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Much has been written about starting hand selection in Texas Hold’em.  Since you are initially dealt two cards it is fairly simple to rank them and almost every Hold’em book written starts out with hand rankings. One of the most famous examples of this is in Sklansky and Malmuth's  ‘Hold’em Poker For Advanced Players’. 

Of course, even without a computer you probably can guess what the best two cards are.  By the way these are always the best two cards.  They are the best in loose games, in tight games, in passive games, in aggressive games.  They are the best when playing poker with dogs and they are the best with green eggs and ham, Sam I Am.
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(Aces, Bullets, American Airlines, Pocket Rockets)

What may come as a surprise is what the worst starting hand is (in general). It's not 2c 3h.  It's not 5h 3d.:
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NOTE: Here, and in general, if two cards are the same suit (Ah Kh) the point is that the hand is suited.  If they aren't then the hand is unsuited.  So, while above 7c 2h is listed you can trust that 7d 2s is an equally bad investment of your money.

Also note the convention used for listing cards in the text (and widely accepted on the internet).  The rank of the card is listed as 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, T, J, Q, K, A and the suit is listed as h(earts), d(iamonds), c(lubs), s(pades).  So Ad Qh is the Ace of Diamonds with the Queen of Hearts.  Also a shortcut notation for suited vs. unsuited cards is KQ and KQs.  In the first case we are talking about King and Queen off-suit and in the second (KQs) we mean King and Queen suited.

On final note about hand rankings...
7 2 is the worst hand in a multi-way pot (a pot with more than 4 opponents seeing the flop).  This is an important distinction.  Many hands play "better" in multi way pots and many play worse.  3 2 is the worst hand in a heads up match, but you don't need to worry much about that since you will be involved in very few heads up matches in a low limit game.

This is also a good reason to not overvalue AK unsuited (although it can and does win and should be played) and to definitely value AKs because it has a tremendous number of ways to win.  Likewise KQs, JTs, and even 9Ts are very good multi-way hands and if there are several callers up front you should not be afraid to play these hands even in the face of a raise or two before the flop (especially if the raisers are very loose).



Having said all that and seeing the obvious best and perhaps not-so-obvious worst hands, let's take a look at what Sklansky and Malmuth say are the best hands to start.

Group 1: AA, KK, QQ, JJ, AKs
Group 2: TT, AQs, AJs, KQs, AK
Group 3: 99, JTs, QJs, KJs, ATs, AQ
Group 4: T9s, KQ, 88, QTs, 98s, J9s, AJ, KTs
Group 5: 77, 87s, Q9s, T8s, KJ, QJ, JT, 76s, 97s, Axs, 65s
Group 6: 66, AT, 55, 86s, KT, QT, 54s, K9s, J8s, 75s
Group 7: 44, J9, 64s, T9, 53s, 33, 98, 43s, 22, Kxs, T7s, Q8s
Group 8: 87, A9, Q9, 76, 42s, 32s, 96s, 85s, J8, J7s, 65, 54, 74s, K9, T8

So they have eight groups with the best hands.  As far as their advice for playing these hands you can think of them positionally.  That is you can play Group 1 in any position but you would want to only play group 8 hands on the button.  Of course their actual advice in their book Hold’em Poker for Advanced Players is much more specific and takes into account things like number of people in the pot, and how to play in pots that have been raised before you.  If you are serious about getting better at Hold’em buy this book.
Having said that, the unique nature of low limit hold’em games makes the strategy listed in much of that book less than optimal.  That is to say you can still make money by following their instructions (especially the section on playing in loose games), but you may not win as much money as you can, and you will also be subject to some significant psychological stress as best hand after best hand is beaten by the implicit collusion of a loose table*.

Let me describe what I mean by "significant psychological stress."  Let's take our good friend, the best possible starting hand, and play out a hand with it:
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You peek at your cards and what do you see?  Ad Ah!  Pocket Rockets!  Woohoo! The first four people have already tossed their three-dollar bet in front of them and you raise!

The person to your left folds and the next person re-raises, there are two more callers and the dealer re-raises again shouting out gleefully "cappuccino!"  Everyone calls (including of course you!).  Then the flop:
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Not a bad flop for AA, not a bad flop at all!.  You have a backdoor flush possibility, an over pair to the board.  Plus there is no straight on the board.  It is checked to you and you check with the intention of check-raising.  Like clockwork the player to your left bets, one player folds, one calls and the dealer raises.

Now here's the first interesting thing.  The first four players who checked to you call this raise.

You of course re-raise, are called, and the dealer caps the betting on the first round.  Everyone calls.

Now the turn...
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This is not a bad card.  You still have an over pair.  You might lose to a flush on the river but there is a good chance that you are winning, AND if anyone does have two pair you could easily still win if an Ace, Deuce, or Six falls on the river. 

It is checked to you, you bet, EVERYONE calls.  Now the moment of truth... The river:

[image: image11.jpg]*J

R
DR

~e




It looked like a dud, but the player in seat one bets.  The next two players call!  Unable to just throw away your aces you also call, one player folds and the dealer raises!  Everyone (including you) call.

Player 1 turns over:
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Player 2 and 3 muck their hands and you flip yours up angrily asking how Player 1 could play so badly!

meanwhile the next player mucks and the dealer flips up:

[image: image14.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.lowlimitholdem.com/images/nine%20of%20clubs.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET [image: image15.jpg]



He made the nut straight on the river which also happens to be the absolute nuts.  As for the other players you can be sure there was a Ten a Queen and a Flush Draw out there waiting to beat you.

Now you are said to be on tilt, and for the next half hour you play really, really bad poker and lose a couple hundred bucks.

What is the point?  Don't play Aces?  Of course not.  Always, always play aces and make people PAY to try to draw out on you!  They will try and what seems worse is that OFTEN they will succeed, but for every card they take they are PAYING you whether you win or lose this particular hand.

