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This book is geared toward beginning and intermediate players. The 
best way to use this book is to:

1) Read it over in a comfortable fashion, familiarizing yourself 
with its contents. Please use the glossary if necessary.

2) After you have a good idea of what it covers, you should then 
carefully read the individual sections that are of special interest 
to you. 

3) Go into a public card room and practice what you have 
learned. While playing, try to remember hands and situations 
that make you feel uncomfortable. Make note of any hands 
during which you are unsure of proper play. 

4) After each session, review the appropriate sections of the book 
and reflect on what happened in the card room. 

5) The next time you encounter a similar situation while playing, 
try to adjust your play to incorporate what you learned through 
your study and reflection. 

Over time, this process will be very helpful in facilitating your 
progression from beginning to intermediate player. Although this 
book contains a lot of very useful information, playing winning poker 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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is both an art and a skill. You need to practice and gain experience 
to progress. There are a lot of very intelligent, capable, hard-working 
players trying to do the same thing you are. This means that you must 
put in an appropriate amount of effort to attain winning player status. 
The amount of work you’ll have to put in depends upon what your 
goals are. Learning to beat low level games will take less effort than 
learning to beat higher games. Even if you are a complete novice, the 
tools you need to become an expert player are available to you. Books 
like this one and others in the “Play Poker Like Johnny Chan” series 
are valuable resources on your road to becoming a long term winner, 
but the most important resource you have is your own determination. 
The more you practice, the better you will become. 

If you are a beginner, I strongly suggest you try to follow as closely as 
possible what I teach in this book. In low limit games, there is no need 
to get tricky. Solid, straightforward play will get the money. When 
you are just starting out, it is important to keep things as simple as 
possible. I’ve made an effort to outline clearly the types of cards you 
are best off playing and the kinds of situations you should be looking 
for. Beginning players will do well if they follow this advice until it is 
second nature. 

After you gain a reasonable amount of experience and progress to the 
intermediate level, there will be times you may not agree with what this 
book tells you to do. The fact that you have considered my advice, and 
question it, is a positive step along your road to becoming an expert 
player. Poker is a very dynamic situation, and there are very few cut 
and dried absolutes. The best players are constantly evaluating all their 
alternatives and are flexible in their approach to difficult situations. 
The majority of the time, the approach I suggest will serve you best, but 
it is good for you to keep an open mind and be willing to experiment. 
If you decide something I teach will not work for you, that’s not a 
problem. Over the long run, it’s important for you to develop your own 
style of play. 

Also, be sure to visit our website: www.PlayLikeChan.com, where you 
will find lots of useful information on poker and gambling in general.

http://www.playlikechan.com/book_pdf_demo_01.htm
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Although I spent the first nine years of my life in Hong Kong, 
my parents felt there was a better life in the United States, so I 
eventually ended up in Houston, Texas. In my first sixteen years I 
didn’t find a lot of time for sleep because as soon as school ended 
there was always work to do. In Houston, immediately after 
school ended I’d rush back to the restaurant to work until about 
one in the morning. My family always had a very strong work 
ethic, so that was my routine for many years. Although I didn’t 
realize it at the time, my poker career began when I was sixteen 
years old, on a table in the family restaurant. On the weekends, 
after the restaurant closed, all the chefs, waiters, busboys, and 
dishwashers would finish their side work and gather around one 
of the large restaurant tables to play poker. It was usually about 
two in the morning before the game would begin and we’d play 
straight through until after the sun came up. Between working, 
playing, and school, on many nights I was lucky to catch a couple 
of hours sleep. Back then we played everything and anything you 
can imagine. Hold-em, Stud, Hi-Low Split, Baseball, Mexican 
Cross, games with deuces and one-eyed Queens wild – you name 
it, we played it.

CHAPTER TWO

My Early Years
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We all worked very hard and this was how we would relax and 
have fun. The stakes were small, usually one and two dollar 
games, but in those years that amount of money was significant. 
An hour or two after the sun had come up we’d call it quits and 
head over to Denny’s for breakfast. The big winner would always 
pick up the tab. More often than not that was me. A decent win at 
that time was in the neighborhood of $40, which was just about 
what the breakfast cost, but we loved playing, so if the winner 
blew all his profit on the meal it was no big deal.

