turn and river cards. We use this $3-$6 game as an example
throughout the book.

“Spread-limit” games permit a player to bet any amount within
a certain range on each betting round. For instance, a common
spread-limit format is $2-$6, wherein a player may bet or raise
as little as $2 or as much as $6 on each betting round. However,
a raise must be at least as large as any previous bet or raise in that
round. Therefore, if somebody bets $5, any subsequent raise on
that betting round must be at least $5. Another common spread-
limit format increases the range on later betting rounds. For in-
stance, a $4-$4-$8-$8 game has bets and raises between $1 and
$4 on the first two rounds. On the last two betting rounds, play-
ers may bet or raise anything from $1 to $8.

Public cardrooms and casinos

In public cardrooms and casinos, hold’em is played with 9 to 11
players. A house dealer sits in the center of one side of a long ta-
ble. His job is to deal the cards, determine the winner(s) of the
hand, collect the house rake or time charge, and run the game.
He is not a player in the game.

A “dealer button” is placed in front of one player. It is a white
acrylic disk labeled “DEALER.” The person with the button is
the nominal dealer. The cards are dealt starting one to his left,
and he acts last on all betting rounds except the first. This player
is often referred to as “the button.”

Hold’em games rarely have an ante paid by each player. Never-
theless, in any poker game there must be some seed money in the
pot. Therefore, the first player to the left of the button puts in a
forced bet called a “blind.” More specifically, his blind is called
the “small blind” and is a fraction of a full bet (typically $1 or $2
in a $3-$6 game). The player to Ais left puts in another forced bet
called the “big blind” — a full $3 bet in our example. Spread-
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limit games often have just a single blind, onc position to the left
of the button.

Because the first two players have already acted (by putting in
blind bets), the player one to the left of the big blind is the first
with any choices on the pre-flop betting round. He may fold, call
the $3 bet, or raise the bet $3 (now forcing other players to call
$6 if they wish to continue). Each player in turn has this choice
with one exception: there is a maximum of three or four raises
per betting round.? Thus, after the maximum number of raises, a
player may only call or fold.

The blind bets put in by the first two players are “live blinds.”
When the action gets back around to them, they have the same
choices as the other players except they already have a full or
partial bet in the pot. For instance, when the betting gets to the
little blind, if there has been no raise and he has posted a $1
blind, he needs to add only $2 to complete his bet. However, he
may fold, or raise by putting in $5. The big blind already has a
full bet in the pot, and if there has been no raise, he can call with-
out putting more money in, or raise the bet $3 to a total of $6.

On each round of betting after the flop, the player to the left of
the button acts first and may either check (choose not to bet) or
bet. In the $3-$6 game, he is restricted to betting $3. In a spread-
limit game, he may bet any amount in the valid range. The bet-
ting round proceeds from there.

When the fourth round of betting is completed (after the river
card), the dealer determines the winner of the pot and pushes him
the chips. If two or more players have equivalent hands (suits do
not matter), the dealer splits the chips equally among them. Then
he moves the button one position clockwise, shuffles the deck,
and deals the next hand.

There is often an exception to the raise Hmit rule il only two players are in
the pot, they may raisc cach other until one of them is out ol chips.
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Time collection and rake

The cardroom has to make money somehow; the two common
ways are taking “time” payments and “raking” the pot.

If the house takes “time” payments, it either collects a fixed
amount (generally $5-6) from each player every half hour, or re-
quires the player on the button to put up a fixed amount ($3 is
common). Either way, the money is removed from the table and
dropped down a collection slot by the dealer.

In cardrooms where the pot is raked, the dealer removes a spec-
ified amount of money from each pot. A common rake in low-
limit games is 10% of the pot, with a maximum of $3 or $4.
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Reading the Board

s a hold’em player, you must be able to read the community
A cards (the “board”) and recognize how your land compares
with other possible hands, in particular, the hesr possible hand
(known as the “nuts”). For example, if the board is

Vo lve oA

the nuts is an ace-high spade flush. If you have Aa-7a in your
hand, you know that you have the best possible hand and will
win the pot. Now the only interesting question is how to get lots
of your opponents’ money into the pot. If you have Qa-Ta, you
have the second best possible hand. Your hand is still very good,
but anybody with the Aa and another spade beats you.

If the board has a pair on it, then a full house or four-of-a-kind
(**quads”) is possible. For a board of
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the absolute nuts is four kings. However, if you have K9 in your
hand, the worst that you can do is to split the pot with one other
player who has exactly the same hand. You've eliminated the
possibility of four kings because you have one, and your Kings
full of nines is the biggest full house possible.

You need to study many hold em boards until you can spot the
nuts (and the next couple of best hands) almost immediately.

16

A v ¢ +

Odds, Pot Odds, and Implied Odds

o play poker well, you must understand the terms odds, pot
T odds, and implied odds. Let’s be sure that you grasp each
term thoroughly before we go on.

Probability and odds

“Probability” is the likelihood of an event happening. It is a
number between zero and one, and is often expressed as a per-
centage. For instance, a .70 probability of rain today is the same
as a 70% chance of rain.

“Odds” are another way of expressing probability and are more
applicable to games of chance such as poker. Odds are shown as
a pair of numbers separated by a colon; the pair represents a ratio
between the probability of an event happening and its not hap-
pening. Being somewhat whimsical, we could say (from our ex-
ample above) that rain is a 7:3 “favorite” today. That is, the odds
of rain are 7:3 in its favor; for every seven times it rains on a day
like today, there will be three dry days. The opposite of favorite
is “underdog” (or “dog” for short). If you say, “That team is a 5:2
underdog,” you mean that for every two times they win in this
situation, they will lose five.

What do odds mean to betting? Let’s consider the weather fore-
cast above. You and a friend decide to bet on whether it will rain.
Given that you know rain is a 7:3 favorite, what is a “fair” bet?
If you choose to bet on rain, and your friend bets on no rain, you
should put up $7 for each $3 he wagers. Over 10 days, it will
probably rain seven times. You will collect $3 from your friend
on each rainy day for a total of $21. On the remaining three days,
it will not rain. Your friend will collect $7 from you on each dry
day for a total of $21. Thus, on any given day, one of you will
pay the other, but in the long run, you will both expect to break
even. Now, suppose you can find somebody willing to put up $4
for each $7 you bet, but you know that rain is indeed a 7:3 favor-
ite. You still lose $21 on the three dry days, but you collect $4
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each of the seven rainy days for a total of $28. In 10 average
days, you make a $7 profit! This book will tcach you to find and
exploit opportunities where you have a similar cdge over your
opponents.

Let’s look at a hold’em example. Suppose you have flopped a
heart flush draw. That is, you have two hearts in your hand, and

two more come on the flop. What are the odds of making your

flush on the next card (the turn)? There are a total of 13 hearts in
the deck; you have seen four of them, leaving nine more. You
have seen a total of five cards (your two plus three in the flop).
That leaves 47 unseen cards, of which nine are the hearts you
want to see. There are 38 cards that do not make your flush and
nine that do; the odds are 38:9 “against.” You are a 38:9 (slightly
worse than 4:1) underdog to make your flush on the turn.

Pot odds

Pot odds are the odds being offered to you by the pot compared
to the amount of money you must invest in it. For instance, sup-
pose after the river card is turned up, there is $30 in the pot. Your
opponent bets $6. The pot now has $36 in it, and you have to call
$6 to see his hand. You are getting pot odds of 6:1. You will also
hear the expression “the pot is laying you 6:1.” Now your choice
is (relatively) easy: if you are no worse than a 6:1 underdog to
win the pot, you call the $6; otherwise you fold.

Pot odds also apply to draws. Suppose you have a draw that is a
3:1 underdog to be made. For you to call a bet, there should be
at least three times as much money in the pot as the amount you
must call. Of course, that includes any bets that precede your
call. For instance, if the pot contains $15 and your opponent bets
$6, the pot now contains $21 and is laying you 3.5:1. Since you
are only a 3:1 underdog, you can call.

Implied odds

Going a step beyond pot odds are implied odds. More accurately,
they might be called implied pot odds. When you compute pot
odds, you can only consider the money that’s already in the pot.
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The concept of implied odds lets you ask the question, “If I make
the hand I’m drawing to, how much more money will I win than
what’s already in the pot?”

For example, suppose you have a flush draw with one card left
to come. You know you are about a 4:1 underdog to make your
flush. There is $16 in the pot, and your opponent bets $6. The pot
(now $22) is laying you about 3.7:1, but you're a 4:1 dog to
make your flush. According to strict pot odds, you can’t call.
However, suppose you’re “sure” that your opponent will call a
$6 bet on the river if you make your flush. Now you can act as if
the pot contains $28 (what it currently contains plus the $6 more
you will win if you make your flush). You can make the $6 call
with your flush draw.

Of course, when considering pot odds or implied odds for a
draw, you must be “sure” that you will win the pot if you make
your draw. If you’re not sure, then the pot must lay you a higher
price to make your draw correct. Also, when considering im-
plied odds, you must be just as sure that your opponent will call
your bet after you have made your hand.

Your money, the pot’s money

Poker players often get confused about to whom money belongs.
They say, “I have a lot of money in the pot.” This is a fallacious
concept. Once the money is in the pot, you should no longer care
whether it came from your stack or those of your opponents. The
only interesting question is whether the pot is laying you the cor-
rect price for a draw or whatever.

Don’t worry about how much money you have contributed to a
pot during a hand when deciding if a call is correct. The pot odds
(or implied odds) will answer that question and are unaffected by
your past contributions to the pot.

Some odds you should know

You are a 220:1 dog to be dealt a pair of aces (or any other spe-
cific pair). You are a 16:1 dog to be dealt a pocket pair.
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You are a 3.3:1 dog to be dealt two suited cards.
You are a 7.5:1 underdog to flop trips if you hold a pocket pair.

If you have an ace and a king in your hand, you arc a 2.1:1 un-
derdog to flop at least one ace or king.

If you have a pair of pocket kings, it’s about 4:1 in your favor
against a single ace showing on the flop without a king.

If you have two suited cards, you are a 7.5:1 dog to get at least
two more of your suit on the flop.

If you flop a flush draw (four to a flush), you are a 4.2:1 dog to
make your flush on the turn. You’re a 4.1:1 dog to make it on the
river if you don’t make it on the turn (you’ve seen one more card
that’s not your suit). Once you’ve flopped four to a flush, you’re
a 1.9:1 dog to make it by the river.

If you flop an open end straight flush draw (e.g., you have Ta-
94 and the flop comes 8a-7a-2&), you are a 1.2:1 favorite to
make a straight or better by the river.

An open end straight draw is about a 4.9:1 dog on either the turn
or the river. If you flop an open end straight draw, you are a 2.2:1
underdog to make it by the river. With a gutshot (inside) straight
draw, you are an 11:1 dog to make your straight on the next card.

Computing odds

Computing your odds of making a draw on the next card is fairly
straightforward. You simply compare the number of cards that
don’t make your draw to the number that do. Those are your
odds. For instance, suppose you have J¥-9# and the flop comes
Te-54-Q&%. Any eight or king will give you a straightl; you
have eight outsZ. What are the odds of making your straight on
the next card? Of 47 unseen cards, eight make your straight, 39

t’s worth noting that the straight you make with the king is not the nuts. Be
sure you know what is the nuts.

2An “out” is a card that will make your hand, and presumably win the pot for
you. This term, and many others, are defined in the glossary.
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do not. Thus you are a 39:8 (almost 5:1) underdog to make the
straight on the turn.
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The Typical Low-limit Hold’em Game

hen you sit down in a low-limit hold’em game, you are

likely to find a broad range of poker experience and
knowledge. Some players will be retirees who use the game as
their social club and book fifty hours or more there each week.
Others will have a discreet crib sheet in front of them showing
the ranking of poker hands. Most of your opponents will lie
somewhere in between — they’ll be working folks who come
down to the club for relaxation and a good poker game.

Low-limit games are often only half-jokingly called “no fold’em
hold’em.” You will often see seven or eight people at a nine-per-
son table call to see the flop. Furthermore, many players will stay
around after the flop with very weak or almost hopeless draws.
In some cases, they know that they’re taking the worst of the
odds, but they get a special charge from catching those miracle
cards and beating very strong hands.

Unlike in higher limit games, you are not likely to encounter any
professional players in your low-limit hold’em game; your op-
ponents will be playing for entertainment. The most obvious re-
sult of this is that people want to play more hands.

The two most common kinds of games are “loose-passive’” and
‘‘loose—aggressive.”l In the former, many players pay to see the
flop, but there is not much raising. In the latter scenario, there are
many players for each flop, but many pots have three or four bets
put in before the flop — everybody is “gambling.” Note that the
common thread between these two types of low-limit games is
many players in each pot; this is unusual in higher limit games.

Sometimes the nature of the game will change, and it will get
much tighter. When somebody raises before the flop, he may
win the pot right there. A significant percentage of hands do not

ISee the chapter “Player Stereotypes” beginning on page 140 for more infor-
mation about these terms.
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go past the flop. This is most common in short-handed games
(ones with fewer than the regular number of players).
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Quiz on Preliminary Chapters

ongratulations! You’ve made it through the first section. To
help cement the important points in your mind, please take

this quiz, and write down the answers. Then check your answers
against the answers on page 26. If you get any answers wrong,
go back and re-read the text until you understand the answer to
each question.

1.

2
3.
4

b

Should you read this book if you’ve never played poker?
What level of games do we define as “low-limit”?
How many cards in a hold’em hand are uniquely yours?

How many betting rounds are there in a hold’em hand, and
when do they take place?

How many cards does the “flop” contain?

How many cards do you use from your unique cards to
make your best five card poker hand?

Under the conventions of this book, what hold’em hands
do the following represent?

a) 88

b) Qlo

¢) T9s

d) AXo

e) Ja-Ta

f) Ke-4e

g) AQs-I9s

What is the best possible hand (the “nuts”) given these
boards? What is the second best possible hand?

a) Ae-Kv-6a-4a-Ta

b) 7v-4a-3¢-9v-Ja

C) Aa-5a-Te-2&-94
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d) 3&-Je-Qev-64-3¢
e) 6¢-9¢-9v-Ka-5¢
f) Ta-5v-Je-Qa-Ka
g2) Ja-24-Qe-dv-T7a
h) 4v-6a-8v-Je-Ov

Suppose you have the hand §¥-8 ¢. On the turn, the board
is 6&-84-7¢-9%. What are your odds of making a full
house or better on the river?

From the previous question, suppose just you and a single
opponent are left in the pot on the turn. He bets $6, and you
are persuaded that he has a straight. Of course, if you make
a full house (or better), you will win the pot. How much
money has to be in the pot after he bets for your call to be
correct?

Suppose you believe that your opponent will check and
call your $6 bet if you do make a full house. Then how
much money should be in the pot for you to call, trying to
make a full house or quads?
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Answers to Quiz on Preliminary Chapters

No, you should read Fundamentals of Poker by Malmuth

and Loomis, or Poker for Dummies by Harroch and Krieg-
er first.

$1-32 up through $5-$10 or $6-$12. Spread-limit games
from $1-$3 up to $2-$10.

Two.

Four. Pre-flop, after the flop, after the turn, after the river.

Three.

Two, one, or zero. If you use zero, the best you can do is

split the pot with all players remaining in the hand.

a) A pair of 8’s.

b) A queen and a jack of different suits (offsuit).

¢) A ten and a nine of the same suit (suited).

d) An ace and any other card of a different suit.

e) The jack of spades and the ten of clubs.

f) The king of diamonds and the four of diamonds.

g) The range of suited one-gap hands including ace-queen
suited, king-jack suited, queen-ten suited, and jack-
nine suited.

a) QJ for the ace high straight; next best is three aces.

b) T8 for the jack high straight; next best is 56 for the sev-
en high straight.

¢) 34 for the five high straight; next best is three aces.
d) Four threes; next best is queens full of threes.

e) 8e-7e for the nine high straight-flush; next best is four
nines.

f) Any ace for the ace high straight; next best is any nine
for the king high straight.

26
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g) Three queens; next best is three jacks. Note: three
queens is the lowest possible hand that can be the nuts
when all five board cards are dealt.

h) Aw and any other heart for the ace high heart flush;
next best is K® and another heart for the king high
flush.

To improve to a full house or better, you need the board to
pair. There are three each of sixes, sevens, and nines, plus
the last eight in the deck. That makes a total of ten “outs”
that give you a full house or better. Since you’ve seen six
cards (two in your hand, four on the board), there are 46
unseen cards, ten of them good for you. Thus your odds of
improving (making a full house or quads) on the river are
36:10 (3.6:1) against.

You are about a 3.6:1 underdog when your opponent bets
$6. Thus for you to call the $6 bet, the pot must contain 3.6
x $6 (about $22) when you call. If the pot (including his
last bet) is at least $22, you can call, hoping to improve on
the river. If you want to squeak out the last statistical detail,
note that for your opponent to have a straight, he must have
either a five or a ten. Because that five or ten must be in
your opponent’s hand, you can remove it from your theo-
retical deck of remaining cards. Now you can say that you
have 10 outs from 45 (instead of 46) unseen cards, making
you il 3.5:1 underdog. The pot must contain $21 for you to
call.

If you are persuaded your opponent will call your $6 bet on
the river, that is an extra $6 you plan to win should you im-
prove. You are still a 3.5:1 dog, so you still need $21 total
to justify your call. Subtracting the extra $6 you plan to
win, the pot only had to contain $15 for you to call on the

IBelieve me., this is right. It’s also not at all intuitive, and not the least bit nec-
essary to worry about until you start posting on Internet poker forums.
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turn. Note: All these calculations were done assuming you
would throw away your trips on the river if you didn’t im-
prove. If you were planning to call a bet if you didn’t make
your full house, then you are effectively calling $12 ($6 on
the turn and $6 on the river). Now the pot has to be offering
you better odds to call on the turn.

Section 11

Play of the
Hand
from Deal to
Showdown
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Playing Considerations Before the Flop

This chapter is not going to be easy.

There, you're warned. This is the first chapter in which we
actually talk about how to play low-limit hold’em. You will
have to read, study, and re-read this chapter and many others in
the book to get full value from them. It will be difficult, but it
will be rewarding.

Your decision to call, raise, or fold before the flop must be based
on several factors. Among the most important are:

®  Your cards

®  Your position

®  Your relative position

® How much money you must invest initially

® The number of players in the hand.

® How your opponents play

If you ignore any of these factors when making your first playing
decision, you are not likely to be a winning hold’em player.

Your cards

Starting hands (the two cards that are hnique to your hand) in
hold’em fall into some natural categories. You will learn that
hands in different categories do well in different situations, so
you need to understand and remember these categories.

Pocket Pairs: two cards that are a pair, for example, “pocket
9’s.”” Since the difference in value between pocket aces and
pocket deuces is so huge, we will separate the pocket pairs into
three sub-categories: aces down through jacks are “big” pairs,
tens through sevens are “medium,” and sixes through twos are
“little” pocket pairs. These subcategories are, of course, some-
what arbitrary, but this is a reasonable division.

30
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Big Cards: two “big” cards, ace through jack. A%-Q ¢ and Ke-
J & are examples of offsuit big cards. Av-K® and Ka-Qa are
examples of suited big cards.

Connectors: two cards one apart in rank. They have the ability
to make straights and, if suited, flushes and straight flushes. Ex-
amples are T#-9¢ and 6&%-54. Note that QJs has the distinction
of being both “Big Cards” and a “Suited Connector.” We some-
times include in this group the lesser quality hands with gaps be-
tween the ranks. For instance, 9a-7 a is a suited “one-gap.” T -
74 is a suited “two-gap.”

Suited Aces and Kings: fairly self-explanatory. Examples are
Aa-8a, Kv-9%. Of course, a suited ace is much stronger than a
suited king because if you make a flush with it, you have the nut
flush, whereas the king high flush can be beaten by the ace high
flush. Having an ace high flush is much better than having a king
high flush. Having a king high flush is only a litrle better than
having a queen high flush.

Believe it or not, even if you chose to play only hands that are in
these categories, you would be playing too many hands. Some of
them are not strong enough to play in certain positions and some
of them (32s comes to mind) are generally not strong enough to
play anywhere. However, many of your opponents will play ev-
ery hand that fits into the above categories, and a lot more as
well.

Your position

Your position is simply where you are in relation to the button.
Being on the button is the best position because you will act last
in all but the first betting round. Being one to the left of the but-
ton is then the worst position.
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Position is perhaps the most undervalued! component of good
hold’em play. It’s easy to see that bigger cards are better, suited
is better than non-suited, and if there is raising going on, you
need a stronger hand to play. However, many (if not most) low-
limit hold’em players make their playing decisions without con-
sidering their position. If you play without careful attention to
your position, your bankroll will suffer.

By acting after other players, you know what they will do
(check, bet, etc.) before they know what you will do on a given
betting round; this gives you an advantage. For instance, sup-
pose you have a very strong hand. If your opponent acts before
you and bets, then you raise. If he checks, you bet. Regardless of
his action, you get the maximum amount of money in the pot. On
the other hand, if you’re first to act, then you must decide be-
tween betting immediately, hoping he will call, or trying to
check-raise. If you check with the intent of raising and he checks
too, you have lost the bet you would have made had you bet and
he called.

Here’s another example of the importance of position. Suppose
you have 55 as your starting hand. If you are the first to act be-
fore the flop, you normally shouldn’t call. We will cover this in
detail shortly, but you need a lot of opponents to play small pairs.
Suppose you call with your 55 in early position. If the next play-
er to your left raises and scares out the other players, you now
wish you hadn’t called the original bet. However, suppose you
are on the button. If somebody raises early and limits the pot to
two players, you fold, knowing you’re doing the right thing. But
if six players call in front of you and there’s no raise, you can call
with your fives. Simply being closer to the button means you
have more information about how many opponents you will
have and how much you’ll have to invest, enabling you to play
this hand.

!That is, position is very undervalued by the average recreational player.
Strong hold’em players base their game heavily on position, almost as much
as on the cards they play.
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There is one aspect of position that is perhaps not as important
in low-limit hold’em as it is in the higher limits. In tough
hold’em games, when the flop doesn’t hit? anybody, the player
last to act can often bet and win the pot immediately. Because of
the number of “calling stations” that are often in a lower limit
game, it’s unlikely you’ll be able to do that. However, good po-
sition is still vitally important, and you must consider it at all
fumes.

For the purposes of this text, we will consider a nine-player ta-
ble. We’ll declare the first four positions to the left of the button
“early position,” the next three “middle position,” and the last
two (including the button) “late position.” Of course, you’ll need
to adjust this for the exact number of players at your table. When
doing so, tend to err on the side of caution; if you can’t decide if
it’s early or middle position, call it “early.”

Your relative position

There is another aspect of position to consider — let’s call it
“relative position.” It is where you sit in relation to specific other
players at the table. Obviously, your position with respect to the
button will change as it moves around the table. Your relative
position to another player will be less volatile. For instance, if
you sit immediately on a player’s left, then you’ll act after him
on every hand with the exception of ones on which he has the
button. If you sit directly opposite him at the table, you will act
before and after him equally often.

If there is a player who is very aggressive and raises a lot, you’d
generally like to be to his left. That way, you’ll see those raises
coming before you act and can drop your marginal hands. If you
sit to his right, too often you call one bet only to have him raise
behind you and now you wish you’d saved the first bet.

2The flop is said to “hit” you if it contains cards you can use. If you have Aa-
K a and the flop comes A ¢ -7&-4 %, it has hit you. If it comes Qa-Ja-104, it
has clobbered you over the head. If it comes 8¥-7%-6%, it has missed you
completely.
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If, however, that player bets and raises almost always (let’s say
90-95% of the time), then you want to have him on your left. Be-
cause he’ll be initiating action so frequently by betting or raising,
you’ll effectively act last after he has started the action. For in-
stance, this gives you the opportunity to check-raise the entire ta-
ble when you make a strong hand. Remember, for this to be
correct, that particular opponent must be almost guaranteed to
bet or raise when given the chance. Otherwise, keep him to your
right.

In general, you'd like to have loose passive players to your left.
They behave predictably so you’re more willing to have them act
after you. You will have an easier time predicting what they’ll
do, and will make the right play more often.

You may even want to move into an empty seat that gives you
better position with respect to certain players.

Note: positional concepts are not easy but they are important.
After you’ve read the entire book, come back and read this sec-
tion again — it will probably make more sense.

How much money you must invest initially

The obvious reason a player raises is that he has a strong hand.
If you are playing in a pot that has been raised one or more times,
there is a much better chance that you are up against strong
hands, and are more likely to make a second best hand. You need
a stronger hand to play in a raised pot.

Also, lots of raising before the flop reduces your implied odds.
As we discussed before, that’s money not currently in the pot
that you plan to win if you make your desired hand. As an exam-
ple, consider playing a small pair before the flop. You call with
the pair, hoping to flop a set.* If you don’t flop a set, you will
fold. You would like to pay one bet rather than four to see the

3Mason Malmuth’s book Gambling Theory and Other Topics contains an ex-
cellent discussion of where you want to sit in relation to various kinds of play-
ers.
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flop with this hand. The amount of money you’ll win after the
flop (assuming you make your set) will be about the same re-
gardless of the amount you invested pre-flop. Thus, if you must
call lots of raises pre-flop, you are paying a higher percentage of
your anticipated earnings before you’ve made your hand.

You must consider the possibility of a raise behind you when de-
ciding what to play. This is one of the reasons that position is so
vitally important. When you decide to play a hand before the
flop, you know only what has happened in front of you. You
have to suspect/guess what is going to happen behind you and
play accordingly. Obviously, if you have reason to believe that
there will be one or more raises behind you, you need a stronger
hand to play.

The number of players in the hand

Again, this is a widely ignored factor, which you are not going
to ignore.

Certain kinds of hands do well against a small number of oppo-
nents. These are hands that can win a pot with little or no help
from the board — big pocket pairs and big cards. With a pair of
pocket kings, you can often win a pot, betting all the way, with-
out improving that pair. However, as the number of players in
the hand goes up, you run a much larger chance of having a little
two pair or freak straight beat you. The same holds true for AK,
but you probably need to get an ace or king on the fiop.

Conversely, some hands are “drawing” hands and need signifi-
cant help from the board. However, if that help comes, they can
turn into very big hands that you are happy to play against a lot
of players. For instance, A#-7 ¢ is not a very good hand on its
own. Even if an ace flops, you could be in big trouble because of
your low kicker. However, if you make a diamond flush, it’s the
nuts if there isn’t a pair on the board,” and you're delighted to

4A “set”is a pair in your hand and a third card of that rank on the board. It is
still three of a kind, but this is more desirable than three of a kind where two
of your rank are on the board.
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have lots of company in the hand with you. Since these drawing
hands need help that comes somewhat rarely (for instance, with
a suited ace you will only flop two more of your suit about 11%
of the time), you need lots of players in the hand to provide the
pot odds to call.