Say what?

Lets look again.  Our hero (you) played Aces pretty well (until the River).  First he raised and was re-raised twice on the flop.  Every person in the hand is statistically paying you with lesser hands when they raise and call with anything other than two aces.

On the flop Aces were still the best hand and everyone paid you for their draw.  On the turn it might have been reasonable here to re-raise but because of the danger of two pair or a set it was also reasonable not to.  Every person is still paying for your aces.  The Queen, the Ten, the straight draw, and especially the Seven Deuce off-suit.

Now, on the river the first player bets, and is called twice before you and you still call.  This is the first mistake.  In an especially loose game you may want to overcall on some hands because people will call with next to nothing often, but don't be the second or third over-caller.  Also on this particular hand the dealer has been showing strength (even though it turns out to be unjustified until the river) so it is reasonable to expect the possibility of a raise behind you (which happened) and then everyone (including you) makes the mistake of calling the raise.

A big part of being able to win at low level hold’em is to be able to figure out when to let go of your hand. You were winning until the river, yes, but this isn't a six card game.  When you are obviously beat let it go.



Do not get attached to "big" cards.
Do not get angry when you are outdrawn.
Be able to fold when you are beaten.


As far as Aces go, in a loose game you'll win about a third of the time with them against a full table of opponents.  That means, for one thing, that you will lose about two thirds of the time!  This is GOOD.  If 8-10 people are throwing in money to see the next five cards and you win a third of the time you are making money.  In fact you are making more money than you will with any other hand.

But enough about Aces.  Play them, raise them EARLY (before and on the flop ESPECIALLY).  The more cards that are dealt the worse it is for you, so be very disinclined to raise on the turn and especially on the river unless you do improve (which you will not the vast majority of the time).

I can see the review of this page now: "The author of this page on strategy makes the bold step of suggesting players raise when they get Aces!"  The point that's being made is that it's not just Aces but strong hands in general that get paid.  Lets look at it this way:

Before the flop, EVERYONE IS PAYING THE BEST HAND, and what's more important is that EVERYONE BUT THE BEST HAND IS PAYING THE SECOND BEST HAND (there is an exception to this--see dominated hands) and so on.  So, statistically speaking, if you can play tighter than the table average (that is at least half of the hands are paying YOU) then you will make money in the long run if you don't make mistakes after the flop (especially since your opponents WILL make mistakes after the flop).

There is only one problem with this simple strategy and that is this: variance. 



In low limit hold’em you are going to need power to win.  Many, many pots are won by straights or better, your goal is to play starting cards that can turn into monsters.

Before We Go Further...
During the year or so that this web site has been available we've received numerous comments.  So far people either love the site or hate it which we feel is good.  The number one complaint is that our starting hand recommendations are far too loose and we've received several challenges for us to play person X heads up using these suggestions.

Of course we decline.

The starting hand suggestions you are about to read *are* too loose.  In a typical medium or high limit game you will undoubtedly lose money using these suggestions.  Heads up you will lose money with these suggestions.  Short handed on even a loose table you will lose money with these suggestions.

Say what?
The starting suggestions below are for low limit games where you have several (5 or greater) opponents who are willing to pay to see the flop.  That is they are suggestions for multi-way pots where your opponents will often play any two cards.  Most of the hands are designed to flop a monster and if they do not (it's repeated before and after here but we'll say it one more time) you need to be able to lay them down on the flop.  Not on the turn or the river, but on the flop.  That means, for example, that if you are playing A3 suited in early position (which we support strongly on a table where you will almost always get several more to see the flop) and you flop an Ace that you are able to check and fold if there is a bet and more than one caller (* Assuming that none of your flush cards hit.  With even a backdoor draw and an Ace you would want to continue to the turn)

Sometimes you will be laying down the best hand.  That's a problem with kickers, but that loss in expected value is more than compensated for by the pots you will drag when you flop something bigger (like, say, the nut flush) and everyone else is calling with inferior hands.

Having Said All That
So, our starting hand recommendations for a typical low-limit game are:

	Group 1 Hands (Play in ANY Position)

	Pairs
	AA, KK, QQ, JJ, TT, 99

	Suited
	Ax suited,  KQs, KJs, KTs, QJs, JTs, T9s

	Unsuited
	AK, AQ

	
	

	Group 2 Hands (Play in Middle or Late Position)

	Pairs
	Any

	Suited
	Ax suited, Kx suited, QJs, JTs, T9s, 98s, 87s

	Unsuited
	AK-AT, KQ, KJ, QJ, JT, T9

	
	

	Group 3 Hands (Late Position Only)

	Pairs
	Any

	Suited
	Ax suited, Kx suited,  Qx suited, JTs, J9s, T9s, T8s, 98s, 97s, 87s, 86s, 76s, 75s, 65s, 64s, 54s, 53s, 43s

	Unsuited
	AK-A9, KQ-KT, QJ, QT, JT, J9, T9, T8, 98, 97, 87, 86, 76, 75


Instead of creating a large group of starting hands like S&M, we simplify the groups into three categories which you should play depending if you are in early, middle, or late position.  Also, the hands themselves are targeted specifically to low limit hold’em games that is to say loose (passive or aggressive) games.

Also note that these starting hands are designed to flop big (either a made hand or a reasonable draw).  That means that there are some flops that you should be prepared to dump on the flop or on the turn if you did not flop their intended hands.  For example As 3s could be played under the gun, but if you flop Ac Tc 6h you should be prepared to let go of it if there is heavy betting on the flop.  The same obviously goes for Kx and Qx suited in later positions.  You will find it VERY tempting to continue on to the river only to be beaten time and again by a A K or Q with a higher kicker.
On the other hand, if you have As 3s and flop Ac Ts 6h then you would want to continue because of the added benefit of your backdoor (nut) flush draw, and of course if you flop Ac Ts 6s then you want to get as much money as you can in the pot.

