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Born in Lancashire and educated at Oxford, Anthony Holden enjoyed an award-winning career in journalism before becoming a full-time writer and broadcaster. Besides his bestselling biographies of Shakespeare and Tchaikovsky, Laurence Olivier and the Prince of Wales, Holden is the author of The St Albans Poisoner, which became a critically acclaimed film, and a history of Hollywood’s Oscars. More recently he has published biographies of the writer-critic Leigh Hunt and of Lorenzo Da Ponte, Mozart’s librettist. Big Deal, his account of a year as a professional poker player, is regarded as a contemporary classic. The follow-up, Bigger Deal, was published by Little, Brown in 2007 and Tony’s poker bible Holden on Hold’em appeared in 2008.


‘Mr Holden writes with extreme grace and wit . . . Good writing and good poker playing do not often go together, which makes Big Deal especially unusual. In Mr Holden’s appendix is a select bibliography of the three dozen best books on poker. Big Deal should be added to the list.’


New York Times


‘A remarkable odyssey – part Damon Runyon, part Dostoevsky. Holden’s feat is far more gutsy than that of previous literary pilgrimages to the Vegas bacchanal . . . His insights into the peculiar alchemy of character and fate that draws writers to poker turns his book into a high-stakes psychological thriller.’


Vanity Fair


‘Whether or not Holden is the sucker is the plot line of this funny and amiable account of self-delusion at calamity’s edge . . . Holden’s book does well because he sees what is admirable in the splendid anarchism of the great players.’


Time Magazine


‘Poker, as Anthony Holden astutely points out, is a lot like life. This idea informs his very funny book, with its priceless descriptions of hands, bluffs and fellow players.’


Los Angeles Times


‘An entertaining tale, made all the more so by Holden’s smooth prose and gift for self-deprecation . . . He pursued his impossible dream, managed to end in the black, and walked away with the material for an agreeable, informative book. Big Deal is the next best thing to being next to [the game’s great characters] at the poker table; it’s also a lot easier on the wallet.’


Washington Post


‘The shelf of high quality books about poker is very narrow. But you can add Anthony Holden’s Big Deal . . . Delightfully satisfying. A gem of sporting life.’


Las Vegas Review-Journal


‘I read at a sitting Anthony Holden’s vivid and funny account of his well-spent (in every sense) year as a professional poker player. And I will read it again when I’m next seized with an urgent desire to buy a plane ticket to Las Vegas.’


Jonathan Raban, Independent on Sunday


‘Sharp, feisty and well-crafted . . . fascinating.’


David Spanier, Spectator


‘Bursts with extraordinary real-life characters.’


John Graham, Daily Mail


‘Beneath Golden Holden’s charm and warmth lurks the brain of a rattlesnake . . . Holden is a marvellous reporter, and as gutsy as Red Rum . . .’


Michael Thompson-Noel, Financial Times


‘Rollickingly enjoyable . . . It has a remarkable kid-in-a-candy-store momentum.’


Andrew Martin, The Listener


‘A fascinating, funny, firsthand book about the great characters of the greatest of card games – not least my friend London Tony himself, a man who knows America better than most Americans.’


Cleveland Amory


‘The best book about poker I’ve ever read.’


Walter Matthau


‘Precise, provocative and enlightening. A “must” for every poker player’s library.’


Telly Savalas


‘Tony is toney . . . When the pot gets high, the hour late, and you need to see what he has in the hole, then the lounge lizard melds into a loan shark . . .’


Martin Amis
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For
AL ALVAREZ
(a.k.a. The Crony)


 


who won’t mind splitting this pot with
Anne and Cindy, his moll and mine.





 


 


 


Son, you are now going out into the wide, wide world to make your own way, and it is a very good thing to do, as there are no more opportunities for you in this burg. I am only sorry that I am not able to bank-roll you to a very large start, but not having any potatoes to give you, I am now going to stake you to some very valuable advice, which I personally collect in my years of experience around and about, and I hope and trust you will always bear this advice in mind.


Son, no matter how far you travel, or how smart you get, always remember this: Some day, somewhere, a guy is going to come to you and show you a nice brand-new deck of cards on which the seal is never broken, and this guy is going to offer to bet you that the jack of spades will jump out of this deck and squirt cider in your ear. But, son, do not bet him, for as sure as you do you are going to get an ear full of cider.


 


Damon Runyon, ‘The Idyll of Miss Sarah Brown’




Preface to the Fourth Edition


One Saturday evening in the mid-1990s, a few years after this book was first published, a genial young American approached me in the bar of London’s Victoria Casino, introduced himself, and asked if I was the guy who had written Big Deal. Indeed I was, I replied with a modest smile, and looked over to my wife (the sometime ‘Moll’ of the ensuing pages) for the gently mocking smile which usually greets these occasional little boosts to my ego.


‘That was a wonderful book,’ continued the American. ‘It altered my life.’ As compliments go it was not entirely without precedent, especially in a casino about to start a poker tournament, but none the less welcome for that. Inviting our new friend to sit down and join us for a drink, I asked him what he did. ‘I work for IBM in Mississippi,’ came the reply. ‘At least I did until I read your book. Then I quit my job and became a professional poker player. Just like you.’


Not seeming to notice that he had struck me dumb, he continued: ‘And you see my friend over there, the guy at the craps table – he’s a lawyer. Works in the office of the Governor of Mississippi. Or he did until I lent him your book. Then he decided to quit his job too, and now we travel the world together as poker partners.


‘The point is, we’re off to Austria on Monday. I was just wondering if you had any tips about the Hold ’em scene in Vienna . . .?’


I was still a sentence or two behind him. It was not just that I knew nothing at all about the poker scene in Vienna. Never before, despite the friendly remarks about their work to which writers become relatively accustomed, had I met someone who had actually given up his job – and a pretty damn good job, too – because of me.


Over the few years since Big Deal was first published, I had grown uneasily aware that I had inadvertently altered a few lives. There were several regulars here at the ‘Vic’, and indeed elsewhere, who had told me they’d taken up poker because of the book. But they hadn’t, so far as I knew, given up their jobs, or left their wives and children, or wound up in jail. Or worse.


‘My God,’ I finally managed to gasp. ‘And how are you doing?’


‘Well, Mr Holden . . .’ – ‘Call me Tony, please . . .’ – ‘Well, Tony, I don’t want to be rude . . . That was, as I said, one wonderful book. Beautifully written, very funny, really captured life out there on the circuit . . .’ Anxious purrhs. ‘But the truth is: we’re doing rather better than you did. We’re in our second year as pros now, and we’re making a lot more money than we ever did back in Mississippi.’


Both Americans proceeded, as that Saturday evening wore on, to reach the final table of the tournament, and then to get in the money. The following day they duly flew off to Vienna. Six months later, at the World Series of Poker in Binion’s Horseshoe Casino, Las Vegas, I met them again. Both were leading contenders for that year’s world title.