Thus, in general you’d like to play your big cards and high pairs
against a small number of players and your smaller pairs and
suited cards against many opponents.

How your opponents play

You have to know something about how your opponents play to
play your cards optimally. For instance, suppose there is a player
on your immediate right, and he hasn’t played a hand in 20 min-
utes. He’s currently under the gun (first to act before the flop)
and he raises. You have KQo — what do you do? You fold. Sup-
pose, however, that the player on your right has raised the last
eight straight hands. He raises for the ninth straight time (again,
under the gun) and you have the same KQo. What do you do?
You might well re-raise here. Concepts such as this are crucial if
you want to succeed at poker.

Playing behind a raiser

You’ll see that I recommend playing very tightly behind a raiser,
even one who raises too much. Many players who would be win-
ning players are losers because they call too many raises cold.
So, the mantra for what to do when it’s raised in front of you:
“I"m looking for a reason to get out of this hand.”

Last action

This is another crucially important concept, not only pre-flop,
but on every betting round. If your calling a bet will end the bet-
ting round, you can play much more liberally than you can oth-

SFor the nit-picking reader, it is true that the ace high flush can be beaten on
an unpaired board if somebody makes a straight flush. One takes one’s chanc-
es.
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erwise. This is simply because you don’t have to fear raises
behind you. For instance, you have 7&-54& on the big blind. The
first person in raises, and gets three callers. It’s fine for you to
call there because you “close the betting.”6 But if the action went
call, call, raise, call, and now it’s your turn, you should usually
fold. The first two callers will almost always just call the second
bet, but when one of them decides to re-raise, you’re paying too
much for your hand pre-flop. And if the original raiser makes it
four bets, you have a miserable situation.

When you’re thinking about calling (on any betting round) with
a marginal hand, be much more willing to do so if you have last
action.

Summary

We’ve discussed the important factors you must consider when
you decide whether to get involved in a pot. In the next four
chapters, we’ll cover what you can play pre-flop and how to play
it. As you read those chapters, refer back to this one to see how
the decisions are based on the above considerations.

Changes in the second edition

I’'ve made some pretty substantial changes in the starting hand
requirements for the second edition. These reflect my playing
experience over the past six years, and, perhaps more important-
ly, input from some extremely good hold’em players7. In partic-
ular, I’'ve learned a lot about starting hand requirements from
Abdul Jalibs, who has done excellent simulations with Bob Wil-
son’s Turbo Texas Hold’em software.

6To the best of my knowledge, Mike Caro publicly coined this term.

"I won’t name them all here. They know who they are and don’t need the pub-
licity.

8At this writing (summer of 2000), Abdul’s musings on poker can be found

at www.posev.com. Not everybody agrees with this “simple desert nomad.”
but I find the rationale and logic of many of his arguments compelling.
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But it’s important to understand that this set of starting hand re-
quirements is just a beginning. Honestly, I don’t believe it mat-
ters much whether you follow this set of starting hands, Sklansky
and Malmuth, Krieger, or any other intelligent poker writer. The
areas in which the various writers disagree probably account for
a tiny fraction of your results, either way. For instance, I don’t
think it will affect your long-term results a great deal if you do
or don’t play QTs for a single bet in moderately early position.
Of course, in the short term, you might flop a costly second-best
hand with it, or turn a monster-crushing straight flush, but over
the course of your poker career, I doubt you’d be able to tell fi-
nancially whether you played it three from the big blind or not.
On the other hand, if you choose to play J6o there, or don’t rou-
tinely get a lot of money in the pot with KK in that position, your
results will suffer dramatically.

Also, game conditions can dramatically affect what you should
play where. If a good hold’em player is asked, “Can you play
AlJo in early position?” the answer will be, “It depends.” On how
well his opponents play, how tight they are, what the current tex-
ture of the game is, his table image, and so on.

So, treat all of starting hand information as guidelines and not
gospel. If in doubt, fold — another hand will be along shortly,
and you may well be avoiding an expensive mistake.

Be extra conservative if you’re a novice

When you’re new to any sport or activity, you start out slowly
and become more adventurous as_you gain experience and
knowledge. Hold’em is no different. When you’re first learning
the game, avoid the lower end of any of the hand rankings. For
instance, you’ll see that I say you can play 64s and 53s in late po-
sition if enough players are in. If you’re new at this, don’t bother.
You can make plenty of money not playing them, and they may
cost you money when you’re still in the beginning stages of your
hold’em career.
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Playing Pre-Flop in Early Position

You must play very tightly before the flop
in early position.

If there is no raise in front of you

You can play any of the big or medium pocket pairs in early po-
sition. With AA-JJ (and occasionally TT), raise — you have a
very big hand. However, against eight random hands, your pock-
et aces will end up the best hand only about 35% of the time.
Don’t feel bad about that; if you got pocket aces on every hand

(and your opponents forgot this after every hand), you would
make a ton of money.

With TT-77, usually just call. The traditional reason for raising
with these pairs is to reduce the number of opponents, particular-
ly those holding a single ace or king. If raising is effective at
thinning the field in your game, by all means do so. However, in
low-limit games, you probably won’t have much success getting
singleton aces and kings to fold for a raise. Therefore, it makes
more sense to see the flop cheaply.

In early position, you want unpaired cards to be huge. Raise with
AKs-KQs, AQs, AJs, AKo, and AQo.

In the previous edition, I was hesitant recommending a raise with
AK (suited or not). That was a mistake. You should raise with
AK simply because it figures to be the best hand out (against
anything but AA and KK, you’re no worse than even money).
However, as you’ll see in the chapter on playing the flop, you
will normally need to improve your AK to win the pot.

The're aren’t many non-pairs that you should call with in early
position. You can call with KJs, QJs, and as your position im-
proves, JTs and KQo. You can also call with ATs and A9s.

A word about AJo: when you’re new to the game, I encourage
you to fold AJo in early position. Interestingly, raising AJo in
early position is generally a bad idea. You might make hands
worse than yours (e.g. AT, A9) fold, but you’ll never make
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hands better than yours (AK, AQ) fold. So you’re limiting the
opposition to those hands better than yours. Conversely, if your
raise doesn’t cause people to fold (because they’re loose play-
ers), then you’re playing an unsuited two-gap hand against a
large field, out of position. Another bad situation. So you can’t
raise with it, and calling with a marginal hand (which AJo is) in
early position is not how you win money. Until you have the ex-
perience to know when you can sneak in with AJo, dump it. Note
the significant difference between this hand and AJs or AQo.

If the game is loose and passive, you can shade these require-
ments down a little with your pairs and suited hands. For in-
stance, it would probably be okay ta call with 66-55.

If there is a raise in front of you

The Kkey idea here: “Look for a reason to fold.” Even if the raiser
is a hyper-aggressive lunatic, (1) hyper-aggressive lunatics get
dealt KK on occasion, and (2) if somebody is holding KK behind
you, you're going to be facing a third bet. So, play very tightly
behind an early position raiser. Reraise with AA-JJ, AKs, AKo.
Maybe AQs and AQo. Call with TT and AJs.

Again, remember that you won’t have to wait long for the next
hand. And while you’re waiting for that next hand, ponder this
sobering thought: it’s almost always a mistake to call an early
position raise with KQo.

Be patient

Following these guidelines, you will play only about 1 in 12
hands you get in early position. If the game is loose-passive, then
you will play about one in seven hands. Be patient and wait for
the best cards; your early position handicap demands that you do
SO.

Summary — early position

Raise: AA-JJ (sometimes TT). AKs-KQs, AQs, Als,
AKo, and AQo. Always re-raise with AA-JJ.
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Re-raise with the others in this group if it will
tend to limit the number of players in the pot.

Call: TT-77, KJs, QJs-JTs, ATs, A9s, KQo.
Fold: Everything else.

Remember: You must play very tightly before the flop in early
position.
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Playing Pre-Flop in Middle Position

s your position improves, you can start to play a few more
hands, but you still have to be conservative in what you
play.
Of course, you can play anything that was playable from early
position.

If there is no raise in front of you

Pocket pairs: You can play them down to 6’s or 5’s. If the game
is loose-passive, you can play any pair. Raise down to 99 or 88
and call with the rest.

Big cards: You can raise with the same hands you would have
raised in early position, plus a few others — KJs, QJs, ATs, KQo,
AlJo, ATo. You can call with KJo and QJo-JTo.

Suited connectors: You’d like to play those against a large num-
ber of opponents since you probably need to make a straight or
a flush to win. If there are three or four players in the pot before
it gets to you, you can call with suited connectors down to 98s.
The more callers, the lower you can go. You can also play the
suited one-gaps QTs and J9s. Again, if there are just one or two
players in the pot, you need to tighten up, playing only those
suited connectors that have big card value too.

If you're in a loose-passive game, you can call with any suited
connector down to 76s and suited one-gaps to T8s.

Unsuited connectors: I am now persuadpd by Abdul Jalib’s
simulations and my own experience that unsuited connectors are
not as valuable as some people feel!. Therefore, don’t get in-
volved with unsuited connectors unless they have big card value
100.

That said, | want to make special mention of JT. Either suited or
unsuited, it has some unique properties: it makes the most possi-

"I'o quote Abdul, “A hold’em player cannot live by straight draws alone.”
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ble straights, all the straights it makes are the nuts, and when you
make a straight with it you often get lots of action. That’s be-
cause it makes straights with high cards, and beats big pairs, two
pairs, and even sets. Don’t call raises cold with it, but with a cou-
ple of people in, it’s a good hand to play for one bet. Note: T9o
is much weaker than JTo.

Suited aces and kings: If you have a few callers in front of you,
you can call with AXs. Your suited ace will flop a flush draw (or
flush) almost exactly as often as your pocket pair will turn into
trips on the flop. You need plenty of people in the pot to make this
call correct. You can play suited kings down to about K9s or K8s.
When playing these hands, remember that if the flop comes ace-
high or king-high you have top pair, but might also have kicker
problems — be careful.

If there is a raise in front of you

Just as in early position, you need to tighten up considerably. Not
only do you have to put in two bets, you must also consider the
possibility of a re-raise behind you. You can generally just go
back to early position rules for hands that you can call. However,
you can play pairs and big suited connectors if it’s clear that
enough players (4-5) will be in the pot to justify it.

Reraise with the same hands that we suggested re-raising with in
early position. These are very big hands that justify putting more
money in the pot on pure expected value.

If the pot has been raised twice or more before it gets to you,
there are a couple of things to consider. First, there’s a good
chance that the betting will be capped. Second, you’re up against
at least one, if not two, big hands. Go back to those early position
premium hands and rely on them. For example, you can quickly
throw away pocket 10’s unless there are already five or six play-
ers in.

Once again, if there’s a raise in front of you, look for a reason to
fold.
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If you’re the first one in

While this is relatively rare in most low-limit games, it’s worth
mentioning. If you’re the first one in, particularly if you’re just
two off the button, you have some chance of winning the pot be-
fore the flop with a raise — “stealing the blinds.” Many players
will defend their blinds with any two cards, and if that’s true,
then you shouldn’t raise any more than usual. But if the players
in the blinds will sometimes fold to a raise, and you’re the first
one in, then raise any hand you were going to play anyway.
Don’t play more hands than you would have otherwise, but if
you have a chance to steal the blinds, don’t call — raise.

Summary — middle position -

Three or fewer callers in front

Raise: AA-88, AKs-QJs, AQs-KJs, AJs, ATs, AKo-
KQo, AQo, Alo, ATo.
Call: 77-55, JTs-98s, QTs-J9s, AXs, KXs (to K3s),

KJo, QJo-JTo.

Four or more callers in front

Same as above
Above plus 44-22, 87s-76s, T8s, K7s.

Raise:
Call:

A raise in front

AA-JJ, AKs, AQs, AKo, AQo.

TT-99, KQs-QJs, KJs, Als. If a few players
are already in, 88-77, ATs.

Raise:
Call:

Chance to steal blinds
Any hand you were going to play anyway.

Raise:

Fold: Everything else — don’t call.
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Playing Pre-Flop in Late Position

When you are in the last couple of positions to act, you
have an extraordinary advantage.

his is where you can take some liberties with the hands you

play. Remember, in a typical low-limit game, by the time
the action gets to you a lot of players will already be in the pot.
In many games, you’ll be the seventh or eighth player to get his
money in.

Now you can play more speculative hands. Furthermore, you’ll
act last (or second to last) in every succeeding betting round.
You can take some chances here, because you’ll see how the bet-
ting is going before you have to act.

If there is no raise in front of you

Pairs: Given that five or six players have called and nobody has
raised, play any pocket pair. Again, raise with AA-88, otherwise
call and look at the flop. If you like the flop (nothing bigger than
your pair) or love the flop (you make a set), everybody has to act
in front of you, and you’ll be holding the big hand. Realize that
| particularly for hands such as 99 and 88, you may well need to
flop a set to win with them. But you’re getting the right price and
you’re punishing players who have limped in with junk.

Big cards: You can play just about any two big cards. However,
remember that your unsuited big cards do not like lots of oppo-
nents. You can call with QJo after a lot of people are in the pot,
but you want the flop to hit you pretty hard. Even if you flop top
pair with that hand, you run the risk of an overcard falling later,
and you may already be up against two pair. However, your po-
sition gives you license to play some borderline hands. Call and
- see how you like the flop.

Suited connectors: These are the kind of hands you like to play
in late position. You can play suited connectors right down to

54s. Even the one-gaps down to about 75s and two-gaps down to
' about 96s are ok. Of course, you need plenty of people in the pot
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with you, but that will usually be the case. Again, stay away from
unsuited connectors that don’t have high card value, or JTo, as I

discussed previously.

The thing to remember is that you're going to need real help on
the flop with these hands, and it’s not going to come very often.
Most of the time you play these hands, you’ll be throwing them
away on the flop. However, once in a while you will flop a big
hand or draw with them.

Suited aces and kings: You can play any suited ace or king in
the last two positions if you have a few callers in front and no
raises. However, you must treat them like the suited connectors
— if you're holding A7s, and flop just an ace, you will have to
play it very delicately. What you’re really hoping for on the flop
is a big flush draw (or pat flush). On the button, you can even
play suited queens if there are a bunch of loose callers in front of

you.

If there is a raise in front of you

Playing from last position, you’ll have a pretty good idea of the
effect of the raise. If the raise happened in early position but a
bunch of people have called it already, you know that the pot will
lay you proper odds for your drawing hands. If the raise happens
in late position after a lot of calls, you're probably still okay
since very few players will call one bet and then throw their
cards away for a single raise.

You’re going to get tired of hearing me say this, but I'll say it
again: if there’s a raise in front of you, look for an excuse to get
rid of your cards. If you wouldn’t call a raise cold with it in mid-
dle position, don’t call a raise cold with it in late position. How-
ever, you’ll get to play a few more hands because you’ll have a
better idea of how many opponents you’ll have.

I This intuitive behavior — to call a single raise after you’ve already com-
mitted one bet — is generally correct. At that point, the pot is laying you a
very high price for a single bet (assuming you don’t fear a re-raise).
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Stealing the blinds

As you reach the last position before the button and the button
lts§lf, if you’re the first person in, and you’re going to play, raise.
This may win the blinds for you; it may get you the button. At

the very least, it will put your opponents on the defensive, and
that’s always desirable.

Again, do not take this as liberty to open-raise with anything on
the button. Throw away J60 without a second thought unless the
bl'inds don’t defend enough, in which case you should open-raise
with any two cards. But that’s usually not the case in low limit
games. Normally, they’ll defend too much, so you should throw

away your weaker hands and punish their looseness by raising
with your better ones.

:Also note: a hand in which a late position player open-raises and
just the big blind defends is a very different beast from a typical
ml..llti.-way pot. Any pair or draw is a pretty good hand, and top
pair is a monster. This sort of hand-to-hand combat is not for
most poker novices. It’s more art than science, and until you're
ready to learn that aspect of the game you might be better off

folding all but your very big hands if you’re the first person in on
the button.

Summary — late position

Four or fewer callers in front

| Raise: AA-88, AKs-Qls, AQs-KJs, Als, ATs, A9s,

A8s, AKo-KQo, AQo, AJo, ATo, A9o.

Call: 77-55, JTs-54s, QTs-75s, AXs, KXs, Qlo-

JTo, KJo-QTo, KTo.
Five or more callers in front

Raise: Same as above

- Call: As above, plus 44-22, 64s-53s, QXs.

A raise in front

| Raise: AA-]], AKs, AQs, AKo, AQo
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Call: TT-99, KQs-QJs, KJs, Als. If a few players
are already in, 88-77, ATs, A9s.

Chance to steal blinds

Raise: The higher range of anything you were going
to play anyway.
Fold: Everything else — don’t call.

Note: I've made every attempt to make the starting hand tables
consistent. However, if you find an inconsistency, her?’z? the _rule:
if you can play it in early position, then you can pl.a.y it in middle
or late position. If you can play it in middle position, then you
can play it in late position. .
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Playing Pre-Flop in the Blind Positions

eing in the blind positions puts you in an awkward situation.
You already have all or part of a bet in the pot, so you must
pay less to enter the pot and you are being offered better pot odds

to participate. However, you are in the worst position for the rest
of the hand.

Big blind

This one is somewhat easier to consider because you already
have a full bet in the pot. If there is no raise, you can see the flop
for “free.” Thus the important questions are when to call a raise
and when to raise.

You will see many players “protect” their big blinds
irrationally — don’t be guilty of this. Don’t call with Q7 or 84
or other such trash hands. Your blind money is already in the
pot — don’t vainly chase after it with money you’re not re-
quired to put in. On the other hand, be aware of those players at
your table who will protect their blinds to extremes. Don’t try to
steal blinds from those players with a late position raise, but do
punish their need to protect hands that should be thrown away.

Raising from the big blind

In the first edition, I encouraged you not to raise much in the
blinds. I now believe it’s correct to raise simply because you
probably have the best hand, and this punishes people who
limped in with trash. However, many times after the flop, you
have to abandon the hand you raised with simply because it

- didn’t get enough of the flop and it’s obvious that somebody else

did. Raise with AA-88, AKs-QJs, AQs-KJs, AKo-KQo, AQo.

Defending the big blind against a raise

Quite often you are getting truly huge pot odds — 10:1 or better
— when you’re in the big blind and there’s a single raise. That
means that you can play a lot of hands as long as you have cards
that can flop a big hand. Any pair, any suited ace, king, or queen,
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any suited connector or suited one-gap. Avoiq unsu.ited cards un-
less they’re big. Your real danger of defending with som'ethmg
like A70 is that you’re up against a better ace, and flopping an
ace is only going to cost you money.

If it’s two bets cold to you, forget all the above — look for a rea-
son to fold.

Little blind

Depending on how much of a bet the little l?lind is, you cant‘;)lz
fairly liberal in what you play. For instance, 1n $2-$4 garr%elsl,
little blind is typically $1 — half a bet. You can call with any
reasonable hand: any two suited cards, any connectors down to
about 540, any ace, any king. Still, throw away the trash such as
J2 and T4. |

If your little blind is only a third of a bet (which 1s often the c;lase
in $3-$6 and $6-$12 games), you need to be tighter. Fur; ehr—
more, don’t forget that you have to act ﬁr:st for the reslt 0 L e
hand. In rare cases the little blind is two-ttnrds of 2} bet. I.n tl a;
case, play just about any two cards (assuming there’s no raise, 0
course). |

If there’s a raise in front of you, you can largely cpsco_unt your
current investment in the pot. Play it as if you were 1n middle po-
sition and had a raise in front. If your hand could play there, go
ahead and call.

Guidelines for raising in the little blind are about the same as in
the big blind. The big difference is that you may want tof raise oi
re-raise to knock the big blind out and isolate yoursel agami

one or two players whom you think you're ahead of (or can out-

play after the flop).

i i imi $15-%$30
I'This is actually quite common as you get. into higher limit %amezs/ 3( e
and above). In those games, the little blind is almost always 1/2 or 2/: .
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Chopping the blinds

Sometimes two players sitting next to each other will agree to
“chop” the blinds. That is, if everybody folds in front of them,

each will simply take his blind money back and they won’t play
out the hand.

In general, I recommend against doing this. If you're a better
player than your opponents, then you have the edge and should
take advantage of it. Also, it gives you practice in the crucially
important skill of playing heads-up.

There are, however, two exceptions to that. First, some clubs
have a “no flop, no drop” policy in which they don’t remove any
money from the pot if there’s no flop. Many players agree to
chop the blinds if such a policy is in effect, and it might be best
to go along with it. Second, if you will seriously offend your op-

ponents by refusing to chop, you might want to do it just for your
table image. However, most players don’t get upset about a play-

er who refuses to chop as long as he’s consistent one way or the
other.

Free play on the button

In some clubs, the time payment is taken on the button but acts
as a blind bet. In those circumstances, you’re almost forced to
play. You have the best position and part or all of a bet in. For
instance, suppose the time payment of $2 is taken on the button,
but acts as a blind bet in your $3-$6 game. In that case you
should call with any two cards. You can call a raise with any
hand that would have called a single bet for full price. Since your

| Pot odds are essentially doubled (everybody else is putting in
two bets while you’re putting in 1.3 bets), you can call a single

raise very liberally.
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Trash Hands and How to Avoid Them

exas Hold’em took California by storm in 1987. One of the
T reasons for its great popularity:

Any two cards can win.

Why, if you had 72, the flop could come all deuces!!

While many players have learned that playing hands like 72 is a
quick way to get rid of your poker bankroll, many have pot, or
have not learned the lesson very well. Perhaps the most impor-
tant lesson we can teach you in this book is how to recognize

trash hands and get rid of them. .

The “dominated” hand

We define a “dominated” hand as one that will virtually alwa_ys
lose to another better hand. Even if that better hanq does not win,
the dominated hand will consistently come in behind.

For instance, consider

If you flop a king with it, you have top pair. Howgver, if you
have more than one or two opponents in the pot with you, you
run a good chance of being out-kicked (somebody ha§ a k11}g
with a better kicker). The only real hope for your hand is a mir-
acle flop like 3-3-x or K-3-x. If the flop comes K-K-x, you prob-

ably have the best hand, but nobody is going to call you on that
flop unless they can beat you. Time after time you’ll get shown

KT, KQ, etc.

tAnd it does — about once every 19,600 flops.
52
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Furthermore, if even you do have the best hand, you can’t win
much money with it. Suppose you have K3 and flop top pair (i.e.,
the flop comes king high). If you bet and are called, you dare not
bet again, because the caller probably has you beaten. If the call-
er doesn’t have you beaten, he probably won’t call again. Thus,
the best you can do with a dominated hand is win a tiny pot.

Note: in some circumstances we suggest that you can call before
the flop with any suited ace, and in some cases, any suited king.
However, you’re really looking to flop your flush draw (or may-
be two pair). If you flop just the ace or king, you have a problem.

Other weak hands

Generally, two-gap and three-gap hands just aren’t worth the
trouble. Three-gaps are especially bad. For instance, with

9 5

X1k

ote | &

L R 2T A 4

you can only make one straight (5-6-7-8-9), and it’s not the nuts.

If the flop comes nine high, you’ve got no kicker, and you're
vulnerable to overcards.

Small pairs played in the wrong circumstances are bad as well.
For instance, with a pair of 4’s, you’re a tiny statistical favorite
over AKs, but where are you going with it? Unless you flop trips,
you don’t know which card beats you. Your opponent could
have AK, AQ, KIJ, etc. He could have a small (but larger than
your) pocket pair, in which case you’re a huge underdog.

Plain trash

There are some hands that you will see played routinely in your
low-limit game. You will also occasionally see those hands drag
big pots: Hands like 83s, T4o, J60, 52s, etc. If you play hands
like this regularly, you will lose all your money. It is that simple.
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If you want to play hold’em for entertainment only, and you con-
sider your losses the cost of your entertainment, then go ahead
and play trash hands. Otherwise, you must throw them away.

Summary — Trash

Suited faces: QXs, JXs, etc., except where they are spe-
cifically mentioned

Two and three gaps: Q9, Q8, 8,7, etc., except in very special
cases (mentioned elsewhere)

Pseudo-high cards: KX, QX,J X, TX
Random suited cards: 94s, T3s, etc.

Random cards: T2o0, 840, etc.

A v ¢ -

Deception in Pre-Flop Play

eception is a fundamental part of poker. You want your
D opponents to think you’re weak when you’re strong, and
you want them to think you have the nuts when you have
nothing. Unfortunately, this goes against what you’d like to do
in general: bet and raise with good hands, and minimize your
investment in the pot with bad ones.

Deception has varying degrees of importance depending on the
poker game you’re in. If you’re in a big money no-limit hold’em
game, deception may play an enormous role. However, in a low-
limit hold’em game,

You will usually have to show your opponents the best
hand to win the pot.

The two main reasons for this are:

1. Inlow-limit games, with many players contesting each pot,
it’s difficult to represent a big hand that you don’t have. Ei-
ther some other player is already looking at that hand, or
somebody will call you, almost out of curiosity.

2. Deceiving your opponent requires that your opponent be
giving some thought to what you have. Often, your oppo-
nent is simply playing his cards and hasn’t really thought
about what you have.

For instance, in higher limit games, you can often raise with

A BEE.

before the flop against just one or two players. Then if the flop
misses everybody, your bet will probably win the pot immedi-
ately, even against somebody that has flopped bottom pair.
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However, in a low-limit game, you probably have at least four or
five opponents. The probability that the flop missed everybody
is much lower. Furthermore, the fellow who made bottom pair
may decide to call you all the way to the river.

Therefore, deception does not play the role in low-limit hold’em
that it does in other games.

Places that deception is useful

Now that we’ve said all that, we’ll discuss where a little decep-
tion is worthwhile. Just remember that a large percentage of the
time you should do the obvious thing.

One deceptive strategy is the “limp-reraise,” which is akin to the
check-raise after the flop. Since you can’t check before the flop,
you simply call with a powerful hand and then re-raise when
there’s a raise behind you. This can be a very powerful play if
there’s a lot of pre-flop raising going on and you’re almost sure
that there will be a raise behind you. If you're going to limp-
reraise, do it with your biggest hands — huge pairs, AKs, AQs.
But you have to do it when you have an almost iron clad guaran-
tee that somebody behind you will raise, allowing you to re-
raise. If you’re at all unsure, do the raising yourself, and then put
in a fourth bet if it’s re-raised behind you.

With hands that do better against a lot of opponents (medium
pairs, connectors), you can occasionally raise when you know
that you have the number of opponents you need. For instance,

you can r'aise with
8
¢ ’0
¢ ’0
L B 2

on the button after a lot of people have called. This mixes up the
normal raising that you do with your big pairs and connectors.

