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Meet the New and Improved ‘Miami’ John Cernuto
After Almost 200 Cashes,  He’s Still Improving, Still Evolving 

by Jann Sabin

Not that there was anything wrong with the earlier version of “Miami” John Cernuto. He’s among the top all-time cashers in WSOP events and has
bracelets in stud eight-or-better, limit Omaha and no-limit hold’em. He’s  also the only player to win four Legends of Poker events in one year as well  as 11
straight heads-up no-limit  matches over two years at the World Heads-Up European Championships  in Vienna and Barcelona. And this year he came in
second at a WPT event at Commerce.

      He has been playing and winning at a high level for a quarter century.

    Personally, however, things could have been better. He was overweight and had a tendency to be hotheaded. And he’s smart enough to know that
neither of those things were good for him, his family or his poker. So he decided to improve. He is, as he puts it, “a work in progress.”

      And things seem to be progressing nicely.

    First the hard to ignore part: his weight. He looks like a guy who looks like John Cernuto, only much thinner. Two years ago he was facing problems
associated with co-morbid obesity, like sleep apnea and diabetes. Poker will do that to you if you are not careful.

    But he “saw the handwriting on the wall” and decided to have gastric bypass surgery. He lost 85 pounds in ten months, dropping down to 161. His doctor
said he would gain back around 13-14 pounds, but he gained back 29. His weight still creeps up a few pounds a month and he’s diligent about watching what
he eats. He tries to stick to protein, walks when he can and generally stays in shape. He hurt his back about a year ago and couldn’t go to the gym or run,
but he perseveres. He looked really great and healthy when I saw him. 

Making Good Decisions

“It’s all about your choices,” he tells me.  He thinks about his choices, whether at Sbarro or the poker table. At Sbarro, he decided he didn’t really need…or
want…chicken and lasagna at 11:15 in the morning. It was more about the ritual, the experience, not the hunger. Before, he was impulsive. Recognizing the
battle was a big part of solving the problem.

    But there’s a significant change that is less visible. He’s been getting deeper and deeper into meditation and gets excited just talking about it. He started
about two years ago when he attended a workshop in Sedona, Arizona, where he was the only man among 19 women. He’s in the “thought awareness”
stage now.

      “You think nothing. Witness yourself from a distance. Drop debris. Take what you need and throw out the rest.” He breathes until his mind is calm.
Then he can observe his thought process. You must watch your thoughts, he tells me. If the thought is good, entertain it. If not, understand it, embrace it,
then let it go. Stay in the moment. Don’t try to force the situation.

      This awareness helped his confidence and demeanor at the WSOP. It helped him stay focused and make better reads. He feels he played the first
two days without one mistake because of meditation.

      “Now I’m on the level of a Ted Forrest. Ted always had it naturally, since he was a young guy. Ted never gets rattled.”

      John had to work to acquire these skills. And aside from being more consistent mentally, meditation has made him a better all-around person. Now he
can look in the mirror and say, “I like that guy.” Before, he felt like an “old used-up battery in the back of the garage.” Today, he’s recharged. 

Poker Is Different, Too

Not only is John different, poker is different. First of all, in the early days, “All the pros were butting heads.” And pros force you to have a hand, put you in
harm’s way more often and challenge you constantly. Today, he generally doesn’t know anyone within a ten-table radius. These days there’s “an ocean of
dead money…people pretty much broadcasting what they have,” at least for a pro like Cernuto.

      Television has changed things, too. In the mid-’90s, John thought, “I love this game…why don’t more people play it?” Then TV made it happen. The
word was out.

    And watching the televised events helped his game. He saw moves and plays, and who made them. He also saw the mistakes. Not all the pros
benefited similarly. For example, in his opinion, it didn’t do Gus Hansen much good. Watching him play opened people’s eyes to what he was willing to do
and allowed them to adjust their play accordingly. Now he has a host of imitators.

    Also new are the players, some playing in a casino for the first time, yet still dangerous. John has ample respect for the newbies. To him, they’re not
amateurs, just unknowns. “It takes time to pass the test of time,” John offers. “We don’t yet know the answer to the ‘Superstar or Wannabe’ question
regarding the new players. Five years on the Internet is like 20 years. Their hand experience is greatly accelerated, but if they don’t learn from their
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mistakes, they won’t make it.” 

Amazing Track Record

John plays online in the big Omaha, stud and H.O.R.S.E. games, but where he has stood the test of time is as a tournament player. Born in New Jersey, 
his family moved him to Miami when he was 11. After getting a degree in finance from Florida State, he found himself working as an air traffic controller in 
1981 when President Reagan summarily fired 11,000 controllers during a labor dispute.

      Suddenly out of a job, married with three children, John turned his poker hobby into life support. Off to Vegas he went. And the ability to handle
pressure and stay calm that he learned as a controller must have helped around the green felt. He has compiled an amazing record: Almost 200 cashes, 29 
wins for more than $3 million, three WSOP bracelets and a reputation as one of the best Omaha high-low players in the world.

    He has survived and thrived in a world flashes in the pan are more the rule, and he will be around long after many of today’s “name” players have gone
bust.

    Cernuto’s been playing lots of tournaments recently, of course. Before I met with him, he played the Commerce, where he was the first one all-in. “You
can do that with the nuts,” he says. Getting called is the hard part. On the first hand, he was dealt A-Q suited, and rivered the nut flush…a dream hand.

      Playing the Legends tournament at the Bike in August, he was card dead for quite a stretch, but he came in ninth, going out only when his 10-10 lost
to Q-Q.

      I caught up with him at the World Poker Tour event in Biloxi. He had just busted out in the evening of Day 1. He had been severely short-stacked after
being on the losing end of a set-over-set confrontation. Down to 2,100 chips with the blinds at 150-300 and in the big blind with A-4, there were three 
limpers. He pushed hoping to pick up that dead money and start to build his way back, but the second limper called with A-J.

      All in a day’s work. 

The Future

So what’s next? His priorities today seem to center on family. He shies away from poker friendships. He’s the main caregiver for his mother, who has
health problems, and his poker schedule is always contingent on how she’s doing.

      As for poker, Cernuto quoted Doyle Brunson as saying that you play your best at around age 55. John agrees, and although he is 63, he can still hold
his own in the high-limit poker arena. And to look at him, you have to believe that his best years may be ahead of him.

      Most people John’s age with his track record of success would be happy to keep doing what they’ve been doing. But Cernuto is a constantly evolving
person who enjoys learning as an ongoing process. He’s a dynamic, energetic, inspiring presence. He sees himself as a “learning thinker, a striver in the
thinking department.”

      He evolves by reading, meditating and staying informed. His philosophy is that there’s always something of value to be learned when you keep looking
for it.

      Some older players tend to feel that they become unlucky, he notices. In reality, the game has changed and they haven’t adjusted. He feels they need
to get back in the game – the new game. They’re not unlucky, just falling behind.

      That won’t happen with him. Cernuto still learns from mistakes, and doesn’t repeat them.

      He told this story: He used to play in a game with a regular who showed up each time with $5,000 held together by two red rubber bands. At the end of
each game, all that was left was the two rubber bands and an empty seat.

      That won’t happen with him either. 
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