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Author’s note


I hope this book will be enjoyed by poker players and nonplayers alike, but if you don’t know the game, it may help to begin with the simple guide to Texas Hold’em and Omaha here. Hopefully, the glossary will also help.


Throughout, I refer to cash games and to tournaments.


Most televised poker is tournament poker.


In a tournament, each player pays an entry fee – a ‘buy-in’ – and is given chips and assigned a seat at a table. As, one by one, the players lose their chips, they’re eliminated from the game until the survivors, usually either six or ten, form the ‘final table’. One by one, they’re also eliminated, until one player – the overall winner – ends up with all the chips.


Most tournaments are no limit (i.e. players can, if they wish, bet all their chips on one hand – this is known as going ‘all in’).


In cash games, players bring cash to the table, exchange it for chips and play only the others at the table . . . a maximum of ten. They can come and go as they please and can bring in more money whenever they wish. These games can also be no limit, but are often played to fixed betting limits or pot limits (i.e. the bet cannot exceed the sum currently in the pot).


I also refer frequently to the EPT, the WPT and the WSOP.


The EPT is the European Poker Tour, a series of tournaments staged at leading casinos throughout the UK and Europe.


The WPT is the World Poker Tour and consists of a series of major events staged mainly, but not entirely, in the United States, all forming part of a television series.


The WSOP is the World Series of Poker, a festival of poker staged in Las Vegas for several weeks every year. It is, in effect, the Olympic Games of poker, and consists of over forty events, more or less one a day, culminating in the $10,000 buy-in ‘main event’. As well as the prize money, winners of these events receive a gold bracelet. This is the poker equivalent of an Olympic gold medal.


Des Wilson, June 2006




Cast of characters


‘The Usual Suspects’ – professional poker players


Dave ‘Devilfish’ Ulliott – Winner of WSOP gold bracelet, a WPT title and the first Late Night Poker final


Dave ‘El Blondie’ Colclough – 2003 European Player of the Year


John Shipley – Made WSOP final table 2002; won European Championship 2004


Lucy Rokach – European Lifetime Achievement Award 2003


Tom Gibson – Veteran Irish cash game player


Paul Maxfield – Runner-up in WPT World Cup Classic 2005, winning $1.7 million


Simon ‘Aces’ Trumper – Won second series of Late Night Poker final


Roy ‘the Boy’ Brindley – Dublin-based player/TV commentator


Carlo Citrone – North-east pro, winner of Australian and British Open events 2003


Paul ‘Action Jack’ Jackson – Midlands, Internet star, also active on live tournament scene


Joe ‘the Elegance’ Beevers – Member, the Hendon Mob


Ram ‘Crazy Horse’ Vaswani – Member, the Hendon Mob


Barny and Ross Boatman – Members, the Hendon Mob


Jeff Duvall – Mainly cash game player, third in 2005 WSOP event


John Gale – Winner of a WPT title, second in 2005 WSOP event


Stuart Nash – Vic veteran, high in European rankings 2005


Willie ‘the Diceman’ Tann – Won WSOP gold bracelet 2005


‘Gentleman’ Liam Flood – Top Irish player and tournament director


Donnacha O’Dea – Top Irish professional for over thirty years


Charalambos ‘Bambos’ Xanthos – Veteran London professional, high in European rankings


Andrew ‘the Monk’ Black – Irish player, fifth in WSOP main event 2005


Mickey ‘the Worm’ Wernick – Midlands pro, top European rankings December 2005


‘Smokin’ ’ Steve Vlader and Xuyen ‘Bad Girl’ Pham – Husband and wife pros


Other professionals


Julian Gardner – Manchester, made final table WSOP main event 2002


Neil ‘Bad Beat’ Channing – Vic-based pro, in the money WSOP main event 2004 and 2005


Derek Baxter – Veteran Midlands player, runs the Western


John Duthie – First winner of Poker Million, now director of the EPT


Mike ‘the Man’ Magee – Experienced London-based pro


Tony G – Australian player scoring consistently in Europe


Jon Shoreham – Player and also tournament director of heads-up circuit


Tony Bloom – Winner of 2005 Victor (Chandler) Cup


Players/commentators/writers on the game


Mike Sexton – Veteran US player, presenter of the WPT series


Vicky Coren – Observer columnist, poker writer and player


Nic Szeremeta – Veteran player, managing editor, Poker Europa


Anthony Holden – Well-known recreational player, author of Big Deal


Jesse May – American, lives in Europe, the best-known TV commentator


Tony ‘Tikay’ Kendall – Player, coordinator Blondepoker.com


American players quoted


Doyle ‘Texas Dolly’ Brunson – Winner of record ten WSOP gold bracelets


Phil Hellmuth – Winner of nine WSOP gold bracelets


Barry Greenstein – Winner of WSOP gold bracelet, WPT title


Howard Lederer – ‘The professor of poker’ – Winner at WSOP, WPT and other events


Greg Raymer – World champion WSOP 2004


Chris Moneymaker – World champion WSOP 2003


Robert Varkonyi – World champion WSOP 2002


Chris Ferguson – World champion WSOP 2000


Dan Harrington – World champion WSOP 1995


Phil Ivey – Winner of three WSOP gold bracelets in one year 2002


Men ‘the Master’ Nguyen – Winner of six WSOP gold bracelets




Preface – Out of the shadows




Play to win or don’t bother. Check friendship at the door. A ‘friendly’ game is a misnomer. If what you are looking for is recreation or to be entertained, there is the theatre. If what you want is camaraderie, there is the bar. If what you want is companionship, there are any number of likely whores.