*~J
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Don’t waste your big hands

There are two basic versions of deception — playing big hands
slowly, and playing small hands fast. Don’t waste your big hands
by playing them slowly. They are infrequent enough as it is, so
when you get one, look for a way to put lots of money in the pot.
If you feel the need to be deceptive once in a while, play a small
hand (one that can flop big) fast.
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The Pre-flop Raising War

S ometimes an entire table will seem to go on tilt. Pot after pot
is capped before the flop. The presence of a couple of mani-
acs or a player on tilt can be the catalyst for this event.

When this happens, many of the players are doing their gambling
before the flop. They’1l happily put in four bets with

7 5
swh & 0@
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and hope the flop comes 7-7-5 or 3-4-6 or whatever.

In these circumstances, you must hunker down and play very
tightly. Throw away hands such as ATo and QJo. You want to
play big pocket pairs and big suited connectors — starting
hands that can turn into monsters with the right flop. The proba-
bility of just top pair getting out of such a hand alive is painfully
low — everybody is going to stick around to catch that second
pair or inside straight. That said, realize that top pair with a big
kicker is how you make your money in hold’em, and this is no
exception. Take your chances and take your lumps, but when
you have AKs and flop K-7-2, that’s your flop - play it accord-
ingly.

Understand that raising wars can make your bankroll go through
wild swings. You end up paying four or five bets before the flop,
and then if the flop hits you the least little bit, you’re stuck in
there because the pot is so huge.1 However, winning just one or
two of those pots can make you a big winner for the night (or the
week).

with all the pre-flop bets in the pot, you are getting correct pot odds to stay
for some pretty wild draws such as backdoor flushes and inside straights. This
further increases your investment in a long-shot pot.
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Remember, when the table gets on tilt, play only your strongest
quality hands, and be prepared to go through some rough sailing
with them.

And that’s all

In the first edition, I referenced Roy Hashimoto’s suggestion that
you could also profit simply by playing a little tighter than wild
and crazy opponents. That may be true, but I haven’t seen evi-
dence of it. Furthermore, it seems that most low limit opponents
will let you play only premium cards, and yet still give you ac-
tion when you show up in a hand.

Therefore, I am removing the equivocal language from this
chapter. When the table gets crazy, play only your best cards;
you’ll get the money in the long run.
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Quiz on Pre-Flop Play

1.  What are the four most important factors to consider when
deciding how to play your starting two cards?

2.  Define the following terms:

a) pocket pair
b) big cards
¢) connectors
d) one-gap

e) suited ace

3. Would you prefer to play AKo aéainst two players or seven
players?

4.  Would you prefer to play 77 against three players or seven
players?

5.  Define early, middle, and late position.

6.  Which pocket pairs can you play in early position, regard-
less of game conditions? Which pairs can you play 1if
you’re in a loose-passive game?

7.  Can you play KTo in early position?

8.  You are in early position and find yourself holding 98s.
Under what circumstances can you play this hand?

9.  Under what circumstances can you play a suited ace in
middle position?

10. You have 76s in middle position. There is one caller in
front of you. The player to your left has raised the last three
pots pre-flop. What should you do?

11.  You have 54s in middle position. There has been very little

raising in your game, and an average of six or seven play-
ers taking the flop. Three players call in front of you. What
should you do?
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You are on the button with T8s. Three players call. What
do you do? Now consider the same question if the third
player raises instead of calls.

Suppose you are one in front of the button. Four players
have called in front of you. Would you prefer to have KJo
or JTs?

You have 33 on the big blind. Three players call, and the
button raises. What should you do?

You have AK on the big blind. Five players call, and no-
body raises. What should you do?

You have 74s on the button. In this game, the button pays
a time charge equal to the big blind, and the time charge
plays for you as a bet. There is a raise and two cold calls in
front of you. What should you do?

You have KK in early position. What percentage of the
time best describes how often you would raise (rather than
call) with this hand: 90%, 50%, or 10%?

You have JTs in middle position. What percentage of the
time best describes how often you would raise (rather than
call) with this hand: 90%, 50%, or 10%?

You are in late position with AJo. The last five pots have
had the pre-flop betting capped. It’s been raised twice be-
fore it gets to you. What should you do? Suppose you had
Als instead of AJo. What should you do?

Define a dominated hand and give an example.

Under what circumstances would you play Q30 or T5s?
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Answers to Quiz on Pre-flop Play

Your cards, your position, the number of players in the pot,
and the number of bets required to see the flop.

a) pocket pair — two starting cards of the same rank.
Examples: QQ, 77.

b) big cards — two starting cards ten or greater. Exam-
ples: Als, KQo.

¢) connectors — two cards one apart in rank. Examples:
T9s, 76.

d) one-gap — two cards with a single gap in their ranks.
Examples: J9s, 86.

e) suited ace — ace and another card of the same suit.

Example: A8s.

You would prefer to play AKo against two players. Big
cards that are trying to hit top pair with big kicker or two
pair do better against fewer players. You may even win the
pot with the “nut no-pair.”’

You would prefer to play 77 against seven players. With
only three opponents, you are not getting sufficient pot
odds to hit a set, and it’s difficult to tell if your unimproved
pair is best. However, with seven opponents you are get-
ting the right odds (including implied odds) to flop a set.

In a nine-person game, early position is the first four posi-
tions to the left of the button. Middle position is the next
three positions. Late position is the last two positions, in-
cluding the'button.

You can always play AA-77. If the game is loose-passive,
you can probably play 66 and 55.

Don’t play KTo in early position.

If you are in a loose-passive game (many callers, little rais-
ing), you can play 98s in early position. If there is a lot of
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raising going on, even with a lot of players, you should not
be playing 98s that early.

If you have two or three callers (but no raise) in front of
you, and you have little reason to suspect a raise behind
you.

You have to fold 76s here. There is too good a chance that
the person to your left will raise again, and limit the field.
You want a lot of players in the pot if you’re going to play
small suited connectors. Also, you’d rather not pay two
bets to see the flop with this hand.

In this situation, you can call with 54s. Unlike the situation
in the previous question, you are likely to have enough op-
ponents to make your call correct, and you anticipate see-
ing the flop for only one bet.

If there are three callers and no raise in front of you, T8s is
an easy call on the button. If the third player raises instead
of calling, you should fold T8s.

If there are four callers in front, you would rather have JTs,
which is a drawing hand and plays better against a large
number of opponents. If there were only one caller, you’d
much rather have KJo.

Assuming the other players call, you will be getting 9:1 to
call here. You are only about an 8:1 underdog to flop your
set — you can call without hesitation.

Raise. This is a different answer from the first edition, but
you almost definitely have the best hand, and your raise
pounds on players who limped in with bad hands. Realize
that the flop may change everything, but you’ve put more
money in the pot with the best hand, and that’s the way to
win at poker.

This is probably worth a call. You have perfect position,
and what looks like a ragged flop could hit you very hard.
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Raise with the kings at least 90% of the time. An alterna-
tive way to vary your play is to pick one specific combina-
tion (such as “the red kings”) and smooth call with those.
That would have you raising with them 83% of the time. If
there’s a raise behind you, re-raise every time.

With this drawing hand you don’t want to chase players
out. Don’t raise with this hand more than about 10% of the
time.

Fold AJo here without a second thought. If you had Als,
the call would be much less questionable. However, you’re
probably going to have to make a flush or two pair to win
the pot. )

A dominated hand is one that is often beaten by better
cards, even when it appears to hit the flop. That is, the
“good” hand you most frequently make with it often runs
into a better hand. Examples: K3 (if you flop top pair you
have no kicker), and A6 (same problem).

When you can see the flop for free (you’re in the big blind
or have posted) or almost free (€.g. a little blind that’s most
of a bet).

A v ¢ o

Introduction to Play on the Flop

The flop is the most crucial juncture of the hand.

B efore the flop, you will be playing high quality hands. Your
opponents, however, will often be playing all kinds of
hands: good, mediocre, and bad. Unfortunately, the value of
hands can change dramatically on the flop. Suppose you have

A ~BEE..

and your opponent has

: :
&*& ¢
b *& ¢
e

Let’s look at the various odds:

Before the flop: You are a 2:1 favorite
Flop is Q¢-9%-2&: You are a 3:1 favorite
Flopis Qe-8%-2&: Heis a3.2:1 favorite
Flopis Qe-8a-24: Heis a 2.5:1 favorite'
Flopis Qa-8a-2&:  You are even money (1:1)
Flopis Ae-6%-2%: You are a 15:1 favorite
Flopis Ae-8%-2&: You are a 4:1 favorite
Flopis Qe-8¥-7&: Heisa 19:1 favorite
Flopis A¢-K&-2%: You are a 164:1 favorite

"Note how much your chances improve just by getting one card toward your
flush.
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Note two important points here. First, even though AKs is a
much better hand than 87, if the 87 gets help or the flop and the
AKs doesn’t, the previously weaker hand is nove a substantial fa-
vorite. The second point is that in all other sce narios, you are a
big (or almost unbeatable) favorite. Thus we see that the flops
creates a sharp distinction between the favorite and the under—
dog.

As we discussed in previous chapters, many plaayers will stay af-
ter the flop, even when they are huge underdog s. For instance, if
the flop comes

bt 4

some of your opponents will call a bet (or ev-en two) with 87,
hoping to catch another eight or a seven.

On the other hand, you have to realize that yotar good hands can
suddenly become poor ones on the flop. For minstance, suppose
you have four opponents and the flop is Q¢- Ow-8v. Your As -
Ka, which was probably the best hand beforme the flop, is now
almost worthless and should be abandoned if there’s a bet.

You want to recognize on the flop whether you are the favorite
or the underdog, and play (or fold) accordingl=y. If you call a best
or raise when you don’t have the best hand or = good draw, 2 you
are giving away money. Conversely, when y~ou have the best
hand, you want to maximize the amount of meney that goes int«
the pot. This causes your opponents to make thme biggest possibl e
mistakes when they call your bets and raises. As we said at the

2By ‘good” draw, we mean one that is correct given thes pot odds (or implieed-
odds). For instance, an inside straight draw to the nuts is a good draw onlly
when the pot is fairly large.
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beginning of the book, you make most of your money in low-
limit games by capitalizing on your opponents’ serious mistakes.

Unfortunately, there is a problem. Because the pots in low-limit
games are often huge before the flop, your opponents may be
correct in calling bets on the flop because of the enormous pot
odds they’re getting. In the next chapter, we discuss how to deal
with that problem — how to coerce your opponents into mak-
ing big mistakes.

Using the flop to get information

The flop is also a good time to probe for information. In struc-
tured-limit games, bets and raises are cheaper here than they are
on the next two rounds. You can often risk a small bet on the flop
that will enable you to make the correct decision later in the hand
when more money is at stake.

For instance, suppose you have a pair of pocket kings and raise
before the flop, limiting the pot to you and two other players.
Alas, the flop has an ace in it. In this situation, it’s usually best
to bet immediately on the flop. If you are called, you at least
know that you are probably up against a pair of aces (or better)
and can play accordingly. If you check, you show weakness and
your opponents will probably bet at you on the turn. This puts
you into an unpleasant guessing situation. An assertive bet on the
flop might well have prevented the opposing bet on the turn, and
told you what you needed to know.
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The Importance of the Check-Raise

A check-raise is simply checking and then raising when there
is a bet behind you.We cannot overstate its importance in
low-limit hold’em games.1

Why is it so important?

As we discussed previously, the pot will normally be quite large
on the flop because there are many callers pre-flop. Furthermore,
these players want to call your bets on the flop — they did not
come down to the card club to fold! Assuming you have the best
hand, you now have two possible scc‘:narios:

[a—

If you have an excellent hand — one that is unlikely to be
beaten, regardless of the turn and river cards — you are
happy to have all these people calling your bets and raises.

0

If you have a good hand — one that is probably best right
now, but susceptible to being beaten — you would like to
eliminate as many opponents as possible. This, of course,
is the much more common scenario.

The combination of a large pot and people’s desire to call puts
you in a bad situation when you have a good, but beatable, hand.
Your opponents’ instinct (which is to call a lot) coincides with
correct play. That is, it may be correct for them to call your bet
because the pot is large, but they are calling in part simply be-
cause they want to call.

Suppose, however, we make your opponents pay two bets rather
than one to continue playing. Now, even with a relatively large
pot, they may be making a serious mathematical mistake by call-
ing. As we have said before, this is’how you make your money
at low-limit hold’em.

1you will occasionally hear people say that check-raising (also known as
“sandbagging”) is improper or unethical poker. This is absurd. Without it, the
positional advantage in hold’em (and some other games) is overwhelming.
Cheating and unethical poker playing are despicable; check-raising is neither.

N o
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A classic example
You are on the big blind with

A
v

v

A
v

There are three callers, and then a raise in late position. You
(correctly) call the raise. Now the flop comes

Zv'v 8
vV | A

' Y VYRR AR 4

At this point, you suspect you have the best hand. However, if
you bet out immediately, you will be putting the 7/th bet into the
pot, making it correct for hands such as 98 and 65 to call. Oppo-
nents with those hands might well call anyway, but you want
them to make a mistake by calling when they’re not getting suf-
ficient pot odds. Now suppose you check, and it’s checked to the
pre-flop raiser. When he bets, you raise; the players in the middle
have to call two bets cold. Instead of getting 11:1 pot odds, the
player directly behind you is getting only 13:2. If he has 98 or
65, he may decide to fold rather than call two bets. If he chooses

to call, you make money because the pot odds do not justify his
call.

But suppose you check, and the person immediately to your left
bets. Now some people call, and then you raise. If the original
bettor re-raises, the other players are forced to call two (more)
bets cold — another mistake. If the bettor doesn’t re-raise, the
other players are getting correct odds to call the raise. Neverthe-
less, the net effect is that you get a lot of money into the pot when
you are a big favorite and your opponents have weak draws.
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Another advantage — the free card

You will find that your opponents in low-limit hold’em will not
be as observant as those in higher limit games. However, most
people remember being check-raised. If you use the check-raise
often on the flop, some of your opponents will become hesitant
to bet into you for fear of being check-raised. This can be a sig-
nificant advantage for you, as in the following example. You call
in middle position with

and the flop comes

<>
*©O

Everybody, including you, checks to the player on the button. If
he bets, you can’t call because you didn’t get any of the flop.
However, he remembers your check-raising him twice during
this session, so he checks his A5, and the turn comes

Now you are happy to call a bet on the turn as you have picked
up an open-end straight-flush draw! Admittedly, this is an ex-
ceptional case (you caught the best card you could have hoped

\
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for), but any time you get a free card with a hand that couldn’t
call a bet, you have gained a significant advantage. In this case,
the specter of your check-raising got you the free card.

The problem with the check-raise

When you decide to check-raise, you must be fairly sure that
somebody behind you will bet. If you check with the intent of
raising but nobody bets, a terrible thing has happened: you have
given a free card. This is another reason why you have to watch
and study your opponents. In the first example above, you would
really like to check-raise. However, if the alternatives are betting
out immediately or having it checked around the table, then you
should of course bet.

Sometimes the reputation that you get for check-raising works to
your disadvantage — people are unwilling to bet for fear that
you will check-raise! This is good when you have a bad hand
with which you’d like to get a free card. It’s bad when you have
a good hand and want to check-raise. Since you could use a free
card more often than you have a check-raising hand, it’s OK that
your opponents are intimidated. However, if your check-raise is
to work, you must be confident that at least one of your oppo-
nents is prepared to bet.

Note: in a very small number of public cardrooms and casinos,
check-raising is not permitted. It is also prohibited in some home
games. If so, your only potent weapon to use up front is gone.
You must play extremely tightly in front, and bet all your good
hands immediately. Hold’em without the check-raise is a crip-
pled game.
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Playing When You Flop a Pair

When you flop top pair with a good kicker

This is generally a very good flop for you. Suppose you have
raised with

L 2o

in late position, four other players have called, and there has
been no other raise. The flop comes

You probably have the best hand right now. However, there are
a lot of things than can go wrong. If the turn card is

you will have to fold if there’s any substantial action. Therefqre,
you want to raise immediately on the flop, and make it expensive
for flush draws and overcards to stick around. Even if the board
is less threatening (for instance, J¢-6¥-3&), you still want to
raise on the flop. This may get out hands like KQ, which you
would like to do. If it’s checked to you, bet.

If you're in early position and you get the first flop, you have a
problem. You would like to check-raise, but you must be very
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sure that somebody will bet. You definitely don’t want to give a
free card to somebody with KQ or two hearts. If somebody in
late position raised before the flop, he may well bet on the flop,
giving you the opportunity to check-raise. If you are the first per-
son to act after the raiser, this would be a perfect time to check-
raise, as you have a good chance of making it a heads-up contest.

If you were the preflop raiser, be more inclined to bet (rather
than check-raise) on the flop if the flop hits you. Being the pre-
flop raiser, you’re almost expected to bet, and this gives you the
chance to re-raise if somebody raises behind you.

Note that if you have K&—J ¢ and the flop comes Ko-8v-3&,
the check-raise is an excellent play because you aren’t afraid of
an overcard (except an ace) on the turn. If it’s checked around,
that’s unfortunate, but not likely to be catastrophic. It may also
confuse your opponents when you bet on the turn. For instance,
if the turn is the T ¢, somebody with a ten may call you both on
the turn and the river, not believing you have the king.

Let’s return to the situation where you have A&-J& and the flop
is Jo-9%-2%. If you raise and are re-raised (or bet and are
raised), you must decide how to continue. If you think that rais-
ing again will limit the pot to you and the raiser, it may be worth
re-raising, even if you suspect he has you beaten right now. By
eliminating the other players, you are giving yourself a better
shot to win the pot (even though it will cost you an extra bet
here). For instance, many players would stay in here with a hand
like Q¥-9 o. For one bet, that would not be a terrible play. How-
ever, if you re-raise and force that person to call two bets cold,
he will probably fold. By knocking him out, you save the pot for
yourself if a queen, nine, or two more hearts fall.

If you don’t think you can eliminate other players or you are sure
that the raiser has a strong hand, you can back off — call the
raise and then check and call to the river. It will be difficult to
fold in this situation unless the third flush card hits or a king or
queen hits. If your opponent continues to bet into you then, you
might think about dropping. However, if you call a bet on the
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turn, you must be absolutely sure of your opponent if you decide
to fold on the river. By that time, the pot will be quite large, and
you will be making a catastrophic mistake if you folfi incorrect-
ly. We are not urging you to call every bet on the river. NeYer—
theless, an incorrect fold in this situation can be very expensive,
depending on how badly you mis-estimate the odds that you are

beaten versus the pot odds.
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should probably drop right there and save yourself further an-
guish. If there is a bet and a lot of callers, the decision is less
clear, but you should probably still fold.

If there is a bet and you are first to act after the bettor (players
between you folded or the bettor is on your immediate right),
you might want to raise. This is a positional raise designed to get
you a free card. On your best days, everybody but the original

bettor will fold, and he will check to you on the turn. You then
check as well. You hope that he will continue to check on the riv-
The most common way this can happen is when you have AXs, er, but you should probably call a bet if he bets on the end. If the
hoping to get a flush draw, and just an ace flops. For instance, | bettor re-raises on the flop, you can probably drop your hand
you have ] right then.

When you flop top pair with a medium/bad kicker

-

Note that we did not recommend calling in this situation. This is
\ 4 an excellent example of tight-aggressive play. Either get out, or
v 1 use your position to get a free card if possible. There is one ex-
‘A

9

<>

Y
v
s N

one in front of the button. Five people call in front of you, you
call, and then the button calls. Now the flop comes

v

ception to this. If the bettor is a maniac or a habitual bluffer, you
might do well to simply call all the way. If he is bluffing, you
will win more money by letting him continue to believe his bluff
might work. If he has a better hand, then you lose less by not rais-
ing.

If you are in late position and it’s checked to you, go ahead and
bet, but hope that all your opponents fold. If not, maybe you’ll
gain a free turn card. If you’re called on the flop, prepare to
check all the way from there. If you check the turn and some-
body bets on the river, you should probably call if the board
doesn’t look too scary.

You have flopped top pair, but you can’t like it very much. You
have six opponents, and if any of them has an ace, you are pr'ob—
ably out-kicked.! In a situation like this, if there is much actlop,
you will have to get out. Sometimes when you get out, you w%ll
later discover that you had the best hand on the flop, but that will
be the exception. If there is a bet and raise in front of you, you

If you are in early position with such a hand,? you may simply
have to check and fold if there is significant action behind you.
You have no position to use, and you cannot be the least bit sure
you have the best hand. If everybody checks on the flop and the
turn is not threatening, go ahead and bet, hoping to win the pot
right there. If you are called, check on the river and hope the
hand is checked through. However, you probably want to call a

INote that if somebody has AT, you’re drawing almost deaq. That is, since
your opponent already has two pair and his lower pair is higher than your
kicker, you need two running sixes to win the pot.

2We hope you had a free play in the big blind.
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bet on the river in this situation. Many of your opponents will au-
tomatically bet top pair on the flop and assume you will, too.
Since you didn’t bet on the flop, they will assume that second
pair is good (or may be bluffing completely).

If you are raised on the turn, you can probably fold (note that it
will cost you two big bets to get to the showdown now).

This whole discussion points out perfectly our concept of the
dominated hand. You will be sorely tempted to call bets (and
raises) all the way to the river with your top-pair-no-kicker h.and,
and yet time after time you will get shown a pair of aces with a
better kicker. In the long run, especially against many oppo-
nents, you will come out ahead by dropping that hand as soon as
it misses its flush draw. Note that if you get one of your flush
cards on the flop, you are in a different situation. Suppose you

have

: > ¢

We

and call on the button after six others have called. If the flop is

:BEE,, 9‘ : 2* *
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you should call a bet on the flop. If the turn is a diamond, you
have picked up the nut flush draw, and can easily call a bet.? If
you do not pick up your flush draw (or otherwise improve) on

3Sklansky and Malmuth suggest raising on the turn in this situation as a semi-
bluff. This is a powerful play in tight games. However, against most Players
in a low-limit game, this play will be futile as they will almost never fold.
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the turn, you are back to the earlier situation and probably have
to drop.

An alternative in the above situation is to raise on the flop, and
then plan to check the turn. Once you’ve done that, you will
probably need to call a bet on the river, as your check on the turn
may well induce somebody to bet.

When you flop second or bottom pair

Normally, it’s best to check and fold when you flop second pair.
In a low-limit game, this decision is even easier because you are
up against many opponents, and at least one of them will have
top pair or better.

Let’s consider the exceptions. The first requirement is that the
pot be large, but in low-limit games that is often true. To contin-
ue playing you must also have an overcard kicker (your unpaired
card is higher than any card on the board) and/or backdoor
draws. For example, suppose you have Aa-Ta, and the flop
comes K¥-T&-4a. You have second pair, with an overcard
kicker, and three to the nut flush. If the pot is big, you can call a
bet on the flop, hoping to catch an ace, ten, or spade on the turn.

Note that you should usually not call a bet with Ta-9a if the flop
is K¥-T&-4¢. Now you have neither an overcard nor a back-
door shot at a flush. If the 4o was the 44, giving you three to
your flush, you are about a 3.4:1 dog to somebody with AK, but
some of your outs involve drawing again on the turn. Given that
you may make your two pair or flush and still get beaten, you
should be getting at least 12:1 odds to call in this situation.

The answer is even more clear cut if you flop only bottom pair.
Unless the pot is huge, and you have the secondary outs de-
scribed above, save your money and fold.

When your pocket pair doesn’t improve

If you have a pocket pair that is an overpair on the flop, you have
an excellent hand. You can beat top pair with any kicker. Treat
this as you would top pair on the flop, but you can be even more
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aggressive. For example, suppose you have Q¥-Q ¢ and the flop
comes J&-7&-2%. Now if you bet and are raised, you should
probably make it three bets. You can beat AJ or KJ (which most
people would raise with), and if somebody has a club flush draw,
you want to make him pay dearly to stay with it.

You have the same problem deciding whether to bet out or
check-raise when you have flopped an overpair. This is not the
same as when you have AJ and the flop comes jack high; in that
case you are afraid of a king or a queen falling. If you have pock-
et jacks, and the flop comes nine high, you are afraid of a king,
queen, or ace. Now you must be that much more sure that some-
body will bet if you want to checkxraise.

If your pocket pair is not the top pair after the flop, you can usu-
ally drop it. You are a 23:1 dog to make your set on the turn, so
the pot odds (or implied odds) must be that high if you don’t
have the best hand or other draws. This is not impossible, but it
is rare — even in loose low-limit games. Also realize that the
betting that made the pot so big may indicate that you’re drawing
dead. For instance, suppose you have QQ, five players put four
bets each into the pot before the flop, and the flop comes ace
high. There’s a chance somebody has flopped a set of aces, and
turning your third queen is only going to cost you a lot of money.

Knowing what card you want

When deciding how to play your top pair (or any hand for that
matter), you need to be clear about what you want. For instance,
if you have
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and the flop comes

-
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you don’t want to make two pair — if a jack falls, any opponent
'Wlth a nine has a straight. On the other hand, a nine on the turn
1s probably a very good card for you. So, when figuring which
c'ards improve your hand, only count those that you would truly
like to see come up next.
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Playing When You Flop Two Pair

ote that initially we are discussing a split two pair —
N when you have two different ranks in your hand, and you

flop one of each of them. We will discuss the “pair on the board”
situation later in this chapter.

Two pair is a powerful hand that you can play quite strongly.
However, it is rarely strong enough to slow play. If you are pla}/-
ing quality hands, your two cards will be close to each otber in
rank (AXs being the obvious exception). That. means thaF if you
flop two pair you have to worry about a straight draw, if not a
made straight. Adding the possibility of a flush draw, you have
a hand that demands to be played fast; you need to reduce the
odds for drawing hands.

When you flop top two pair

Suppose you have

and the flop comes
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You can be almost certain that you have the best hand right
now. ! However, you are susceptible to lots of draws. You are es-
sentially even money with somebody who has

Remember also that in low-limit games, the pot has already got-
ten big. You should do whatever you think will get the most
money in the pot on the flop. If you think that a player behind
you will raise, bet out immediately and hope you get to re-raise.
If you think somebody will bet but not raise, check-raise. Of
course, this is a situation where you don’t want to give a free
card, so if there’s any doubt in your mind, bet.

If somebody puts in a third or fourth raise on the flop, you need
to consider the possibility that he has a set. Now it might be cor-
rect to check and call on the turn and river. If you put in the last
raise on the flop, you can bet this hand all the way to the end if
the board is not threatening. For instance, suppose the final
board is J&-Tw¥-5v-8e-7v¥. You should definitely bet when the
8 ¢ hits on the turn, but the 7% on the river is a terrifying card,
as any nine makes a straight, and a flush is possible. You should
check, and call if there is no raise. If there’s a raise, you’d have
to fold here.