Every single hand listed can turn into the nuts with a non-ridiculous flop (flopping 3 more of one of your cards gives you quads even with 7 2 off-suit, but that only happens about once in every 20,000 flops), on the other hand Ax suited will turn into an excellent hand (or at least draw) about once in every 7.5 flops, and even if you don't flop a flush you can win other ways with Ax suited, especially if your second card is fairly high.

Your ideal flop is going to be something very strong.  Some of the strongest flops for action are gapped straights since no one will believe you have 7 5 or T 8 and will gladly re-raise especially if they have the top pair (or better).  Other strong money making flops are Ax suited draws (other flushes will chase to the river with you, and maybe even bet and raise themselves), and small pairs when you flop a set.

Raising

In low limit hold’em, raising is a tricky issue.  For the most part you should restrict your pre-flop raising to a minimum and at many low limit tables it can be correct to avoid raising pre-flop entirely.  Your goal is to get to see the flop cheaply, see if you flop something very strong, and if not get out.

When calling raises pre-flop you have some things to consider... 

· Who is raising?  (Is this a person who will raise with anything or a tighter player who probably has a strong hand) 

· What position are they in?   

· Will their raise affect the number of players in the pot (if everyone has called already and the dealer raises chances are that almost everyone will call that extra bet, on the other hand if the person under the gun raises they may well get some people out of the pot) 

· What is the chance that someone will re-raise the raiser after you have called (sometimes you get between two maniac players who bounce raises between each other--you want to avoid this situation unless you hold a premium hand) 

In general, for each raise in front of you upgrade your starting hand groups by one, of course always at least call with group one (and re-raise with AA, KK or AKs)

With the exception of the few big card hands (the large pocket pairs like JJ, QQ, KK, AA and the big cards like A9, KT) your goal is to get to see the flop as cheaply as possible.  Your goal is to flop a monster or a monster draw. For AA and KK always call and then re-raise before the flop (if someone else raises).  Almost always start with a raise with AKs and AQs, and randomly raise with any suited ace and any pocket pair.

Obviously this is a simpler approach than the one outlined in S&M.  All of the hands suggested can turn into huge, huge hands, but it is important to be able to get away from them if they don't.

Why are suited connectors such a big deal?

Suited connectors are valuable because they can play in a large number of hands, and BIG suited connectors (AKs, KQs, QJs, JTs) can play in even more.  Take AKs for example.  It can participate in the highest possible straight, the highest possible flush, the highest possible straight flush, and it can easily win if either an Ace or a King appears on the flop as well.  With this hand you will see the turn quite often, and when you make your hand you can be sure it is the absolute nuts.  This is a huge advantage.

[image: image16.png]



 

Position
(The Karma Sutra of Poker)

Position is basically your distance from the dealer button.  The closer you are to the button the better your position is, therefore the big blind (and small blind if there is one) have the two worst positions.  This disadvantage is partially offset by the fact that they have already partially or fully paid for the first bet pre-flop. 

In the suggestions on Starting Hands you'll notice that you can play lower quality hands as you approach the dealer button, but be careful! 

The worse your hand is at the beginning the harder you have to hit the flop to continue. 

The advantage of position is an advantage of information.  You get to see who bets and who checks (and who raises) before it is your turn to act.  USE that information.  For example say you have: 
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And are playing on the button.  The flop comes 
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There board is checked to the person before you who bets.  From past experience you know this person is capable of betting a draw even if the draw isn't to the nuts. The correct play here is to raise and force everyone behind you to call a double bet.  The player behind you may re-raise in which case you should call.   

Note that in this situation you may not want a jack to come as it could give someone a straight.  Your goal is to get money in on the flop with the assumption that you have the best hand right now.  If a scare card comes be prepared to dump your hand if there is a lot of action. 

Also note that if a solid player raises in front of you, you should probably drop the Jc Th immediately. 

When you play this hand you are really looking for a flop more like this: 
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And ideally... 

[image: image25.jpg]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.lowlimitholdem.com/images/queen%20of%20clubs.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET [image: image26.jpg]k=]

(o2 3





 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.lowlimitholdem.com/images/nine%20of%20hearts.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET [image: image27.jpg]<O
s> e

>3ce
(o)) 2




On a related note, if you do happen to flop the nut straight, don't be afraid to play it strongly.  You will still get plenty of action at your typical table as the Queens, Nines, Eights, 67's, Tx's, Jx's and under pairs try to beat you on the river.  Unfortunately for them this is one hand that they'll have a very tough time beating you. 

And as a second side note, don't be afraid to cap the betting on the river should your nut still be the nut then.  Don't assume that the other player obviously has JT as well--you'll be surprised how often they don't. 

The Free Card

Another advantage of being in late position (especially in last position) is that you can attempt to gain a free card by raising on the flop.  Free cards are not really free but actually half price--you are raising a small bet on the flop with the intention of being able to check on the turn if a helpful card doesn't come. 

For example, you are playing 
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on the button (last position) and the flop comes 
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There is a bet and four callers before you.  You have the option of raising here.  If the other players are betting or calling with only one pair they will be inclined to check the turn to you. 
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at this point you can check the turn and hope to catch a heart on the river.  In this particular case if you use this strategy against most low limit hold’em players it is probably safe to raise the river if your heart comes and someone comes out betting as they will often bet an ace high flush draw strongly the whole way so your king high flush is probably good.  Of course, like many things this depends on your specific opponent and in some cases it is appropriate to merely call if you hit your hand. 

Also note that your opponents are typically not dumb!  If you consistently try to buy a free card whenever you are on the button they will start re-raising you and betting the turn. 