Doc Holliday; adapted from Bucking the Tiger, Bruce Olds





It all begins in an unlikely place – in a factory building on an industrial estate on the edge of Cardiff.


A small Welsh television production company1 has been asked by Channel 4 to suggest programmes that will attract viewers after the midnight hour. It proposes Late Night Poker.


What is exciting about Late Night Poker is its use of under-the-table cameras, so that for the first time viewers can see the players’ pocket cards while they’re actually immersed in a hand. This may not sound revolutionary, but it dramatically changes coverage of the game. Viewers can now imagine they’re actually in the hand themselves, can get involved in the high-stakes confrontations, can share in the tension.


Another factor in its success is the use of a relatively modern version of poker, Texas Hold’em. This could have been invented for television. Its format is simple, yet suspenseful. In a nutshell, each player gets two exclusive ‘pocket cards’, and then shares five community cards with everyone at the table. From those seven cards each player fashions what he (or she) hopes is the winning hand and then bets accordingly. Mike Sexton, host of the World Poker Tour, says, ‘People love the drama – that you play until there’s one man standing. And if somebody says, “I’m all-in” and then loses the hand, he’s gone, together with his chance of winning millions of dollars.’


The programme is made in a disused factory converted into a television studio, and when it’s screened for the first time it proves a phenomenal success. As Time Out magazine reports, ‘Few would have guessed that poker could be so entertaining . . . viewers become mesmerised by the subtlety of the game and the intensity of the players.’


It proves equally popular in the United States, where the new technology is quickly adopted. Poker programmes and series proliferate. These are then screened on cable television in the UK where two channels, the Poker Channel and Poker Zone, are now launched, entirely dedicated to the game. By 2005 it’s actually possible on one evening to choose between seven poker programmes being screened simultaneously on British television.


Late Night Poker and the other poker programmes help make respectable a game Hollywood has always linked to Wild West saloons and gangster dens, with hot-tempered cowboys confronting suave card sharps in shiny waistcoats, with conmen trying to steal from cheats. It has, of course, over the years become more than that – in fact, the most played of all American games, albeit informally in homes (a ritual well captured by the weekly game hosted by Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau in The Odd Couple), as well as, often illegally, in the back rooms of bars and clubs. As many as 50 million Americans were playing poker even before the latest craze. But now it becomes a hugely fashionable leisure pursuit, increasingly involving women as well as men, with unprecedented sums of money generated by a unique interrelationship between the Internet and television and by the insatiable appetites of both.


The online poker business becomes highly competitive, hardly surprising when the biggest company, Party Gaming, is valued at £5.5 billion when it floats on the London Stock Exchange. To sustain it, online poker needs players and the competing card rooms try to attract them by a variety of special offers, opportunities to play in tournaments and satellites, and by sponsorship of television programmes. Glossy poker magazines emerge, with pages of full-colour advertising of poker sites, poker tournaments, even poker cruises. Huge card rooms like the Commerce and the Bicycle in Los Angeles are packed with thousands of players; the smaller card rooms of the UK and Europe have waiting lists every night.


Ironically, the explosion of professional poker owes much to an amateur, the financial controller of a small group of restaurants in Tennessee.


If any of us were to write a novel about a nearly broke accountant who enters a $40 satellite on the Internet, wins it, and gets a $10,000 entry ticket to the World Series of Poker main event, which he also wins, defeating all of the world’s top professionals, turning the $40 into £2.5 million . . . and if we then named this unlikely character Moneymaker . . . Well, no publisher would accept it. It’s simply not credible.


And yet in 2003 that’s exactly what happens.


For a $40 entry fee, Chris Moneymaker wins online a $10,000 dollar seat to the World Series, together with travel and expenses. In order to pay off some debts, he trades $4,500 of it with his father and a friend, in return for them taking 45 per cent of whatever he wins in Las Vegas – assuming he wins at all, and this is highly unlikely, because he’s never actually played in a live tournament of any size.


Furthermore, it isn’t only Chris Moneymaker who’s heading for Las Vegas – so is every top professional player in the world; in fact, no less than 2,500 players – a record – who create a prize pool of nearly $8 million with opportunities for sixty-three players to be in the money and the winner to pick up $2.5 million.


But after four days he makes it to the final table, and on the fifth day at 3.15 in the morning he has 5.7 million chips in front of him, and only one opponent left, the veteran professional Sam Farha, who has 2.7 million chips.