Even if the flop is J&-Tw-7% (which makes a straight possible),
you should play this hand aggressively. If somebody has a
straight, he will probably let you know it quickly (he will be
afraid of the flush draw as well). Again, in this situation, you can
back off and just call bets. The board will have to become very
scary before you should drop this hand.

'If you don’t, there’s not much to do. You will lose some money with this
hand if it gets beaten, but far more often you’re going to win money with it.
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When you flop “top and bottom” or bottom two pair

These hands are still strong, but they are vulnerable to the board
pairing and draws. Suppose you have

If another queen hits, you have just about nothing (but can at
least fold with a clear conscience). Therefore, it’s all th,e more
important that you get your bets in on the flop. Also, (?on t be so
eager to re-raise a second or third time as you Wf)uld with top two
pair. In the situation above, you’d like to believe that noboc'iy
was playing Q70, but in low-limit hold’em, your opponents will
routinely show you that (and Q60, t00).

As we discussed before, you should normally be plz?ying cards
that are fairly close in rank. Thus, you won’t be ﬂopPlng top and
bottom pair too often, with the occasional e‘xceptlon of AXs.
When you flop two pair with that hand, play it fast. Many low-
limit players will play any hand that contains an ace, and you
could quite conceivably be up against the other two a,ces. If
that’s the case, you can make a lot of money, an.d you don’t v.vant
to give them free cards with which to make a bigger two pa,ur or
pair the middle card on the flop. This also insures thaF you’ll be
charging the straight and flush draws as much as possible.
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Two pair with a pair on the board

This situation is far less desirable than a split two pair. For in-
stance, you have raised with

4
8

Unfortunately, in low-limit games, many players are willing to
play almost any two cards, so it’s hard to figure the probability
of somebody having an eight. There is one obvious
consideration — the more opponents you have, the more likely
it is that one of them has flopped trips. If the entire table takes
the flop, and there’s lots of action, you must get out. While you
may have the best hand, you can’t play it with any degree of cer-
tainty, and somebody with an eight may just wait and then
check-raise you on the river.

In the above situation, it’s worthwhile for you to bet on the flop,
hoping to win the pot right there. However, if you get called, you
have to slow down. You could be up against somebody with a
ten, which is fine, but you also may have run into an eight. You
should now check on the turn, but be prepared to call a bet on the
river. Somebody may represent an eight and you can catch the
bluff, but don’t give somebody who really does have an eight the
opportunity to raise you on the expensive bets. Note that betting
on the turn and river is a lose-lose situation for you. If you have
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the best hand, nobody can call you (for fear of the third eight). If
you don’t have the best hand, you’ll get called or raised. If you
bet the flop, and check the turn, you should be prepared to calla
bet on the river if you don’t have a lot of opponents and no over-
cards to your pair have fallen. If they check to you again on the
river after you’ve checked the turn, you should bet.

One final thought about this situation: many players would never
raise with an eight on the flop — they would wait until the turn
to raise. If that’s the sort of player you're up against and he raises
on the flop, then you can treat your queens as the best hand and
keep betting.

Obviously, if the board is paired over-your pocket pair, you can
fold at the first opportunity. In this case, you might not win even
if you catch your miracle card.

The situation is similar if you pair one of your cards, and the oth-
er two cards are a pair. For instance, you have A¢-J& and the
flop comes Ja-6w-6 4. You can play it as you would the first ex-
ample. However, note that if you catch your miracle card (anoth-
er jack), you will now terrify somebody with a six, and he will
just check and call, if that. Furthermore, you have to split the pot
with the case jack if somebody has it. Therefore, this hand is
even weaker than the first example and should be treated as such.

A bluffing opportunity

Note that the situation is not hopeless. In a nine-person game, if
you see two eights on the flop and you don’t have one, there is a
40% chance that nobody at the table was dealt an eight. Further-
more, somebody may have folded an eight (watch for signs that
somebody is upset about dropping before the flop). This is one
of the few situations in a low-limit game where you can try a
pure bluff. If nobody has an eight, you might win the pot right
there with a bet, even if you have nothing.

2This is an example of the concept we discussed earlier — using the flop to
get information so you do the right thing on later, more expensive, bets.
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Playing When You Flop Trips

Low-limit hold’em players lose a lot of money by not
playing trips fast enough.

ou flop trips very infrequently: about 11% of the time when

you hold a pocket pair, and less than 2% of the time when
you hold two cards of different rank. However, you will often
make a lot of money when you get these hands.

When you flop a set

A “set” is three of a kind when you have two of the rank in your
hand and a third one is on the board. This is an extremely pow-
erful hand (partially because it is so well hidden), and many
players are tempted to play it slowly so they can extract the most
money .from their opponents. This brings us to the sentence at the
beglfmlng of the chapter: almost all the time, you do better by
p}aylng your set fast, putting in as many bets and raises as pos-
s1!)1e. This is particularly true in low-limit hold’em because you
v.v111. not scare players out of the pot the way you would in higher
limit games. For instance, if you get somebody opposite you at
the table .with two pair, you will often cap the betting between

you, making it terribly expensive for straight and flush draws. In

low-limit games, you may trap in players who have only two
overcards and are drawing dead.

However, if you play the hand slowly, you are giving hands such

as inside straight draws a better chance to beat you. For instance
suppose you have ’

85
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And the flop comes
&l e 0 i s
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You have flopped the absolute nuts. However, if aclub or any 3,
5.6, 8, T, or J comes on the turn, you may no longer be in front
(you are a 3.4:1 dog to make a full house or quads on Fhe river).
Thus, in most cases, you want to get lots of money 1n the pot
right now. You are an almost 3:1 favorite over an o‘pen;)en;il
straight draw, and you will still win 60% of the p.ots a.galhnst .ot
an open-end straight draw and a club flush draw in this sm{anon.
When your opponents put money in the pot, you are getting an
enormous return on your investment.

Conversely, if you let them in cheaply, they are .gettmg much
better odds on their draws, making those draws e1ther.less of a
mistake, or even correct. If that is the case, you are losing mon-
ey. For instance, if there is a bet in front of you and you flat call,
a player with

is getting correct implied odds to call (trying to catch an eight) %f
there were about six bets in the pot before the ﬂop..Howe.verj if
you raise the original bettor, a person.who ca}ls with an inside
straight draw (even to the nuts) is making a mistake.

Often you will hear players say, “There was no point in betting
(or raising) — he would have called with his ﬂusl.1 dra\y any-
way.” The latter half of this statement is true, but misleading. A
player who calls your bets or raises when he has flopped four to
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a flush is not making a mistake. However, if you check and let
him draw at his flush for free, you are giving him infinite odds
on his draw (pot size: 0), which is far better for him than your
charging him a bet for his draw. The situation is similar, but not
quite as bad, if you call a bet rather than raising.

Note that typically you are both doing the correct thing. If there
are players in the pot other than you and the flush draw, they are
subsidizing both of you. Since you have the best hand, you have
the most equity in the pot and benefit from every dollar that goes
in. Your opponent with the flush draw is getting the correct pot
odds (2:1) to draw. Everybody else is probably making a serious
mistake, as it’s likely they’re drawing dead or near dead.

Remember, if you raise on the flop with your set, and half as
many people call as would have called a single bet, you have got-
ten the same amount of money in the pot but you’re competing
with half as many opponents. Slowplaying is intended to let less-
er hands catch up to a monster — and your set is not a monster

(yet).
Exceptions

There are two cases in which you might want to slow down after
you’ve flopped a set:

1. You are very sure you have the best hand and are willing
to risk giving your opponents a cheap card in hopes of
building a bigger pot.

2. You’re concerned that you may not have the best hand.

Let’s consider the first case. Suppose you have a pair of red sev-
ens, and the flop comes

*N
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Especially if you are in late position, you may want to just call if
there is a bet in front of you, or even check if there hasn’t been a
bet. You are taking a risk (note that a 4, 5, 6, or ace could give
somebody a straight), but it may be worth it. With this flop, you
won’t get much action from many hands. However, if a card like
the 34 comes on the turn, maybe you can catch an opponent (or
two) with a three, and even get some spade flush draws interest-
ed. Of course, you’re happy for this to happen because it’s virtu-
ally impossible for anybody to catch up with you if another three
does fall. If something like the 8 ¢ comes, you may now have a
problem because somebody could have picked up a very big
draw. However, you can now bet or raise on the turn and make
it a questionable play for those draws {o stay in.

Note that this is the exceptional case. If the flop contains any two
cards of the same suit, you are probably better off playing fast.
You simply cannot afford to give a possible flush draw a cheap
card.

Another case in which you can slow down is when your oppo-
nent shows aggression on the flop. Suppose you are in the situa-
tion above (you have pocket sevens and flop top set) in early
position. You bet out and are raised by a player in late position.
You can choose to re-raise on the flop, or wait until the turn. If
you go with the latter plan, your intent on the turn should be to
trap as many people as possible for as many bets as possible. If
most of the players are between you and the raiser, bet out. If he
raises, re-raise. If the raiser is immediately behind you, then go
for the check-raise, hoping players behind him will call his bet,
and then you get to raise them.
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NO\fv consider the other case — what if you’re afraid you’re up
against a bigger hand? This is an unusual scenario. However,
suppose you have a pair of red nines and get a flop like

9 8 7

Y I R R B
Q‘Q QQ Q‘
v'e v

L RN )
L 2 2R AR 2R A

Even now, you probably want to start out playing fairly fast.
There is a chance you’re up against a made straight or a flush.
There’s even a chance you're drawing dead to a straight flush.!
However, you don’t want to give a single ten or spade a free
ca'rd, so you have to grit your teeth and bet or raise. If you are re-
raised, you can back off (call) to see how the turn and river cards
look. Note that with a pair of red aces, you would play this hand
very fast on the flop, but you’d be prepared to drop them if a lot
of players were betting and raising. With a set, you can’t get
away so easily. You have to see this hand to the end, so you may
Want to ease up and see what the turn and river cards bring. Now
if the board pairs, you hope somebody made a straight and some-

pody else made a flush, because you beat them both and they’ll
likely call a raise on the river.

If the pot has gotten big on the flop (i.e. there’s been a raise or
two and/.or many players in the hand) don’t even think about
slowplaying; get your raises in immediately.

A final thought about sets if you never folded after flopping
a set, you probably wouldn’t be making much of a mistake. Play
them fast, and plan to go to the river with them.

1 . . .

Ther.e 1s’also asaying that if you get a set beaten and don’t lose a lot of chips,
you didn’t play I.[ right. This is somewhat simplistic, but emphasizes the im-
portance of playing aggressively with a hand this strong.
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When you flop trips (with a pair on the board)

You have to play this hand much more delicately than you do a
flopped set. With a pair on the board, everybody will be nervous
about where the other two of that rank are. If another player is
aggressive, you may be looking at the fourth card of that rank, a
hand that can beat trips, a bluff, or a hand that looks good but
isn’t as good as yours. Let’s consider an example. You have

¢ e 0
:o o’o
L ZER 2N 4/

in late position with four callers in front of you and the flop
comes

8
.

¢
¢
¢

If somebody bets here, raise. The pot has gotten fairly large (es-
pecially if the bettor is early and there are callers in between),
and your hand isn’t strong enough to slow-play. If somebody re-
raises you, there’s a reasonable chance that he has the last eight.
Now you back off and call any bets.

A lot of players will raise with a queen in tzhis situation., but with
an eight they will wait to raise on the turn.” Therefore, if you bet
and somebody raises, it doesn’t prove that he has the case eight.
This is a good time to try for a check-raise on the turn, as your

2 Another reason for yaou to raise on the flop with a third eight. You’re getting
more money in the pot, and may actually be persuading your opponents that
you don't have the eight.
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opponent with a queen (or less) may bet the turn. Again, figure
out what will trap the most players for the most bets and do that.

If you have a very strong kicker with your trips, you want to play
it even faster. In the case above, if you have A -8 ¢ instead of
8¢-7e, you can put in four or five bets. This severely punishes
somebody who has the case eight but no kicker. It also puts the
most possible pressure on straight and flush draws. Sometimes
the person with the smaller kicker will get lucky and pair his
kicker to make a full house — you simply take that chance. If
you're pretty sure you have the best kicker with the trips, play
the hand very strongly.

In looser hold’em games, you will almost assuredly get to the
river with trips. In the above case, only another queen falling
would make you inclined to drop. Even then, you would have to
be quite sure there was a third queen somewhere because the pot
would probably be enormous. Of course, if the board is terribly
scary for you (for instance, you have Ta-84 and the board is
showing 8¢-84-7¢-64-5¢) and there is a lot of action, save
your money and get out. Learning when to fold strong hands
takes years of experience and practice. It is one of the skills you
must develop to move to higher limits and tougher games.
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Playing When You Flop a Straight or Flush
Draw

S traight and flush draws are much stronger hands in low-limit
games than they are in bigger limits. The main reasons for

this are:

1. As we have discussed previously, you will usually have
many opponents in the pot with you. Their presence makes
the straight and flush draws correct in cases that would not
be right if you had fewer opponents. In short, you are get-
ting the necessary pot odds.

2. You will get paid off more often when you do make your
hand — the pots will be (relatively) bigger than they are
in more expensive games, and your opponents are more in-
clined to call. In short, you are getting better implied odds.

3. Because there are typically so many players in a hand, the
average winning hand will be closer to the best possible
hand (i.e., the nuts) than it is in a tighter game. The best
possible hand for any given board is rarely less than a
straight, so you will need these more powerful hands more
frequently to win a pot. .

Since you are drawing, you want many players to stay in the pot
with you (just as you do with drawing hands before the flop). In
fact, you are often in a situation where you can bet or raise your
draws for value. “For value” means that with enough callers, you
show a profit on bets you make, even though you're still draw-
ing. Thus, your goal is to get as many players as possible to put
in as many bets as possible.

92
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Big draws

Consider this example.1 You are in late position with

There are five callers in front of you, you call, the button raises,
and everybody calls. Now the flop comes

LI MG 14
R
v v A%

Note that there are fifteen bets in the pot already. If it’s checked
to you, you should bet. Even if the pre-flop raiser raises now, at
least a few of the people in front will call the raise. You are
slightly less than a 2:1 underdog to make your flush, so you are
making money if you can get at least three other people in the pot
with you. You need to get slightly better than the exact odds
since you could make the flush but have it beaten by a full house.

In low-limit games, you will often have four or more opponents
with you on the flop. In that case, just try to maximize the num-
ber of bets that go in. If four bets are going into the pot for every
bet you put in, you are getting much the best of it. Of course, this
assumes that you’re drawing at the nut flush or straight. If you
aren’t, you need to consider the possibility that your hand won’t
be good if you make it. With a draw to less than the nuts, you can

1 .
For much of this chapter you can consider straight and flush draws inter-
changeably. A four-flush is a 1.9:1 underdog to make a flush by the river. The

gpen—ended straight draw is a 2.2:1 underdog. These are close enough to con-
sider equivalent for now.
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still call the bets and raises, but you probably shouldn’t be put-
ting them in yourself.

Raising with a draw in late position can also have the desirable
side effect of getting you a free card on the turn should you need
one. Suppose you have Aa-Ja on the button and there were
three calls in front of you pre-flop. You call, as do both blinds,
and the flop comes as above (Qa-4a-Tw). You have' an ex-
tremely strong hand — any king or spade (with thg minor ex-
ception of the Ta) gives you the nuts. An ace may give you the
best hand as well. If there is a bet and a couple of calls, you
should raise as much as 90%-95% of the time. You probably
don’t have the best hand right now —_ somebody almost surely
has a queen — but you are getting excellent odds for your Firaw
(you will make either the straight or the flush 45% of the time).
Now if you make your hand on the turn, you can bet. If the turn
misses you, you check and get a free river card. You may also
get people betting into you on the river after you’ve checked the
turn. Of course, if you make your hand on the river, you get to
raise them.

Suppose you are in late position, and call with

after four other players have called..Now the flop comes

& v 9 ¢ @
\4."‘4. v'v
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makes it three bets. If there is a caller or two between you, and
particularly if your cardroom permits only three raises, go ahead
and cap it. Since you are getting 2:1 or 3:1 on the bets you put in,
you're not taking the worst of it by re-raising. Furthermore, be-
cause you’ve capped the betting in late position, the original bet-
tor doesn’t know what you have. For all he can tell, you have
pocket eights and are just raising with the best hand. Now there
is a very good chance that he’ll check to you on the turn, giving
you the free card if necessary.

Note that if the turn is a club, you pick up a flush draw as well.
In that case, you may have as many as 15 (or more) outs - you
can bet the turn for value.

A final benefit of this play: by building a huge pot on the flop,
you encourage your opponents to call your bets if you make your
hand.

You can also check-raise with a draw if you’re sure that people
between you and the bettor will call (or if they’ve already called
one bet). Remember, you don’t want to shut people out of the
hand now. Suppose you are in the situation we described previ-
ously (you have Aa-Ja; flop is Qa-4a-Tw) but are in early po-
sition. You check, there is a bet immediately to your left and
three callers. Raise if you’re pretty sure the bettor won’t re-raise.
Your problem with his re-raising is that he may scare out the
callers to his left, and you don’t want that. If he just calls, the
original callers will call your single raise.

Of course, check-raising in early position puts you in an awk-
ward situation on the turn. If a blank hits, you have to check
since it’s virtually impossible you will win the hand by betting,
and you probably won’t get the four callers you need to make a
bet for value correct (if the turn misses you, you are a 4:1 under-
dog to make your flush on the river). Your check on the turn
shows weakness, and you may be forced to call a bet.

Remember, if you're going to check-raise with a draw, do it with

The first player bets, two people call, and you (correctly) raise
with the open-end straight draw. But now the original bettor

a draw to the nuts.?




96 Winning Low-Limit Hold’em

Double gutshot straight draws

You need to recognize these because they are effectively open-
end straight draws made up of two inside straight draws. Sup-

pose you have

and the flop comes

A
v

v
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If you don’t look closely, you may miss the fact that either aking
or a nine gives you the nuts. Play this hand the wa’y you would
an open-end straight draw. In bigger games you .11 1eam't.hat
these hands are especially valuable for their deceptlve quglltles.
At lower-limits, few if any of your opponents will be trying to
work the hand backwards to see what you have.

Another example: you have 74-54 in the big blind, a_nd the flop
comes 9%-6¥-3a. Any eight or four gives you a straight. H.OW-
ever, note that if an eight comes, you don’t have the nut straight
(check this and be sure you know what is the nuts).

2In his seminal work, Hold em Poker, David Sklansky w'ro.te, “Never chec.k-
raise on the flop with a come hand if a pair shows.” This is as gopd advice
now as it was when I first read it many years ago, .but at. the time my ignorance
of poker terminology made the sentence almost indecipherable to me.
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Weaker draws

The best draw worth mentioning here is the inside straight draw.
Contrary to the advice passed down through innumerable gener-
ations of American men (“And son, don’t ever draw to an inside
straight...”), it is often correct in low-limit hold’em to do just
that. You are an 11:1 underdog to catch your card on the turn, but
you can count on winning some big bets if you do (implied odds
again). Therefore, you can call a bet on the flop if you’re getting
about 7:1 odds, assuming that you are drawing at the nuts. For
instance, if the flop is two-suited, you must be getting substan-
tially better odds to draw at the inside straight because you might
make your straight at the same time somebody makes a flush.

It is even better if you have two overcards to the flop. For in-
stance, suppose you have J ¢-T 4 and the flop comes 8&-7w-2a.
Now a nine gives you the nuts, and either a jack or ten may give
you the best hand. This is the best possible situation in which to
draw at a “gutshot” straight.

You will occasionally see players drawing at the low (aptly
called the “ignorant”) end of an inside straight (for example, they
have 6%-5w, the flop comes 8%-94 -Aa, and they call a bet try-
ing to catch a seven). Unless you are getting enormous pot odds
— say 20:1 or better — don’t do this.

Usually if there’s a raise on the flop and you would have to call
two bets cold, you are not getting correct odds to draw at an in-
side straight. If you call a single bet and there’s a raise behind
you, then you can call. However, you would rather see this situ-
ation coming and not call the first bet. You can sometimes call
on the turn with an inside straight draw, but remember you’re an
11:1 underdog to make your straight. This is an excellent exam-
ple of why you need to keep track of the number of bets in the
pot — were there 22 small bets in the pot before you had to call
on the turn? If so, then you can call with your inside straight
draw.
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Sometimes the combination of a couple of draws will make it
correct for you to call a bet on the flop. For instance, suppose you

have

and the flop comes

YN )
o‘q
v
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v

You have two overcards to the flop, so a king or queen will prob-
ably give you the best hand. Furthermore, you can cz?tch tv:io I'(lj.ll’l-
ning spades to make a big ﬂush.. You are a 2.8:1 ug' 1erdc()igi
against somebody with an eight, so if you can get 5:1 or 6: oh

(which is almost always), it’s worth a call. You need‘bettert an
2.8:1 odds because some of your outs-involve cj‘atchmg a spade
on the turn and then making your flush on the rtver. Fn that case
you may have to call a bet on the turn whl}e you’re still drawing.
If you don’t catch top pair on the turn or pick up your flush draw,

you should fold.

P 6

Straight draws vs. flush draws

We said at the beginning of this chapter that you cquld treat
straight and flush draws similarly because the odds agz.unst your
making them were similar. However, there are some differences
you need to understand. |

If you flop a straight draw when the flop is two-suited, you must

consider the chance that making your straight with the third card
of a suit will do you no good. In effect, you have only six outs
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instead of eight. Even if your straight is good when the third of
the suit hits, you won’t get as much value for it because you can’t
play as aggressively. Furthermore, opponents you can beat will
be less inclined to call because either a straight or flush beats
them. If a flush draw is possible, you have to be more tactful in
handling your straight draw. Continuing this thought, do not
draw at a straight if there are three of the same suit on the board.
You will see other players do it, but throw away a straight draw
without a second thought if a flush could be made already. In the
long run, this will save you a lot of money.

When the board is paired

You must proceed much more carefully when you flop draws
with the board paired — you may be drawing dead, or almost
dead. For instance, if you have J&-T& and the flop comes 8¢ -
84-9%, you have an open end straight draw. However, if an op-
ponent has 8¥-7%, your straight draw is actually an inside
straight draw because only a queen is good. A seven falling is
terrible because it makes your straight but gives your opponent
a full house.

In that case, you have to be getting better pot odds to proceed.
Don’t raise with draws in that case — you’re not drawing to the
nuts. Don’t draw at an inside straight at all; the implied odds are
simply not there.

If the flop is a single suit

If the flop is all one suit, you can continue if you have the nut or
second nut flush draw. Anything else, there’s too much of a
chance that you’re drawing dead. Since you may be up against a
completed flush already (which reduces your chances of making
your flush), don’t raise for value — although if you have posi-
tion, think about raising for a free card and then checking on the
turn if you don’t make your flush.
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Final thought on draws

One of the biggest differences between lov‘v—‘limit hold’em afnd
the bigger games is the number of opportur}ltles to bet drafws tor
value. By doing this correctly, you can win a handful (:1 ex ;a
bets during a session and yet be perceived as somebo‘ y who
“gambles.” That is, you don’t want your opponents 'to think iou
play only quality cards and good dI‘E.lWS. If they re.allze that,f tb et)g
won’t pay you off when you make big hands. Puttlr.lg aloto N
into the pot with a draw is often viewed as gambling — going
against the odds just for the excitement of the drgw. However;
with enough opponents, you’re doing the. mathematlcall){ Zor;ic‘:
thing while your opponents see you Pl‘ay.lng loose and wild. This
is an extraordinarily powerful combination.

A v ¢ s

Playing When You Flop a Complete Hand

very once in a great while, you will be fortunate enough to
flop a “complete” hand — straight or better.

When you flop a straight

This is the weakest of the complete hands, and is vulnerable to
the most draws. Therefore, you want to play a flopped straight
fast. Also, any time you flop a complete hand, your opponents
will be slow to give you credit for it — you may get almost un-
limited raises from two pair or a set. Consider the following ex-
ample: you have

9 Sy
*&* & *40
L 2L 2R A

in late position. There are three calls in front of you; the button
and both blinds call. Now the flop comes

There is a bet and two calls in front of you. Many players would
just call in this situation — that’s a mistake — you should
definitely raise. There are already nine bets in the pot, and there
are many cards you don’t want to see on the turn. If any heart or
five through nine falls on the turn, you no longer have the nuts.
Furthermore, if somebody has flopped a set or two pair, he may
choose to slow play it (which is also a mistake, though in this
case it’s to his benefit). Your raise may cause him to re-raise im-
mediately and you re-raise again. Note that this puts enormous

101
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pressure on heart draws and hands like Te-8 f’ which is impor-
tant. Of course, playing this fast on the flop will knock f_)ut some
players who have little or no chance to beat you. YO}] re better
off paying that price and forcing draws to pay a premium.

If you flop an ace high straight and. there are no flush draws that
worry you, you can slow down a little bit. If you have AA-%A
and the flop is Kv-Je-Ta, it’s OK to check and call or just Hat
call a bet. However, if a lot of action breaks f)ut, you should take
off the gloves and start raising yourself — if sgmebody has two
pair or a set, you want to punish them now wh%le you know you
have the nuts. By playing slowly, you run the I'lSk‘Of a card su.ch
as the Q& falling (in which case you ‘have Fo split the pot with
any ace) or a very scary card like the J¥ (which makes full hou;-
es possible and may give somebody a heaft ﬂgsh draw). le
more players you have against you, the more inclined you shou
be to play your straight fast.

If you flop the non-nut straight (you have 8¢-7¢ and the flop
comes Ja-9¢-T&), it’s even more importal.lt to play. fast. If an
eight, queen, or king comes, you have essentlal‘ly nothing, so you
have to start swinging immediately. Even try%ng to check—r:ausz
is probably a mistake. Go ahead and bet, hoping you get raise

so you can re-raise. If somebody has KQ (qr Q8), you are going
to lose some chips — you can’t give up this hand unless a cou-

ple of very scary cards hit.

When you flop a flush

This is another situation where many players makg a serious
mistake by not playing fast enough: If you ﬂop anything but the
nut flush, you must bet or raise to charge higher flush draws

dearly. Suppose you have
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in middle position, you call along with four others, the big blind
raises, and you all call. Now the flop comes

8 5 2
2 4 ’0 2 2K ZRTER 4

¢ . ¢ ¢

* e e
and the big blind bets out. Slowplaying is out of the question
here. The pot is so big you’d be happy to win the whole thing
right here (but that isn’t going to happen). Anybody with the A ¢
or K¢ is going to call (which is correct for them). Raise imme-
diately. If somebody makes it three bets, you can flat call, but
you still need to bet again on the turn if a blank comes — you
don’t dare give a single bigger diamond a free card. Again, if
somebody has flopped a bigger flush than you, you will lose

some money. However, far more frequently you will have the
best hand — but you must play it fast.