Over time I did pretty well at those games, so eventually I wanted 
to broaden my horizon. I’d heard about a junket to Las Vegas 
where they’d pick up the airfare, hotel, and meals if you’d deposit 
$2,500 with the casino and used it to play their table games like 
blackjack and craps. So I scrimped and saved both my paycheck 
and winnings until I had what I needed, made the deposit, and 
headed off to Las Vegas. I was still sixteen years old, so I guess 
they cared more about my money than my age. 

You probably never heard of the hotel I stayed in; it was called 
the Landmark, and it was located across from the Hilton. The 
Landmark looked sort of like a smaller version of today’s 
Stratosphere Hotel. It was a tall, round building with what looked 
like a flying saucer on top. It’s long since been torn down, but I 
remember it fondly. They gave me a badge with my full name on 
it, but it didn’t take long for everyone in the casino to start calling 
me “Mr. C.” 

I’d wander up to one of the table games and they’d say, “Mr. C, 
what d’ya need? What can I get for ya?”

I’d say, “Gimme twenty-five hundred.”
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It’d usually take me about half an hour to blow it. Then I’d wander 
around the casino for a while and eventually go up to my room 
and sleep until the plane was scheduled to leave. I went to Las 
Vegas on these junkets about once every eight months for the next 
four years or so, getting broke in short order every time, until 
finally I decided to explore the town a little more fully. I caught 
a bus to Glitter Gulch, which is what downtown Vegas is called, 
and sooner or later I found myself in the Golden Nugget Casino. 
To my surprise, they had a poker room. Before seeing that, I had 
no idea they played poker in Las Vegas. I looked the game over 
and felt pretty confident that I could beat it, but I had already 
lost all my money on the table games at the Landmark. The only 
thing of value I had was my gold necklace. I walked outside to 
Fremont Street, which was full of pawnshops, walked into one 
and got $200 for my necklace. I then turned right around and 
headed straight back to the Golden Nugget and got into a $10-
$20 Hold-em game. I played all night long and ran that $200 into 
$2,000. Well, after the sun came up I finally got myself a room 
and went to sleep. I was so excited that I couldn’t sleep more 
than about six hours and when I woke up all I could think about 
was the poker game. In less than ten minutes I was on my way 
downstairs to put my name on the $10-$20 list.

When I entered the card room, Bill Boyd, who ran the Golden 
Nugget poker room, was getting together a Pot-Limit Hold-em 
game. There were a bunch of tough-looking regulars sitting 
around the table. They waved me over saying, “Johnny, you play 
this game, don’t you?” It surprised me that they knew my name 
because I didn’t know any of them, but I responded with, “Yeah, 
I guess so.” I really hadn’t played Pot-Limit too much, but I wasn’t 
worried. To make a long story short, the game went for a couple 
of days straight and I ran that $2,000 into $30,000. I felt like I’d 
died and gone to heaven.
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Although I had missed my plane back to Texas, I didn’t care. 
Eventually the game broke and I went upstairs to get some sleep. 
When I finally awoke it was Monday morning. I went down, 
got some breakfast, and headed back to the poker room. To my 
dismay there wasn’t a Pot-Limit game going. They didn’t even 
have a $10-$20. So I wandered over to the blackjack pit, sat down 
at a table, and ran that $30,000 into zero. About a month later, I 
decided to move to Las Vegas.  

That was in 1979, when I was twenty-one years old. I went 
through a lot of ups and downs in the first few years, but by 1982 
I was beating the games pretty regularly. I continued to progress 
as a player until, in April of 1987, I won the $10,000 buy-in main 
event at the World Series of Poker for $625,000. Later that same 
year I won the main event at the Poker Hall of Fame Classic for 
$325,000. Then in 1988 I won the World Series of Poker main 
event again for $700,000, and also again won the main event at 
the Poker Hall of Fame Classic for $375,000. And in 1989 I came 
in second to Phil Hellmuth in the World Series of Poker main 
event for another $300,000. That’s four firsts and one second in 
the five biggest tournaments of the time. That incredible run 
earned me the right to appear in the movie “Rounders” with Matt 
Damon and Ed Norton. In that movie, Matt Damon’s character, a 
law student turned poker player, repeatedly watches a video tape 
of me winning the 1987 World Series of Poker, in an effort to 
improve his game. Later in the movie he ends up playing against 
me in Atlantic City.