Millions who have seen it run and rerun on television can describe the final hand. Moneymaker is dealt 5-4, unsuited, and Farha has jack-10, unsuited.


Farha opens the betting with 100,000 and Moneymaker calls. The flop comes down jack-5-4. So, Moneymaker has two pairs, 5s and 4s, to Farha’s one pair of jacks.


Farha bets 175,000, and Moneymaker raises it to 300,000.


Farha pushes his remaining chips into the centre of the table and says, ‘All-in’, and Moneymaker calls.


The turn card is an 8 and has no effect on either hand. Now comes the last card, the river card, and for Moneymaker to win he must get a 5 or a 4 to further strengthen his hand, or alternatively avoid the jack, 10 or 8 which would strengthen Farha’s.


After what seems an eternity, the dealer turns over the card. It’s a 5. Moneymaker has a full house and wins the World Series.


Despite having to pass on 45 per cent of his winnings to his backers, he still walks away a millionaire with all the additional opportunities to exploit his newly acquired fame.


But whatever the benefits to Chris Moneymaker, they’re trivial compared with the benefits to the professional game from what becomes known as ‘the Moneymaker Effect’. His feat captures the imagination of millions, fuelling the dream that anyone can come from nowhere and become champion of the world.


This belief is reinforced the following year when Greg Raymer, a corporate patent lawyer from Connecticut, also wins entry to the World Series main event via a PokerStars satellite and also wins, collecting $5 million plus the gold bracelet.


All over the world viewers of the television programmes say to themselves, ‘If they can do it, I can do it too.’ They pay to buy a proliferation of ‘How to play poker’ books. And they begin to surf the net for poker rooms. The poker explosion has begun.


For PokerStars, the Internet site that both Moneymaker and Raymer played on, it’s an extraordinary stroke of luck. The numbers playing on the site multiply, driving it into leadership in the increasingly competitive market. Both Moneymaker and Raymer give up the day job to become PokerStars ambassadors. At the same time, their televised achievements make the World Series of Poker the most popular programme on ESPN, the channel screening it in the United States.


In the meantime, over the Atlantic, in the UK and Ireland, and in Continental Europe, most notably in Scandinavia, Late Night Poker, the other poker programmes and the feverish marketing of online poker, are all having a similar effect.


The old bar and saloon game of poker has hit the big time. Its astonishing growth proves once more the power of television . . . and proves also how the Internet can change pastimes, industries and lives. Above all, it proves the absorbing nature, the unique fascination of the game itself – a game, they say, that ‘takes a moment to learn, a lifetime to master’.


The television coverage also introduces intrigued viewers to a small group of people we didn’t know existed – people whose lives up to now have been largely lived in the shadows: professional poker players.


Our own British professional poker players.


Here are real-life Lancey Howards and Cincinnati Kids, with stories to match.


These are not recreational players, but men and women who play to win because they have to win, because this is how they live. If they lose they could, at worst, become totally broke, possibly forced from their homes or made to suffer the pain and humiliation of letting down their loved ones. Did I say ‘at worst’? Actually, worse, far worse . . . they could be forced to join our world and work for someone, and, in doing so, lose what they value far more than money – their freedom, and their detachment from so many of the pressures and priorities of mine and your everyday lives.


And they have to win, also, because only by winning can they have the bankroll to play poker almost every day and night, and playing poker is what they do. Not one of the things they do – it is the thing they do. Because it’s not only about money, even for them. As the late David Spanier wrote, ‘It is a bit too simple to say that professionals play for money and the rest of us for fun . . . professionals also play for “fun”, because they like playing poker better than just about anything else they know.’


There are not many of them, these full-time ‘old-school’ professionals, but now we know who they are, because for the first time, on Late Night Poker and the other televised poker programmes, we meet for ourselves Joe ‘the Elegance’ Beevers and Ram ‘Crazy Horse’ Vaswani and the others in the Hendon Mob; we meet ‘Gentleman’ Liam Flood and Donnacha O’Dea from Ireland, we meet the fast-moving Paul ‘Action Jack’ Jackson and the volatile Roy ‘the Boy’ Brindley; we meet the ultra-cool Dave ‘El Blondie’ Colclough, the talkative Simon ‘Aces’ Trumper, and the likeable team of ‘Smokin’ ’ Steve Vlader and his poker-playing wife, Xuyen ‘Bad Girl’ Pham. We meet the big gamblers, Willie ‘the Diceman’ Tann and Mickey ‘the Worm’ Wernick, and the one-woman time bomb called Lucy Rokach. We meet the experienced Charalambos ‘Bambos’ Xanthos and the ambitious young gun, Carlo Citrone. And others.


And, of course, we meet Dave ‘Devilfish’ Ulliott from Hull, who, if transported back to Dodge City or Tucson in the late 1880s, or to Chicago in the 1930s, would, with his sharp suit, unshaven face, sleek black hair and hard stare – not to forget the gold Devilfish knuckleduster rings – have fitted comfortably into either age and either culture.


