




Gambling
102





Gambling
102

The Best Stratgies 
for All Casino Games

Michael “The Wizard of Odds” Shackleford

Huntington Press
Las Vegas,  Nevada



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be translated, reproduced, 
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval 
system, without the expressed written permission of the copyright owner.

Gambling 102
The Best Strategies for All Casino Games

Published by
	 Huntington Press
	 3687 S. Procyon Ave.
	 Las Vegas, NV 89103
	 Phone (702) 252-0655
	 e-mail: books@huntingtonpress.com

Copyright ©2005, Michael Shackleford

ISBN: 0-929712-07-2

Cover Photo supplied by Stockbytetm Royalty Free Photos

Cover Design: Bethany Coffey & Laurie Shaw
Interior Design & Production: Laurie Shaw 



Acknowledgements

Special thanks to: The Los Alamitos High School math de-
partment, whose example and inspiration almost led me to be 
a high school math teacher myself.

The Society of Actuaries for 11 challenging actuarial ex-
aminations, without which I probably would have forgotten 
most of my math skills.

The gambling experts who came before me and showed 
me by example how to use math to study games of chance, in 
particular Stanford Wong and Peter Griffin.

My Web site readers for providing information and en-
couragement, and for correcting my occasional mistakes.

Don Schlesinger for always keeping me on my toes when 
it comes to blackjack. Blair Rodman for his help with poker. 
Fezzik and Joel Brewster for their help with sports betting. Mi-
chael Bluejay, Anthony Curtis, and Deke Castleman for their 
editing. Anthony Curtis for taking a chance on publishing a 
book by a name largely unknown outside of the Internet.

My parents, who are nervous about betting $5 on the Su-
per Bowl, but have in general supported whatever I do.

And finally my wife Onalisa, for reluctantly letting me 
uproot the entire family to pursue my ambition as a gambling 
writer and consultant.





		  Introduction............................................................ix
	 1	 The Ten Commandments of Gambling............... 1
	 2	 Baccarat.................................................................... 5
	 3	 Big Six..................................................................... 11
	 4	 Blackjack................................................................. 15
	 5	 Caribbean Stud Poker.......................................... 27
	 6	 Casino War............................................................ 33
	 7	 Craps....................................................................... 35
	 8	 Keno........................................................................ 41
	 9	 Let It Ride............................................................... 47
	 10	 Pai Gow Poker....................................................... 51
	 11	 Racetrack Betting.................................................. 59
	 12	 Roulette.................................................................. 69
	 13	 Sic Bo...................................................................... 73
	 14	 Slot Machines........................................................ 77
	 15	 Sports Betting NFL............................................... 83
	 16	 Texas Hold ’Em Poker......................................... 97
	 17	 Three Card Poker................................................ 101
	 18	 Video Poker......................................................... 105
	 19	 Frequently Asked Questions............................. 117
			   Appendix A......................................................... 125
				    Blackjack Basic Strategies
			   Appendix B.......................................................... 131
				    Spanish 21 Basic Strategies

Contents



viii  •  Gambling 102

			   Appendix C......................................................... 135
				    Keno $1 9-Spot Returns in Las Vegas
			   Appendix D......................................................... 137
				    Pai Gow Poker House-Way Strategy
			   Appendix E.......................................................... 139
				    Slot Machine Return Percentages
			   Appendix F.......................................................... 143
				    Probabilities of Winning Hands in Texas Hold ’Em
			   Appendix G......................................................... 149
				    Gambling Etiquette
			   Appendix H......................................................... 151
				    Resources
			   Appendix I........................................................... 159
				    Index of Tables



This book is the product of years of mathematical analy-
sis, computer modeling, and actual casino play. In 1997 

I began analyzing several popular casino games as a mental 
challenge. Having just completed the actuarial examinations, 
I was eager to put my mind to use on other practical math ap-
plications. After arriving at what I felt was the best strategy 
for several games, I searched the Internet for a source to com-
pare my work against. My search led to absolutely nothing of 
value. All I found were charlatans pitching worthless systems 
to alledgedly beat the casinos. I felt that I could easily provide 
information better than anything on the Internet at that time, 
so I did. 

My Web site began on my personal two-megabyte ac-
count through my Internet access provider, Charm Net out of 
Baltimore. With no advertising effort I got lots of traffic and 
built a loyal following. My visitors challenged me to add new 
games and analyze unusual rules variations, and sometimes 
identified mistakes in my own math. Later I moved to my 
own domain name, thewizardofodds.com, and to the chagrin 
of some, began accepting advertisements. In the March 2001 
issue of Casino Player magazine, my Web site was voted the 
“Best Gambling Strategy Site.” In 2003, my Web site moved 
again, this time to wizardofodds.com (no more “the”).

This book assumes that the reader already knows the 
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rules of the games. Plenty of books on the market explain the 
rules—that’s Gambling 101. Gambling 102 takes you to the 
next stage—the point at which you’re playing the games in 
the best possible manner for the least amount of effort. Ev-
ery game has a best possible way to play. Sometimes—as is 
the case with blackjack card counting, for example—the best 
strategy will require that you study even further. But for most 
games, the best strategy is easy to implement and even easier 
to access, because it’s right here within these pages.

The information in this book is the result of not only my 
own work, but that of thousands of other math-minded gam-
blers who have commented on and helped me improve my 
original work. If you believe in predetermination, following 
hunches, or that there’s an easy way to beat the casinos, then 
you probably need another book. But if you believe that math-
ematics provides the best way to approach games of chance, 
then this is the book for you. Let my years of effort improve 
your gambling knowledge, and don’t be surprised when you 
notice a dramatic improvement in your results.

A Word About the Bell Curve
The three most important factors affecting how much a 

player wins or loses when gambling are as follows:

1.	 The choice of game.
2.	 The player’s skill in that game.
3.	 Random mathematical variance (what a layman 

calls “luck”).

In the short run, factor 3 has the greatest influence. In the 
long run, factors 1 and 2 play the pivotal role. Successful gam-
blers have a long-term perspective. They don’t overbet their 
bankrolls, so they’re able to ride out the short-term ups and 



downs. The more they play, the deeper into the long run they 
get and the closer their average results approach the math-
ematical expectation. While I can’t help you with factor 3, I 
can help with factors 1 and 2. Showing players how to choose 
a low house-edge game and play it well is what this book is 
all about.

The outcome of a series of bets is like a point chosen at 
random on a bell curve—a concept known in statistics as the 
Central Limit Theorem. The expected return of every game 
and every strategy has its own bell curve. The lower the house 
edge, the greater the mean (average result) of the curve is. The 
greater the variance (risk), the more spread out the bell curve 
is. As a player, your goal should be to get on the bell curve 
with the highest mean possible. In non-mathematics talk: If 
you play in the best situations, the more you play, the better 
your results will be.
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