Today I regularly play in the highest games in the world. Three 
or four nights a week I play $2,000-$4,000 seven-card stud in 
Los Angeles. When I’m not playing that you can often find me 
in Las Vegas at the Bellagio, playing Pot-Limit Omaha. We play 
$1,000 and $2,000 blinds, but to keep the game reasonable we’ve 
decided nobody can lose more than $75,000 in any one hand.
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Because I started from scratch and worked my way up through the 
ranks I feel I’m qualified to lend a helping hand to the beginning 
player who knows a little bit about poker but perhaps has not 
played in a casino environment. I know I’ve learned a lot since 
the time I was playing one and two dollar games in Houston, 
and in the course of this book I’ll try to point you in the right 
direction with the hope that you’ll be able to enjoy some of the 
same success I’ve had.
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And, of course, any flop where you wind up with a set (three of 
a kind). If two of the cards are suited that will be fine for you, 
because you will make money on those players who are drawing 
to a flush. The same goes for flops with two to a straight. The 
hands with small pairs are good flops for you because if you are 
holding the big pairs, you will have raised before the flop and 
that decreases the likelihood that anyone has one of those small 
cards in his hand. When you have an overpair and a small pair 
flops and no one has three of a kind, you are in a very strong 
position. This is because it is now very hard for anyone to beat 
you with two pair. Just to make sure this is clear let me give an 
example. 

Suppose you have:                  and your opponent has:

   

and the flop comes:



Limit Hold-em

27  
  

Normally a ten on the turn would put you in a very bad spot. 
But with the small pair on the board you’d actually like it if your 
opponent makes a second pair. The only time you have to be 
concerned about your opponent making a second pair in this 
situation is when an Ace falls. That’s because if your opponent 
pairs the Ace you will have only two cards in the deck that can 
win the hand for you (the remaining two Kings). This is one 
reason why a pair of Aces is much better than a pair of Kings. 
The same concept holds true for Queens and Jacks, except now 
you have a few more cards to be worried about on the turn. 

There are a couple of reasons that flops like J-9-6 and 9-7-4 are 
good. They are unlikely to have made anyone two pair because 
most players don’t play hands like J-6, 9-6, 9-4, or 7-4. People 
also will not normally play J-9 or 9-7 unless the hands are suited, 
or they are in late position and the pot has not been raised. 
The other reason those flops are good is that there is a decent 
likelihood that someone will have made a worse pair than yours. 
If someone makes the top pair on those kinds of flops, he well 
may think he has the best hand and give you a lot of action. 

In poker you are almost always at risk, so you have to be happy 
with situations where you are a decent favorite and try to play in as 
many of them as you come across. If you repeatedly put yourself 
in situations where you have the best of it you will eventually 
become a big winner. The road to winning lots of money is not a 
straight ride up. Along the way you will experience many losses 
and sometimes even lose over an extended period of time. The 
trick is to keep your wits about you and always play your best 
game regardless of the circumstances.
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Let’s say you have a three straight like: 

or

These are strong hands (especially if you’ve got two of a suit), so 
you can take a lot of heat on third street with them. If you have a 
chance to steal the antes you should be the aggressor. If you feel 
you’ll be up against a lot of players, you can just call coming in. 
It’s okay to call a raise with this type of hand, and under many 
circumstances you can even call a double raise. 

On the other hand, if you’ve got something like:

you don’t even want to call a raise. With this kind of hand the 
chances of your winning depend on making the straight. If you 
make a pair it’s only going to give you the worst hand. So with 
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the smaller three-straights what you’re looking for is unraised 
pots where the cards you need are not exposed.

With the previous starting hand, threes and sevens are the most 
important cards and twos and eights are of secondary importance. 
If you do happen to catch a card that gives you an open-ended 
four card straight on fourth street, you’re going to make your 
hand about 43% of the time, depending on which cards are still 
live, so you still want to do whatever you can do to keep as many 
players as possible in the hand. If you catch a card that gives 
you a gutshot straight draw, like when you have seven-eight-nine, 
and you catch a five, you don’t want to put much more money in 
the pot. If somebody bets at you and there’s a chance you may be 
raised, you want to release it. You even want to consider seriously 
whether or not to take a card off for one bet. That would depend, 
of course, upon what you figured your opponents had. It will 
also depend upon how much money went in on third street.