I have since become less fazed by such encounters. On my frequent forays to Las Vegas, even more than in Britain, people come up to me all the time and tell me that they’re there because of me. They read the book and they took up poker. They took up poker and they started to win. They won so much that now, look, here they are in Vegas. If they’d known I was going to be here, they’d have brought their copies along for me to sign. Maybe I’d like to sit down and play with them awhile? It would really be an honour . . .


There are limits even to my vanity. I’m well aware that the poker played in these pages is far from world standard. Whether or not these guys have even opened the book – if they haven’t, it’s a stylish scam – I know they’re better players than me.


But, the hell, who cares? Big Deal is my own favourite among the twenty-plus books I’ve published – the only one, for sure, that was as much fun to write as to research – and who am I to mind being taken for a ride by people who have actually enjoyed it? Within the wildly fluctuating parameters of my passing bankroll, I’ve won and lost money with the best of them, and had a great time in the process.


Over the dozen years since Big Deal first appeared, the most unlikely people have approached me in bars or restaurants, on trains and planes or merely on the street, and told me Yes, this was what they had always wanted to do: to give up their jobs and turn poker pro. A few were celebrities; most were not. I could drop famous names from both sides of the Atlantic who quoted my own words back to me without knowing who I was. But the true satisfaction comes from meeting people who’ve actually gone out there and achieved what I attempted so ineffectively – and chronicled, if truth be told, to cover my losses. The book’s readers are my real gain.


On countless occasions, I’ll have been playing at a particular table a few hours, among total strangers, whether in London or Vegas, when something quirky happens and Stetson Hat in Seat Four will drawl: ‘Put that in your next book.’ Usually, of course, Stetson will be the victim of a bad beat, perhaps inflicted by me. What I love is the way he’s sat there all that time, knowing who I was but saying nothing, while I’ve been relishing my assumed anonymity. Playing his advantage, then blowing it to psyche me in a moment of stress. Very pokeresque.


Among the many letters I have received from readers – outnumbering even the complaints I receive these days from British royalists – was one from Cellblock C of an American state penitentiary. ‘Joe Ingargiola’ (a.k.a. Joe Thomas) had found a copy of Big Deal on the shelves of the Bayside State Prison in Leesburg, N.J. Seeing me as an egghead-turned-gambler, Joe declared himself a kindred spirit: ‘As one who has also made the transmogrification from academia to Glitter Gulch, I can attest that you have captured the essence and the spirit of the journey with impeccable accuracy and panache . . . The Oxford-bred literacy adds some legitimacy to a profession often thought of as dubious.’ There were more compliments in this vein, and many great poker stories, even details about his doctoral thesis on Kierkegaard, before Joe got around to the point. He was doing eighteen months for his role in bilking Donald Trump out of £250,000 in an Atlantic City casino scam. By the time his letter reached me, however, he would have paid his debt to society and returned to Vegas, where he hoped to meet me across a seven-card-stud table.


The following May, during the 1994 World Series, I did indeed meet the newly liberated Joe, who was all ready to shuffle up and deal. It was an emotional moment for both of us, not least because stud is more his game than mine. At the time, however, I had the misfortune to be ‘stuck’ (see Glossary) in a dangerous pot limit Hold ’em game, in which I would lose my seat if I stayed away much longer. Gentleman Joe quite understood. When a man’s stuck, his priority has gotta be getting himself unstuck. By the time I had managed this unexpected feat, alas, Joe had vanished into the infinite Vegas night. Ah well, maybe next year.


The same wishful thinking still applies to the world title. Readers returning to the book will not be surprised to know that, for all my annual efforts at Binion’s, I have still not managed to win the coveted bracelet – if I had, you’d sure have heard about it – or indeed to be recognized for my services to sport by Her Majesty’s fount of honours. Back in London, however, I have managed to score some successes in the regular tournaments at the ‘Vic’ and other London clubs whose names (and indeed card rooms) keep changing. More radical change is due soon with the long overdue reform of the gambling legislation I bemoan on pages 109–10.


Which brings me to the only section of the book I now regret. Very little has been said publicly – even about my calling their patrons ‘anal-retentive vultures’ – but British casino staff have good reason to feel aggrieved by my brutal dismissal of the London club scene in these pages. So I am glad of this chance to report that it has since improved immeasurably – not least because of the introduction of lively tournaments which generate usually decent, occasionally excellent side action. I myself have become a much more regular club player – primarily, however, as relaxation from the rigours of the Tuesday Night Game, which still proceeds as compulsively and dangerously as ever.


A few unfortunates have fallen by the wayside; a few new faces have come and gone; some, including David Spanier, have alas died; but the hard core of us who have been playing together for quarter of a century look like carrying on as long again, should we be spared – all the way into the Twilight Home for Broken-Down Cardsharps, where the furious arguments over who is £1 light (the dealer, always) will still be drowning out the more gentlemanly disagreements over much larger sums. The separate bank account these days has to cope with a new and worrying enthusiasm for sports spread betting, an overdue innovation in the UK; but it is, at the time of writing, in pretty healthy shape.


People tell me Big Deal has made poker almost respectable in Britain, where the game had hitherto been regarded almost exclusively as a seedy offshoot of East End gangsterdom. The book earned me the world’s first regular poker column in a mainstream publication, Esquire, and the first-ever poker documentary on, of all places, BBC Television. It has even been hawked around Hollywood (as yet, alas, to no avail) as a potential vehicle for some of the more rugged stars. In 2000 I was even lucky enough to win £7,000 on TV in a ‘celebrity’ version of Channel 4’s cult series Late Night Poker, eliminating such hardened opposition as Martin Amis, Stephen Fry and Patrick Marber, before a tense head-to-head with this book’s dedicatee.


But nothing has given me as much satisfaction – or worry – as the response it has wrung from my sons. It’s the only book of mine they’ve all read, certainly the only one they’re prepared to show off to their friends. All three have turned their apprenticeships in club tournaments into (generally) winning ways in their own private games – also frequented by the offspring of other Tuesday Night regulars, so that game seems likely to continue long after its founders are meeting at the great green baize beyond the clouds. In family games, one of them always seems to fill his flush or full house when I finally manage to hit a straight. May the poker gods be with them – and all of you.


See you at the final table.


ANTHONY HOLDEN
London, 2002
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Living Right
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Not until I heard my name called, and turned to see a uniformed heavy of prehistoric proportions, a pair of handcuffs on his belt and a gun on his hip, did I know that I could at last relax.


Struggling through the crowd to the sanctuary he offered, and mustering a throaty gasp of ‘I’m Holden’, I gratefully surrendered myself to his protection. With a beam belying his menacing mien, this mammoth grabbed my hand luggage and declared, ‘Welcome to Las Vegas, Mr Holden. You look tired.’