 Semi Bluff
("To be or not to be, that is the question")

In a tight-aggressive game the semi-bluff is a valuable tool that can be the basis for the majority of your winnings.  First, let's give an example of a Semi-Bluff.

Suppose you hold
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You would bet out, partially from the strength of your draws (nut flush and gut-shot royal-flush draws) and partially because of the possibility that you will win the pot right there.

The problem in a low limit game is this:  You are almost NEVER going to win the pot right there.  Since the semi-bluff requires that possibility it is almost never worth semi-bluffing in a low limit game unless you are trying to build a crazy image. In the above example, believe me that the jacks, the tens, the fours, The straight draws, the gut-shot straight draws, the gut-shot flush draws and any two overcards are going to call you.

However, in this example, you will make money by getting as much money into the pot as you can with this hand.  You have to use your judgment to determine how best to do this.  Sometimes betting is the right move while sometimes other players will do the betting (and raising for you).  If you are given a choice always let the other players lead in this sort of situation.

While it is very likely that you are beaten on the flop you will still make money if you get more than a few callers (which you often will).  A key reason this is so is you are drawing to the absolute nuts, so even if someone raises you can re-raise in this situation and still make money.

The important distinction in betting a draw in low-limit hold’em is to do it because you are making money, not to semi-bluff!
 Reading the Board

A critical skill for the beginning Texas Hold'em player is the ability to read the board.  This means being able look at the community cards on the table and calculate the strongest possible hands.
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With this flop the highest possible hand (called "the nuts") is 
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The second, third and fourth highest hands would be
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After that, two pair and then aces with large kickers.  Suppose the board after the turn looks like this:
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Now the highest hand is a straight flush
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and the second highest hand is four of a kind
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On the river
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Now a higher straight flush is possible
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Single Card Straight Flushes

Of course it is often not necessary to have the absolute nuts to win a hand.  In the above example (depending on the betting) a hand that contained a single king of diamonds would give you the nut flush which could easily win this hand, and someone with pocket aces shouldn't hesitate to bet and raise (and re-raise!) with their hands on this board.  The point is to know what hands are possible so you aren't trapped in a raising war thinking you have the nuts when you don't.  The most common example of this is a board like the following:
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Someone holding a hand like
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might raise indefinitely on every betting round only to find out that someone holding
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has beaten them on the end with a  straight flush.  Especially when there are four of a suit on the board, consciously look for a single card straight flush possibility when you hold an Ace of that suit!
The Beaten Boat

Suppose the following flop is dealt...
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when you hold...
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Chances are that right now you have the highest hand.  If you bet on the flop and are raised or re-raised you are still probably safe for the moment as other people holding a jack or any overpair (correctly) raise you.  However if the final board looks like this:
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There is a much greater chance that you are beaten by a higher full house.  Although you should call a bet with your 44 you probably do not want to get into a raising war at this point (as many people at a low limit hold'em table will do).
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(A great time to practice chip stacking and creative ways to muck your hand)

You are going to be folding a lot before the flop.  A LOT.  Even with the starting hand suggestions here (which in many ways are not appropriate for a higher limit game) you will be playing very few hands, especially in early position. 

Since you like to play poker this is going to be very difficult.

Next to picking a table where most of the people are worse poker players than you, the most effective thing you can do is play well before the flop.  Most of your opponents will not play well here.  They will see the flop with cards that almost never win (you will see 7 2 in a showdown at one point or another during a game). This pre-flop play is fairly easy to describe, and technically easy to do, but mentally it is very, very difficult.  It takes practice and it takes discipline and it takes patience.

Most poker books you read will suggest some rules for playing before the flop, usually with very good advice about starting cards and how to handle position, but then they move forward to whatever the next chapter is and you are already set up to fail because you just flat out won't be following those instructions.

A Way of Thinking About Your Starting Hands

Positionally the general rule is that you want to be as close to the last person to act as possible.  The closer you are to that sweet spot (in Hold’em the dealer button) the more information you will gain on every betting round before you have to act.  This information allows you to play your hand more effectively to maximize the amount you can win (or often more importantly minimize the amount you lose).  The free card, for example, hinges upon you being in late position.

So, it may be helpful if your general plan is not to play any hands in early position, basically you are waiting to get within one or two of the dealer button to put your money into the game all the time.  If you make this your mantra then you will find yourself doing what is almost correct because we all know when you get AA under the gun you are going to play it regardless of what your general plan was (as you should) but when you get KT off-suit you'll easily throw it away because you aren't playing cards until you get close to the dealer button.

Another useful thing is to have something to fill time with between hands. 

Filling Time Between Hands

· Over the course of one session pick a single player and watch them play. You are looking for patterns and habits in the way they play--for example do they often bet out on their draws?  How do they play their very strong hands and their very weak hands?  Do they try to bluff a lot or do they almost always show down the best hand? It's important that you concentrate on one person for a while and not try to evaluate everyone's play at the same time.

· Count the pot. You can't utilize pot odds if you don't know how much money is in the pot each time you act. A method you may want to try which can help you get a good estimate:

· Count the pot by the number of small bets.  Ignore the small blind--it isn't going to affect the pot odds much, and if those couple of chips would have made the difference on a particular draw then it's probably not worth making the draw in the first place.

· Count the number of people in the pot at the end of the betting round and multiply it by the number of small bets per person (on the turn there were 6 callers and the bet was $12 or 4 small bets, so the result for the turn is 24 small bets in the pot)

· Pot odds are most useful for figuring out if you should continue with a draw in low limit hold’em.  You may want to count up the river bets as well for a rough idea of what the final pot was, but for our purposes what you really want is to get a very close idea of how many small bets are in the pot when it is your turn to act on the flop and on the turn.

· Be friendly to the players at the table. Offer them gum or breath mints if you are having one, and in general be a nice to them.  There is a whole topic here, but in general people who like you and are having fun are going to be more likely to play worse against you.