If a fourth diamond comes, you are now in a check and call sit-
uation, especially if anybody called your raise cold on the flop.
There is still some chance you have the best hand, but you don’t
want to call a raise with it. If a fourth of your suit comes and you
have a lower flush (say eight or nine high), you may have to give
it up. The fact that you most likely were well in front on the flop

means nothing — throw your six card flush away if there is sig-
nificant action.

If you flop the nut flush, you can wait until the turn to raise or
check-raise. However, as we discussed with the straight, if a rais-
ing war breaks out on the flop, you should start raising as well.
If the board pairs, then don’t check-raise — you might be giv-
ing a full house a chance to make it three big bets. Bet out imme-
diately and hope you are called but not raised. If you are raised,
you should call. Only if the board pairs twice should you be will-
ing to abandon the nut flush.
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When you flop a full house

i i i full house
With a pocket pair, you will flop a .
1% of t]lt)le time; with two cards of different rank, about 0.1% ;)f
the time (one out of a thousand hands). In general, your onhy
concern at this point is how to extract the mqst money from the
hand — your chances of being beaten are minuscule.

With pocket pairs, you can flop a full house in Eyobdlffgreon;

air, or trips on the board.
ways: one of your rank plus a pair, ‘ )
couyrse you prefer the former way — 1n the latter case t:lelret’z
always the danger that somebody has the fourth one. First, le
consider the “set+pair” scenario. Suppose you have

a little more than

ituati ou hope that
is 1 llent situation for you. Of course, y
e other here is a flush draw

|
the other two fives are active and that t

around as well. Your hand is altogether strong enough to ;1;)\:2
play, but you may not want to do that. If one or t\jVO plzge:sl e
fives, you want them to start betting arlxd raxsu}g immedia er Y, %
you might bet or raise once to get th}ngs going. Howe;/ed,oythe
don’t want to scare anybody at this point. Let other peop T Jothe
raising on the flop. 1f you're lucky, the turn will comple

In different hands.

YT T YT vy
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flush, and two other people will do all the raising for you while
you are just along for the ride. Things will probably slow down
on the river, and that’s when you can get in your raise(s).

If no flush or straight draw is possible on the flop, you should
slow down a lot, hoping the turn will give some people big draws
(that are probably dead). However, once the turn comes, you
should start betting and raising. A person with a flush draw will
only complete it one out of five times on the river. By raising on
the turn, you get these people to call, tryin g to make their flushes
and straights. You’re delighted if they make them on the river,

but usually they don’t, so you need to collect from them on the
turn.

The situation is somewhat different if your set is the lower of the
two ranks on the board. Suppose you have those same black
eights, but the flop is

This is a wonderful flop for you, but not quite as good as the first
one. Unlike the first case, there is a small, but important chance
you will get out drawn. Furthermore, you will usually have to

~ pay off some pretty big raises when you are beaten. However,

unti] almost guaranteed otherwise, you must play this as the best
hand. This time, you can’t wait to show aggression. Start betting
and raising immediately on the flop — with the negligible ex-
ceptions of TT or T8, you are winning for now. Don’t hesitate to
cap the betting on the flop given the opportunity. The same is
true on the turn — play the hand strongly. Be willing to put in a
third bet on the turn, and only get nervous if somebody puts in a
fourth bet. Sometimes you lose to a bigger full house with this
hand, but worrying about that very much is seeing monsters un-
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der the bed. Play it for the best hand, and ]:ust be alert for the
small possibility that one of those monsters 15 real.

If the board pairs (such as two running sixes), you w1lflt prolb;ilzli);
have to fold. Fortunately, this does.n’t happen very o deg;en L
you have been getting a lot of action on the turn, ;}n then i
turn card pairs, your full house is al‘most W(.)I'tthSS. urt ceactivc,
you’re going to get caughtina raising war if both tens ar .
Give up and get out. .
If the flop is all one rank when you ha_ve a pocket pair (.;4% ;i
the time), you have an awkward situation. If you .havela g,; Eno
(tens or higher), you probably have to s'tay.w1th it as zniten "
overcards fall. If an overcard to yo;ir I;J:glrrltlﬁti,a);guo?rteheeﬂopped
a single one of those as well as t’ e fou rd of the Hoppe
rank; now you can get out if there’s a loF of gc.tlon. Ity ves
iq pai ou should bet the flop to avoid giving bigger cards
lgrlegepilarrci’. Also, in this situation, almost anybodyd ;Na?:e Shc.':)lrs1
flopped the quads is going to sl.ow-play.. Use betjl e;lor aloes o
the flop to figure out who is willing tp stick aroun .ﬂ ns! ro_,
watch out for a player who calls a raise cold on the og - rp >
ceed carefully. Plan to check and call on the Furn ant rraise
somebody with quads will probably wait for big bets to .

If you hold two cards of different rank ar}d flop a full hOl.lSCé thcf
situation is similar to flopping top set with a smaller pair. Sup:

pose you hold

- —4
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and call in middle position after two other callers. Now there is

a caller behind you, a raise, and two cold calls. Everybody else
calls. The flop comes

You’ve got the nuts, and the chance of your being out drawn at
this point is almost nil. Unfortunately, it’s unlikely that you're
going to get much action from anybody. If somebody has the
case jack, he’ll play with you — other than that you have to
hope that there are some straight and flush draws out. You might
as well start betting with this hand — hope that the last jack is,
in fact, active, and that player starts raising. Many players will
stay in with their draws here even though they’re drawing dead.

When you flop quads or a straight flush

This happens so infrequently it’s hardly worth mentioning. With
the quads, you’ve crippled the deck (i.e., it’s unlikely anybody
else has a hand that they like much). In a higher limit game, you
might want to slow down and relieve the fears of your opponents
about who had made trips. In a low-limit game, it doesn’t matter
much. Check once on the flop to see what people do, but if any
betting and raising happens, get in and raise too.

With the straight flush, you probably want to play fairly fast be-
cause if somebody has the ace high flush, he may put in a lot of
bets before he figures out he’s beaten (assuming the board isn’t
paired). Your hand is very well hidden and you will get a lot of
action from worse hands. Therefore, there’s no point in slow-

playing even though there’s (essentially) no danger of your be-
ing out drawn.
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summary — flopping a complete hand

ven when you flop a huge hand, you

Once again we see that e e. Players will not

. 1. [_\ ] ] 1 ] ] 1 .]]] .] .

n though they may be drawing dead. Give thefrn flenty of op-
e . . .
;‘;nunities to do this by playing your big hands fas
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Playing When You Flop Two Overcards

Overcards are cards higher than anything on the board. Let’s
consider an example. You have

You have two overcards — can you call a bet? Can you bet?
Many poker experts say that you can bet or call a bet in this sit-
uation. However, it takes a lot of experience and knowledge to
know when you can play with just overcards. A bet with two
overcards is usually a semi-bluff (you’re hoping to win the pot
right there, but have chances of improving to the best hand).
Most low-limit games are sufficiently loose and passive that a
semi-bluff won’t work, so betting is probably not correct.

We believe you are not losing much by folding in this situation
if there’s a bet ahead of you. If it’s checked to you, take a free
card and hope you turn top pair. In the situation above, if a queen
or king falls on the turn, you probably have the best hand and can
bet (or even raise).

Expert players are able to make some money with two overcards,
but you are not giving up much by dropping them unless you
have other possibilities (which we discuss below). Misplaying
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i i u could
those overcards once or twice will cost you more than yo
make by playing them correctly a dozen times.

The problem with overcards is that you can win a httl:notrhleotss ri
lot. Most of the time, you’ll have to throw them iway nihe tuh
because they don’t improve. Therefore, to n:ia ; ' :101; i
them, you must play aggressivc:ily t\;:/ihser; (t)l:]eiln a; b:: o g with
If you pick the wrong time to doO , e 1o
the worst hand. This is an area wher.e you ca {) e yourre:
imiting vour mistakes. Until you have a lot o

fllrlllctiserb ))I/;ur bel% an understanq your opponents. tvl;f::il;) Iilsou can
best limit your mistakes by staying out of these si .

When you can play overcards L
. . ver-
There are some situations in which you can call a bet wi

cards: .
Backdoor flush or straight possibilities. For 1nstancel,1 Z:ﬁ :;L\:i
Aa-Ta and the flop comes 9¥-64-24&. Now you ca calla b
i an ace or ten may give you the best hand, an, '
Smc(;: on the turn gives you the nut flush draw. If you're hoping
:(I)) Ellnzke a backdoor straight, the turn should possibly ngve }g)(;ltir;
open end draw to the nuts. For instance, you have Q- -l- a the
’ s 9w-4a-3 4. Again, you could make top pair qnh
gﬁi,cafcfilea ten will give you a draw to two different nut straights.

The higher your cards, the better, so if you do make thedtop pe;li
on the turn, you will have fewer chances for an overcard to yo

top pair falling on the river.

A-K overcards on the flop |
AK (often called “Big Slick”) is one 9f th; most dlfﬁtcult l:il?céi
to play if it “misses” the flop. You will either maket.op g) ror
two overcards with it, so you often find yourself wta;:l ;ngctim "
tinue with it, almost regardless of the flop. Do no Bl e
this trap. If you’re going to call with two overcar e,f A
hand with which to do it, but choose your placeshc'ar. (};;lr ot
for situations where you're virtually certain that hitting y
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will be good, you have backdoor draws, or suspect that an oppo-
nent is betting a draw. Furthermore, it is almost never correct to

call a bet on the turn with an unpaired AK, unless you’ve picked
up some other draw.

Once in a great while, you can raise with AK when it doesn’t pair
on the flop, particularly if you suspect that the bettor doesn’t
have a good hand. On rare occasions, this may cause the bettor
to fold immediately, or at least getyou a free turn card. If you are
re-raised, or the bettor calls and then bets the turn, you are done
with the hand. Realize that this is a deceptive play, and such
plays have limited use in most low-limit games.

Many players can not give up AK until the river fails to pair
them; a classic tip-off is when somebody raises pre-flop and then
passively calls a bet on the flop. If you detect such behavior, be
prepared to bet hands that you might otherwise check on the
turn; don’t give the two overcards a free chance to beat you.

A word of warning

In tighter games, you can use the flop to decide the chances that
you're up against two pair already. However, in a no fold’em
hold’em game, many players are capable of showing you any
two cards. For instance, in a tighter hold’em game you’d be more
inclined to play overcards with a flop of T-5-2 since it would be
unlikely somebody already had two pair. In lower limit games,
you will see people win big pots with T5. This is another reason

why it’s a marginal play to continue with Jjust overcards in low-
limit hold’em games.

You will routinely see your opponents continue playing (even
calling a raise cold) with two overcards to the flop. You will also
occasionally be sitting on the sidelines watching when your
overcards would have made the best hand. Have faith, and throw
them away the next time, too. For low-limit hold’em players,
flopping two overcards is a marginal case of our next topic: what
to do when the flop misses you completely.
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Playing When the Flop Misses You

n completing our discussion of how to play on the flop, we
I need to remind you that this, unfortunately, will be the most
frequent result of the flop: you get a very small piece of it, or
less.
You’ll flop second or bottom pair with no overcards. Three to a
flush or straight and nothing else. One overcard.

Your opponents will routinely call a bet in this situation, hoping

to pick up a little more on the turn. This is where decisive action

can save you a lot of money:
Fold and be done with’it.

We have discussed essentially every case in which you can play
beyond the flop. Every other time, your pre-flop investment is
gone. Forget about it. Watch the rest of the hand. See how your
opponents play, figure out what you would do in a similar situa-
tion. Get up and stretch, drink a glass of water. However, do not
just throw in a loose call on the flop to see what happens next.
This discipline alone will take you a long way toward becoming

a winning hold’em player.

Bluffing on the flop _
Suppose the flop misses you completely, but it looks very ragged

and you think it might have missed everybody else too. Is this a

good time to bluff? In a bigger limit game, the answer might well

be yes. In a low-limit hold’em game, you’re probably wasting
your money. We will go into more detail about bluffing in a later
chapter, but for now, consider what we said above. Many of your
opponents don’t think twice about calling a bet on the flop —
they just throw the chips in. Against that kind of opposition, a
bluff is simply not profitable. It makes many more value bets
profitable (i.e., when you have a good or great hand), but trying
to represent a hand you don’t have won’t work often enough to

be worth it.
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Free Cards and the Importance of Position

$ you advance in your
poker career, you will dev
, el -
£ rstz?]alt (if subtle plays and tricks to use on your o OI; ents
o hOIS’e Y, you won’t be able to practice them mucﬁlpinnlents'
em games — they simply won’t work. Howeggr-

there is one ver
y powerful pl . 5
games — the free card. play that works quite well in low-limit

The ¢ o ..
that,sr{f}:ztciaﬂ((:: lpyleg 1; s1tll:1p1by raising in late position with a hand
e the best at th i i

free?ze up bettors in front of you on t‘lalen:g)l:tent J vimontis

ot ) .

fr;:: ;or;nofhbeg;ng, or checking and seeing the following card f

‘ : e $3-$6 game, you’ve put in an extra $3 b Or
on’t have to call $6 on the turn. Ever .

you, it saves you $3. .

card, giving you the

: . SO you
y time this play works for

A classic example

You are on the button with

and are the fifth caller. Then the little bli

calls. Now the flop comes nd raises and everybody

There is a bet and t 1
wo callers in front of i
o you. With 14 bets i
gms y:ga};ive an easy cgll. If the turn is an eight, you ‘;t;‘:g ttll:e
- A Jack or ten may give you the best hand, and if a diamonfi:
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falls, you pick up a flush draw. If you raise (instead of calling),
the players in front of you will probably check on the turn. Of
course, if you get lucky and turn the straight or top pair, you bet.
Otherwise, you check and see the river card for free. This play is
almost always successful in passive low-limit games and has

enormous value to you.
Other good opportunities to use the free card play:

® Second pair with an overcard kicker and perhaps a backdoor
straight or flush draw. Suppose you have A&-T# in late po-
sition and the flop comes T¥-Q&-2%. If there is a bet in
front of you and you are in last position or (particularly) feel
that a raise will knock out any player(s) behind you, serious-
ly consider raising. While it’s likely you’re up against a
queen, it’s worth a shot to catch a ten, ace, or backdoor flush

draw.!

® Flush draw in late position when there’s a bet in front. You’d
rather not call a bet on the turn if you don’t make your flush;
raise on the flop, hoping to make the original bettor check on
the turn. You probably aren’t giving up a raise if you make
your flush on the turn. Many players will freeze up at the
sight of a third suited card and check anyway.

Raising here also has some deceptive value. Your opponents
may assume that you had top pair or something when you
raised on the flop (which you easily could have). Now when
the flush card hits, they may bet at you, representing the
flush. Of course, your raise on the turn shows them they’re

mistaken.

The importance of position

You see that to make the free card play, you generally must be
in late position, preferably last to act. This points out yet another
reason why you have to pay such close attention to your position.

1Depending on the pot size and other factors, you may need to call a bet on
the river with your second pair and ace kicker.
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i\/lany hz.mds that \yi.ll simply not pay up front will make money
or you in late position because you can use the free card play

An added benefit of the “free card” raise may be to knock out
players between you and the button. If there is one player behind
you and you think your raise on the flop will knock him out

that’s all the more reason to raise. “Buying the button” is an im’
portant tactic in making the hand go the way you want. _

Defending against the free card

Unf_o.rtunately, you have to take your turn in the early and middle
p031t10n§. Sometimes you will bet on the flop and get raised b

a player in late position. If you think he’s capable of trying to e};
a free card,.what should you do? If you believe you have the bist
hand, re-raise immediately, or call and then bet on the turn. As
you can see, this is an awkward situation since he may have. ou
beaten, and you’re just giving him more chances to raise HZW-
ever, you should be aware of the possibility that somebod); is try-
Ing to get a free card, and defend against that. ’

The difficulty of_ df:fending against the free card shows both how
lp{owerful a play it is and the importance of having good position.

emerpber that when you’re thinking about playing marginal
hands in early position before the flop.
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Confrontations on the Flop

arning: you will have to make full use of your e:,xperience
and judgment in situations such as we describe below.
Treat the following as guidelines, not rules.
Ideally, if you're going to play a hand .after the ﬂpp, you want t(;
take control of it. You should be doing the raising (gnlessho
course you've flopped a monster), and generally making other

players do what you want.

Dealing with a maniac

With weak loose players (calling stafi(.)ns),. ),Iou can _usually_ tfllc-
complish this. However, against a maniac, it's oftgn impossi ea;
He will happily re-raise you with a draw, any pair, or Jus:) 01;1 .
bluff. You will find that a maniac is often being controlled by 1st
ego — he wants to put in the last rai§e, or bluff you ouF ?f af[t)o
with nothing. When you get into a SltuatIOI.l hke' this, it’s often
best to bend and let him take control. Especially if you have po-
sition, you can afford to do this. Suppose you have

A
*

.
Y

and raise after four players call. The flop comes

TR X
“3 o

v
e * ¥

Two players check and the third bets. You. raise, the first two
players drop. Now the original bettor re-raises, an<.i the player
between you drops. The bettor could have a queen with a smaller
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kicker, two pair, a set, or even just a draw. If your opponent is a
tight and highly predictable player, you might actually be able to
fold here, but that would be the exception. The board will have
to get scarier before you can drop. In this situation, simply call
your opponent’s re-raise.

If the turn card is not a club and he checks, you should bet in case
he’s drawing at a club flush.! Many players will put in a lot of
bets with a flush draw on the flop (although you know this is not
correct heads-up), so his check on the turn may be a clue to that.
If the turn is not a club and he continues to bet, call againz. If the
turn is a club and he bets, you may have to drop. If he has a flush,
you’re drawing dead, and will have to call again on the river.
Even if he doesn’t have the flush, he’s willing to bet into a pos-
sible flush, and that implies some more strength. If the flush card
comes and he checks, just check along. That play may induce
him to bluff at you on the river (you should call a bet on the river
regardless of what falls). If he did have a better hand but not a
flush, you saved a bet by checking on the turn (don’t bother bet-
ting on the turn to represent the flush — you’ll get called).

The situation is slightly different if you have to act first. Suppose
the hand went the same way, but you check-raised on the flop,
and the original bettor made it three bets, narrowing the field to
just two of you. You now just check and call, following the same
plan as above. If you check on the turn and he checks, too, don’t
bet on the river. We will discuss this later, but it’s a situation
where you’re not likely to get called unless you’re beaten. Also,
by checking twice on the turn and river, you encourage your op-
ponent to bluff at you on the river. Again, be prepared to call a
bet on the river unless there’s something like four to a straight or
four clubs on the board.

'Often, he’ll be trying to put some kind of play on you and will fold when you
bet on the turn.

2Actually, a better play here may be to raise the turn, and plan to check the
river unless you improve.
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When you have a great hand

If you have the nuts, and it’s not possible that somebody has the
same hand but is drawing, put in a lot of bets (at least four or
five) before stopping. For instance, if you have

A

i d

and the flop comes

TS
X
we;

you can put five or six bets. However, if you had A-r-—J ) mst:ja.ad
of A ¢-J&, your opponent could have the. bi g, straight and a dia-
mond draw as well. If so, he’s “free rolling” on you. Now you
have to stop at about four bets and hope that no diamonds show
up. _

If you have a great hand but don’t have the nuts, then you have
to back off earlier. You’re not going to fold the hand (even on
the turn and river because the pot has gotten huge). However,

you need to consider the possibility that you're beaten. Suppose

you have

.’ L 1=
$o
o'
POV
* &
IO

=34
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and the flop comes

¢

If you get into a raising war with two or more opponents, don’t
be afraid to put in the last raise. However, if you are heads up,
and your opponent keeps raising, at some point you have to wor-
ry about pocket jacks. After four or five bets, back off and then
check and call through the river. If your opponent checks, bet.
Note that many players will play JT or 55 as strongly as you
would play JJ, so you may still be winning, but you don’t want
to put in too many raises without the nuts.

Now, suppose you have the guaranteed nuts. Perhaps you have
Aa-Ta and the flop is Ja-8a-44. You get into a raising war
with a single opponent and, for whatever reason, he keeps rais-
ing. Once you’re absolutely sure you have the nuts (don’t forget
to check for a possible straight flush), how many raises should
you put in? The best chance your opponent can have here is that
he flopped a set. If so, he’ll make a full house or better to beat
your flush about a third of the time: you are a 2:1 favorite. Nev-
ertheless, if he does get lucky and improve, you lose a lot of
money. Thus, your decision here is somewhat personal. If you
are willing to invest all your chips in a very positive situation
(which this is), go ahead and raise until he stops raising or one of
you is out of chips. If not, stop at whatever point you feel com-
fortable. If you still have the nuts on the turn, you can make the
same decision again, knowing you’re an almost 41 favorite. As
we’ll discuss later, if you have the nuts on the river, don’t stop
raising.
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Play on the Turn

n general, your play on the turn and river will be more straight-
forward than that on the flop.

If you have the best hand

If you feel you have the best hand, continue to bet it, especially
if you are concerned about draws. For instance, suppose you

have

* -

Two players (including the original bettor) called your raise. If
the next card is not a jack, an overcard, or a club, you should bet
again. A player with a jack will probably call, and you cannot
give overcards and flush draws a free card.

If a scary does fall, you have a more awkward situation. You
can't be sure if that helped your opponents or not. Giving some-
body with A&%-K # a free card when a small club falls is a terrible
mistake, but you will have to do that sometimes. Try not to be
paranoid about the nuts always being up against you; if you think
you still have the best hand, go ahead and bet.

120
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If you’re not sure you have the best hand

If you are afraid you might not have the best hand, and you aren’t
too worried about free cards, then it’s better to check. For in-
stance, suppose you have

It’s checked to you, you bet, and two people call. Now the 8
comes on the turn and they both check again. You should normal-
ly check as well. There is a reasonable chance that one or both of
you,r opponents has an ace with a better kicker. Furthermore

you’ re not as worried about giving a free card since overcards:
can’t fall and there’s no obvious draw. This is another situation
where you’ll probably have to call a bet on the river because your
check on the turn showed weakness.

l
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Drawing hands

Your hands that were marginal calls on the flop have now be-
come clear in one direction or the other. Suppose you are in late

position with

o>
[ o

s &
L b &
v v

L4
v

and six people take the flop for one bet. The flop is

o 9 2
L 2 4
A A TP ¢

There is a\bet and two calls and then you call. This is not an ob-
vious call, but it’s not a bad play either. However, the turn makes
your decision easy: if you get a six or an ace, you raise; if you
get a club, you call;! otherwise, you fold.

Most of your drawing hands will fall i_nto similar situations_ by
the turn. You can almost surely stay with strong flush and straight
draws: it’s likely you’ll be getting the right odds to draw. How-
ever, if the board is paired, you have to be getting much better
odds. If the third card of a suit hits on the turn, throw away your
straight draw without a second thought.

Betting draws on the turn

There are times when it makes sense-to bet a draw on the turn.
Particularly if you’re down to one or two opponf:nts and you
think there’s any chance at all they might fold, it might be worth

! As mentioned before, in a tighter game, if you picked up a flush draw on the
turn, a semi-bluff raise would be a powerful play.

- ——
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betting. For instance, if you flopped a straight draw and turned a
tlush draw, or vice versa, you may have as many as 15 outs. If so,
you’re only about a 2:1 dog to win on the river, so you should
probably bet. After all, you may win the pot on the turn, you may
hit one of your outs, or your opponents may get tired of you bet-
ting all the time and fold on the river. A small pair with an over-
card kicker and a flush draw often deserves a bet on the turn.

See if you can bet your draw on the turn for value. If not, ask
yourself if there’s a chance you might win the pot right there. If
neither of those conditions holds, you should usually take a free
card if you can get one.

Raising on the turn

You will probably not be doing as much raising on the turn as
some of your opponents. They will often slow-play strong hands.
As we discussed earlier, you are usually better off raising or
check-raising on the flop. Once you have shown that strength
early in the hand, your opponents will often check to you on the
turn.

However, there will be times when you slow-play a hand, or im-
prove your hand on the turn. If so, you should almost always start
raising on the turn rather than wait for the river to raise. By rais-
ing on the turn, you are getting the most possible value for your
strong hand, and forcing drawing hands to pay extra while there
are cards yet to come. If you wait until the river, people who
missed draws are not going to call a single bet, much less a raise.

Another time to raise on the turn is when you’re going to call a
bet on the river anyway, but could improve to a hand that is worth
betting (or raising). For instance, suppose you have A&-9& in
late position, and get a flop of A ¢ —6&—3 4. Now a five-way rais-
ing war breaks out. In spite of your marginal kicker, you’re prob-
ably committed to calling a bet on the river even if you don’t
improve, because of the size of the pot. Particularly if the pot
gets heads-up on the turn, you should raise, hoping to force your
opponent into checking the river. Now if you improve (catching
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a nine or a club), you bet, otherwise you check. This way, you
lose the same two big bets if you don’t have the best hand, but
win a third big bet if you improve. Also, this looks like “gam-
bling” to your opponents, and mars your disciplined image.

If you are raised on the turn

This is a very difficult situation to handle correctly. A very com-
mon scenario is that you have top pair or an overpair that you bet
on the turn, but you get raised. Your opponent is clearly telling
you that he can beat top pair.

There are a few things to consider at this point. If your opponent
is a very tight predictable player, you can be fairly sure that he
has you beaten. If so, and you don’t have the proper odds to draw,
you can fold immediately. If the pot is large, you can call and see
if you improve on the river (by making two pair or trips). If not,
you can fold (your opponent will almost surely bet on the river).

You also need to think about the card that hit on the turn. Was it
apt to have made the raiser two pair, or was he possibly slow-
playing two pair that he had flopped? If the turn card was the sec-
ond of a suit, is your opponent creative enough to raise when he
picked up a flush draw?

Of coursethere are some situations that are much easier to fold.
If the turn was the third of a suit or an overcard to your pair, then
it’s much easier to fold without calling the raise. However, in
many situations, you won’t be so sure about what your opponent
has, and the pot will be fairly large. In some of those cases, you
will have to grit your teeth and call the raise and the (very prob-
able) bet on the river. If you fold every time you are raised with
an unimproved pair on the turn, you're giving up too much.