Hank, as a label on his lapel identified him, was one of the security team from Binion’s Horseshoe Casino, whose golden horseshoe logo adorned his chest and upper arms, and whose regulation khaki safari gear, scarcely able to contain the sheer bulk of muscle within, made him look like an urban mercenary out for blood. When not guarding the million dollars in cash displayed in a giant perspex horseshoe in Binion’s lobby, or patrolling the many more millions wagered each day on the casino floor, the Horseshoe heavies double in an unlikely way as mere limousine chauffeurs, catering to the few mobile whims of otherwise sedentary high rollers.


Over there, indeed, beyond the silver palm fronds and neon hoardings which distinguish McCarran Airport from all others, through the giant glass walls which keep the 105ºF heat at bay, stood my transport of delight, a sleek black limo a block long. After plucking my leaden suitcases off the carousel as if they were paper bags, Hank gestured me towards it. This was the moment I had been savouring for fifteen long, dreary hours – and, come to think of it, twelve long, dreary months.


You know you’ve arrived in Las Vegas while your insides are still on the plane. Even as you stumble up the chute from aircraft to terra firma, dazed by the throbbing, stateless tedium of long-haul flight halfway round the world, the shrill electronic wails of the slot machines are already assailing the ears, the clangs and shrieks of jackpots heralding your arrival in Dreamland. To reach the baggage carousels you thread your way through a maze of what used to be one-armed bandits, now replaced by sophisticated video slots, surrounded by bars, cocktail waitresses and all the seductive trappings of a downtown casino. The first-time visitor could be forgiven for thinking that this was it, that he had already checked in to a second honeymoon with his Muse.


All around are suitably garish stores where personalized everything is on offer, from playing cards and gambling chips to lighters and licence plates, so long as your name is Randy or Tex, Cindy or Donna. The disembodied voice of Frank Sinatra or Wayne Newton then escorts you down the mobile walk-way, urging you to come pay homage at Bally’s or Caesar’s Palace, reminding you that demi-gods are freely available for worship in Las Vegas amid the exotic desert shrines otherwise dedicated exclusively to Mammon and the making and losing of fortunes.


From the air, your first sight of the place has already been other-worldly, whether you approach it from Los Angeles and the West across Death Valley, or from London, New York and the East over the Grand Canyon, the Hoover Dam and Lake Mead. Either way, there’s an hour or so of infinite desert to savour from a safe seat above, with misty imaginings of the wagon trains of the old frontiersmen, and of the certain death facing anyone wandering about down there right now, before you catch your first extraordinary, breathtaking glimpse of this clutch of fantastical towers and glass palaces slapped down at random in the middle of this moonscape, this vast and utter nowhere. By night, Las Vegas from the air looks like a convention of ocean liners huddled in the midst of a dark and limitless sea.


Touch-down and disembarkation are your last, brief contacts with reality before entering a world like no other on earth, where all normal values swiftly evaporate, all lifelong interests and enthusiasms erode, and all curiosity about the outside world is absently abandoned – overmastered by the Siren song of life in the fast lane, of limos, gold bath-taps and heart-shaped beds, of craps tables, roulette wheels and baccarat banks, of the chance around every corner to spend the rest of your days a millionaire. There is the prospect, if you really go under, of never having to leave, never having to face the grim realities of life again.


Vegas doesn’t waste time. The place begins to weave its spell at once, half into the limo, as Hank holds open the door and ushers me into a deep-piled, air-conditioned cocoon of cocktail bars, ice machines, stereo music and remote-control television, with room enough for a football team reserved for my lone delectation. The leg room alone makes me feel seven feet tall. As he climbs into the driver’s seat, already a mile or two ahead of me, Hank silently, electronically, raises the glass panel dividing my world from his. He will not speak unless he is spoken to. The man whose mere appearance would have me babbling polite inanities, as if buying time by tossing fish to a surly shark, is now at my disposal, his only duty to cater to my every whim. We are all high rollers now.


The immediate problem is a built-in obligation to behave like one. There is no charge, of course, for this courtesy, a limo being the least that Binion’s will offer a regular visitor like myself. But by the time Hank has glided us silently and smoothly past the Tropicana, on to the freeway parallel to the tacky tourist attractions of the Strip, and finally downtown to Glitter Gulch, where the real gamblers go, a $50 tip – twice as much as it would have cost to rent a limo, let alone hail a taxi – seems the least he deserves. By the time he takes me back to the airport, a week later if I’m lucky, $100 will seem insultingly cheap.


‘That wasn’t necessary, sir,’ he drawls, trousering the fifty, and lugging my ridiculously heavy bags (full of books, though I daren’t whisper that in Vegas) through the slots to the reception desk of the Golden Nugget, overflow annexe to the Horseshoe at this time of year. Hank and I now have a silent compact. He will muster a grin for me around the casino floor this coming week – as now does Jerry, the bell-boy, who astonishingly remembers me from last year. There goes another $50, and I haven’t even made it to the elevator.


The receptionist’s smile widens suddenly as my entry comes up on the computer. ‘Complimentary suite, Mr Holden. You are Mr Binion’s guest for the week, so there’ll be no need for your credit card. I believe you requested the same suite as on your last visit?’ Did I? Could I? It seemed the kind of thing a high roller would do, so I decide on a knowing smile. ‘No problem, sir. Please just wait here a moment, as the casino shift manager would like to formally greet you.’


The split infinitive evaporates with the arrival of the shift manager, who turns out to be young, female and attractive, which for some reason comes as a shock. I find myself kissing her, on the mistaken assumption that we met here the last time, a year ago, and that this ritual somehow takes account of the fact. ‘Oh no, sir,’ blushes Karen, as her lapel proclaims her, ‘I’ve only been here six months.’


Jerry whisks me up to my room, reminiscing about the last time, remembering more of my casino adventures than I do, and speculating on my prospects for the week. ‘One of our best suites, Mr Holden. You were smart to re-request it. Always nice to see you back, sir. Anything I can do to make your stay more enjoyable, you just let me know.’ That in itself is worth a fifty.


The room is huge, and smells of new carpet. The bed alone would accommodate an extended family. The bathroom contains every aquatic luxury known to man, plus a personalized bathrobe. There is, of course, an enormous television, and a battery of telephones. But the vast acreage is otherwise curiously empty. No mini-bar. No sofa. No in-house television movies. In Vegas, the management wants you to feel like a millionaire, but it wants you to do so downstairs in the casino. The inducements to stay up in your room are minimal.


Not that I need any. But somehow it seems wrong to head straight back downstairs with Jerry. My instinct is to give him three minutes to get clear, then plunge back down without even changing my transatlantic shirt. I have, after all, waited so long for this moment.