· Read one of the poker magazines that they keep in stock at all the major card rooms. The articles are usually very good and contain useful advice (that you might be able to apply on the next hand that you actually do play)

· Get up and walk around. 

Pre-Flop Betting is Based On the Type of Your Cards.

The simple quick version is: if you are playing cards which often turn into drawing hands (suited cards, connectors, and suited connectors) you want to see the flop as cheaply as possible.  The money you "lose" pre-flop is more than made up for by after the flop betting if you make your hand, and the money you save by not raising (or in some cases by getting out entirely if there are too many raises before you) is even more important.

Before the flop the strategy is very clear.  You want to make people pay extra for your hands which can stand without improvement (that means raise AA, KK, QQ, JJ pre flop, raise Ace-Big pre-flop if you can get people out of the pot). Your drawing hands (Suited Connectors, Connectors) you want to be able to see the flop as cheaply as possible.  The exception to this is AKs which can always be raised.

Your pre-flop hands that are likely to turn into draws (or immediate folds) on the flop are the ones you want to get in for as cheaply as possible.  If you can get in for $3 instead of $6, $9 or $12 that translates into a lot more flops you can see, and therefore a much better chance that you will make your hand (which means at least flopping a four flush or open ended straight).

Resist the urge to raise the pot with suited connectors (except for AKs) except for use as deception.  Always raise with any pair over TT, except AA, which you should just call with before the flop sometimes and then check-raise on the flop.  

AA and KK withstand multi-way action fairly well, but QQ and JJ do not, so be prepared to dump these hands if things get unfavourable on the flop.

See For Yourself

You will be tempted to wait around for another Q or J to fall.  You are drawing to a hand with 2 outs.  Don't do that.  It might happen and when it does after you fold you will hate it, but remember: on the flop you have seen 5 out of 52 cards.  That leaves 47 unseen cards.  Do you really want to wait around when the odds are worse than 20:1 against you? Yes you want to, but DON'T.

What you can do instead is every time an overcard to your pocket pair flops (and there is action on the flop (where action equals either more than two people calling or one or more raises)) dump the pocket pair.  Then at the end of the hand count the number of times you would have won vs. the number of times you lost.  Make a third column in your little notebook for the times when at least one of the bettors had at least the overcard (or a better hand like a set or two pair).  Keep that notebook for about forty hours of play time and take a look.  In that short time frame would you have won or lost money?  Remember to estimate your actual investment in all the pots you would have lost (you called those raises and bets on the flop turn and river remember?)
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("My God, It's Full of Stars...")

Examples:

What you are looking for on the flop is a good reason to continue.  First let's talk about what isn't a good reason to continue.

If you hold:
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and the flop is
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And you see any action at all get out.  Don't even waste one call.  Your ten might be the best hand, but most likely it isn't, and your odds of turning that J into a straight on the river isn't especially enticing and finally if you do somehow get two pair then there's a good chance that made someone a straight.

A slightly worse situation which happens very frequently is this... You start out with:
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You are going to want to call, and if you can call for a single bet go ahead (it's a waste of a bet but maybe it'll help your conscience and once in a blue moon you'll catch a King on the turn) but keep in mind you are almost certainly beat and there's a fair chance you are dealing with two pair (including 5 2) and even a wheel straight.

The problem is you waited SO LONG for those kings.  It isn't fair!  Well maybe not, but throw them away and sit out the next few hands if throwing them away bothered you.

The Flush Monster

A staple of our strategy is the suited ace.  In a table (of whatever limit) where five or more people pay to see the flop (and often stay to see the turn and river as well!) the value of the suited ace goes up.  Way up.  In fact, your overall expectation with a suited ace may be greater than when you have pocket aces because you will almost always play the hand all the way through with aces but you can easily dump a suited ace on the flop if it is not favourable.

Let's say you hold
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And the flop is 
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You can drop this hand if there is much action on the flop.  Your kicker will kill you on the river even if your one pair survives.  This is a trap that your friends around the table would call all the way for.  Sometimes you'll find out when all is said and done that you had the best hand but most of the time you'll be able to chuckle to yourself about your good and early laydown.  It is SO important to be able to lay down a hand like this early in a multi-way pot.  Once you've paid to see the river and realize your hand is no good it is too late...

Let's bring back our friend Ac 4c...
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This time the flop is...
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This time it is reasonable to pay to see the turn.  Note that you have a backdoor flush draw and a pair with an overcard to the flop.  Also note that there is no "good" straight draw on the board (the best draw would be something like 5h 6h).  On the turn you should dump your hand if you don't get a club a four or an ace.

Finally, one more time for our pal.
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This time the flop is...
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Even without the ace of spades which gives you top pair in addition to the nut flush draw you should be thinking about how to get money into the pot.  Depending on your opponents this might involve you letting them raise you or you raising yourself.  Always let them do the raising if they are willing.  Your dream situation is going to be one where you get "caught" between two people in a raise war with each other.  Be sure to call on the river whatever the result of this hand is since you'll often find other flush draws betting "on the come" especially if they hold something like Qc Jc or 3c 4c (a flush draw with a gut-shot straight draw)

Why Flushes Are Better Than Straights 

A flush draw, especially (especially!) an ace high flush draw is superior to a straight draw for two main reasons.  First there is one more out for a flush draw (9 completing flush cards for a four-flush vs. 8 completing straight cards for an open ended straight).

Second, and more importantly, a completed straight draw can be destroyed on the turn or river by "counterfeiting"  Counterfeiting is when one of the cards in your hand which completes the straight comes on the board.  Let's say you hold...
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and you get this fabulous flop...
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The nut straight!  yeeehaw!  Yeehaw indeed.  Of course you are in there betting and raising and then...  on the river...
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Your hand is still fairly strong, but anyone with any jack has the same hand you do.  In addition you run the not insignificant risk that there is a lurker with
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the proud new owner of the (and your!) nuts.

