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INTRODUCTION TO POKER

Card games have been played for centuries. Hours of excitement and fascination have been spent in plush salons, sleazy basement dives and friendly home games and, most importantly for poker, above all other games, fortunes have been won and lost.

In 1837, poker developed into, more or less, the game we have now. Previously, a short deck – or pack – of only twenty cards was utilized, but with the advent of the 52-card deck, which we know today, the game changed dramatically and for the better.

Since then, all poker games have been based on the purest form of the game: 5-Card Stud. In this version, each player is dealt five cards and the betting begins, players having a chance to bet that theirs is the best hand at the table. Mostly, players fold – throw away their cards – and wait for a better hand. If one player bets more money into the pot than anyone is prepared to match, he takes the pot whether he really has the strongest hand or not; he doesn’t even have to show his cards. If one or more of the other players match the highest bet, there is a showdown – where all those players show their cards and the player with the best hand takes the spoils.

All poker hands, in every form of the game there is, have a ranking. It is how you tell who has the best hand. It is arranged in order based purely on the statistical probability of such a hand occurring, from the best hand and least likely to occur – the Royal Flush – to the worst hand and most commonly seen type of hand, containing nothing but a High Card.

UNIVERSAL RANKING OF POKER HANDS
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All poker games are based on this ranking and all poker hands are made up of five cards. In some versions of the game, more than five cards are dealt to each player, or are available for use. However, only five cards can be used to form a poker hand. Never more; never less.

5-Card Stud Poker is mostly about psychology, guts and the ability to mask your real emotions. You got your five cards and that was it. You had to fold them, pretend that you had the best hand or, if you really did have a great hand, pretend that you didn’t have one to lure other players into the betting action. But players wanted more action, more of a chance to stay involved in the hand. The solution was a development that, once again, was to change the face of poker: The Draw.

5-Card Draw was similar to Stud Poker but with a crucial twist. After the five cards had been dealt, there would be a round of betting. Then, each player in turn could exchange one or more of the cards in his hand, for new cards from the deck, to try to improve his hand. Then there would be a further round of betting. The result was that players made better hands and there was twice the opportunity for betting, meaning twice the opportunity to try to bluff, bully or seduce your opponents. Some players consider 5-Card Draw Poker the purest form of the game, but it is nowhere near as popular as many other versions.

As the third millennium dawned, the popularity of poker was beginning to expand from the millions who played it regularly in the USA, to hundreds of millions throughout the world. Inspired by television coverage, featuring secret cameras which revealed the players’ cards to the audience, the huge sums of money at stake for the most subtle of decisions and the sheer human drama of the game, poker’s universal charm became irresistible. Moreover, the Internet became the preferred venue for playing, especially amongst those starting out in the game. The ability to practise anonymously, to enter free tournaments and to play against really good players from all over the world, without leaving home, has become a fine alternative to watching mindless television or sitting in gridlocked traffic.

In the twenty-first century, there is an abundance of different poker games: 5-Card Stud and Draw, 7-Card Stud, Hi/Low variations, Omaha and, the “Cadillac of poker games”, Texas Hold ’Em. There are also the many home-spun variations with jokers, wild cards, strange betting rules and topsy-turvey last-minute turnarounds. However, most poker players in the world today favour Texas Hold ’Em. It’s the version which best combines skill with luck, which involves just the right amount of action, and the one which produces the most excitement right down to the very last card. That’s why this book focuses on Texas Hold ’Em.

The way you keep score in poker is with the chips in front of you. The chips represent money. In a cash game, you might buy $500 worth of chips and sit down at a table with them. You might get up again two hours, six hours, twelve hours later, with ten times your original stake, or you might stumble from the table shell-shocked and dazed, with nothing.

Since the 1990s, tournament poker has become hugely popular, both in card rooms and on the Internet. You pay an entry fee – say $50 – and you receive chips to the value of, say, 1,000 units, as does everyone else. You then play until, one by one, players go bust and get knocked out, until finally, from a field of players which might have numbered twenty, a hundred or even as many as ten thousand, there is just one table of ten players left with everybody else’s chips divided up amongst them. This Final Table is a destination all tournament players dream about reaching, as here you are guaranteed a substantial prize and you are still in the hunt to win the whole event. These ten players continue playing until only one is left.

Usually, in a tournament, the winner will receive between one quarter and one third of all the entry fees. In the World Championships – the World Series of Poker (WSOP) – played annually in Las Vegas each May and June, that first prize passed one million dollars years ago. Now, the winner is expected to take home in excess of five million dollars. To do it he, or she, has to beat several thousand of the world’s best players. In the good old days, only the hardened old pros stood a chance. Now, their places are being usurped by young players, from all over the world, who have learnt at their computers and are coming to gun for the professionals. Two have already won the WSOP in the twenty-first century, and their challenge is going to grow and grow.

At home, you can play for pennies or stakes much more substantial. In casinos and card rooms, there are modest games available. In the Internet card rooms, you can play for no stake at all, although, because there is no money at stake, the betting is wild and the game barely resembles poker. Or you can join in big cash games and in tournaments with entry fees from $5 to $1,200 and probably bigger ones too. Wherever you choose to play, however, one thing is certain. Once you see what an amazing game poker can be, you will be spoilt for all other card games. No other game provides the cerebral stimulation and the roller-coaster emotional ride as poker.

Start to play now. Expect to spend months or years learning the game – which is pleasurable if, sometimes, a little expensive – and then prepare to crush your opponents, outwit your friends, bluff your bosses and haul in the pot. Nothing, you will find, beats that exquisite moment when you, metaphorically or literally, reach across the table, open your arms around that volcano-style pile of chips, and draw them all towards you, because you, yes you, have just won all the chips. There really isn’t any need to smile, to gloat, to celebrate (although feel free if you so wish), just knowing that the other players are watching you and those chips – their chips – and they are all yours. That’s quite a feeling.

A few pieces of business before we get going. Firstly, when referring to your poker opponents in this book, I call them “he”. It’s true that poker used to be utterly male dominated, but there are now millions of women players and it won’t be long before one of them becomes world champion. I simply use “he” because it saves a keystroke every time and, like all poker players, when I’m not playing, I’m lazy!

Secondly, when talking about stakes, I use dollars. Obviously, you’ll play with whatever currency is relevant to your game. Online poker rooms usually offer a choice of currencies in which you can play. Because, to my mind, poker is the quintessential American game, and I’ve played almost all my live poker in Las Vegas, I always think of bets in dollars.

Finally, poker is a game. A serious one to be sure, but a game nonetheless. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget that – and because you will have momentous ups and vertiginous downs, I strongly recommend that you keep it to the forefront of your mind at all times.
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