The reluctant Englishman in me tangles briefly with my Yankee alter ego before my tediously tidy mind prevails. I thus enjoy the ritual of unpacking, hanging my clothes, sorting my books and creating a little living-and-working area – if not actually changing my shirt – before I pour myself a glass of complimentary champagne, light a duty-free cigarette and savour the thrilling fact of rearrival in Utopia. Besides, it builds more time to relish the prospect of heading back down to that bewitching clatter of activity which never ceases by night or day, to the mad babble of the slots, the deranged shrieks of the crapshooters, and above all that Music of the Vegan Spheres which spells every poker player’s dream come true: the eternal, ubiquitous riffle of chips, like the chatter of cicadas who never sleep, drawing him ineluctably towards the wonderful certainty of immediate, open-ended action.


I was tired, a little the worse for drink, jet-lagged and lightheaded – four out of four conditions in which one should certainly not play poker in Las Vegas, where the sharks gather in well-disciplined schools. They have a tried and tested saying hereabouts for moments like this: ‘If you can’t spot the sucker in your first half-hour at the table, it’s you.’


But, hey, what the heck, the card room awaited. I hadn’t come all this way to go to sleep.


It is time, perhaps, to put my cards on the table. Over the years I may have been something of a gambler, dabbling in everything from dice to the gee-gees. But not any more. No, now I am a poker player – an amateur one, alas, but as dedicated and determined as anyone who has played in a highstakes weekly game for half his lifetime.


The difference between a gambler and a poker player is a crucially simple one. A gambler, be he one who bets on horses or sports events, on casino games or raindrops running down window-panes, is someone who wagers unfavourable odds. A poker player, if he knows what he is doing, is someone who wagers favourable odds. The one is a romantic, the other a realist. It is a distinction, a truth worthy of inscription upon a Grecian urn. It was certainly all I knew at that moment, and all I needed to know, as I zipped $1,000 into a secret pocket deep inside my favourite blue jeans.


This was my tenth visit to Las Vegas in as many years, since I had first come here in May 1978 to report the World Series of Poker held each year in Binion’s Horseshoe, right across the road from the Nugget. By the following summer I was living and working in America as the Washington Correspondent of a London Sunday newspaper, whose foreign editor proved remarkably open to persuasion that the prospects for the Nevada primary were a crucial early test of the 1980 election campaign. As gas lines grew and President Carter’s fortunes began to nosedive, I spent the early summer watching Stu ‘The Kid’ Ungar carry off the world crown, and learning my trade in modest side-games until my plane left without me. I was hooked.


Ten years on, I had covered the World Series for virtually every colour magazine in British Sunday journalism, and watched it grow from a clubbish gathering of a dozen leading players into a truly international event involving some two hundred card-sharps from all over the world – all prepared to pay $10,000 to enter the final, climactic four-day game which sees one of them crowned World Champion.


From a privileged seat on the rails I had watched many historic showdowns, involving pots approaching a million dollars, while nipping back and forth across Fremont Street to the card room of the Nugget, to be sure of keeping my seat in the $3–$6 game. With the first two rounds of betting and raising limited to three bucks, and all subsequent rounds to six, the nursery slopes of Glitter Gulch offered a cut-price foundation course. After a few years of, shall we say, containable losses, I began to hold my own with the small-time professionals of Vegas, who eke out a living of a few hundred bucks a week by fleecing ‘tourists’ – the word is poker code for patsies – like me.


I had, like everyone, made my rookie mistakes. You bet I had. In the first few years I always started as nervous as a schoolboy, shaking enough to show everyone the kind of hand I held. There was the year I was dealt a straight flush, and promptly spilt my Bloody Mary right across the green baize – not merely the worst possible breach of poker etiquette, but crass enough to make everyone fold at once. Lesson Number One: it’s not enough in poker to hold good cards; you have to disguise them sufficiently to make money out of them. The player who watches everyone fold each time he bets a good hand is playing a seriously transparent game.


The Golden Nugget’s low-stakes regulars are the world’s tightest players – ‘rocks’ who bluff very little, risking everything only when they have the best available hand, known in the trade as the ‘nuts’. To hold your own against them requires large quantities of patience – the one quality which, in life, has never been my strong suit. The solution, I discovered after a few years, was to sit there wearing a Walkman. Some Mozart in my ears (perdono, Amadeus, perdono) seemed to give me the patience I needed to lie in wait for a strong hand. It shut out the casino clatter – ‘Seat open on Table Five’, ‘Cocktails, Table Three’, ‘Jake Finkelstein, telephone call for Mr Finkelstein’ – which can lay on a cumulative earthquake of a headache. The trouble was that it also shut out the table talk, which is very much part of the cut and thrust of a developing poker hand. Every time some interesting cards came my way, I found myself fumbling under the table for the volume control – again revealing to the world and his moll to watch out for the guy in Seat Five.


The apprenticeship years were expensive. While I lived in Washington I developed an understanding with my bank manager – it became, I confess, a written understanding – that, no matter how pleading or authoritative my demands down the telephone, he was under no circumstances to wire me more funds. The few grand I took with me for my birthday treat – the World Series each May tends to coincide with this annual milestone – were more than enough to risk. When I blew them, it was time to blow town.


In time, I graduated to the dizzier limits of the Nugget’s $10–$20 table, where I soon felt quite at home. The game we were playing, Texas Hold ’em, was the same game played by the leading pros across the street in the $10,000 world title event. But ten grand – a year’s profit, if I was lucky, in my weekly game back home – had always seemed an awful lot to hand over to the pros in the first five minutes of their four-day marathon. So a railbird, and a small-time player, I had always remained.


Which did nothing to diminish my perennial thrill of anticipation as now I summoned the elevator, swapped hard-luck stories with my fellow-travellers, and sauntered towards the bustling card room with all the studied nonchalance, I devoutly hoped, of a local. That afternoon there was time for a little cheap practice with some perennially familiar faces before the Horseshoe’s media tournament, traditionally held on the day before the Main Event to familiarize mere reporters with the game they are here to watch. In the Nugget’s card room I tried to seek out a table where no-one would know me. Playing the tyro in a low-limit game, and making the act last as long as possible, was always the way in which I liked to begin a stay in Vegas. With a bit of luck you could make enough money to sit down in a heavier game, where the players were more likely to remember you from the year before.


Fortunately, there was an immediate vacancy in a low-limit game: Seat Six on Table Eight, $3–$6 Texas Hold ’em, with a quiet, pensive-looking group whose average age I must have reduced to barely sixty. Self-confidence, for a while, would now be a matter of making mistakes – and not minding being thought a klutz – in the interests of mopping up later on. First, I had to pretend I had never played Hold ’em before.


Texas Hold ’em is a variant of seven-card stud, regarded by the top professionals for more than a decade as the most refined and testing of poker’s many and varied disciplines. It is one of the simplest of poker games to follow, and one of the most complex to play.