On the other hand, if you flop the nut flush you are going to have the nut flush on the river.  Period.  Bigger hands could appear (a pair on the board or cards that support a straight flush) but your flush, by definition, cannot be counterfeited.

Why Straights Are Better Than Flushes

Since we just said flushes are better than straights this section may come as a bit of a surprise to you.  Well, nut flushes are better than straights any day.  You should feel much more comfortable drawing for a third spade on the board when you hold a suited ace (of spades) than you should for any kind of straight draw by itself.

As we pointed out before, nut straights can be compromised with more cards to come, but nut flushes cannot.

On the other hand you can flop (or draw to) the nut straight with any connector (two consecutive cards like 6 and 7) or even any one or two gap combination (like 6 and 8 or 6 and 9).  For example if you hold:
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and the flop is
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then you, my friend, have the nut straight!  You don't have the greatest starting cards in the world but you have done it this time!  Three gap combinations (like 6 and 10) cannot ever form the nut straight, since if your dream comes true and you flop 7 8 9 then you can still be beaten by J 10.

The crucial difference is that with flushes having an Ace high flush is crucial, but with straights you can have the nuts with a much wider variety of cards.  To make the point using the above example of 69 let's say the turn comes
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and the river is
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now your hand has "improved" into a diamond flush, but the value of your hand has greatly declined.  Now any person holding two diamonds where one is greater than a 9 will win the pot.

Another aspect of straights is that they can be difficult to see on the board and you will get much more action on a board of 8 5 7 rainbow than you will on a board that contains three cards of the same suit.  

For these reasons you should always play a straight fast when you get it.

The One Card Straight

A situation you want to avoid (that many, many people will not try to avoid) is the one card straight.  That is when you form a straight using only one of the cards from your hand.

For example you hold:
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and the flop is
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many people you play with will reason the hand this way:  I have a pair, and a gut-shot straight draw (any Queen).  Really your only remote chance of scooping this pot would be for you to catch another jack.  You are almost certainly beat right now.  If you catch a ten to give yourself two pair you will be stuck with a hand that can be beaten by any Queen.  If you catch a Queen then anyone with a ten will split the pot with you.  So, in this case, even though a Queen will give you the "nut" straight there is a good chance you will not take the entire pot even if your four-outer happens.

If the situation is "if you don't improve you lose and if you do improve you split" then the correct action is "fold."

 

A Good Reason To Continue

First the obvious cases.  If you are playing an Ace with a high kicker then you most want to see your kicker on the flop and next the ace itself. In either of these situations you usually want to make it very painful for people to draw since there is a very good chance you have the best hand right now. This is often a good chance to use our friend the check-raise if you are in early position.  If you are in later position definitely go for a raise and possibly a re-raise (with AK or AKs) and then bet out the turn if it is checked to you.

If you flop second or third pair with an overcard to the flop (especially an ace) you can continue if the betting is not heavy.

If you flop a four flush or an open-ended straight you can continue if the pot odds justify it, especially if you are drawing to the nuts.

If you flop a gut-shot straight and the pot odds justify it and you are drawing to the nuts then continue.
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("Accelerate while gently steering")

The turn is the place where your AKs is beaten by K2 off-suit.  Remember that. 

The turn is a great place to pump it up or get out of dodge.  If you felt you had the best hand on the flop and check raised it there you have a choice.  Usually you should bet out the turn but sometimes, if you hand was further improved and if that improvement likely improved one of your opponents as well, you can check and raise again on the turn.   

You might think that after checking and raising on the flop that no one would fall for it again.  Think again. 

Another tactic if you have an especially strong hand on the flop is to just go with the flow of betting and then check-raise on the turn.  Because the bet is double-sized on the turn you can get some extra money in the pot.  This is especially effective if you hold a hand like: 
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and you check raised on the flop.  Then the turn brings: 
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You can often check and raise again because any Ace out there is going to bet into you and you want to make any J or Q that is contemplating continuing their gut-shot draw to be making a mathematical mistake.  Be careful if you are re-raised in this spot (top two pair vs. a possible straight).  Don't throw your hand away but call and then check and call on the river (unless YOU improve to kings or aces full in which case use your best judgment--usually bet out on the river unless you are SURE your opponent will bet). 

Getting People Out vs. Getting Money In

The way you bet your hand on the turn (coupled with your position) will influence whether people with marginal hands will stay in or dump their hands.  You should know whether you want to knock out the marginal hands or keep them in before you check or bet on the turn. 

This influence is weaker in a typical loose low limit game.  If you've ever driven a rental U-Haul truck you know the difference between steering one of them vs. steering a "normal" car.  Low limit hold’em is your U-Haul truck when it comes getting people out of the pot.  Often the best you can do is influence the amount of money that goes into the pot, and most times you can't influence even that by more than a bet or two per player at the showdown. 

Of course if you are going to fold then your play is much easier, but be considerate of the rest of the table don't muck your cards out of turn. 

When you bet out on the turn your opponents will often react cautiously especially if the turn card is a "scare card"--usually one that allows for a straight, flush, or a card which pairs the board. 

For example you're holding this hand under the gun. 
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and the flop is 
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You check the flop and call a bet from a late position player.  Five other people are in the pot with you. 

The turn card is 
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There are four ways to play this hand. 

1. Check and Fold 

2. Check and Call 

3. Check and Raise 

4. Bet 

With this particular hand (nut flush draw plus one pair, with a kicker over the board with no straight on the board) #1 is out of the question with six players (including yourself) in the pot. 