Calling raises in multi-way pots'

In most situations, one pair (even a big pocket overpair to the
board) is no longer in front if somebody is raising on the turn in
a multi-way pot. This is a very difficult situation to handle cor-
rectly because the pot has often gotten quite large. But in gener-
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al, if you have opponents raising and calling raises on the turn (or
the river, for that matter), your top pair or overpair is probably
not the best hand. Furthermore, you may be drawing extremely
thin, or dead. Give serious consideration to giving up even pow-
erful hands such as pocket aces and kings here.
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Play on the River

hen the river card is dealt, your play is fairly clear. There
are, nevertheless, some important concepts to remember.

Betting good hands on the river

For instance, suppose you are drawing at a flush in early position
and make your flush on the river. Many players will be tempted
to check-raise in this situation. However, you should generally
just bet immediately. If your opponent doesn’t bet, you have c.ost
yourself a bet. Furthermore, he may bet, but fold when you raise,
SO you win just one bet anyway.

The most obvious exception to this is when your oppon.ent isa
habitual bluffer. Then it might be worth checking, hoping that
he’ll bet whereas he wouldn’t call your bet.

If you believe your opponent has a strong hand, you should nqt
check-raise. If you bet, he might raise, giving you the opportuni-
ty to make it three bets.

Calling (or raising) big pots with marginal hands

Seven card stud players soon learn that they almost have to call
a bet on the last card with any reasonable hand because the pot
has become so large (after five betting rounds) that the price of
making an ipeorrect fold is terribly high. Low-limit hold’em has
a similar feature. Many players are normally contesting each pot,
and they stay through most of the hand. Thus, by the end gf thg
hand, the pot has a huge number of bets in it. In this situation, if
your hand has even a tiny chance of winning, you must call.

Note, however, that occasionally you may be better off raising.
Suppose the player in front of you bets and you believe he is
bluffing, or has a weaker hand than yours. Furthermor.e, there are
players to act behind you. In this case, you should seriously con-
sider raising, hoping to force the players after you to fold. Now
you just have to beat the original bettor rather than two or more
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opponents. This is a fairly strong play that you won’t be able to
use often, but if properly used, it can save you a large pot.

Multi-way pots

Sometimes when you have more than one opponent on the river,
it’s not obvious how to play a big hand. For instance, suppose
you have made the nut flush on the river, a player bets into you,
and there is a player behind you to act. Should you raise? With a
single opponent, the answer is obvious — raise. However, in
this case, you may want to call instead. If the original bettor is
bluffing (or has great respect for you), you might win no further
bets if both opponents fold for the raise whereas the player be-
hind you might have called a single bet. Furthermore, if the play-
er behind you has a smaller flush, he may raise, giving you an
opportunity to make it three bets when the betting comes back
around to you.

A similar situation happens when you think you have the best
hand, but not the nuts. Now you’d rather get one bet from two
people instead of two bets from one person. That way, if you’re
beaten, you lose one bet rather than two (or three). Suppose you
make a flush on the river, but it’s not the nut flush, or the board
is paired. If there is a bet in front of you, you should normally
call, hoping the player behind you will call as well. Raising will
not force out a hand better than yours, but opens the door to ei-
ther of your opponents re-raising, which you would prefer not
happen.

Marginal hands lose much of their value in multi-way pots. If
you have just one opponent, we’ve seen that you often have to
call, even if it’s a little questionable. However, if you have two
or more opponents, your chances of having the best hand are
greatly diminished. This is particularly true when you’re last to
act and already know that you have to beat two or more hands.
In short, your hand must be very strong to overcall.
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Raising forever with the best hand and when the 3a falls on the river, the board looks like

Once in a while, you will get into a raising war on the river with
a single opponent. You have the nuts, and yet he keeps raising.
Once you’re sure you have the nuts, how many raises should you
put in? If you cannot be tied, then of course you should continue
raising until your opponent stops or one of you is out of chips. If
you could be tied, then you can probably stop at eight or nine
bets. A good dealer will recognize the situation and keep your
bets and those of your opponents separate, simplifying the sub-
sequent pot split. If you suspect at all that your opponent is over-
playing his hand, or doesn’t recognize the true nuts, then happily
raise until one of you is out of chips. Some players at your table
may get upset about this if you do split the pot; ignore them.
Even a slim chance that your opponent is wrong justifies unlim-
ited raising.

If the nuts is on the board (e.g. J¥-Ke-T¢-Aa-Q4), you might
occasionally try a bet or raise to knock out oblivious opponents
(the pot is split among all remaining players). However, don’t
take this play too far; very few players will fall for it.

o>

<4

You had bet on the flop and turn because you feared that your op-
ponent was on a diamond flush draw. Now if you bet, one of two
things will happen. If your opponent missed a flush draw he will
throw his hand away. Otherwise, he had an ace with a better
Kicker (or better hand) and is checking and calling. In this situa-
tion, you will only be called if you are beaten, so you simply
check your hand down.

Note that we are not talking about bluffing here. A bluff is a bet
when you are fairly sure you don’t have the best hand. In this
case, you think you may well have the best hand, but you cannot
bet it. Of course, if you think you can make some better hands
fold, it may be to your advantage to bet. However, in low-limit
hold’em games, this is rarely the case. If you think there’s a fair
chance that you have the best hand, then few of your opponents
will be willing to fold a better hand.

Betting only when you want to be called

We have saved the most important concept in this chapter for
last.! Just because you think you have the best hand on the end
doesn’t mean you should bet. You should only bet on the end if
you’ll have the best hand most of the time when you're called.

For instance, suppose you have
7
daa
’ v e

Fn cases such as the above, you should be prepared to call a bet
if you have to act first and check. Many of your opponents would
continue betting your hand in this situation, and they assume you.

will too. Often when you'check and call here, you will have the
best hand.

A similar argument applies to raising on the river. If you are pret-
ty sure you have the best hand, then of course you would raise.
Hf)wever, you must ask yourself if an opponent will call your
raise with a hand worse than yours. If not, then you should not
raise. Also, you have to consider the chance that you’ll be re-
raised. This further reduces the number of hands with which you
should raise on the river.

i e s

'Here in the second edition, that’s not quite true. This is the second most im-
portant concept, and it's the penultimate subsection. You can guess what’s
coming next.
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This concept is extremely powerful and many poker players do
not understand it. If you can spot these situations and play them
correctly, you will save a lot of money over the course of your
poker career.

You want to be called

This is the most important subsection in the chapter, if not the
whole edition.

What I wrote in the previous paragraphs (about betting only
when you want to be called) is absolutely true, and it’s important
to understand. But in the first edition, I didn’t stress the follow-
ing point enough:

[N

Bet the river

Having read and followed the advice in this book and others like
it, you are going to be playing premium hands. Your opponents
will be playing premium hands and non-premium hands. In
some cases they’ll be playing junk. So most of the time when
you get to the river and you’ve been betting for value the whole
way, keep betting. This does not invalidate the dictum of only
betting when you want to be called; the point is that you will con-
stantly be called by worse hands.

The most profitable instance of this concept is when you’re bet-
ting top pair with a big kicker, and your opponent is calling with
top pair, smaller kicker.Z Time after time, he will call, look at
your cards, and say, “Good kicker” as he throws his hand away.

And sometimes he’ll call with almost nothing because he can’t
stand-the idea that you might be stealing the pot, even though no-
body has seen you bluff since last Thursday.

Sometimes he will have no alternative but to fold. Then he goes
crazy, because what if it was this time that you were stealing?3

“Dominated hand theory again.
3You will almost assuredly get called the next time.
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If you get check-raised in this situation, you can almost always
throw away a single pair, calling just enough to remind your op-
ponents that you’re not guaranteed to do so. But that’s not what

happens most of the time — most of the time they say, “Nice
hand” and you win the pot.

Sf” in the words of one of my mentors: “Close your eyes and
fling your chips out there.”
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10.

Quiz on Post-Flop Play

Give three reasons why the flop is the most crucial point in
a hold’em hand.

What is the most common mistake made by low-limit
hold’em players on the flop?

What is the most important use of the check-raise in low-
limit hold’em games?

How should you normally play A#-Qa if the ﬁop comes
Qe-Jv-2& and you were the only one who raised before
the flop? .

How should you normally play Aa-54 in late position if
the flop comes A¥-8 ¢-44&, there has been no raise before
the flop, and you have six opponents?

How should you normally play Q¥-Q in early position
against five opponents if the flop comes A&-Te-4¢ and

there was one raise pre-flop?

If you have Te-9¢ and the flop comes T&-94-4&, what
should you do, and why?

Suppose you have Kv-Ke, you have raised before the
flop, and six players take the flop, which comes K&-7 -
2%. What should you normally do?

You have A&-T# on the button. Six people take the ﬂop,
which comes J&-9e-4&. There’s a bet and three calls in
front of you. What should you normally, do?

You have 9v-8 in late position. There is no raise pre-
flop, and five people take the flop, which comes T ¢-64&-
3&. It is checked until the player to your right ber. What
should you normally do? Now assume the same situation,
but there was one raise pre-flop. What should you normal-

ly do?
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Suppose you have T#-T+ in middle position, there is a
raise before the flop and five callers. The flop comes T®-
8w-8a. How should you normally play? What would be a
reasonable alternative play?

Suppose you have 5a-3 ¢ on the big blind and get to see
the flop for “free.”” The flop comes 4&-7&-6%. You have
four opponents. How should you normally play?

You have J¢-T ¢ on the button and are the fourth caller (no
raise). The flop comes 7&%-69-2%. There is a bet and one
call in front of you. How should you normally play? Now

suppose the flop comes 9%-4¥-2 e . How does this change
the situation?

You have 64-5a in middie position with four opponents,
and no raise pre-flop. The flop comes Ta-6%-3&. There’s
a bet and a caller in front of you. What is typically the best
play in this situation?

You have A ¢-A a in late position and raise before the flop,
ending up with two opponents. The flop comes Ko-T&-
4 ¢. The first player to act bets, the second folds. You raise
and the first player makes it three bets. What would be rea-
sonable plays in this situation?

You have Q#&-Ja on the big blind, and there are five callers
including you. The flop comes 8¥-Jo-2%. You check, as
does everybody else until the last player to act, who bets.
You check-raise, and the original bettor is the only one to

call. Now the T4 comes on the turn. What should you nor-
mally do?

You have A®-9% on the button and are one of six callers.
The flop comes A%-3¢-84&. You bet and get two callers.
The turn is the 64 — they check, you bet, and they call.
The river card is the J#& and again they both check. What’s
probably your best play here?
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18.

You have Av-Ke, you raise under the gun, and get three
callers. The flop comes 79-K&-34. You check, planning
to check-raise, but it’s checked around. The tum is the Jv,
you bet and get one caller. The river is the 8a. Should you

bet or check, and why?

v ¢

Answers to Quiz on Post-Flop Play

a) The flop determines the likely winner of the hand.

b) It is when you must make a crucial play/no-play deci-
sion.

¢) (In structured-limit play only) you can gain informa-
tion using cheaper bets that will allow you to make the
correct decisions on later, more expensive, cards.

Calling bets and raises with hands that have little or no
chance of winning the pot.

To force players to call two bets instead of one, often mak-
ing it incorrect for them to call at all.

Aggressively. Raise or check-raise. Assume you have the
best hand until somebody represents something better.

You have to play very cautiously. Against this many play-
ers, there’s an excellent chance that somebody else has an
ace with a better kicker. If there is a raise, you should get
out. If there is a bet and a couple of calls, you should prob-
ably get out. If it’s checked to you, go ahead and bet, hop-
ing to win the pot right there.

Unfortunately, you can be almost sure that you’re beaten.
In spite of the large pot size, you should normally check,
and fold if there’s a bet. As you get to later position, if it’s
checked to you, it might be worth an exploratory bet. If you
get called there, then you probably shouldn’t invest any
more money in the pot.

You should play very fast. Do whatever is necessary to get
lots of bets in on the flop. While you almost assuredly have
the best hand, there could be some very big draws out
against you, and you want them to pay heavily to draw.

You should bet or raise immediately on the flop. The flop
is just about perfect for you — it’s virtually impossible

135




136 Winning Low-Limit Hold’em

10.

11.

12.

13.

you won’t have the best hand on the turn. However, there
is so much money in the pot, there’s no reason to slow-play.
Furthermore, after you raised pre-flop, your opponents will
expect you to bet, so you haven’t given out any informa-
tion.

Normally you should raise. You are about a 2:1 dog to
make your flush, so you are actually raising for value here.
Also, your raise may get you a free card on the turn, should
you need one. Note also that an eight or queen on the turn
gives you an open-end straight draw as well; you may be
able to bet your draw for value on the turn.

In the first case, you can’t call with your gutshot straight
draw — there are not enough bets in the pot, and you
must worry about a raise behind you or a check-raise in
front. If there was a raise before the flop, you can usually
call because the pot has gotten so large.

You have flopped a monster hand, and the chance of your
being beaten is tiny. However, the pot is huge (10 small
bets on the flop), so there’s probably no point in slow-play-
ing. On the other hand, slow-playing this hand is a reason-
able approach — you’re not worried about getting beaten,
and you’re willing to let some lesser hands catch up. «

In spite of a relatively small pot, you must do everything
you can to eliminate opponents immediately. You could be
up against a club flush draw or a big straight draw (such as
Ow-8%). It’s even possible you're dead against 85, but
that’s unlikely. You must bet and/or raise on the flop.

Even though you have two overcards, you should normally
fold. You have no backdoor flush chances, and the 7-6 com-
bination on the flop makes two pair more likely. In the sec-
ond situation, you have backdoor straight and flush
chances and there’s perhaps less chance that you're already
up against two pair. You can call a bet here.
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You’ve missed the flop — your second pair with no kick-
er is useless. Fold immediately.

You could call and then call your opponent’s bets on the
turn and river (assuming he bets). It’s possible he has al-
ready made two pair or a set, but with this flop you can’t
fold yet. On the other hand, if you suspect your opponent
1s raising with a king or a draw, you could raise once more
and try to regain control of the hand, forcing him to check
on the turn. An alternative is to call and then raise on the
turn.

You should probably bet out. You may run into two pair or
even a straight, but you have to take that chance on the turn.
You don’t dare give a heart flush draw a free card, or a jack
with a smaller kicker a free card with which to beat you.
On the river, you should usually check, since now there are
no “free” cards to give, and you’re not sure if you want to
be called or not.

You should typically check. As in the above situation, the
board is fairly scary, and you just have one pair with a me-
diocre kicker. If you bet and get called, you can’t be very
happy. If an opponent bets into you on the end, you should
call. If the river card were the J ¢ instead of the flush-com-
pleting club, you should bet.

Go ahead and bet here. There are many worse hands that
will call you. The flop that got checked around may con-

fuse some people; you will probably get called by a worse
king and maybe even a jack.
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Player Stereotypes

ou will quickly learn that you spend a relatively small per-
Y centage of your time at the poker table actually playing a
hand. The dealer spends time shuffling the cards and dealing,
selling chips, etc. Furthermore, after reading much of this book,
you’ve discovered that you don’t get to play very many of the
hands you’re dealt. So, what do you do when you’re not in a
hand?

Study your opponents and the way they play.

While each player has his own playing style, there are some gen-
eral categories into which most playess fall. Understanding these
categories will help you know how to play against different
kinds of players.

Loose-passive — the “calling station”

This is one of the best kind of players to have in your game. He
has learned that any two cards can win in hold’em, and he would
hate to be out of the pot if his hand would have been a winner.
He will call before the flop with just about any two cards. Often,
he will continue calling throughout the rest of the hand until it is
inescapably obvious that he can’t win. Furthermore, the loose-
passive player won’t do much raising. Mostly, he calls. An im-
portant point: it is virtually useless to try to bluff him — he’ll
call no matter what hand you represent.

Now here’s the really good news: a large percentage of the play-
ers you play against in low-limit hold’em games will be loose-
passive. They will occasionally catch some miracle draws to
make very good hands, but over the long haul, they will steadily
give away their chips. '

Loose-aggressive — the “maniac”

The loose-aggressive player is much more difficult to handle. He
too plays a lot of hands, but he likes to raise a lot. He’ll raise with
any ace, or any two suited cards. If there is a re-raise behind him,
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he’ll often say, “Cap it!”! with little regard for his cards. He
wants to gamble. On later betting rounds, he’ll bet and raise with
anything, hoping to scare people out of the pot. He loves to bluff.

This kind of player will eventually lose his money, too. He plays
too many hands that have no value, and bluffs in places where he
has no hope of being successful. However, he will create much
more confusion than the calling station, and he will win some
pots through sheer bluster. When a maniac gets on a run of good
(or lucky) cards, he can fill up chip racks as fast as the chip run-
ners can bring them. A maniac can be very good for you if you
have a good hand, because he will do all the betting for you.
However, you will occasionally find yourself throwing away the
best hand against this kind of player.

Furthermore, a maniac will greatly increase your variance.? He
will be capping the betting pre-flop with almost random hands.
A maniac or two at a table can make the pots humongous, but
you’ll have to risk a lot of chips to win one of them.

Tight-passive — the “rock”

This sort of player is perhaps most common in Las Vegas and
Reno. Often, he’ll be a retiree who can’t afford to be throwing a
lot of money around the table. He’s played a few thousand hours,
and has a pretty good idea of which hands are good and which
are not. The rock doesn’t like speculative hands and generally
avoids fancy plays — he likes to “get two big cards and
bet’em.”> While these players are fairly predictable, you aren’t
likely to make a lot of money from them.

1“Cap” means to put in the last raise. If there are only three raises permitted,
by putting in the third one, he “caps” the betting.

2“Variance” is a statistical term describing the swings you have away from
your expected results. The higher the variance, the larger the up and down
swings in your bankroll.

3This straightforward approach to hold’em success has been attributed to
poker legend Johnny Moss (although Johnny was anything but a “rock™).
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Tight-aggressive — the solid player

This is the kind of player you want to be. He doesn’t play very
many hands, but when he does, he tends to take control. He will
use the check-raise to freeze up bettors or cause weaker players
to make playing mistakes. He will raise for value and to get free
cards. He is aware of the pot odds at all times, and makes the cor-
rect play based on them.

This kind of player is dangerous. Optimally, you’d like to be the
only player of this type at your table. If you see too many of them
when you sit down, you should look for another table.

Categorizing your opponents
So how do you tell what kind of opponents you’re up against?

Before you get into a game, stand on the rail and watch the play-
ers. Pick two players and watch them for two full rotations of the
button around the table — about 20 hands. One saw the flop 19
times, never raising, but calling all the pre-flop raises. It’s a fair
guess that he’s a calling station. The fellow next to him played
in only three pots during that time, and raised once. It’s harder to
tell when somebody is playing a small number of hands, but you
want to be more careful of the second player — he’s (probably)
being more selective about the cards he plays.

In the game, watch what players show down. Suppose a player
raises pre-flop and then shows down 95s; that doesn’t mean very
much. But if he raises three times in 10 minutes and shows down
similar hands every time, you may start to suspect that he’s got
maniacal tendencies. You can also learn things by hands players
don’t show down. For instance, if a player calls a bet on the end,
and then throws away his hand when shown top pair, you know
he couldn’t beat it. What hands could he have had? Try to figure
out what kinds of cards he was playing.

Note also that players can change categories, either intentionally
or unconsciously. If they’re doing it intentionally, look out. A
player who knowingly shifts gears in his playing is one to be re-
spected. However, a player may go “on tilt” because he’s lost too
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many hands, too much money, or simply gotten too many good
hands beaten. Then he can turn into a maniac for a while and
start calling and raising with terrible hands. Be alert for this be-
havior so you can take advantage of it.
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Bluffing and Implicit Collusion

Bluffing is rarely correct in low-limit hold’em games.

lease go back and read that first sentence again. Now say it

out loud. You may find this a surprising and disturbing state-
ment. What is poker without bluffing? You needn’t worry —
there will be plenty of bluffing in your low-limit hold’em game.
However, you should not be the one doing it. In this chapter, we
will explain why.

If you get into a pot with one or two opponents, bluffing is an in-
tegral part of the game. However, in low-limit games, you rarely
have one or two opponents — you have five or six or more. The
probability of a bluff working against any one of them is perhaps
quite high (in fact, you will normally have some of them beaten).
However, the probability of your bluff working against all of
them, which it must to succeed, is exceedingly low. We call this
concept “implicit collusion.” Effectively, the whole table is col-
luding against the bluffer (you) — somebody will call and
catch your bluff.

In general, for a bluff to be correct, you must believe it will be
successful often enough to pay for itself. Suppose all the cards
are out and you have missed your flush draw. Now it’s checked
to you, the last player to act. There are 15 big bets in the pot.
Your bluff, if it works, will win 15 bets for you. If unsuccessful
(i.e., you are called), you lose one bet. So your bluff must suc-
ceed once in every 16 tries to be a break-even proposition. If it
succeeds more than'that, you are making money; less than that,
you are losing. Against a lot of players, even 15:1 on your bluff
may not be sufficient. The implicit collusion effect, especially if
the pot is large, will overwhelm the value of your bluff.

When should you bluff?
Very rarely.
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That said: you should do it when the pot has been limited to a
very few players, but is quite large. Suppose you have
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in late position. Four players call in front of you, as do you. The
little blind raises, a player in the middle re-raises, you call the
other two bets. Now the little blind caps the betting and every-
body calls. There are 24 small bets in the pot before the dealer
has put out the flop, which comes

Zq.*q. o ¢k &
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The little blind bets and gets three callers. You raise and every-
body calls. That’s 10 more small bets for a total of 34 bets. The
turn is the 4a. The little blind bets again, and you are the only
caller. The river is the 2 ¢. Now the little blind checks. There are
now 19 big bets in the pot — if the little blind will fold once in
20 hands like this, your bluff is worth it. However, if you suspect
that the little blind actually has a worse hand than you (perhaps
you have A&-K& instead of 9&-8&), you should check the hand
down. This is because you might run into a check-raise bluff and
you can’t call.

Remember, however, many players will not fold once in a hun-
dred times like this. When up against such a player, save the last
bet and check the hand down, even if you have no hope of win-
ning in the showdown.

*
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Catching a bluff

Some players seem to get a huge rush from bluffing, and will do
it in spite of being caught on a regular basis. In bigger games,
you might have to make a stand once in a while to catch them.
However, in a low-limit game, your fellow players are acting as
an ad hoc posse against this potential pot thief. You should feel
no reason to participate. If you think the pot odds justify a call,
do so, but don’t call simply to “keep him honest.”

Once in a while, you will get caught bluffing and still win. This
is another strange phenomenon of low-limit poker. A player will
decide to catch your bluff and call — but without cards strong
enough to beat your bluff. When this happens, you have gained
enormously. Not only have you gained the advertising value of
the bluff, but you still win the pot. Because of this behavior, you
should bluff with the strongest of your bad hands and missed
draws.

Of course, you should never call if you can’t beat a bluff. If you
are certain your opponent is bluffing, but you can’t beat a bluff,
you must raise and hope that he will fold. This is a very high
variance play and you must use it sparingly. It is a classic situa-
tion where the only reasonable choices are fold and raise —
you cannot call.

Getting caught bluffing

On those rare occasions when you do try a bluff, you will occa-
sionally get caught. Many players, for some reason, immediately
throw their hands away in this situation. They are giving away
the one advantage of being caught when they’re bluffing — ad-
vertisement. Your opponents will remember your bluffs far bet-
ter if you show them down, and then will be more inclined to call
you when you have a big hand.

You might even consider announcing your hand: “There —
beat that pair of fours!” It might make your opponents remember
your rare bluff that much better.
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A final thought on bluffing

In Super/System, his extraordinary poker text, Doyle Brunson
says the following:

If you’re in a loose game, where the first man is as like-
ly to have 7-6 as A-K, and where almost every pot is be-
ing raised, you can normally forget about putting
people on hands before the Flop. You can also forger
about doing anything “fancy”. You’re going to have to
show down the best hand to win. That’s all there is to it.

Doyle is still right.

More thoughts on implicit collusion

This concept is very powerful, especially in low-limit games
where you are constantly trying to outrun a lot of opponents. An-
other example is raising with the second best hand to limit the
field to you and a single opponent. Sometimes if a player bets,
you should raise even if you’re fairly sure he has you beaten.
Suppose he has a 40% chance to win the pot, you have a 30%
chance, and the last 30% is spread out over three other oppo-
nents. Now he bets and you raise, forcing the three opponents be-
hind you to fold. You have both benefited from this play —
perhaps he has a 60% chance to win now and you have 40%. If
there were originally 12 bets in the pot when he bet, you clearly
should call if you have a 30% chance of winning. However, if
you put in an extra bet (raise) and increase your chance of win-

ning to 40%, you have gained more than the cost of that extra
bet.
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Spread Limit Games

irst let’s discuss how a spread limit game works. In a typical

Las Vegas spread limit $1-4-8-8 game, there is a big blind of
$2 and a little blind of $1. It’s $2 to call before the flop, but you
can raise $4, making it $6 to go. On the flop, you can bet any dol-
lar amount from $1 to $4, and $1-$8 on the last two rounds. Fi-
nally, a raise must be at least as large as any previous bet or raise
on that round.

In practice, these games end up playing like structured games
with a very small pre-flop bet because most players (correctly)
bet the maximum on each betting round following the flop.

Buy low, sell high

This well known piece of stock market advice applies to spread
limit poker games too. When you are drawing, you would like to
be calling small bets (“buying low”), but once you have the best
hand, you want to charge your opponents the highest possible
price to catch up with you (“sell high™).

Therefore, if you think you have the best hand, bet the maximum
permitted; pretend it’s a structured game and that’s the only
amount you’re allowed to bet. If you're drawing at a straight or
a flush, you hope your opponents choose to bet less than the
maximum, which they will do sometimes. For instance, an oppo-
nent may bet a small amount with top pair but a bad kicker. This
is a mistake. If you believe you should bet, then you should bet
the maximum, otherwise check.

Some of your opponents will continue to bet a dollar or two
when they could bet as much as eight. Sadly, this sort of incor-
rect play has become rare, but you may see it once in a while.
When an opponent gives you such a bargain, you can draw at
many more hands, and when you make them, you charge your
opponent full price to see the result. For instance, if there is $12
in the pot with one card to come, and your opponent bets just $1,
you can call with an inside straight draw! Of course, if you do
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this, be sure you are drawing at the nuts, since some players will
bet less than the maximum to draw you in when they have an un-
beatable hand.

Since some people adjust their bet size to their perceived quality
of their hand, you get wonderful information. If they bet a little,
they have an “OK” hand. If they bet a lot, they have a “good”
hand. If somebody is doing this, he is probably not a very expe-
rienced poker player; be careful what information you try to
glean from his actions. What he thinks is a good hand and what
you do might be very different.