Each player is dealt two cards, with which he must improve on five communal cards – ‘the board’ – gradually revealed in the centre of the table. There are four rounds of betting. The first comes after the deal, testing the strength of the two cards you hold in the hole (or ‘in the pocket’); the second follows the unveiling of the first three communal cards (‘the flop’); another after the fourth centre card (‘the turn’, or ‘Fourth Street’); and a final and decisive round after the fifth (‘the river’, or ‘Fifth Street’).


‘Do you have to use both concealed cards?’ I asked the dealer as I settled into my seat, arranging $200 in chips in front of me as if it were all I had in the world. ‘No, sir,’ he explained with surprising patience. ‘Either or both will do. And of course the board can win.’


‘The board can win?’ I repeated, in a tone of voice designed to suggest that he might have been speaking a foreign language.


‘Say the board shows a straight or a flush, and none of the showdown players can improve on it, then the pot is split.’


‘Ah, I see,’ said I, with an Oscar-winning hint of doubt. Knowing looks were exchanged around the table. Now they were ripe for the final trick: to lay on the English accent really thick, rub my hands together like a tourist with more money than sense, and declare like a true son of Colonel Blimp: ‘Then let battle commence!’


All around me people were riffling their chips – splitting them into piles of six or more, then melding the two stacks into one with a graceful arc of the fingers. It’s one way of telling the people who know what they’re doing. Riffling is the sign of a true pro, or at least of someone who’s spent too much of his or her life at the poker table, where it eventually becomes an unconscious habit – an absent way to pass the time while making tough decisions, or merely waiting out a hand. If you muck it up, it can be very embarrassing. Just when you’re trying to look cool, your chips splay out all over the table, exposing your stumblebum amateur status. So in case anyone was watching, as I knew they all were, I now looked idly at the dealer and essayed a relaxed riffle. The two piles, as always, refused to unite, wheeling around each other like an angry rugby scrum before spilling all over my newly arrived cards. Despite lessons from experts, I have never managed to master the art of riffling. At moments like this, however, my incompetence could be turned to advantage.


Misplaying hands deliberately can at times be a higher art form than playing to win. It takes luck as well as judgement to stay in cheaply with a low pair, or four to an inside straight, when the betting clearly shows that someone down the other end has already made a higher pair, perhaps two pairs or even three of a kind (‘trips’). If you want to be thought an idiot, you don’t want it to cost you too much money.


This is a weird kind of investment, I thought to myself, as I misriffled awhile, then paid eighteen dollars in the certain knowledge that I was a loser. As the little old lady in Seat Three – a poker killer if ever I saw one – slapped down her concealed pair of queens with some glee, smiling over at the third queen on the board, I looked long and hard at my hand before rolling over a 4-3. There was one four in the flop, as well as 5-7, giving me astronomical odds against the worst available inside straight. The other players could scarcely believe it. I’d gone all that way with a pair of fours, and I had even been naïve enough to show them so. They began to shuffle excitedly in their seats, to lean forward, light cigarettes, and generally show signs that they smelt a sucker. One even rolled up his sleeves and recounted his ammunition. A couple more plays like that from me, and they would all be staying in hands much longer than they should, chasing rainbows for a rare crock of gold. To them, I was a licence to print money.


The truth, as the trick began to work, was the other way round. Within an hour or so, they were thoroughly conned. A couple of edgy but calculated wins all too easily looked like lucky ones, of the kind you must get if you are dumb enough to play almost every hand. Then I folded a few, to look like I was sitting on my modest winnings, and waited patiently for the killer punch. It came when I fluked the ‘boss’ trips, the best available three of a kind, as the flop brought a pair of jacks to match the A-J in my hand. I raised the maximum, and now none of them knew quite what to do. After much thought three of them – more than enough – decided that it had all gone to my head, that I still didn’t know what I was doing. I was the kind of player against whom it was worth playing ‘on the come’, with ‘pulling hands’ – staying in after the flop with four to a straight or a flush, despite the odds against either materializing on Fourth or Fifth Streets.


Now I had them where I wanted them, defying the odds despite their better instincts. My three jacks held up, and were good for $75, a huge pot by local standards. My stack was continuing to climb steadily when I had an outrageous stroke of luck. Not merely did I again hold the top trips on the flop; after some lively betting they turned into an unbeatable four-of-a-kind on Fifth Street. With (as it proved) a straight and a full house against me – even better luck – I was able to raise twice and get callers. I had them cold. When I showed my hand, the old lady threw in her house good-humouredly, and smilingly offered me one of Las Vegas’s perennial poker greetings: ‘What have you gotta do to get a hand like that?’


I could not resist giving her the equally time-honoured reply: ‘Live right!’


She looked at me suspiciously as I hauled in the chips. ‘Ah well,’ I crowed, ‘it’s a tough way to make an easy living.’


Thanks to that exchange, the game was up, my cover blown, and suddenly they all knew they had been suckered. If I’d been able to riffle right, I would now have indulged in a triumphant twirl. Three hundred bucks ahead – a fortune in the $3–$6 game – I instead bid them a polite farewell and moved up to the $10–$20 table, for which I had left a secret application with the floorman. Another little rush of cards, combined with my comparative anonymity, helped me run my stack up to six hundred, just as time before the media tournament was running out. Exhilarated and jet-lagged, my impatience for action now made me break one of my golden rules. My sense of money already sliding awry, I decided to play blackjack for five minutes in $100 units. The dealer hit a bad streak, and my $600 had soon become $1,000. That, too – a round figure – is usually my time to stop. But I allowed myself three more hands before losing one, another superstitious reason to quit, and heading over to the Horseshoe with $1,200 in my pocket, a handsome 500 per cent profit on my original $200.


Through the seething Nugget mob, out into the pulverizing heat, past the sign declaring Fremont Street ‘World Series of Poker Avenue’ for the duration of the tournament, I struggled across the road into the even greater crush of the Horseshoe. In the cramped, cordoned-off poker-area at the back, an all-day world championship stud tournament was nearing its evening dinner break. Players who had blown their stack stood around commiserating with each other, looking for consolation action in the side-games, perennially played for much higher amounts than the tournaments. Bulging wads of $100 bills, casually secured by rubber bands, were in play at the real high rollers’ table, where they take over when the chips can no longer cope with the stakes. It is an eternally hypnotic sight, to watch these guys count out five or ten thousand dollars in cash as casually as if buying a bus ticket. This is a world in which a bet or raise of ‘a nickel’ can mean five hundred dollars, ‘a dime’ a thousand. The greenhorn who sits down here and calls a ‘big dime’ can find himself in the pot to the tune of ten grand.