The second option (check and call) is viable, but should you make your flush on the river and bet out you may not get many callers.  The advantage here is lower variance since you can easily dump your hand on the river if a club, ace, or five does not hit and if there are multiple callers. 

If you check and raise in early position here you will cause weaker hands (8, 2 or 5 with weak kickers or gut-shot straight draws) to fold their hands instead of calling two big bets.  This is not advisable here because you may or may not have the best hand right now but chances are you do not.  Anyone who calls your check raise here probably has you beat. 

Betting the turn on this hand is probably the best choice because people will be cautious about re-raising you (unless they have a bigger hand than a pair of tens), on the other hand many low limit players will call your bet with as little as a gut-shot straight draw.  If you make a flush on the river and bet out again you stand a good chance of being raised by anyone else who made their flush as well (in addition to anyone who made their gut-shot straight draw). 

Another example, you hold the following in late position: 
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and the flop is 
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If you check and call, or bet the flop and the turn card is 
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In this case your opponents have a lot of potential draws (and potentially even a made straight with 8 9).  You should attempt a check raise here because it is very likely that someone will attempt to bet at this pot if you have multiple callers, yet you stand a good chance that you have the best hand with top two pair.  You need to make straight and flush draws pay as much money as possible to draw out on you. 

(and here's hoping you get 

[image: image150.jpg]>

e




on the river) 
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("Take me to the river...")

One thing you will notice if you have gotten this far with your hand (and many, many times you won't) is that you have a lot of company.  This is also where you will suffer through a seemingly endless series of bad beats.  You should plan on playing much more timidly here, especially if any scare card has fallen.  Your pair of kings with an Ace kicker was good on the flop but if you did not improve beyond that then do not be surprised to be beaten by some of the strangest two pair (and beyond) that you've ever seen.  Also current behaviour will be to raise you if your opponent did make 2 pair on the river.  A check will show weakness and someone with a king and a worse kicker will often bet for you and you will save yourself calling an extra bet by the two pair river chasers. 

Try to see all the possible straights, flushes, etc. on the board.  Consciously do that because when you are focused on your hand it is sometimes very easy to miss a straight or flush that just appeared.  Especially if you are focused on your opponent having a similar (but smaller) hand than your own.  Be especially careful if you make a straight and a third flush card has also fallen even if that third flush card was a backdoor flush. 

The bottom line is that it is often worth checking and calling on the river if you have a good but not great hand.  Save the aggression for when you have the nuts or near the nuts. 

If you've followed the advice here you'll be getting to the river with at least fairly strong hands (and many times with the absolute highest hands [the nuts!]).  You should almost always call a single bet on the river if you have any reasonable hand at all.  It can be a huge mathematical mistake to fold on the river if you are up against one or two opponents.  Most of your folding should be before the flop, on the flop and on the turn.  If you paid for the turn you should call with any reasonably strong hand.  The exception to this is where there are multiple callers to a bet on the flop.  Your odds of winning with an average hand go down exponentially the more callers there are.  Calling a bet after more than one person has already called is called "overcalling" and you need more strength to call each overcall--and if you have enough strength to be the fourth over-caller you should consider raising.

Dominated Hands

(Or, "Hurts so good, come on baby make it hurt so good")

Regardless of your position on S&M (and I mean Sklansky and Malmuth--what did you think I meant?), you do not want to play a dominated hand.  A dominated hand is a hand that, even if you hit it on the flop you are very likely still losing.  For example:
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With this hand even if you hit a King or a Four you are very likely beaten--either by a King with a higher kicker or a higher pair.

A more recognizable version of this can be seen here:
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Ever played this hand?  Ever played it in early position?  Middle?  Late?  If you are like the majority of hold’em players you play this hand a lot and you lose with it a lot.  Quick quiz: if you play this hand what would the ideal (reasonable) flop be assuming no pairs on the board and no flop containing both A and 7?

If you said anything with an A in it you failed the quiz.  You are almost certainly beaten by any flop that contains an A, and even if you do have the sole ace you will not get much action on a board that contains an A when no one else has one.  Even flopping two pair with this hand is not great since you can easily be beaten by a better two pair should an overcard to a seven fall.  On the other hand this IS the sort of hand that can get you stuck calling on the turn and river when you shouldn't.

Dominated hands leak chips.
For extra credit: how does the following hand stack up against the Ad 7c above?
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Slightly better because it makes up for its lack of "power" with the seven with the ability for both cards to participate in a straight, BUT any straight that Ace-Low can participate in is not the nut straight.  For example if the flop is 2 3 5 to give your A 4 a wheel it is still possible for a 4 6 to beat you,

Even when a dominated ace makes a straight it is a dominated straight!
(ok, ok, if the board contains K Q J T then you can finally make a non-dominated straight and chop it with the other three aces...) 

Variance

(Or, "I'll have the rent for you next week.  Really.")

The thing is this.  If you can't spot the variance in your first half hour at the table, then you ARE the variance!  Uhm, no wait, that's another saying.  Variance is basically the monetary swing in a game--that is, how much you can expect to win or lose each session.  The higher the variance the higher the swing.

The biggest factor that affects variance is the aggressiveness of the table.  If the table is very aggressive (especially if there are one or more people on tilt and you find pots getting capped pre-flop and beyond consistently) then count on high variance.  If you do not tighten up several notches above the level of the table then you are going to go for a very, very wild ride.

The best sorts of hands to play during this sort of table (assuming you don't just leave which is another viable option) are JJ, QQ, KK, AK, and Ax suited (throw it away if you don't flop a flush, flush draw or two pair) and unless you flop something huge be prepared to check and call to the river.  You can also play any other pair through the flop but dump it on the flop if you don't flop trips.  If you DO flop trips raise whenever you can, do NOT try to slow play.