Fourth Street: When fourth street rolls around you should still 
be trying to narrow down the field if you feel you have the best 
hand. There are a number of different ways to do this. If you’re in 
a position to check-raise, making it two bets to somebody who 
has a weak hand, that’s what you want to do. On the other hand, 
if you feel that by checking you’ll be giving everybody a free card, 
then you would rather just bet right out. If you already have the 
hand down to a heads up situation, giving a free card isn’t as 
dangerous as it otherwise would be. You can play it a couple of 
different ways. Either try for a check-raise right away, or just 
check and call, with the intention of raising later in the hand. 
If you do have the best hand against one opponent, your goal 
should be to get the most value out of the situation.

If you have a drawing hand on fourth street you usually want to 
keep as many players in as possible. This is an area where you 
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call two more bets, and you’ll get a chance to raise one more 
time after that. Even if the high hand raises and the third player 
folds you still make the same or more than if you had bet out 
initially. If you bet out and the high hand raises, you probably 
will gain nothing on the end because the third player likely will 
fold. And if you bet out and the high hand just calls, you still will 
end up the same or worse than if you had check-raised.

Another situation that comes up a lot is when you are heads-up 
on seventh street and have busted out for low against one other 
player who is also going for low, but you have made a small pair 
like a pair of fours. If the player bets, you should call if you think 
you have a chance of winning half the pot with the small pair. 
Occasionally you will scoop if your opponent missed completely 
and is bluffing. 

Sometimes you are going for low and are heads-up against a 
high hand that may only have one high pair. If you bust out for 
low but make two small pair you should bet it for value. If you 
get raised you can safely throw it away, but many times you will 
make the extra bet on the end when you get called by only one 
big pair. 

An example of this situation would be when you have:
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and your opponent shows something like:

         

or

      

In both of these situations your opponent will be forced to call 
you with one high pair because he knows you will bet any low 
hand. If you get raised you can safely assume your two pair is no 
good and throw it away. 

This can also work in a situation where your opponent was 
drawing for low but has paired up. You may get paid off by one 
medium pair. In that situation, you should be more careful about 
folding on the end if raised, because your opponent may raise 
you with a great low and a worse high.

If you have a hand like sevens up or better you should usually bet 
into hands that may have missed and could have made a smaller 
two pair. 
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If  any low card that doesn’t pair the board comes, you are giving 
up at least half the pot. If a club falls on fourth street then any 
club that does not pair the board loses the pot for you on the 
river. The only way for you to be really safe is for the board to 
pair, but even then you well may win only half the pot. Trips are 
even worse when you flop a set to a low pair and two other low 
cards come on the flop. Don’t fall into the trap of trying to flop a 
set every time you get a hand with a pair in it. 

On the Flop: This is where you really see what your hand is 
worth. If you missed your hand entirely there is nothing to think 
about. Just release it, because attempting to bluff will not get you 
very far unless you are up against only one other player and you 
are certain he has missed as well. If the flop hits you it is time to 
decide how to proceed. The first thing to take into account is how 
many players there are in the pot. If there are three or more, you 
are going to have to have a good hand to continue. In multi-way 
pots, when you have only a low draw you may consider folding 
if it looks as if you will have to invest a lot of money. The reason 
for this is that you stand a fair chance of getting quartered when 
other players have the same low draw. You will be in particularly 
bad shape if there are others with the same low draw who also 
have a high hand or some draws to a high hand, or if they have 
the same low draw as you and have one or more additional low 
cards along with it. 

What you are really looking for is flops that give you either an 
excellent draw along with other draws as well, or the nuts for 
half the pot along with some draws to the other end of the pot. 
In order to flop hands like this you generally need to start with 
all four cards working for you. You want to be the player that 
is freerolling with a chance to win three quarters or scoop the 
pot. If your hand does not have these possibilities you need to 
consider releasing it. After you play a while you will see how 
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easy it is to get quartered, or even get nothing, when you start 
out with a good flop. Because you are splitting so many pots you 
have to make sure you have extra outs on most of the hands you 
play. If you repeatedly play hands that have no redraws you won’t 
win in the long run. 