At the time, these were the only three weeks of the year in which poker was played at the Horseshoe. The other forty-nine saw the tournament area vanish beneath a sea of slot machines, which offer the management a much better return on its square-footage. But for these three weeks, Binion’s is the world headquarters of poker, and the place buzzes like no other on earth. It may not be as glitzy as the casinos on the Strip, or even the Golden Nugget across the road, where a mosaic of flashing lights and silver mirrors can dazzle you into rash decisions. But that is quite deliberate. The Horseshoe offers a more down-home, old-Western style, designed to combine with its loose percentages and higher limits to build faster, more furious action. It eschews the fancy floor shows, gift shops and cosmopolitan restaurants which symbolize the tourist’s Vegas. Nor does it need the seedier attractions of Glitter Gulch, home of the legalized red light district, where ‘Nudes on Ice’ is on permanent offer within sight of the Horseshoe at the Union-Plaza. No, this place is about gambling – serious, twenty-four-hour, no-frills gambling. It’s no wonder there are more pawn shops within this square mile than in the whole of Greater London.


As the stud tournament neared its climax in one corner of the room, the authorities were now wearily making way for the amateurs of the media to slow things up in the other. Wary greetings were exchanged, business cards swapped like baseball cards, as the ladies and gentlemen of the press geared up for their annual re-creation of the New Yorker magazine’s Algonquin round table, every one of us wanting to win with the style of a Damon Runyon, or lose with the wit of a James Thurber.


The debonair Mr Henri Bollinger of Los Angeles, thrice president of the Publicists Guild of America, is the ringmaster in charge of this annual circus, who makes every journalist’s dreams come true by securing them free rooms and meals for the duration of their stay in Las Vegas. Right now Henri was handing out press releases which proudly declared that ‘the World Series of Poker is today an international event important enough for the results to be reported in The Times of London’. That I could vouch for, being the reporter in question, who had long enjoyed the raising of Vegas eyebrows at the sight of such smart accreditation on my press badge. But now there were some sixty journalists jostling to enter this media tournament – the only one in the World Series with no entry fee, a $1,000 first prize and a cup I have always coveted: a many-tiered silver wedding cake of a trophy loudly inscribed, FOR EXCELLENCE AT POKER IN LAS VEGAS.


Some contestants were indeed rookies, from regional American newspapers, still scarcely believing their luck at netting this plum assignment. Too many others, however, were the Hold ’em correspondents of newspapers like Poker Player and columnists of magazines like Gambling Times. Always it was one of these who carried off the trophy which should surely by now have been mine, if only as a long-service award. Could tonight, at last, be the night?


Already I was running into week-a-year local buddies and chums over from London, all of them with their eyes on that absurdly tantalizing trophy. Everywhere I heard my name being paged, only to realize it was not a constant refrain of ‘Tony Holden’, but the public address system summoning players to ‘Ten-’n-twenny Hold ’em’. Coming from London, where casino games are played in funereal silence, I can take an hour or so to adjust to the rackety clatter of Vegas life, where the hubbub is pierced only by the regular shrieks of slot-machine jackpot winners. In the Horseshoe they were three deep around the craps tables; every blackjack seat was occupied; the roulette and baccarat tables were in full swing; yet still a huge, amorphous tide of humanity, among them most of the world’s largest behinds, ebbed and flowed this way and that – everywhere but towards the exit.


Through the babble there came an authentic greeting from one of my poker brethren from London, David Spanier, himself the author of learned treatises on poker and gambling, here to cover the proceedings for an English daily paper. Because of the crush of players, it transpired, the media tournament had been put back an hour. The notion was that I joined him and the Reuters man for a quick meal before the off. This, I knew, was another bad idea; poker pros of my acquaintance have long since persuaded me that eating before a game dulls the brain. Spanier, besides, had already been in town a week, and to my jet-bagged eyes looked disturbingly spry. But, hell, I was already too far gone for my fifth meal today to make a whole lot of difference. Over cheap chicken and cheaper wine, none too warmly welcomed down below by my vintage in-flight Château Talbot, David and I agreed on a side-bet: a bottle of champagne to whoever lasted longer in the media tournament.


Four hours later, having mustered my twelfth lease of life, I was by some miracle one of just ten players left out of sixty starters. Every tournament player’s ambition is to get to the final table – the last nine players, all of whom finish ‘in the money’ with a cash prize and a commemorative satin jacket. Until one more was eliminated, therefore, we played at two tables of five. A sly glance at the other revealed, to my dismay, that Spanier was still there too.


From the corner of my eye I could see him watching me, and it was clear that we had entered some absurd English twilight zone, where we were competing with each other rather than our real opponents across the table. Neither of us had many chips left; the only way to have any chance of winning this thing was to risk them all urgently on a halfway-decent hand, in a do-or-die attempt to double them and live to fight another hour. Instead, both of us were folding every hand, in a pathetic attempt to outlast the other and win that bottle of ersatz champagne. At moments like this, in competitive people like these two Brits a long way from home, the male ego has an irritating habit of suspending natural poker instincts.


Having laboriously worked all this out, I found myself in possession of a concealed pair of jacks, and so made the logical decision to sock it to Spanier by doubling my stack. I was called by a chump in search of a diamond flush which did not materialize. As I piled my winnings into a tall single column, just to upset Spanier, I looked over to see if he had registered my coup. He had indeed. His own pile of chips was now too small to last beyond the next hand, in which he was required to wager it all as his ante.


Spanier, so he told me later, played as slowly as he dared in the hope that I would do something rash. He was in luck. A glance at my hole cards revealed the A-K of diamonds – a very powerful hand, but occasionally accident prone. Among the Texans, who after all invented the game, A-K is nicknamed ‘Walking Back to Houston’, because the card-sharps of Dallas play it so well that many a Houstonian has indeed hitch-hiked home broke. A-K of the same suit (‘suited’) is even better. Aflush with dreams of victory, I bet my entire pile, only to find myself called by some idiot with a pair of jacks – the very hand which had just come good for me. Imagine my horror as the flop came 3-4-J – none of them diamonds – giving my opponent three-of-a-kind and leaving me in need of Q-10 or 2-5 as the last two cards. Some hope. Exit Holden, with the result that Spanier’s slow play was enough to ensure him a ninth-place prize of $75 when he was, inevitably, eliminated only seconds later.


Over hideously cheap champagne, which I hoped would choke him, Spanier was in expansive mood. He now proposed that we join a one-and-three-dollar stud game about to be played by the ‘inner circle’ of professional poker journalists, led by Len Miller, editor of Gambling Times. Others at the table included Tex Sheehan and Bill ‘Bulldog’ Sykes, veteran columnists for Poker Player magazine, and long-standing Vegas professionals. With a groan, I protested that I had better things to do – though right now, I had to confess, I couldn’t think of any apart from sleep, for which there would be time later. I was too tired to play poker for serious money; and to join in this game, an annual tradition in the immediate wake of the media tournament, was an elementary courtesy to people who had shown me much kindness over the years. Still smarting from Spanier’s wily triumph, therefore, I took a $20 bill out of my pocket, and prepared to make it last several hours.