 

Too Much Information

(Or, the other players really aren't stupid)

Pre-Flop Raising

How you handle pre-flop raising can dramatically affect how much you win or lose at the game you're playing.  If you are playing at a table where lots (if not all) of the people see the flop every single time and if you are follow the starting hand suggestions from this site, then you will almost always want to refrain from pre-flop raising.  On the flip side of this, if you are holding something like
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and call a bet in middle position and the pot is raised after you and everyone still calls then you shouldn't really be upset about that.  If ten players call for $3 it's the value to you as if the bet is $6 or $12.  The effect is only one of variance.  If you flop your hand (which means a flush draw or two pair or better) you're going to continue--if you don't you're going to get out.  It's that simple.  If a heart flush appears on the board then you are usually going to win with the highest possible flush (!!  a small percentage of the time you will lose to straight flushes, full houses and the like).

Because ultimately you are trying to flop something very strong to beat the ten active opponents (and something like a nut flush draw is very good because anyone who happens to have two of the other hearts is going to call (or raise) you all the way to the river).  It's in your best interest to be able to see as many flops as possible with a suited ace.  Which brings us to another point...

Raising is Contagious

Take a typical 3-6 Hold’em game where six or seven people are seeing the flop every single hand.  Add to that game one tight and aggressive pre-flop raiser, let's say someone following Abdul Jalib's low limit advice (which is very good advice) and raising pre-flop with A-Q off-suit etc.  You can usually count on a lot of action on the table if someone comes in and starts raising hands.  The "gamblers" will start re-raising with any suited connector, and pretty soon you have a situation where pots are being capped before the flop.

One of the benefits of not raising a lot pre-flop is that, like a control rod in a nuclear reactor, you help to reduce the overall volatility of a low limit table.  Those people more adept at playing higher limits might disagree with this, but try it and see.

Of course when this happens you'll only be playing hands from group 1 of our starting hand suggestions. You'll still have to be careful that you maintain at least 5-6 callers pre-flop.  If the table starts tightening up and you are fighting against just a few other players then you need to adjust your strategy.  Don't waste your money calling raises with T9 suited with only 2 other callers.

Raising Gives Information

If you raise pre-flop with only AQs, AKs, AA and KK then you are giving your opponents a huge amount of information.  Have you seen the following scenario at a low limit table?  Player 1 raises pre-flop, Player 2 calls.  Flop is garbage  Player 1 bets, Player 2 calls, Turn is garbage--Player 1 bets, Player 2 calls.  River is garbage, Player 1 bets, Player 2 raises, Player 1 calls and Player 2 shows off 2 pairs of garbage.

Player 2 was able to accurately put player 1 on a large pair (QQ, KK or AA) and used that information to extract an extra bet from them on the river when they picked up a 2 to go with their 7 (for example).

The bottom line is this:  If you raise enough so that you add deception to your raises (sometimes raising random cards, or low suited connectors or small pocket pairs) you will often cause the rest of the table to increase the amount they raise on other hands making it too expensive to see the flop with may of the hands you would like to play, on the other hand if you only raise with a very small number of premium hands then you are giving out too much information.

If you follow our Starting Hand Selections, Avoid Raising Pre-Flop.

It's as simple as that.  Use the information that others give you by their raises but avoid raising yourself.

Glossary

("Get your nuts out of my river")

American airlines

Pocket Aces

blind

In Hold’em there are either one or two "blind" bets (bets which you are required to make before seeing any cards).  If there are two blinds in the game then there will typically be a big blind which is an entire small bet ($3 in a 3-6 game) and a small blind which will be half the big blind (rounded down) ($1 in a 3-6 game and $2 in a 4-8 game).  The blinds are in the first (and second if there are two) positions after the dealer, so they act first in all future betting rounds.

bullets

Pocket Aces

calling station

A person who almost always calls, but who rarely raises.

check raise

Checking with the intention of raising after someone bets.  A technique used when you have a strong hand to ensure other players are making a mathematical mistake by calling.

cowboys

Pocket Kings

nut

The nut is used to refer to the highest possible hand of a certain type given the board.  For example if the board contains 6 7 8 K Q then the nut straight is 9 T.  Other straights are possible (5 9 and 4 5) but 9 T is the highest.

nuts (or absolute nuts)

"The nuts" means the highest possible hand on the board at any given moment.  For example if the board contains: Jh Qh Kh 2h 2s then the nuts would be Ah Th (for a Royal Flush).  Of course it might not be wise to fold Ah by itself (the nut flush) or JJ, QQ, KK, or especially 22.  Often you don't need the absolute nuts to win.

fish

Term used to describe an inexperienced or bad poker player.

flop

In Texas Hold’em, you are dealt two cards face down, then a round of betting, then the dealer places three cards face up all at once.  These three cards are called the flop.

free card

Sometimes you can raise on or near last position on the flop with the intention (hope) that everyone will check to you and you can check as well if you don't make your hand on the turn.  Although this is called a free card it actually cost you a small bet on the flop, but it is still a play often worth making (if it there is a good chance it will work).

gut-shot

A straight draw with only 4 outs (as opposed to an open straight draw which has 8).  An example would be when you hold J T and the flop is 9 K 2.  You need one of the four unseen Queens to make your straight

jackpot

In many low limit games there is a jackpot for some extremely improbably bad beat (like Aces Full of Tens beaten by Four of a Kind or Better).  Also sometimes jokingly announced when it is obvious that anyone with a Jack will win the pot (a board of Ac Kd Qh Td 2c) would be one example.

pocket rockets

Pocket Aces

rainbow

Typically used to describe the flop when all three cards have difference suits (making a flush unlikely).

river

The last card dealt face up by the dealer.

scoop, scooping

Typically used in high/low games to describe the situation when a single hand takes both halves of the pot (the high and the low).  In high low games it is a critical strategy to play hands that can scoop the pot.

turn

After the flop, the next card dealt is called the turn.