Some have been playing poker full time for forty years, in casinos such as the Vic in London or the Rainbow in Birmingham, or often illegally in spielers (unlawful games promoted in attics, dimly lit basement rooms or garages, in the back of cafes, and even, in one case, in the back of a van) across the Midlands and the north, in Dublin, and, of course, in and around London.


Now they display for all to see their combination of guile and skill, card- and people-reading mastery, discipline and patience, money-management and psychological insight – a range of qualities that takes top-level poker beyond nearly every other form of gambling. In fact, we ask ourselves whether the skill required to win is so great that it’s not really gambling at all. (This has been argued with success in American courts of law.)


And just as we get used to these faces . . . just as they come blinking out into the sunlight, like rescued miners who’ve been trapped underground for weeks, just as they become ‘respectable’ for the first time in their lives, even recognized and feted, just as they see before them opportunities for winnings far in excess of those they ever dreamed of, we see them threatened by a wave of cash-hungry, unsentimental new-generation players from the Internet who, because of the speed of Internet play – without the time needed to deal cards, count and dispense money, gather up the cards and shuffle (all this done by the computer in seconds) – can accumulate more experience in twenty weeks than the old-school professionals have gained in twenty years.


Thus we’ve hardly got to know them before we find ourselves watching them battling to hold their own in the race for the first-ever poker sponsorships, the television fees and the million dollar tournament prizes.


Can they at last get a real return for their years in the shadows – years of endurance, of ups and downs, of despair and triumph – before they’re swept away by this tidal wave of change?


Can they maintain their leadership of the game, cling on to their transformed territory, as it’s attacked by this aggressive new breed of players?


This is the drama currently being enacted in the card rooms and on the television screens of Britain and Europe.


It’s the ‘old school’ v the Internet kids, and no-holds-barred.


And it’s being played out on a stage of growing size. Not only on the Internet, but in tournaments now taking place almost every day of the year, and in card rooms that are expanding within established casinos and that are even opening independently of casinos, more or less in defiance of antiquated gambling laws.


But who are these old-school poker pros? Where do they come from? Where have they been all this time? Why are they so good at a game that looks so simple and yet is so complex? Are they really winners, or are they losers? If they are winners, then who are the losers? What kind of lives do they lead? And, the biggest question of all: can they beat the Internet kids and reap for themselves the rewards now arising from the poker revolution?


I decide to find out. To do this I have to get close to the game and the lives of its players, so I spend half a year with them, in the UK, but also on the European circuit and at the World Series in Las Vegas.


So, join me as I take my front seat for this unfolding drama. And prepare to meet the actors.


And who better to start with than the man whose success and showmanship symbolize the poker revolution, the man they call ‘the Devilfish’ – Dave Ulliott from Hull.




BOOK ONE


A dangerous man . . . the making of a poker superstar – Dave ‘Devilfish’ Ulliott




1 / The ‘super-aggressive poker master’




This is one big, mean fish.


Aquarist & Pondkeeper


The word I would choose for the Devilfish is dangerous . . .


US poker star Barry Greenstein





It’s approaching dawn on a winter’s day in the early seventies. An all-night wedding party is breaking up in a pub in the backstreets of Hull. In this area it’s not unknown for such events to end in a drunken brawl, and this time it only takes a bunch of passing kids to whistle at one of the women for things to turn ugly. Across the road a nineteen-year-old is waiting at the bus stop, having spent the night in the nearby Golden Nugget pool hall. Spotting his younger brother in the group, and sensing danger, he quickly walks across, tells him and his friends to scarper, and stays alone to confront five men and their even more belligerent wives. He tries to persuade them the kids mean no harm but suddenly one of the women grabs him by the hair and begins to slash at his face with a steel comb. As he tries to break her grip, a man headbutts him. He falls to the ground. They surround him and kick him in the face and ribs. Somehow he gets to his feet, but instead of running, he hurls himself at the lot of them, fists flying. Now it gets really vicious. Time after time they have him on the ground, and time after time he staggers to his feet and throws himself back into the fray. A witness (who calls the police) describes it as ‘Terrifying – I didn’t think anyone would come out of it alive’. By the time the police break the fight up, the wedding party literally has to carry two of its men away. Not one of the ten is unmarked.


The teenager crawls painfully home, his face a bloody mess, a tooth hanging out, ribs aching and developing ugly bruises from the brutal kicking. When his friend Kenny Hocking opens the door, he recoils in shock and tells him to stay out on the street until he warns his young wife what to expect.


They help him upstairs and he lies on the bed. He’s hurting all over, and yet . . . and here’s the thing . . . he feels great.


‘I’m in a terrible state on the outside, but inside I feel so good and so proud. Because I was never afraid. I lie there and keep thinking to myself that I was never afraid. And I know now that I can’t be beaten in a fight . . . not where it matters . . . not inside.’