Also, the bigger the range of permitted bets, the more drastic the
difference between big pairs and drawing hands. For instance,
$2-10 (on all four betting rounds) used to be a common spread
limit structure and is still found occasionally today. If you see
the flop for $2, and then flop top pair, you can make it wildly in-
correct for opponents to draw to straights and flushes by betting
$10 on the flop. Many players did not understand the dramatic
shift in value caused by this wide betting range. The result was
that the bad players lost their money very quickly and the games
dried up. Limits such as $1-4-8-8 have less latitude, and have pot
odds situations that more closely resemble structured games.

Seeing cheap flops

The biggest change in a $1-4-8-8 game from a $4-8 or $3-6 game
is that you can see many more flops because of the lower price
and high implied odds. You still have to watch your position, be-
cause a $4 raise destroys the implied odds you were hoping to
get by sneaking in for $2. But as you get to middle position, you
can start to play almost any hand that can flop big, assuming you
can do it for one bet. Any suited ace, king, queen, or jack. Any
suited connector, one-gap, or two-gap. Any pair.

Pot odds

Some drawing hands that are easy calls post-flop in “structured”
games (e.g., $3-$6) are not as clear in spread limit. Since the
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post-flop bet may be as much as two or four times the pre-flop
bet, you must think about your odds before calling with a draw.

Sometimes you can use the bet size to minimize an investment
you’re not altogether happy about making. Perhaps you’re on the
button and have flopped the nut flush draw in a $1-4-8-8 spread
limit game. Now there’s a bet of $2 in front of you and one caller.
You’d like to get a free card on the turn if necessary, but there
aren’t enough people in the pot to make a raise for value correct.
Therefore, you might raise $2. This is a common enough prac-
tice (raising the bet size rather than the maximum) that it
shouldn’t attract too much attention. However, it may make the
original bettor check on the turn. -~

The exception?

You might think that you could bet less when you have an un-
beatable hand, hoping to get more callers. This might occasion-
ally be correct on the river when you're trying to “sell” a very
big hand. However, in general, you shouldn’t do this — you’re
just giving away information about how good your hand is, just
as the novice players do when they bet good hands big and OK
hands small.

Bet the maximum with your beatable and unbeatable hands —
let your opponents guess which one you have.

L v ¢ %

Poker and Computers

isclaimer: It’s hopeless to write about “current” computer
usage in a book with an intended useful life of more than
about a year. Therefore, please treat this chapter as a sample of

what things are like at the time of writing — the summer of
2000.

Since 1994, when Roy Hashimoto and I wrote the first edition of
this book, personal computer usage around the world has ex-
ploded. Terms such as Internet and email have become a stan-
dard part of our language overnight. Of course, that means that
computers are being used to learn about poker, discuss poker,
and even play poker.

Computer simulation

Bob Wilson’s Turbo Texas Hold’em is the first program that al-
lows poker players to simulate anything like actual play. You can
program a large number of player profiles using dozens of pa-
rameters for each profile, and then play against those players or
have them play against themselves. While playing against
“TTH” opponents is not the same as the real thing, it’s a wonder-
ful way for a hold’em novice to get his feet wet. Also, many
poker theorists have spent hundreds of hours trying to learn more
about the game using TTH (Las Vegas pro Abdul Jalib has wide-
ly published his results). Either way, every serious student of the
game should have this software. You can find out more about it
at www.wilsonsw.com.

Discussing poker online

There are two places on the Internet that have serious poker dis-
cussions. The oldest is the rec.gambling.poker Usenet news-
group. Like most of Usenet, the original topic (poker theory and
practice) has been heavily diluted by random chat, flames, and
other ills. However, you can still learn a thing or two there, and
they’re quite tolerant of newcomers asking basic questions.
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More recently, the poker forums on the Two Plus Two Publishing
website (www.twoplustwo.com) have taken over the serious dis-
cussion of how to play various hands. Well known poker player/
writers Mason Malmuth and David Sklansky run the website and
contribute frequently to the discussions. You may find those dis-
cussions a bit heavy going when you first start playing the game,
but they are fascinating reading once you start worrying about
the more subtle points of hold’em.

Playing poker over the Internet

For many years, computer-literate poker players have played
against each other using the Internet Relay Chat (IRC) service.
The most popular venue for IRC poker is irc.poker.net, hosted at
the website www.poker.net.]

However, a handful of commercial companies have set up their
own poker servers to allow people to play against each other
over the Internet, both for play and real money. At this writing,
the two most popular commercial poker sites are Paradise Poker
(www.paradisepoker.com) and Planet Poker (www.planet-
poker.com).

Is it a good idea to play poker on the Internet?

The jury is still out.? As I write this, online poker for real money
is less than a year old. It has boomed in popularity, particularly
among those who can’t easily get to cardrooms. Even among
those who can, many people prefer the comfort, convenience,
and anonymity of playing poker in their spare bedroom any time
they want.

'Chris Ferguson, who won the final event at the 2000 World Series of Poker,
learned many of his tactics playing tournaments on [RC. He readily acknowl-
edges the value that all that computer practice time had for him.

’This is where my disclaimer at the top really matters. I am virtually certain
that a year from now, online poker will look nothing like it does today. I'm
not sure how, but there will be big changes.
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The obvious concern here is collusion. It is trivial for two or
three people to “sit” at the same online poker table and freely
converse (over the phone, Internet, or sitting in the same physi-
cal room) about what they’re doing. Furthermore, they don’t
even need to be particularly aggressive about their collusion.
Simply playing only the best hand among the two or three they
collectively have provides some edge. I will go only a little way
out on a limb here and say that I’'m virtually certain that some
amount of such collusion is taking place in online poker.

That said, I believe that the commercial poker sites want clean
games (they’re making plenty of money in the rake). Whether
they have the technology and will to detect and eliminate collu-
sion is yet to be seen.

Of course, there’s some collusion going on in real (as opposed to
virtual) cardrooms. Is it less than the Internet poker sites? I’'m in-
clined to believe it is simply because doing it online is so easy
and foolproof. I don’t have any more than anecdotal evidence of
that, but that’s my sense of the matter.

Finally, to further confuse matters, some people are beating In-
ternet poker for substantial amounts of money. I don’t believe
that the collusion problem is so bad that a very good player can’t
make a healthy profit.

The jury is still out.
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Tournaments

nlike regular “ring” or “live” games, poker tournaments are
U played with chips that have no cash value. You pay a certain
amount of money, known as the “buy-in,” and receive tourna-
ment chips in exchange. The number of tournament chips you re-
ceive doesn’t necessarily have any correlation to the amount of
money you paid - just think of them as points.

A tournament starts with blinds of a certain level, and then in-
creases those blinds at regular intervals, often doubling them for
the first few rounds. As the blind levels increase, players with
smaller stacks are quickly forced all-in, and one by one, people
bust out. In some tournaments, a player may buy in again (“re-
buy”) during the first few blind levels!. Otherwise, he is out of
the tournament.

In most tournaments, there is a percentage payout. That is, the
tournament continues until one person has won all the chips, but
the last few people each get a percentage of the total prize pool.

For instance, 100 people might each put up $60 to participate in
a limit hold’em tournament. Of that $60, $10 goes to the card-
room or casino that is hosting the tournament, and $50 goes into
the prize pool, so there’s $5000 in the prize pool. Each player re-
ceives 500 in tournament chips, and the blinds start at 5 and 10,
so the game plays like a regular 10-20 hold’em game. After 30
minutes, the blinds double - now they’re 10 and 20, and the game
is a 20-40 structure. This continues with the more fortunate play-
ers building big stacks and the less fortunate ones busting out.
Let’s say that our sample tournament has rebuys during the first
three blind levels, and 48 players took 57 $50 rebuys (note that
some players rebought multiple times). The additional $2850
(57 x $50) is added to the prize pool for a total of $7850.

'1 hold with the school that says that the tournament starts when the rebuys
end.
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Before the tournament begins, the hosting club announces the
prize structure. For our example, a typical structure might be
40% to the winner, 20% to 2nd place, 10% to third place, 5% to
places 4-7, and 3.3% to places 8-10. So the person who busts out
when there are six people left in the tournament wins 5% of the
total prize pool, or about $390 — not a bad return on a $50 in-
vestment (plus any rebuys that player made).

It’s these big wins that make tournaments wildly popular. Of
course, many of those people will sit down in regular games
when they bust out of the tournament, and that makes the card-
room happy.

Tournaments have become such a big thing that some people
play tournaments exclusively and don’t play in ring games.
There are even tournament professionals who follow the tourna-
ment trail around the country, hoping to make a single big win
that will keep them in buy-in’s (and groceries) for the next 6-12
months.

Cheap tournaments as practice

Many players like the cheap buy-in tournaments ($25 or less) be-
cause it allows them to play a lot of poker and get a lot of expe-
rience for a limited amount of money. And, of course, they might
just hit a run of cards and make a profit.

I think this is an excellent approach if you have a limited bank-
roll and have gotten everything you can out of Turbo Texas
Hold’em and free online poker.

No tournament strategy tips here

I’'m not a tournament expert and don’t pretend to be one, so I'm
not going to give any advice about how to play in one. Realize
though, that particularly toward the end of the tournament, prop-
er strategy may vary dramatically from that for a ring game. For
instance, in a percentage payout tournament, it may be correct to

Not as good a return as the ultimate winner makes: he collects $3140, less
taxes.
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avoid playing a hand even though you have the best hand, if stay-
ing out of the hand gives you the chance to move up in the payout
ladder. Many good tournament players will argue that there are
times when you should fold pocket aces pre-flop. More specifi-
cally, you should fold without looking at your cards because you
have the highest expectation by staying out of the hand and hop-
ing one or more opponents bust out on that hand.

The degree to which correct tournament play differs from correct
ring game play is a hotly debated topic in the poker community,
but everybody agrees that the two are different. If you decide to
be a serious tournament player, you’ll have to study books about
tournament poker and, of course, watch the best players and
learn from them.

h v ¢ *

Rakes and Tokes

nfortunately, when you play poker in a public cardroom or
casino, there are two taxes that you pay throughout your
session: the rake and tokes.

Rakes

As we discussed before, the house makes its money in one of
three ways:

1. It “rakes” an amount of money from each pot, typically
5%-10% of the pot with a maximum rake per pot.

2. It charges a fixed amount to the player who has the button
each hand. That money is removed from the table, but
sometimes counts as a blind bet for the player.

3. Itcollects a “time” charge, normally every half hour, from
each player at the table.

Many players prefer the rake method — they argue that the
winners are paying the house because the money comes out of
the pot. If you don’t win pots, you don’t pay any rake.

We will discuss this idea below.

Tokes

In most public cardrooms, you are generally expected to tip the
dealer when you win a pot. This is called a “toke” — short for
“token.” The typical amount varies — in Nevada cardrooms,
$.50 to $1 is average. In wild and wooly California $3-$6 games,
we have seen players routinely toke as much as $5 for large pots,
but $1 is the normal amount.!

Is toking necessary? Unfortunately, dealers are paid very little
(sometimes minimum wage) and earn most of their money from

!Note that if you play online (see “Playing poker over the Internet” beginning
on page 152) you don’t toke. For a low-limit player, this is a significant finan-
cial factor.
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tokes. Thus, for the foreseeable future, toking will be a part of
the game. Given that you know this, it seems rather discourteous
not to toke. However, you do not have to toke $5 in a $3-$6
hold’em game. Try to toke an amount that is customary for the
game in which you’re playing. I personally toke better dealers
more, regardless of the quality of cards they give me; I’'m mak-
ing my own small attempt to “pay for performance.”

Tax reduction hint

As you can see, a toke is a tax on your pot. If the pot is raked
(rather than time being collected on the button or every half
hour), that is a further tax. If player A wins $500 in four pots, and
player B wins $500 in ten pots, A pays only 40% of the tax that
B does, and has a greater net win. This is yet another reason to
play tight but aggressive poker — you don’t want to win a lot
of pots, you want to win a lot of money.

Now let’s go back to the statement that raking a pot is good for
the players since the winners pay the rake. You may routinely
win fewer pots than the average player, and yet win more money
than he does. You’ll be selective about the pots you enter, and
you will win a much greater percentage of those pots. Therefore,
having the pot raked is good for you, but may not be good for the
average player who makes that statement.

Play extra tight if the pot is raked

If money is removed from the pot via a rake or button charge,
you must play more tightly than if you pay time on the half-hour.
That’s because some of the money that you collect by winning
the pot is gone. If your game is a $2-4 or $3-6, and they’re taking
5% up to $3, then (on most pots) the entire 5% is gone before you
can get your hands on it. A fixed button charge of $3 is an even
bigger bite out of your potential profit (if the pot stays under
$60). So if there is money being taken from the pot, be more con-
servative about your starting hand requirements. Avoid the mar-
ginal hands (which isn’t a bad idea anyway) and just play quality
cards.

v ¢ e

Bankroll Considerations

Many players play with too few chips in front of them.

ou will occasionally hear players say that they like playing
with “short stacks” (not many chips for the size of the game)
because that way they can get all-in and not have to make deci-
sions. However, poker is all about decisions. If you don’t want to
make decisions, don’t play poker.

If you are a good poker player, you want to have plenty of chips
in front of you for two reasons:!

1. If you make a big hand and are fortunate enough to be up
against somebody who made a big (but not quite as good)
hand, you want to get full value for your hand. If your op-
ponent check-raises you on the turn with the worst hand,
putting you all-in, you’ve missed at least two or three big
bets that you should have won on that hand.

2. Not having to make a decision since you're all-in is not a
benefit. If you are a better poker player than your oppo-
nents, your decisions are better and you can raise or fold as
appropriate. If you are all-in, you are effectively reduced to
calling, and can’t force opponents out with check-raises,
etc.

How much do you need at the table?

In a $3-$6 or $1-$4-$8-$8 game, you should start with at least
$80 or $100, and have another $100 or $200 ready to put into
play. In a $3-$6 structured game with a three raise maximum, it
will cost you $72 (12 big bets) to cover three raises on all four
betting rounds. Of course, this is an exceptional case, but some-
times you make a huge hand and have one or more people calling

'For the curious reader, there are circumstances in which you have an advan-
tage with a short stack. Malmuth and Sklansky have both written about this
situation, but it is beyond the scope of this text. Furthermore, most players
handle short stacks very poorly.
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or raising. In that case, you want to extract maximum value. If
the game is wild and there is a lot of raising, you should have the
entire 12 big bets, or close to it. If the game is very tight and
there’s not a lot of raising, you can play with as few as seven or
eight big bets.

Since the game is table stakes, you won’t be permitted to go into
your pocket for more money during the hand, so you must have
the maximum you’d want to bet in front of you before the hand
starts.

You will often see your opponents buying into the game for the
minimum — perhaps $20 or $30. Each time they bust out (and
they seem to do that frequently),” they re-buy for that same
amount. Furthermore, players who buy in this manner often
want to gamble with just those few chips. They will raise or re-
raise in an attempt to get all-in early in the hand, almost regard-
less of their cards. Be aware of this sort of behavior — in that
case you can’t play marginal hands or draws because you’ll have
to pay lots of money for them early. Play premium big cards and
pairs. Note also that when a player is all-in, implied odds cease
to exist. If you make a drawing hand, he has no money with
which to pay you off. Therefore, when drawing against a player
who is all-in, you must be getting correct pot odds right there.

Finally, you can almost never bluff a player off his last couple of
chips. Don’t bother trying.

How much do you need in your bankroll?

The answer to this question is not-as simple as the one above. For
instance, you may think of your bankroll as a completely sepa-
rate financial entity that may be added to or removed from only
at the poker table. If this is your view, then Mason Malmuth’s re-
search suggests you need about 300 big bets ($1800 for a $3-6
player) to ride out the inevitable downward swings.2

2If, of course. you're a winning player. If you're a losing player. no bankroll
is big enough.
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However, many people don’t separate it out. If they have a few
extra dollars, they might go play some poker. If they win, fine.
If they lose, that’s okay too. If that’s how you prefer to manage
your money, then you don’t need a particular bankroll size - you
simply replenish it (or withdraw from it) as you see fit.

By the way, I find the former approach (a separate bucket la-
beled “poker bankroll”) to be an excellent disciplinary tool.
Even if your financial circumstances permit you to add to the
bankroll, it’s healthy to monitor its growth (and shrinking), and
keeping it separate will make that possible. It also attenuates the
emotional swings associated with wins and losses. If you don’t
view a win as, “Oh boy, a new stereo!” or a loss as, “Oh dear,

what of the rent?” then you’ll play a better poker game all
around.

I should note that I have many friends who have parlayed very
small bankrolls in the $2-4 and $3-6 games into five-figure
bankrolls with which they’re playing serious mid-limit poker.
This is not easy, and demands time, work, and a little luck. But
if you start out with a reasonable bankroll for your low limit
game (so you don’t go busted when you lose a few times) then
you, too, can do it.
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Tips for Playing in a Public Cardroom

f you’ve been playing poker in a home game and decide to play

in a public cardroom or casino, there are some rules and con-
ventions of which you’re probably not aware. Some of these are
generally observed, some of them are written rules. You will find
your fellow players in a cardroom to be generally friendly peo-
ple, but they will be unforgiving about rules violations — and
ignorance of those rules is no excuse. Learn these now and it will
save you a lot of grief (and a pot or two) in the future.

®  When you first sit down at the game, you may be allowed to
be dealt in immediately, or you may be forced to post an
amount equal to the big blind. If so, wait until the button has
just passed you and then post. If you post immediately before
the blinds get to you, you will have to play the blinds very
soon — you’d rather wait until they pass. This also gives
you time to relax and watch the game for a few hands before
you play.

® Protect your cards at all times. Keep your hand on them or
put a chip or other weight on them. Otherwise, they may be
fouled if folded cards hit them or the dealer accidentally
picks them up. On a related subject, don’t lift them up off the
table. To look at them, cover them with your hands, and raise
the corners slightly so you can see them. This will take a little
practice, but will eventually become second nature.

® Act in turn. It’s against the rules to act before it’s your turn,
even if you're just going to fold. Sometimes a player in front
of you will act out of turn, causing you to act out of turn. Try
to keep an eye on the action so you know when it really is
your turn. On a related note, if the betting has been checked
to you, check as well, even if you have every intention of
folding at the first opportunity. Folding prematurely gives an
unfair advantage to players behind you (they know you
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When it’s your turn to act, act as quickly on your hand as
possible. If you need a few seconds to think about it, say
“Time, please.” This will stop the action at you so you can
decide what to do. If you don’t say “Time” and people act be-
hind you, your hand may be declared dead.

Unlike a home game, you do not put your chips directly into
the pot. Put them in a neat stack in front of you (whether they
be antes or bets). The dealer will collect them all together
when he is persuaded the pot is right. If you just toss your
chips into the pot, there may be a concern that you put too
few in. If so, somebody may demand that the dealer count
down the pot, and people will be upset with you.

When you raise, say so before doing anything else. Other-
wise, you must get all the chips for your raise into the pot
with one motion. If you do not declare your raise and make
a second trip to your stack for chips, you are making a “string
bet” and may be required to just call. If you declare your
raise verbally, you can take all the time you want to get the
raise in.

Don’t fold at the end just because somebody declares a better
hand than yours. Simply turn your hand over, and verify
what you have. It is also the dealer’s job to determine the
winner, but you should check for yourself. Don’t release
your hand until you’ve seen one better than yours.

Get in the habit of looking at your cards once and memoriz-
ing them. This will enable you to play more smoothly and
concentrate on what you’re doing. Any time you look back
at your cards, it should be for show.

In a table stakes game, you don’t have to fold because you
can’t call an entire bet. Call with the rest of your chips, and
the dealer will make a side pot.1

won’t check-raise them), and is simply bad manners. , i )
See the glossary for more information about the terms “table stakes™ and

“side pot”.

|
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Discipline

Without discipline, you have no chance of being a
winning poker player.

o matter how hard you study the material in this book, the

lessons you learn will be useless if you don’t apply them.
While that may seem easy in the comfort of your living room, it
will be a very different situation when you are at the table in a
public cardroom or casino.

There will be bright lights, noise, laughter, TV, smoke, music,
and every other imaginable distraction around you. If you are
playing in a Las Vegas style casino, there will be the incessant
ringing, clanging, and beeping of slot machines. Also in Las Ve-
gas, attractive young ladies will be offering you free liquor on a
regular basis. The players at your table will be “gambling it up”
— making the craziest draws, raising for fun, and capping the
betting pre-flop by implicit or explicit agreement. If you follow
the guidelines in this book, you will be folding hand after hand,
almost like a robot. Every once in a while, you will get to the
flop, and then much of the time you’ll fold there. Occasionally
when you get all the way to the river, somebody will hang in
with a wildly improbable draw and beat the best hand you’ve
made all evening.

And now you must go back to the question we asked at the be-
ginning of the book: “What is your goal?”

If you want to get in and gamble with these folks, play a lot of
pots, and make some of those miracle catches, feel free to do so.
But if your goal is to win the most money, then you have only one
choice. You play the hands that you know are good and throw
away the trash. You fold AX in early position without hesitation
before the flop. You stay with draws that offer you the correct
odds, and dump the rest. You bet for value and rarely bluff. With
time and practice, you will become a strong and dangerous poker
player. You may not get much “respect” at the table — it’s in
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very short supply at low-limit hold’em tables — but you won’t

- care much. If they want to see your strong hand and are willing
to pay for the privilege, fine.

Winning by folding

At the beginning of the book, we said that perhaps the most im-
portant lesson we could teach you was “when to fold.” Through-
out this text, we’ve tried to emphasize the importance of playing
just good solid cards. If you follow our guidelines, you will be
playing half or a third as many hands as your average opponent
— maybe fewer. This means you won’t be leaking chips away
here and there in bad pots, and you will pay less pot tax.

Your opponents will probably not notice you very much because
you won’t be a major participant in the game. Mostly, you’ll fold
and watch. When you finally do come into a hand, you’ll wonder
how they can play with you because it must be obvious that
you’re starting out with better cards than they are. Don’t worry
— you’ll get plenty of action.

| When you stand up and cash out a healthy profit, they’ll wonder

how it happened — you didn’t seem to be in many pots. No,
you weren’t in many pots, but you won a large percentage of the
pots in which you did participate. This is what we mean when we
say “winning by folding.”

Going on tilt

' This is one of the worst things that can happen to a poker player,

yet it happens to all of us. You miss what seems like the twenti-

- eth straight flush draw, followed by the only big pair you've seen
- all night getting beaten by a runner-runner two pair. All of a sud-

den, your carefully developed game plan is gone, and you’re
playing every hand that comes along and staying in with flaky
draws.

You’re on tilt.

' This is a good way to lose $300 instead of the $50 you were los-

ing already. When you sense yourself heading in this direction,
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get up and leave. Very few of us have the energy and brillian'Cf:
to play good poker while fighting for control of our game with
our emotions. Go read a book, take a walk, have a bite to eat, but
don’t go back into your game until you are completely relaxed
and under control.

Realize that you will have more bad beats put on you than you
put on other players. The very definition of a bad beat means that
a player should not have been in the hand, and yet caught a ﬂgke
card to beat the front-runner. You will not be in this situation
very often. Either you will have the best hand going in, or you
will be making a correct draw. Therefore, it may seem that you
take more than an equitable share of bad beats. That’s true, and
it’s a good thing.

Being nice to bad players

Along those lines, here is an important piece of advice: don’t be-
rate bad players. When a bad player makes an incredible catch to
beat you, you will be tempted to explain to him (if not yell at
him) exactly how lucky he was, that he only had two cards in the
whole deck that would win the pot for him, and how could he
call your raise cold on the turn?

Remember, it is the bad player from whom you make your mon-
ey. If you get him upset, he may get out of a gambling mood or,
worse, leave the table. Now you can’t win his money. Astonish-
ingly enough, this ill-mannered behavior toward lucky bad play-
ers is common. Instead, you should be particularly nice to bad
players. When somebody puts a terribly bad beat on you, swal-
low, try to relax, and say in the calmest voice you can manage,
“Good hand.”

Also, berating bad players (or anybody, for that matter) is just
poor manners.

Walking away a loser

You will not win every session.
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However, many players find it extremely difficult to walk away
from the table a loser, especially if they were winning earlier in
the session. David Sklansky probably said it best: “It’s all one
big session.” What he meant, of course, is that there’s nothing
magic about a specific session between the times that you
walked in and out of a card club. Your goal, we hope, is to win
as much money as possible over the long term. If the game is
good and you feel good, continue playing. If the game has turned
bad, you’re not playing your best, or you have a dinner date with
a friend, get up and walk away without a second thought.

Of course, never put a single dollar on the table that you can’t af-
ford to lose (i.e. don’t play with the rent money). You must treat
the chips as tokens, and not the groceries for tomorrow. You will
not be able to play your best game with money you need — not
to mention the fact that it’s just poor financial management.

Playing loose and crazy in hopes of cashing out a winner is a
good first step to going on tilt.

When should | stop playing?

One of the first questions new players ask is: “When should I get
up from a session?” There are two different answers, depending

on whether you look at the question statistically or psychologi-
cally.

Statistically speaking, if you are playing with an edge — that is,
you are a winning player — there is no optimal time to stand up
and leave; every minute you sit there you are making money.

' This means that if you are in a good game and are playing well,

you should continue playing, whether you’re ahead $500 or los-
ing $500. Note also that if you are a losing player, then there is
no optimal time to sit down — there is no way for you to beat the
game.

The psychological answer is much more complex, and varies for
each person. Some of us play our best when we’re winning, and
poorly when we’re losing. For others, it’s the exact opposite.

| You may find that when you’re winning you play your best game




168 Winning Low-Limit Hold’em

—this is a powerful combination. On the other hand, you may
start to play looser and less carefully, eventually giving back
your winnings. Dealing with losing is even more difficult. Some
people tighten up and play their best when they’re behind. Con-
versely, Mike Caro discusses the concept of “threshold of mis-
ery,” a point past which you don’t care how much you lose. If
you’re susceptible to such an effect, you must have a stop-loss
limit, even though such a thing makes no statistical sense.

Folding

arly in the book, we told you that we’d teach you to win by

folding. As we approach the end of this text, it’s probably
well to review some of the reasons that you should fold. So, you
should be looking for a reason to fold if:

1. You look at your first two cards and don 't think, “Hey, cool.”
2. There’s a raise in front of you pre-flop.

3. On the flop, you don’t have top pair or better, an open-end
straight draw, or four-card flush draw.

4. An unimaginative player raises on the turn and you don’t
have the pot odds to outdraw him if you’re behind.

5. On the river, you have a marginal calling hand but there are
other callers in front of you, or players to act behind you.

Of course, you shouldn’t fold in every one of these situations,
nor should you necessarily call if none of these apply. But these
guidelines will help you get out of hands that are likely to cost
you money.