Flopping the Nut Low Draw: If you are in a multi-way pot 
and flop the nut low draw with only an Ace-deuce you should 
probably not play it fast. There are a few reasons for this. The first 
is that there is a good chance you’re not the only one who has 
that draw. If so, it’s not to your advantage to put a lot of money 
in the pot. You always have to be considering whether you’re 
likely to get quartered. If, in a multi-way pot, you flop the nut 
low draw and have one or more low cards along with it you can 
play aggressively, particularly if you have a shot at winning the 
high end as well. There is a huge difference between having an 
Ace-deuce only, along with one or two other players, and having 
the Ace-deuce with a three when the other players just have the 
Ace-deuce. 

Flopping the Nut Low: When you flop the nut low you have to 
be aware of what your chances are to win the high. If you have 
no chance to win the high and you think someone else has the 
same low as you do, you may consider folding to avoid getting 
quartered. If you believe you are alone with the low and there are 
three or more people in the pot you can play it aggressively. If 
you have a chance to win the high as well, better still.

Flopping the Nut High Draw: If you are in a multi-way pot and 
your draw is likely to stand up if you make it, you can play it 
aggressively. The key here to decide what the chances of being 
redrawn are if you make your hand.
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Let’s talk about suited hands with a King:

     

         

The hands above and all other hands with a suited King should 
be avoided. The reason is that they make the second best hand 
too often. Let’s take a look at some flops you might face with 
these types of hands.

Suppose the flop came:
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The situation is the same as the previous discussion regarding 
the Ace and a mediocre kicker. If you get much action you’re 
probably beat. Too often you will find yourself up against hands 
like A-K or A-A or K-K. If you are against one of those hands 
you will lose your whole stack if you call them down. When you 
are against hands like Q-Q or J-J you won’t win much due to the 
overcard on the board.

Suppose someone with a 5-6 or a 9-10 decides to raise you. What 
are you going to do? You’ll probably throw it away because you’ll 
be afraid you’re beat. Also most suited hands with a Queen, Jack, 
or ten should be avoided. 

In Limit you can play suited hands like:
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but in No-Limit these hands tend to get you into trouble. The 
exception is when you are in position and nobody has raised. If 
I were to play a hand like J-9 suited in late position I would raise 
with it in an attempt to get hands like A-J, K-J, and Q-J out. That 
way if I flop a Jack or a nine I probably have the best hand. In that 
situation I’d really rather flop the nine because I’d feel very good 
about having the best kicker. If another player has a nine along 
with me in a raised pot he’s probably playing suited connectors 
like 8-9 suited or 9-10 suited. Just the same, my suggestion is 
be very careful with these types of hands until you have a lot of 
experience. 

As you’ll see later in the chapter, I do play the medium suited 
connectors like:

but when I do I am often very aggressive with them before the 
flop because I like to be the only one in the pot playing that type 
of hand.

Developing a Style: In this next section I’m going to give you 
an idea of how I play No-Limit. Until you have gained a lot of 
experience, I caution you about trying to copy my style, because 
it is very aggressive and you can lose a lot of money if you don’t 
implement it correctly. Instead I’d like you to consider why this 
style might work for me and, as you gain more experience, you 
can slowly add some of the things I do into your game. In order 
to be a great No-Limit player you have to develop a style that suits 
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you. Try to understand yourself and create a style with which you 
are comfortable. No-Limit is the most complicated form of poker 
and takes a long time to master. If you create a solid foundation 
and build on that you will have a much easier time learning.

Table image is a very important aspect of No-Limit play. I work 
hard to project the image of someone who is not afraid to 
gamble. For this reason, I am able to pick up a lot of pots that 
other players can’t win. When I sense weakness in my opponents, 
I don’t hesitate to make a pot-sized bet in an attempt to pick up 
the money in the center. A lot of times I get caught and end up 
losing a small amount on the hand, but the flip side is that I win 
some monster pots when I have a good hand. This is because my 
gambling image often forces other players to call me down when 
I have the best hand. If I get called, and I think I’m beat, I can 
easily give it up. But if I think I’ve got the best hand I’ll continue 
to bet and I often get paid off. If I believe my opponent is on a 
draw I’ll continue betting with nothing as long as I think he’s 
missed his hand.