It is a defining moment. It will influence Dave ‘Devilfish’ Ulliott’s behaviour, good and bad, for the rest of his life. The man who will intimidate others at the poker table is born that day. He was fearless in that fight – and that’s the way he’ll play poker. He defied the odds – and he’ll do that at poker, too. And it’s all about a fierce, uncompromising, have-to-prevail pride that condones no criticism, means he must dominate, denies defeat as an option.


Those who know him best say the time to put your money on him is when his back is to the wall. Paul Maxfield, who has played with him many times, says, ‘Dave’s strength is when he’s broke, or for some other reason under real pressure to win. When he’s broke, and I’ve seen this time after time, he plays out of his skin. He plays absolutely brilliantly. When he isn’t broke he doesn’t play as well as he can do, because he likes to gamble, but when he’s broke I’d have my last £100 on him, whether it’s to play in a tournament or a cash game, because he’s absolutely fantastic.’


Dave Ulliott came from nowhere to become someone. His story is as compelling as his character is full of contradictions and inconsistencies, but in one respect there’s no controversy; the collective verdict of the player’s peers on both sides of the Atlantic is unequivocal: the Devilfish is an exceptional poker player . . . in some ways, unique . . . On his day, capable of beating anyone in the world.


But this should not surprise. After all, the record speaks for itself: you can’t argue with a World Series of Poker (WSOP) gold bracelet and a World Poker Tour (WPT) title, nor with over $3 million earned from an impressive list of victories and final table appearances on both sides of the Atlantic over ten years. And, as Mike Sexton says, ‘Those ten years matter. Devilfish has passed the ultimate test – the test of time.’


Mike Sexton is well qualified to judge the Devilfish as a player. He himself has played almost everyone who matters for nearly thirty years, is a World Series gold bracelet winner, and is now the presenter and lead commentator for the WPT on television. ‘Dave is one of the best poker players there is . . . and I mean real players. He’s a real poker player. I’m talking about both tournaments and cash games, and it’s a rare breed who can do well at both. I rate Devilfish as one of the top players in the world . . . I’d put him right up there . . . and I rate a guy by whether I would take a piece of him in a game . . . In other words, I would put my own money on him winning.’


Inevitably, the opinions of UK players are coloured by closer acquaintance. They know him from the early days when his speech – fast, in a dialect almost incomprehensible away from the backstreets of Hull – had only a passing acquaintance with English. They remember him learning the game and they’ve seen him lose as well as win. They know him both as a player and a late-night reveller, as loner at the table one night, as life and soul of the party the next. They don’t necessarily separate their views of him as a man from their views of him as a player . . . and some like him and some don’t. But despite the influence of their individual experiences – and most appear to like him in a good-humoured ‘Well, that’s Dave’ sort of way – they concede little to the Americans when it comes to respect for his poker.


What are his strengths as a poker player? Aggression is one. A gambler’s capacity for bluff and risk-taking is another. But at the heart of his game is a remarkable feel for what’s happening in any given hand . . . an exceptional talent for reading cards and the way they’re being played and to deduce from the evidence before him – often scant evidence – what other players have ‘in the pocket’. Veteran Vic player Peter Charlesworth says, ‘Devilfish, out of all of us, has got the knack for reading cards . . . he can read other people’s cards, the like of which I’ve never seen.’


Jon Shoreman describes playing in an Omaha event at the Vic in 1997. He has an unbeatable straight flush. ‘On the turn card Devilfish checks to me, so I bet the pot £400. He thinks for a while and then as he goes to pass his cards he says, “Show me the straight flush” . . . and he passes four of a kind.’


Jon goes on to comment, ‘I don’t think there’s another player in the land who would have passed his hand.’


And Devilfish passed it, of course, because he had correctly read Shoreman’s hand. But then, there was, too, the discipline to fold. One of the hardest things in poker is to fold a good hand. Having to fold four of a kind is a poker nightmare. Devilfish did it.


Today’s poker tournament winners tend to be particularly aggressive, but Devilfish always has been. He is always seeking to impose his will on the game, to dominate. The tinted sunglasses, the over-the-top Devilfish rings on his fingers, the black leather jacket or pinstriped suit (according to the occasion), the whole presence cries out self-confidence. Joe Beevers, of the Hendon Mob, says, ‘He’s very good at manipulating people. One of the things that he uses very well is his image and presence at the table. He picks on people. He steals from right under people’s noses. He takes their chips and puts them in his stack. I don’t mean physically – I mean through playing poker. He really uses his strength.’


Ray Michael B, in his book Poker Farce and Poker Truth, identifies a special breed of poker player – what he calls ‘super-aggressive poker masters’: ‘Super-aggressive poker masters are without fear . . . the basic characteristic style of their play is an intense and sustained attack mode . . . the betting turbulence (they generate) tends to create palpable fear (and sometimes panic) in lesser hearted opponents consequent to which marginal hands are often prematurely released or laid down . . . if you have a weakish hand or are weak of heart, avoid getting caught in the middle of the cross-fire between two or more war-mongering super-aggressive poker masters. You will be steam-rolled flat: like flat broke.’