An hour later I had worked it up to $45 – an immense achievement in a game so tight and rinkydink. Despite an amazing run of cards, my heart was scarcely in it. Was it jetlag or boredom which had me on the verge of sleep? That was the only question on which to walk my wits as the public address system announced a $1,000 ‘satellite’ for the ‘Big One’. A satellite is like a heat for the main event; ten players sit down with $1,000 each and play until one of them has won the lot – thus securing a seat in the $10,000 world championship Hold ’em event for a mere thou.


Satellites are mini-tournaments in themselves, giving the amateur the extra edge he enjoys in tournament play, which amounts to limited liability. In a real poker game, in other words, if you lose all your money, you have to dig in your pocket for more; in a tournament, losing the lot merely means losing your seat, or being eliminated. All you have lost is the entry fee. Tournaments can thus be a cheap way of buying invaluable experience, playing alongside the big boys without risking too much money. As can satellites, though this one wasn’t so cheap. There was still, persisted the disembodied voice, just one seat left. The other players were waiting. ‘Come on, fellas, isn’t there one more player prepared to put up a grand?’


My thoughts went to the grand in my pocket, won by dint of luck and judgement across the road at the Nugget. Before I knew it, my arm was in the air, and I was shouting my name across the room to ‘Satellite Betty’, the lady in charge of these things, whose amplified voice was now the siren song beckoning me to retire that first night minus my thousand profit. The guys in the $1–$3 game looked at me gobsmacked. I gave them a despairing glance, not wishing to offend any feelings by confessing that it was sheer boredom which had precipitated this act of overweening ambition. The players in these $1,000 satellites are among the best in the world; a Daniel in the lion’s den I could certainly call myself, though a David among Goliaths might be overstating the case.


I wish I could tell you what happened. Drunk, jet-lagged and so tired that I would have been pushed to say where I was, I seem to have played on automatic pilot – perhaps the best way when a player is so far out of his depth with so much at stake. But I must have been doing something right, for I was one of only three players left when the inspiration I so sorely needed arrived – in the shape of a sudden, pungent wave of Fracas, a powerful and to me very familiar fragrance, heralding the arrival at my side of my moll, who had finally caught up from a side-trip to friends in San Francisco. The effect appears to have been electrifying. From that moment on I could do no wrong, and another half-hour saw me return to the $1 game in triumph – a winner, and a theoretical $9,000 to the good, as an officially paid-up, signed-on entrant for the world championships themselves.


For a few more hours, I destroyed them. After ten years watching from the rails, an impossible dream had come true. I was going to play in The Big One.
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The Big One
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‘Tough times make tough people,’ Benny Binion would say if you asked about the jail sentence for non-payment of taxes lurking deep in his eighty-three-year past. By the end of his long life Binion was a figure of such power and venerability in Las Vegas that they had immortalized him with an equestrian statue outside the casino which bears his name, and mounted a loyal campaign to win a presidential pardon for his youthful sins.


With Benny’s health long in decline, his friends and admirers wanted him to depart this world with the slate wiped clean. At a time when he was otherwise dishing out pardons like confetti, however, President Reagan remained unmoved. ‘I’ll see him out,’ said Benny when he heard of the presidential thumbs-down, ‘and I’ll dance on his grave.’


For once, Benny called it wrong. When Binion died on Christmas Day 1989, Reagan was barely a year into the tenth of his nine lives. Maybe he was the one who had lived right.


It was in 1946 – ‘the year,’ he used to say, ‘that my sheriff got beat in the election’ – that Benny Binion felt obliged to leave his native Dallas, where his police record included theft, possession of illegal weapons, bootlegging and gambling. He had also killed two men, but successfully pleaded self-defence. The son of a dirt-poor stockman, Benny had made his first pile as a ‘hip-pocket’ bootlegger, selling illicit liquor pint by pint. In the mid-1930s, after the repeal of prohibition, he went on to become ‘kinda the king of gambling down there’. But gambling was also kinda illegal in Dallas, then as now. When 1946 saw Binion leave town in a hurry, he naturally headed for Nevada, then the only state where gambling had been legalized. He bought the run-down Eldorado Hotel and Casino, renamed it Binion’s Horseshoe, and put up a sign offering THE WORLD’S HIGHEST LIMITS. The punters headed straight downtown in droves, and have stayed there ever since.


Three years later, in 1949, a legendary gambler by the name of Nick ‘the Greek’ Dandalos wandered into town in search of a game of poker. Not just any old game. As befitted his reputation, the Greek wanted to play ‘heads-up’, with just one opponent; he wanted to play ‘freeze-out’, or winner-take-all; and he wanted to play no-limit. In short, he told Binion, he wanted ‘the biggest game that this world can offer’. It was a time when most poker played in Vegas – in public, anyway – was strictly ‘limit’, with fixed levels of betting, the highest being some sixty dollars a round. So it was hardly surprising that the Greek found no-one prepared to sit down with him on his terms.


Benny Binion, however, knew just the man. He offered to stage the game, and to lay on an opponent worthy of the Greek – if he would agree to play in public, at the Horseshoe. Nick nodded, and Binion hit the phone to Dallas, to his friend since childhood, Johnny Moss. Though he had then never been to Vegas, and was already weary from a non-stop four-day game, Moss agreed to set off right away. On arriving at the Horseshoe, after the long, slow drive from Dallas, he shook hands with the Greek and sat straight down to business.


They played, so legend has it, for five months. As Benny Binion had hoped, the crowd stood six deep around the table, marvelling at the nerve and stamina of these two poker titans, and at the vast amounts of money passing back and forth between them. Binion’s subsequent fortune was founded on the dollars these same spectators then poured into his casino’s coffers. Other players came and went in the Big Game, tolerated only if prepared to risk a minimum of $10,000, a considerable sum in the aftermath of war; but these mere mortals would tire after a day or two, and Moss and the Greek would smile at each other as one by one they broke them.


Each of the protagonists could manage four or five days’ play at a stretch before agreeing to pause for some rest. Though the younger man – he was then forty-two, the Greek in his late fifties – Moss tended to sleep longer during these intervals. He would usually return to the card room after ten or more hours to find Dandalos killing the time by playing craps. ‘Whaddaya gonna do?’ Nick the Greek would greet his opponent. ‘Sleep your life away?’


The banter may have masked each man’s ruthless will to win. But it also betokened the mutual respect and unfailing courtesy which characterizes the game of poker at its best and highest level. This was evident to the last, in the classic line which finally signalled that the game was over, as Dandalos took one beat too many, rose from his seat and said simply: ‘Mr Moss, I have to let you go.’