I’m also not afraid to raise the pot with any two cards. Nobody 
knows whether I have two aces or 6-7 suited. I might even have 
J-4 offsuit and be trying to steal the antes. When you play that 
way you sometimes back into a big hand and end up winning a 
huge pot. I’m also very good at reading the other players. Because 
of all the time I’ve spent at the tables, I usually have a very good 
idea where I’m at in a hand. Once I know where my opponent 
is at, it’s much easier for me to make the correct bets. I usually 
know whether my opponent is on a draw or has a made hand. 
And if he has a made hand I can often tell what the quality of his 
hand is. He might have me beat or perhaps he has top pair along 
with me, but with a worse kicker. In those situations I’m able 
to figure out how to get the most value out of my hands. And 
when I sense my opponent is not fully committed I often can 
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First you should learn how to play solid poker and then you can 
learn how to “dance around”. By dancing around I mean you can 
play small cards, medium cards, big cards, or combination cards 
in such a way that nobody can figure out what you have. That’s 
the whole key. And the best way to learn how to dance around is 
to practice. As opposed to how you would play Limit poker, you 
want to learn how to pick up all those small pots where no one 
has anything. In Limit poker someone is usually going to call you. 
In No-Limit, if you have the image of an aggressive player people 
will be reluctant to call you, because they may end up losing all 
their chips, so you will win a lot of the small pots uncontested. 

For example, suppose you raise on the button with any two cards 
and the flop comes:

 

and everybody checks to you and you make a sizable bet. Most 
people will fold unless they have a great hand, because they will 
assume you have Ace-King or some other strong hand. They 
might even fold an Ace-Jack. Not only that, but someone with a 
good hand has only two choices, either fold or raise, because he 
will be afraid to give you a free card on fourth street. Now you’ve 
put him in a tough spot. Does he want to commit all his chips? 
It’s a lot easier for him to fold. And if he does raise, all he wins is 
the small pot and your bet on the flop, whereas when you flop a 
good hand and he raises, you end up with all his chips. 

On fourth street, when it’s your turn to bet and you hold a hand 
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you think is the best and put your opponent on a worse hand, 
such as top pair with a mediocre kicker, you have to decide what 
to bet. I would usually bet about the size of the pot. If I think he 
has a draw, I would bet most of his chips because I’d rather he 
fold than draw to the hand. Part of the reason I like to lock draws 
out is because if I allow my opponent to play until fifth street 
and a scary card falls I won’t know where I’m at. If he decides to 
bet a lot I may be forced to fold the best hand. I’d rather just win 
the pot with a bet before that happens. I like to bet enough on 
fourth street so that he doesn’t have enough to bluff on the end. 
If I leave him with any chips I want it to be an amount that will 
not scare me out if he bets them. If he doesn’t have many chips 
left and he bets them on the end, most of the time it means he 
has a real hand. To make that more clear, I would bet enough 
on fourth street so that if my opponent has a made hand he will 
raise me all in instead of just calling me. For instance, if I bet 
him sixty percent of his chips and he has a made hand he’s not 
going to just call me. He will either fold or raise me the rest of 
his chips, because he will not want to give me a free card. If he 
has a draw, he will normally just call me, thinking he might fold 
on the end if he misses. That way I know what he has. If he raises 
me and I’m bluffing, I can just throw my hand away. If he just 
calls me and it appears as though he missed on the end, I would 
continue bluffing. If he raises me and I have a hand, I would 
make a judgment as to whether I have him beat and go from 
there. I also sometimes like to leave him enough chips so that 
if we are both drawing, or if I am bluffing and his unmade draw 
could beat me in a showdown, I can bet him out of the pot on 
the end.
 
I like to raise the pot in late position. Suppose I raise and four 
other players call and now I flop top pair. If everybody checks to 
me I like to bet the size of the pot to find out where I’m at. If one 
opponent just calls I can assume he does not have a set, so 
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