The Devilfish is a super-aggressive poker master.


Neil Channing, a popular younger British player, says, ‘He’s ruthless. I’ve had dinners with him and he’s friendly company, but twice I can remember being in major events, and Dave and I were the only English players in them, and we found ourselves on the same table, and he was never afraid to attack me in the game and try and win all my chips. He made no allowances for the fact that we’re both English players abroad; there’s no camaraderie in that sense. In the bar or whatever it’s fun, but at the table he’ll rip your eyes out and you need to be careful of him.


‘I remember we were at a tournament a couple of years back, and Dave had been having a bad time and was playing a small tournament that was worth only £10,000 . . . it may have been £20,000 . . . but this was small fry for Dave, but a really big thing for me at the time . . . and we reached a couple of tables out from the final table, and Dave was having a lot of trouble with hotel bookings, taxis and whatever, involving a lot of calls from his cell phone at the table. So I decided that this would be the moment to steal his blind, because he wasn’t really concentrating, but as soon as I did, he immediately called, and risked his entire tournament on the hand over a series of bets and raises between the two of us. I didn’t really have any hand at all and eventually had to fold. Dave then turned his hand over, and he had a 5 and a 2 . . . one of the worst hands you can have. He should never have been playing it. But he knew that because he was busy on the phone, I was trying to take advantage, and he turned it back on me and played an impossible hand beyond its worth and, of course, he won. A lot of people with less determination and flair would have thrown the 5-2 in the muck where it belonged. It’s just too difficult to get one over on him.’


Devilfish is at his best when he’s the chip leader. Then he becomes a particularly effective poker bully. When it comes to exploiting a big stack he’s completely fearless.


Poker Europa editor and experienced UK player Nic Szeremeta says when he’s in the mood, ‘he’s like a golfer who comes to the last round, three shots down, and says this is my day, nobody can get me off this. He’s got a kind of instinct which you can’t teach anybody, can’t quantify, can’t explain in words, but basically if he gets down to the final table he believes he’s going to win it and he knows what to do. He’s been there before so many times it doesn’t faze him.’


An almost unique feature of his game is that he constantly ignores all of the conventional wisdom about what hands to play. The winner of a remarkable nine WSOP gold bracelets, Phil Hellmuth, describes it in one of his books on Texas Hold’em:


‘Devilfish thrives on coming into a pot, raising with almost anything before the flop. He may raise with 4-7 offsuit or 2-5 offsuit. He will almost always bet out at you on the flop, whether he misses the flop or hits it. This gives all the others a chance to fold their hands and gives Devilfish his second chance to win the pot with a bet or raise. (His first chance was before the flop with a raise.) He’s very good at reading players . . . if you do hit something and call Devilfish on the flop, then the pot has only just begun. If he thinks you’ll fold your hand before risking a big bet on fourth street, then he’ll bet big on fourth street, trying to bluff you. If he feels you’ll fold your hand for an all-in bet, then he’ll risk the entire tournament and bet it all. Likewise he’ll bet all your chips when he feels he has the best hand . . . it’s constant power-play pressure . . . if he wins a few hands before the flop, a few pots on the flop, and a few pots on the end with a bluff, he’ll be way ahead of the game.’


As Hellmuth adds, ‘This is a good theory of no-limit hold’em play, but if used wrongly it can be disastrous . . . if you use it well you’ll accumulate a lot of chips quickly, but if you use it badly you’ll cough them up just as quickly.’


The Devilfish has clearly decided he can ‘use it well’ often enough to ride out the disasters.


One of the top European players, Marcel Luske, the man they call ‘the Flying Dutchman’, says, ‘There’s not many people out there who have the guts to dare to do what he is doing. He doesn’t hesitate to raise you and when you get a reraise to reraise you again, with a stone cold bluff, to get you off the hand. He’s done it many times, and I’ve seen him doing it, and I think it’s great. He has an amazing instinct for where people are at . . . knows when to put pressure on. He’ll put them on the edge, and, if he doesn’t think they want to go all in, he strikes, either pushing them over the top, or frightening them into a fold. It’s no wonder he’s called the Devilfish, because he gets into situations and then he gets out of them and people look at each other, as if to say “Well, what happened?” and then he ends up with the money.’


One of the better known women in British poker, commentator and player Vicky Coren, says, ‘He has a very good sense of people’s fear. Like a bloodhound, he can sense when someone’s scared and bully them accordingly. He’s got the right chat. He knows what to say to establish what people’s hands are. He’s a great reader of other people, in poker terms.’


Devilfish bluffs more than most, and occasionally too much. But on the whole, there’s a keen intelligence behind the bluffing. No matter how aggressive or apparently deliberately reckless he appears to be, there is still a keen tactical mind at work as well. He can play more conventionally, especially if the going is rough. This is in no way inconsistent with being a ‘super-aggressive poker master’. As Ray Michael B goes on to say: ‘Super-aggressive poker masters are flexible enough, when the situation demands it, of being “geared down” or “screwed down for the night” when they are running rough . . . these are the times that they righteously sense that it would be ill-advised to strongly contend for the pot . . . they have that uncanny (sixth sense) instinctive ability when to lie low . . . (Then) when the cards turn their way, their basic style of play is reactivated.’