No-one knows for sure – and Mr Moss, to this day, ain’t telling – but the Greek is said to have lost at least two million dollars. Forty years on, Moss still loves to talk about one famous hand of five-card stud which he regarded as the turning-point. With each player anteing $100, there was $200 in the pot when he was dealt a concealed nine and an exposed six. The Greek’s exposed (or ‘up’) card was an eight. At stud, the low hand makes the first bet, the high hand thereafter. Moss’s treacle-thick Texas drawl takes up the story: ‘Low man brings it in. I bet two hunnerd with a six. He raises fifteen hunnerd or two thousan’, I call him. Next card comes, I catch a nine, he catches a six. I got two nines now, and I’m the high man. I make a good bet, five thousan’ maybe, and he plays right back at me, twenny-five thousan’. I jus’ call him. I’m figurin’ to take all that money o’ his, and I don’ wanna scare him none.


‘The next card comes, and he catches a trey, I catch a deuce. Ain’t nothin’ he got can beat my two nines. I check then to trap him, an’ he bets, jus’ like I wanted. So I raise him wa-a-ay up there, an’ he calls. I got him in there, all right. There’s a hunnerd thousand dollars in that pot – maybe more, I don’t know exactly – an’ I’m a-winnin’ it.’


Johnny’s last card was a three, Nick’s a jack. So Moss was showing 6-9-2-3, the Greek 8-6-3-J. With Moss’s concealed pair of nines, the only hole card with which the Greek could beat him was another jack. But he might have figured that Moss had no pair, and that his jack-high hand was enough to win the pot. ‘He’s high now on the jack, and he bets fifty thousan’. I can’t put him on no jack in the hole, you know. He ain’t gonna pay all that money jus’ to outdraw me. I don’t care what he catches, he’s gotta beat those two nines of mine. So I move in with the rest of my money.’


If the Greek were to call, the pot would total half a million dollars. Dandalos sat quiet for a while, apparently pondering the enormity of Moss’s bet, and the clear implication that Johnny had a pair – any pair – to beat his own jack-high hand. Eventually he said: ‘Mr Moss, I think I have a jack in the hole.’


‘Greek,’ replied Moss, ‘if you’ve got a jack down there, you’re liable to win yourself one helluva pot.’


There was another long, tortuous silence before the Greek pushed all his money to the centre of the table and turned over his hole card – the jack of diamonds. ‘He outdrawed me,’ Moss remembers. ‘We had about two hunnerd fifty thou apiece in that pot, and he won it. But that’s all right. That’s better than all right. If he’s gonna go chasin’ dreams like that, I know I’m gonna break him in the en’.’


And break him he duly did. Still talked about far beyond the Horseshoe, the Dandalos–Moss marathon has gone down in poker history as the biggest and best game of all time. Nothing like it has been seen since. Nothing like it had certainly been seen for twenty years when Benny Binion, in 1970, decided to try and re-create the occasion by inviting the world’s leading poker players to compete in public, at the Horseshoe, the winner to be accorded the title of world champion. They would play several different types of poker, at high stakes of their own choosing, and the title would go to the most consistent player in all events – the best all-rounder. After a grimly contested week of play, the six other professionals threw in their hands and unanimously elected Johnny Moss – hereinafter nicknamed ‘The Grand Old Man’ – poker’s first official world champion.


Thus was the World Series of Poker born. Moss won it again the following year – this time by right rather than acclamation – and again in 1974, after briefly lending the title to two of his most colourful contemporaries, Amarillo ‘Slim’ Preston and Walter Clyde ‘Puggy’ Pearson. Another old-timer, Brian ‘Sailor’ Roberts, filched it in 1975 before the torch passed for two years running to the greatest player of the next generation, Doyle ‘Texas Dolly’ Brunson. The subsequent decade saw the World Series grow wildly in fame and stature, with the supreme title going year by year to a range of top professionals. By the 1988 world championships only one, Stu ‘the Kid’ Ungar, had equalled Brunson’s feat of successfully defending his title, in 1980–81. As the 1988 World Series got under way the reigning champion, Johnny Chan, was given a good chance of equalling Ungar. But no-one, as yet, had matched Johnny Moss by winning the world crown three times.


The octogenarian Moss is still a great all-round player, unnerving his opponents above all with an uncanny ability to read what cards they are holding – as much through the expressions on their faces, plus a little body language, as by the patterns of their betting. This is why he is a supreme player of ‘no limit’ poker, where raw psychology outranks strategy in dictating betting patterns, with the actual cards on display coming a distant third. It is a foolish player who assumes that Moss’s advanced age has led him to fall asleep at the table; even as a young man his almost imperceptible eyes, as hooded as a lizard’s, could give the impression that he had nodded off during a hand. Over the years many a sucker has lived to rue this rash assumption. A bet to test an apparently unwary Moss has all too often led to a terrifyingly effective raise.


To this day Moss competes every year at the Horseshoe, and regularly wins one of the World Series titles, making more than one appearance at a final table and a remarkably consistent showing in the world crown event itself. This particular year he had already carried off the ace-to-five (lowball) draw competition – celebrating his sixty-second wedding anniversary with his wife Virgie, as ever, loyally at his side, by beating 193 younger entrants to a record first prize of $116,400.


Sixty-two years before to the day, so Virgie once told me, Moss had inevitably got involved in a poker game on their wedding night. So confident was he of winning one pot that, after running out of money, he reached behind him to his bride, felt for her left index finger without taking his eyes off the table, and started tugging at her engagement ring. Virgie disentangled herself from his grasp, removed the ring herself, and handed it over. ‘If’n ah hadn’t,’ she said, ‘Johnny would’ve ripped mah whole finger off.’


And had Johnny, I asked her, won the pot? ‘Sure he did,’ said Virgie, holding up her left hand for my inspection – the ring still in place, sixty years and millions of dollars later.


Moss’s presence at any card table is still feared. His remarkable capacity for reading the opposition, and acting on his hunches with brutal aggression, rarely lets him down – though now, in his mid-eighties, he confesses that his stamina may. Highly capable of turning crotchety, he can be dismissive of arrivistes players from around the world, who occasionally strike it lucky in Vegas without having worked out their apprenticeship there, let alone on a Texas circuit known only by word of mouth to its veterans.


Long gone are the days when the likes of Moss would be out on the road, perpetually hustling, literally riding shot-gun on illegal winnings in ever-present danger of violent hijack. Poker is now an almost respectable activity, formally legalized in the state of Nevada, scrutinized by the Internal Revenue, the subject of academic studies and learned treatises – so securely part of the fabric of American life that it may even be visited by tourists. For all his world-weary air, his quietly elegant clothes, and his millions come and gone, the elderly Moss still radiates the impression that he hankers for the romantic, pioneer days when poker really was about the survival of the fittest – and excellence at cards a mere symbol of a man’s all-round ability to look after himself in any situation, violent if need be, which might arise.
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