Here’s a tip about folding pre-flop: many experienced poker
players will encourage you to not look at your cards until the ac-
tion gets to you. This does indeed insure that you won’t give
away any tells to the other players before you act. However, |
think that when you’re new to the game, you're better off looking
at your cards immediately. If for no other reason, it will give you
time to find the reasons to fold. Often our first instinct is to put
money in the pot; a little time to think may allow you to find an
important reason to wait for the next hand.
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Conclusion

e wish we could say that now that you’ve read this book,
you are a good or great low-limit hold’em player. Unfor-
tunately, that’s probably not true. However, we can say:

You now have the tools you need to become an excellent
low-limit hold’em player.

Study, study, study

From here, you start your real education, playing as much
hold’em as you can. Read this book again, and the books that we
recommend in the next chapter. When a hand or a session goes
badly, stop and think about what happened. Did you play poorly
or did the other players get lucky? Remember, it’s very easy to
put the blame for bad results on others, but you should review
your own play carefully first.

Begin to develop the talents you need to perfect your play at low-
limit and to move up to bigger and tougher games. As we said in
the introduction, there is no recipe for winning at hold’em. Learn
to make the right decision most of the time. When should you
raise with that gut shot straight draw and when should you throw
it away? Review your mistakes and learn from them. When you
got your flush beaten by a bigger one, could you have lost one
fewer bet? Watch your opponents constantly. Why are they at
the table? Are they happy and gambling, or are they intense, fo-
cused players like you? Are they playing on short stacks or do
they have a lot of chips? Does the player in seat five know what
a free card play is? The player in seat seven is having a snifter of
brandy. Is that his first or fourth? How does his play change
when he gets some alcohol in him? It’s a lot to notice and take
in, but you won’t be playing many hands — you’ll have plenty
of time to watch and study your opponents.

Talk to your fellow poker buddies. Discuss hands with them and
how you might have played them differently. Learn who the
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good players are and watch them — you will undoubtedly pick
up a few tricks (though it may cost you a few bets).

Then advance

If you want to move up to higher stakes, we encourage you to do
s0, once you can beat the low-limit games regularly over an ex-
tended period of time (hundreds of hours). Then be sure to read
Sklansky and Malmuth’s Hold’em Poker for Advanced Players
before advancing to the bigger games.

You may be tempted to advance to a bigger game after two or
three straight sessions in which you win a lot of money. Note that
the swings in poker, particularly the wilder low-limit games, are
huge and inevitable. Three straight winning sessions are not a
guarantee that you’re ready to move up, nor are three straight
losing sessions a guarantee that you should give up the game.

Above all, maintain a positive attitude and discipline. Those are
the key components of becoming a winning low-limit hold’em
player.




Afterword

I can't end this book without some comment about poker and
perspective.

When Chris Ferguson (2000 World Series of Poker World Cham-
pion) and I were discussing possible quotes for him to contribute
to the back of the second edition, we agreed that our favorite
was:

Surely you have something better to do with your time
than play poker. I suggest a walk outside, volunteering at
a homeless shelter, or listening to Bach.

It didn't make the back cover, but ‘it deserved inclusion in this
text.

Poker is a wonderful game and a delightful diversion. But it is
not a substitute for life, and 1 see far too many people for whom
it is life. Don't let yourself be one of those people.

Care for your family, friends, and neighbors. Get outside as
much as possible. Tend to your spiritual needs, whatever they
may be. Listen to good music. I commend to you Palestrina, the
aforementioned Bach, Jerry Douglas, and Ladysmith Black
Mambazo, but listen to whatever moves your soul. Read good
books. I like mysteries, particularly Sharyn McCrumb and Ellis
Peters. Chris Ferguson is a James Clavell fan. Be an informed
citizen and use your vote.

Stay well, and thank you for reading our book.
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This quote is taken from Alvarez’s book, The Biggest Game in Town. listed
above.
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(1) Opportunity to act. If a player appears not
to realize it’s his turn, the dealer will say
“Your action, sir.” (2) Bets and raises. “If a
third heart hits the board and there’s a lot of
action, you have to assume that somebody
has made the flush.”

A small portion of a bet contributed by each
player to seed the pot at the beginning of a
poker hand. Most hold’em games do not have
an ante; they use “blinds” to get initial money
into the pot.

To run out of chips while betting or calling. In
table stakes games, a player may not go into
his pocket for more money during a hand. If
he runs out, a side pot is created in which he
has no interest. However, he can still win the
pot for which he had the chips. Example:
“Poor Bob. He made quads against the big
full house, but he was all-in on the second
bet.”

Catching both the turn and river card to make
a drawing hand. For instance, suppose you
have Aa-7a. The flop comes Ae¢-6&-44.
You bet and are called. The turn is the Ta,
which everybody checks, and then the river is
the Ja. You’ve made a “backdoor” nut flush.
See also “runner.”

To have a hand that is a large underdog beat
a heavily favored hand. It is generally used to
imply that the winner of the pot had no busi-
ness being in the pot at all, and it was the
wildest of luck that he managed to catch the
one card in the deck that would win the pot.
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Big Blind

Blank

Blind

Board

Bottom Pair

Burn

Button

Buy
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We won’t give any examples; you will hear
plenty of them during your poker career.

The larger of the two blinds typically used in
a hold’em game. The big blind is normally a
full first round bet. See also “blind” and
“small blind.”

A board card that doesn’t seem to affect the
standings in the hand. If the flop is Aa-Je-
Ta, then a turn card of 2% would be consid-
ered a blank. On the other hand, the 24 would
not be.

A forced bet (or partial bet) put in by one or
more players before any cards are dealt. Typ-
ically, blinds are put in by players immediate-
ly to the left of the button. See also “live
blind.”

All the community cards in a hold’em game
— the flop, turn, and river cards together.
Example: “There wasn’t a single heart on the
board.”

A pair with the lowest card on the flop. If you
have Aa-64, and the flop comes Ke-Te-
64, you have flopped bottom pair.

To discard the top card from the deck, face
down. This is done between each betting
round before putting out the next community
card(s). It is security against any player rec-
ognizing or glimpsing the next card to be
used on the board.

A white acrylic disk that indicates the (nomi-
nal) dealer. Also used to refer to the player on
the button. Example: “Oh, the button raised.”
(1) As in “buy the pot.” To bluff, hoping to
“buy” the pot without being called. (2) As in
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Call

Calling Station

Cap

Case

Center Pot

Check

Check Raise

“buy the button.” To bet or raise, hoping to
make players between you and the button
fold, thus allowing you to act last on subse-
quent betting rounds.

To put into the pot an amount of money equal
to the most recent bet or raise. The term “‘see”
(as in “I’1l see that bet”) is considered collo-
quial.

A weak-passive player who calls a lot, but
doesn’t raise or fold much. This is the kind of
player you like to have in your game.

To put in the last raise permitted on a betting
round. This is typically the third or fourth
raise. Dealers in California are fond of saying
“Capitola” or “Cappuccino.”

The last card of a certain rank in the deck. Ex-
ample: “The flop came J-8-3; I've got pocket
jacks, he’s got pocket 8’s, and then the case

eight falls on the river, and he beats my full

house !

The first pot created during a poker hand, as
opposed to one or more “side” pots created if
one or more players goes all-in. Also “main
pot.”

(1) To not bet, with the option to call or raise
later in the betting round. Equivalent to bet-
ting zero dollars. (2) Another word for chip,
as in poker chip.

To check and then raise when a player behind
you bets. Occasionally you will hear people
say this is not fair or ethical poker. Piffle. Al-
most all casinos permit check-raising, and it

ISee, there’s your first bad beat story.

Chop

Cold Call

Come Hand

Complete Hand

Connector

Counterfeit

Crack
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is an important poker tactic. It is particularly
useful in low-limit hold’em where you need
extra strength to narrow the field if you have
the best hand.

An agreement between the two players with
blinds to simply take their blinds back rather
than playing out the hand if nobody calls or
raises in front of them.

To call more than one bet in a single action.
For instance, suppose the first player to act af-
ter the big blind raises. Now any player acting
after that must call two bets “cold.” This is
different from calling a single bet and then
calling a subsequent raise.

A drawing hand (probably from the craps
term).

A hand that is defined by all five cards — a
straight, flush, full house, four of a kind, or
straight flush.

A hold’em starting hand in which the two
cards are one apart in rank. Examples: KQs,
76.

To make your hand less valuable because of
board cards that duplicate it. Example: you
have 87 and the flop comes 9-T-J, so you have
a straight. Now an 8 comes on the turn. This
has counterfeited your hand and made it al-
most worthless.

To beat a hand — typically a big hand. You
hear this most often applied to pocket aces:
“Third time tonight I've had pocket aces

cracked.”?

2That’s rwo bad-beat stories in this one chapter. See our point?
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Cripple

Dog

Dominated Hand

Draw

Draw Dead

Equity

Expectation

As in “to cripple the deck.” Meaning that you
have most or all of the cards that somebody
would want to have with the current board. If
you have pocket kings, and the other two
kings flop, you have crippled the deck.

Shortened form of “underdog.”

A hand that will almost always lose to a better
hand that people usually play. For instance,
K3 is “dominated” by KQ. With the excep-
tion of strange flops (e.g., 3-3-X, K-3-X), it
will always lose to KQ.

To play a hand that is not yet good, but could
become so if the right cards come. Example:
“I'm not there yet — I’'m drawing.” Also
used as a noun. Example: “I have to call be-
cause I have a good draw.”

Trying to make a hand that, even if made, will
not win the pot. If you’re drawing to make a
flush, and your opponent already has a full
house, you are “drawing dead.” Of course,
this is a bad condition to be in.

Your “rightful” share of a pot. If the pot con-
tains $80, and you have a 50% chance of win-
ning it, you have $40 equity in the pot. This
term is somewhat fanciful since you will ei-
ther win $80 or $0, but it gives you an idea of
how much you can “expect” to win.

(1) The amount you expect to gain on average
if you make a certain play. For instance, sup-
pose you put $10 into a $50 pot to draw at a
hand that you will make 25% of the time, and
it will win every time you make it. Three out
of four times, you do not make your draw, and

Extra Blind

Family Pot

Fast

Flop

Foul

Glossary 181

lose $10 each time for a total of $30. The
fourth time, you will make your draw, win-
ning $50. Your total gain over those four av-
erage hands is $50-$30 = $20, an average of
$5 per hand. Thus calling the $10 has a posi-
tive expectation of $5. (2) The amount you
expect to make at the poker table in a specific
time period. Suppose in 100 hours of play,
you win $527. Then your expectation is
$5.27/hr. Of course, you won’t make that ex-
act amount each hour (and some hours you
will lose), but it’s one measure of your antic-
ipated earnings.

A blind put in by a player just entering the
game, returning to the game, or otherwise
changing his position at the table. See also
“blind” and “post.”

A pot in which all (or almost all) of the play-
ers call before the flop.

As in “play fast.” To play a hand aggressively,
betting and raising as much as possible. Ex-

ample: “When you flop a set but there’s a

flush draw possible, you have to play it fast.”

The first three community cards, put out face
up, altogether.

A hand that may not be played for one reason
or another. A player with a foul hand may not
make any claim on any portion of the pot. Ex-

3Please don’t show this phrase to any English teachers. “Play” is a verb, and
thus should be modified by an adverb; “fast” is an adjective. However, if you
say “Play quickly” that usually implies that time is collected every halt hour,
and people want you to make your playing decisions without hesitation. “Play
fast” is an idiom unique to poker.




182 Winning Low-Limit Hold’em

ample: “He ended up with three cards after
the flop, so the dealer declared his hand foul.”

Free Card A turn or river card on which you don’t have
to call a bet because of play earlier in the hand
(or because of your reputation with your op-
ponents). For instance, if you are on the but-
ton and raise when you flop a flush draw, your
opponents may check to you on the turn. If
you make your flush on the turn, you can bet.
If you don’t get it on the turn, you can check
as well, seeing the river card for “free.”

Free Roll One player has a shot at winning an entire pot
when he is currently tied with another player.
For instance, suppose you have A&-Q#& and
your opponent has A ¢-Qw. The flop is Qa-
54-T&. You are tied with your opponent right
now, but are free rolling, because you can win
the whole pot and your opponent can’t. If no
club comes, you split the pot with him; if it
does come, you win the whole thing.

Gutshot Straight
A straight filled “inside.” If you have 9a-84,
the flop comes 7&-5%-2 ¢, and the turn is the
64, you’ve made your gutshot straight.

Heads Up A pot that is being contested by only two
players. Example: “It was heads up by the
turn.”

Hit As in “the flop hit me,” meaning the flop con-
tains cards that help your hand. If you have
AK, and the flop comes K-7-2, it hit you.

House The establishment running the game. Exam-
ple: “The $2 you put on the button goes to the
house.”

A

Implied Odds

Jackpot

Kicker

Limp

Live Blind

Maniae

Glossary 183

Pot odds that do not exist at the moment, but
may be included in your calculations because
of bets you expect to win if you hit your hand.
For instance, you might call with a flush draw
on the turn even though the pot isn’t offering
you quite 4:1 odds (your chance of making
the flush) because you’re sure you can win a
bet from your opponent on the river if you
make your flush.

A special bonus paid to the loser of a hand if
he gets a very good hand beaten. In hold’em,
the “loser” must typically get aces full or bet-
ter beaten. In some of the large southern Cal-
ifornia card clubs, jackpots have gotten over
$50,000. Of course, the jackpot is funded
with money removed from the game as part of
the rake.

An unpaired card used to determine the better
of two near-equivalent hands. For instance,
suppose you have AK and your opponent has
AQ. If the flop has an ace in it, you both have
a pair of aces, but you have a king kicker.
Kickers can be vitally important in hold’em.

To call. Generally the term refers to pre-flop |
action. For instance: “He limped in early po-
sition with 77.”

A forced bet put in by one or more players be-
fore any cards are dealt. The “live” means
those players still have the option of raising
when the action gets back around to them.

A player who does a lot of hyper-aggressive
raising, betting, and bluffing. A true maniac is
not a good player, but is simply doing «t lot of
gambling. However, a player who occasion
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Muck

No-Limit

Nuts

Offsuit
One-Gap

Out

Outrun
Overcall

Overcard

ally acts like a maniac and confuses his oppo-
nents is quite dangerous.

The pile of folded and burned cards in front of
the dealer. Example: “His hand hit the muck
so the dealer ruled it folded even though the
guy wanted to get his cards back.” Also used
as a verb. Example: He didn’t have any outs
so he mucked his hand.”

A version of poker in which a player may bet
any amount of chips (up to the number in
front of him) whenever it is his turn to act. It
is a very different game from limit poker.

The best possible hand given the board. If the
board is Ka-Je-Ta-44-2v, then An-Xa is
the nuts. You will occasionally hear the term
applied to the best possible hand of a certain
category, even though it isn’t the overall nuts.
For the above example, somebody with Aw-
Q& might say they had the “nut straight.”

A hold’em starting hand with two cards of
different suits.

A hold’em starting hand with two cards two
apart in rank. Examples: J9s, 64.

A card that will make your hand win. Nor-
mally heard in the plural. Example: “Any
spade will make my flush, so I have nine
outs.”

To beat. Example: “Susie outran my set when
her flush card hit on the river.”

To call a bet after one or more others players
have already called.

A card higher than any card on the board. For
instance, if you have AQ and the flop comes

Overpair

Pay Off

Play the Board

Pocket

Pocket Pair

Post
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J-7-3, you don’t have a pair, but you have two
overcards.

A pocket pair higher than any card on the
flop. If you have QQ and the flop comes J-8-
3, you have an overpair.

To call a bet when the bettor is representing a
hand that you can’t beat, but the pot is suffi-
ciently large to justify a call anyway. Exam-
ple: “He played it exactly like he made the
flush, but I had top set so I paid him off.”

To show down a hand in hold’em when your
cards don’t make a hand any better than is
shown on the board. For instance, if you have
22, and the board is 4-4-9-9-A (no flush pos-
sible), then you must “play the board”: the
best possible hand you can make doesn’t use
any of your cards. Note that if you play the
board, the best you can do is split the pot with
all remaining players.

Your unique cards that only you can see. For
instance, “He had pocket sixes” (a pair of six-
es), or “I had ace-king in the pocket.”

A hold’em starting hand with two cards of the
same rank, making a pair. Example: “I had
big pocket pairs seven times in the first hour.
What else can you ask for?”

To put in a blind bet, generally required when
you first sit down in a cardroom game. You
may also be required to post a blind if you
change seats at the table in a way that moves
you away from the blinds. Example: a player
leaves one seat at a table and takes another in
such a way that he moves farther from the
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Pot-limit

Pot Odds

Price

Protect

Put on

blinds. He is required to post an extra blind to
receive a hand. See also “extra blind.”

A version of poker in which a player may bet
up to the amount of money in the pot when-
ever it is his turn to act. Like no-limit, this is
a very different game from limit poker.

The amount of money in the pot compared to
the amount you must put in the pot to contin-
ue playing. For example, suppose there is $60
in the pot. Somebody bets $6, so the pot now
contains $66. It costs you $6 to call, so your
pot odds are 11:1: If your chance of having
the best hand is at least 1 out of 12, you
should call. Pot odds also apply to draws. For
instance, suppose you have a draw to the nut
flush with one card left to come. In this case,
you are about a 4:1 underdog to make your
flush. If it costs you $8 to call the bet, then
there must be about $32 in the pot (including
the most recent bet) to make your call correct.

The pot odds you are getting for a draw or
call. Example: “The pot was laying me a high
enough price, so I stayed in with my gutshot
straight draw.”

(1) To keep your hand or a chip on your cards.
This prevents them from being fouled by a
discarded hand, or accidentally mucked by
the dealer. (2) To invest more money in a pot
so blind money that you’ve already put in
isn’t “wasted.” Example: “He’ll always pro-
tect his blinds, no matter how bad his cards

I

are.

To mentally assign a hand to a player for the
purposes of playing out your hand. Example:

Quads
Ragged

Rainbow

Rake
Rank

Represent

Ring Game

River

Rock
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“He raised on the flop, but I put him on a
draw, so I re-raised and then bet the turn.”

Four of a kind.

A flop (or board) that doesn’t appear to help
anybody very much. A flop that came down
Je-69-2% would look ragged.

A flop that contains three different suits, thus
no flush can be made on the turn. Can also
mean a complete five card board that has no
more than two of any suit, thus no flush is
possible.

An amount of money taken out of every pot
by the dealer. This is the cardroom’s income.

The numerical value of a card (as opposed to
its suit). Example: “jack,” “seven.”

To play as if you hold a certain hand. For in-
stance, if you raised before the flop, and then
raised again when the flop came ace high, you
would be representing at least an ace with a
good kicker.

A regular poker game as opposed to a tourna-
ment. Also referred to as a “live” game since
actual money is in play instead of tournament
chips.

The fifth and final community card, put out
face up, by itself. Also known as “fifth street.”
Metaphors involving the river are some of
poker’s most treasured cliches, e.g., “He
drowned in the river.”

A player who plays very tight, not very cre-
atively. He raises only with the best hands. A
real rock is fairly predictable: if he raises you
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Runner

Scare Card

Second Pair

Sell

Semi-Bluff

on the end, you can throw away just about
anything but the nuts.

Typically said “runner-runner” to describe a
hand that was made only by catching the cor-
rect cards on both the turn and the river. Ex-
ample: “He made a runner-runner flush to
beat my trips.” See also “backdoor.”

A card that may well turn the best hand into
trash. If you have T&-84& and the flop comes
Qe-Je-9a, you almost assuredly have the
best hand. However, a turn card of T ¢ would
be very scary because it would almost guar-
antee that you are now beaten.

A pair with the second highest card on the
flop. If you have Aa-Ta, and the flop comes
Ke-Tw-6&, you have flopped second pair.
See “top pair.”

As in “sell a hand.” In a spread-limit game,
this means betting less than the maximum
when you have a very strong hand, hoping
players will call whereas they would not have
called a maximum bet.

A powerful concept first discussed by David
Sklansky. It is a bet or raise that you hope will
not be called, but you have some outs if it is.
A semi-bluff may be correct when betting for
value is not correct, a pure bluff is not correct,
but the combination of the two may be a pos-
itive expectation play. Example: you have
Ka-Qa, and the flop is T®-5a-J&. If you bet
now, it’s a semi-bluff. You probably don’t
have the best hand, and you’d like to see your
opponents fold immediately. Nevertheless, if
you do get callers, you could still improve to
the best hand.

Set

Short Stack

Showdown

Side Pot

Slow Play

Small Blind

Smooth Call
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Three of a kind when you have two of the
rank in your hand, and there is one on the
board.

A number of chips that is not very many com-
pared to the other players at the table. If you
have $10 in front of you, and everybody else
at the table has over $100, you are playing on
a short stack.

The point at which all players remaining in
the hand turn their cards over and determine
who has the best hand — 1i.e. after the fourth
round of betting is completed. Of course, if a
final bet or raise is not called, there is no
showdown.

A pot created in which a player has no inter-
est because he has run out of chips. Example:
Al bets $6, Beth calls the $6, and Carl calls,
but he has only $2 left. An $8 side pot is cre-
ated that either Al or Beth can win, but not
Carl. Carl, however, can still win all the mon-
ey in the original or “center” pot.

To play a strong hand weakly so more players
will stay in the pot.

The smaller of two blind bets typically used
in a hold’em game. Normally, the small blind
is one-third to two-thirds of a first round bet.
See also “big blind” and “blind.”

To call. Smooth call often implies slow play-
ing a strong hand. Example: “I flopped the
nut flush but just smooth called when the guy
in front of me bet — I didn’t want to scare
anybody out.”
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Splash the pot4 To toss chips directly into the pot rather than

Split Pot

Split Two Pair

Spread-limit

Straddle

String Bet

put them in a stack in front of you. Don’t do
it.

A pot that is shared by two or more players
because they have equivalent hands.

A two pair hand in which one of each of your
cards’ ranks appears on the board as well. Ex-
ample: you have T9, the flop is T-9-5, you
have a split two pair. This is in comparison to
two pair where there is a pair on the board.
Example: you have T9, the flop is 9-5-5.

A betting structure in which a player may bet
any amount in a range on every betting round.
A typical spread-limit structure is $2-$6,
where a player may bet as little as $2 or as
much as $6 on every betting round.

An optional extra blind bet, typically made by
the player one to the left of the big blind,
equal to twice the big blind. This is effective-
ly a raise, and forces any player who wants to
play to pay two bets. Furthermore, the strad-
dler acts last before the flop, and may “re-
raise.”

A bet (more typically a raise) in which a play-
er doesn’t get all the chips required for the
raise into the pot in one motion. Unless he
verbally declared the raise, he can be forced
to withdraw it and just call. This prevents the
unethical play of putting out enough chips to

“This phrase is used delightfully in the John Dahl movie Rounders, one of the
few films that accurately portrays poker action.

Structured

Suited

Table Stakes

Tell

Thin
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call, seeing what effect that had, and then
possibly raising.

Used to apply to a certain betting structure in
poker games. The typical definition of a
structured hold’em game is a fixed amount
for bets and raises before the flop and on the
flop, and then twice that amount on the turn
and river. Example: a $2-$4 structured
hold’em game: bets and raises of $2 before
the flop and on the flop; $4 bets and raises on
the turn and river.

A hold’em starting hand in which the two
cards are the same suit. Example: “I had to
play J-3 —it was suited.”

A rule in a poker game meaning that a player
may not go into his pocket for money during
a hand. He may only invest the amount of
money in front of him into the current pot. If
he runs out of chips during the hand, a side
pot is created in which he has no interest. All
casino poker is played table stakes. The defi-
nition sometimes also includes the rule that a
player may not remove chips from the table
during a game. While this rule might not be
referred to as “table stakes,” it is enforced al-
most universally in public poker games.

A clue or hint that a player unknowingly
gives about the strength of his hand, his next
action, etc. May originally be from “tele-
graph” or the obvious use that he “tells” you
what he’s going to do before he does it.

As in “drawing thin.” To be drawing to a very
few outs, perhaps only one or two.
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Tilt

Time

Toke
Top Pair

Top Set

Top Two
Top and Bottom

Trips
Turn

Under the Gun

To play wildly or recklessly. A player is said
to be “on tilt” if he is not playing his best,
playing too many hands, trying wild bluffs,
raising with bad hands, etc.

(1) A request by a player to suspend play
while he decides what he’s going to do. Sim-
ply, “Time, please!” If a player doesn’t re-
quest time and there is a substantial amount
of action behind him, the dealer may rule that
the player has folded. (2) An amount of mon-
ey collected either on the button or every half
hour by the cardroom. This is another way for
the house to make its money (see “rake”).

A small amount of money (typically $.50 or
$1.00) given to the dealer by the winner of a
pot. Quite often, tokes represent the great ma-
jority of a dealer’s income.

A pair with the highest card on the flop. If you
have Aa-Qa, and the flop comes Qe-Tw-
64, you have flopped top pair. See “second
pair.”

The highest possible trips. Example: you
have T#-Ta, and the flop comes T¢-8&%-9%.
You have flopped top set.

Two pair, with your two hole cards pairing the
two highest cards on the board.

Two pair, with your two hole cards pairing the
highest and lowest cards on the board.
Three of a kind.

The fourth community card. Put out face up,
by itself. Also known as “fourth street.”

The position of the player who acts first on a
betting round. For instance, if you are one to

Underdog

Value

Variance

Wheel
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the left of the big blind, you are under the gun
before the flop.

A person or hand not mathematically favored
to win a pot. For instance, if you flop four
cards to your flush, you are not quite a 2:1 un-
derdog to make your flush by the river (that s,
you will make your flush about one in three
times). See also “dog.”

As in “bet for value.” This means that you
would actually like your opponents to call
your bet (as opposed to a bluff). Generally it’s
because you have the best hand. However, it
can also be a draw that, given enough callers,
has a positive expectation.

A measure of the up and down swings your
bankroll goes through. Variance is not neces-
sarily a measure of how well you play. How-
ever, the higher your variance, the wider
swings you’ll see in your bankroll.

A straight from ace through five.
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home games where there's no rake and you don't toke the dealers.

He got into poker about fourteen years agol, having studied
blackjack a lot and discovering that you had to drive a long way
from San Jose to play blackjack with pretty bad rules against a
multi-billion dollar corporation that was determined to beat you.
Poker is a much easier way to make money at cards.

Lee is a NAUI-certified scuba instructor, and spends as much
time as possible teaching scuba in the Monterey area and diving
all over the world. It turns out that in scuba diving, like poker, the
idea is to find as many fish as possible.

His other interests include writing, ultimate Frisbee, trout fish-
ing, and performing music.

He and his wife, Lisa, live in San Jose with Lisa’s sons David and
John. All four of them scuba dive, perform music, and play
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"This is the first time I really figured out how long I"'ve heen plaving poker
seriously. Yikes.
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