Of course, the image of someone who’ll play with any cards works for him when he does get a good hand. In poker, lack of predictability can be a real strength. Devilfish may sometimes go out spectacularly when a bluff doesn’t work, but he also wins spectacularly by capitalizing on his reputation for bluffing and engineering a rash call.


Apart from table cunning, strength of personality and skill, the basis of his game is nerve and lack of fear. Surviving an event like the five- or six-day WSOP main event, or a WPT event, and beating thousands of quality players, will increasingly become a bit of a lottery, luck and stamina playing a bigger part. But at the end of the day, it will always come down to nerve, the readiness to put the whole lot on the line, a disrespect for money as the main objective . . . above all, lack of fear.


As Richard Sparks says in his Diary of a Mad Poker Player, ‘To be a good player, you need more than just the skills of card knowledge and people knowledge and odds knowledge. You need the gambling instinct. It is revealing that it is a compliment when a professional poker player says of another, “He’s a gambler.” It does not mean that he throws his money away on reckless high-risk plays: it means that he has the heart, and the courage, and the confidence to use his stack as a weapon. The term is one of respect – like one boxer saying of another, “He’s a fighter.” ’


As suggested earlier, with the Devilfish it ultimately comes down to will-power . . . to wanting to win enough. He’s a big occasion player. These days, with money in the bank and a reputation established, he can run short on motivation, even get bored. And poker, when the cards aren’t falling for you and you just have to ride it out and control the damage until either luck turns or you come up with an inspired move to win a hand despite the cards . . . poker can be boring. And Dave has a low boredom threshold. So, to overcome this he needs a reason to want to win – because there’s extra prestige at stake, or extra money or extra attention.


Ask anyone in British poker about Devilfish and one particular word will always come up. Ego. Some of them say it’s his one major flaw . . . that he’ll act recklessly because his ego can’t tolerate anyone, especially anyone he perceives as a weaker player, to prevail; that he grandstands; that his ego affects his judgement and the objectivity of his game, especially in cash games.


The word ‘ego’ can mean self-conceit (or, equally, deep insecurity), and the Devilfish is not totally lacking in ego as so defined, but that’s a narrow definition. Look to the best in many fields – actors, sportsmen, politicians, business leaders, you name it – and it’s clear that central to their success has been ego in the form of a sense of self: confidence and self-belief. After all, who but someone with abundant self-confidence dares to assume they’re capable of being the best, the best in the world, world champion? What drives them on, to practise, to rehearse, to train, and then to compete at the highest level under colossal pressure except iron will and self-belief? Without ego thus defined, you can’t and won’t win. It’s exactly this, at times apparently outrageous self-confidence, that has enabled the Devilfish to achieve more consistent success at the tougher poker tables of the United States than any other British player . . . to sustain his position at the top of the game for over a decade and still be there today. It’s this sense of self that’s enabled him to survive in the human jungle, ride out cruel and depressing experiences, fashion a life from the worst of beginnings.


The truth is that nothing that can happen to him at the poker table can be worse or more testing than some of the things that have happened to him in real life.


Mike Sexton places the Devilfish’s personality and approach in a historic context, because Sexton comes from what he calls ‘the old school’ of poker – because Sexton was around when poker was still illegal in many of the places where it’s openly played today.


‘He’s truly one of the unique Damon Runyan characters of the poker world. Or, alternatively, he would have fitted right into the Wild West; in fact, it would have been a better era for him, living in the Wild, Wild West. Because he wouldn’t be afraid to shoot a guy down, because he’s a very tough guy . . . I don’t think players realize what a tough character he is . . . physically, mentally every which way . . . he’s been through it all, done it all.


‘Young guys, they’re a new breed of players, most of them well-educated; they’re not guys who were school dropouts, tough back room poker guys. They’ve come into a poker era now where all they see is multimillion dollar tournaments and lavish casinos. They don’t know what it’s like to play in back poker rooms and pool halls and this kind of thing, whereas the Devilfish does. Guys that are out on the road and playing the home games – it’s tough. The legendary Johnny Moss, called the grand old man of poker, and maybe the greatest player of all time, used to play that Texas road circuit, and he and I would sit down and chat and he would tell me that the easiest thing about poker in those days was beating the games. The toughest thing was to get out of town with the money.


‘I always think of Devilfish in that category a little bit; he would fit right in with that. Younger players are highly educated – many of them college-educated, and very bright mathematical whizzes, and every one of them has read every word of every top poker book that’s out there. But guys like me and Devilfish, when we came on the scene there were no poker books. You learned by the seat of your pants and you went out and you played and if you got broke you came back and scratched your head and asked, “How the hell did I get broke? What did I do wrong today?” and you figured it out for yourself. But these guys study and learn and analyse hands consistently and put them through computer simulations and do all the stuff that far exceeds their experience in the world actually playing poker.’


‘Well,’ says Sexton, ‘let’s see if some of these young guys are winning in ten years from now. Or whether they are one- or two-fluke wonders. Devilfish has lasted.’


Above all, when the Devilfish is at the table with the younger guns he looks like a grown man. This is no juvenile star. You can tell he’s lived, that he’s done and seen and knows things the younger players probably never will. If this is a dangerous man, it’s because he spent years operating in a world where such qualities as aggression, self-confidence, nerve and timing have been about much more than ego in the conventional sense of the word – they’ve been about survival.


It’s not a pretty story. He has come from a mean place. He has done some bad, albeit not terrible things. But this has to be known and understood if Devilfish, ‘super-aggressive poker master’, is to be understood.


The Dave Ulliott who stands at the top of British poker today has come a long, long way from the bookies, the back-alley gambling clubs and the prison cell.


To appreciate this fully we have to go back to the beginning – and that means to the tough and unforgiving backstreets of Hull where he was born in 1954.




2 / Starting hand




. . . I’ll not return;


There’s nothing there I haven’t had to learn,
And I’ve learned nothing that I’d care to teach –


Except that I know it was the place’s fault.


Philip Hobsbaum, ‘The Place’s Fault’





The coastal city of Hull is off the beaten track. If you’re driving from London on the M1 to the north-east or Scotland you will bypass it by some fifty miles, so to get there you have to want to get there, and not that many people do. In the early seventies its population is 285,000, and of those who can work, nearly 10 per cent are unemployed. On the Springbank estate it’s probably 15–20 per cent – and the teenage Dave Ulliott is one of them.


The son of Stanley, a truck driver, and his wife Joyce, Dave has grown up in a rough working-class area where the kids play on the street and, if you can’t take care of yourself, you best stay indoors. The family lives in a small council house, Dave sharing a room with his sister Janet with whom he’s close (she dies of cancer at only forty-nine). There isn’t much money about. Later he jokes about their finances, e.g. ‘The house was so small we had to paint the furniture on the walls.’ But there’s not a lot of laughter in his life at this time. At the local school he’s an unmotivated pupil and leaves as soon as he can, at fifteen, without so much as an O level. It isn’t that he’s beyond education . . . more that, for some reason, perhaps lack of hope, he just doesn’t care.


Is this lack of motivation the place’s fault? It’s too easy to totally blame background for behaviour, but there’s no peer or even adult pressure to succeed at school because few in this area expect to get far in life. And with his truck driver father away much of the time and unable to impose day-by-day discipline, and with no colour or culture in his surroundings to open his eyes to any alternative, Dave begins life’s journey on a discouraging note.


Yet, for all that, he does try at the beginning. For nearly two years he earns his living at the local firm of GK Beaulah’s making trophies – presentation cups and shields – and he likes it. He likes the work and his workmates. Even so, the best hour of the day is the lunch break, when he and the others either pore over the Sun racing pages picking ‘winners’, playing poker. Dave loves this; it’s the beginning of a love affair with gambling that never ends.


Then, after about two years, he decides to take an afternoon off for the races at Beverley. One of his friends, realizing where he is, ‘clocks’ him on – i.e. posts his attendance card. No doubt he thinks he’s helping Dave, but the effect is catastrophic. Next day the boss takes him to one side and asks who ‘clocked’ him in. You don’t betray your mates, so Dave won’t say. He’s given twenty-four hours to name his friend, or be fired himself. So he’s fired.


The loss of that job is a real blow, especially as it follows shortly after his leaving home. Dave will end up on good terms with his father Stanley in later years, but in these teenage years there are difficulties. Stanley has himself led a tough life; he too left home just after leaving school, joining the army and spending the Second World War as a paratrooper. He has worked hard ever since and, not surprisingly, relationships with Dave are not helped by Dave occasionally coming home with a bunch of fivers in his hand, having won on the horses in a few minutes what Stanley’s earning in a week. So Dave decides to leave home. He’s now without the two things that help anchor a youngster to the community – a home and a job.


His first flat has the barest of furniture and just a communal bath upstairs. ‘I only took it because you could eat the mushrooms off the bathroom door. It was rough – and rough for that part of Hull was really rough.’ He becomes particularly friendly with another teenager called Kenny Hocking, an even more fanatical gambler than Dave, and moves into a rough-and-ready flat with him, but his real home becomes the local bookies.


Ironically, his betting on horses had begun under the unintentional influence of his father. Stanley Ulliott was not a real gambler, but like everyone in this community he liked to bet a fiver or tenner at the weekend, and one day Dave had joined him at the bookies. ‘He let me back a horse. It was a race at some minor course and there was a horse in it that was fourth last time. I didn’t understand the form and it was 50–1 and I thought, well, that’s a good price, and I put a ten bob note on it, and it duly won. This was a miracle because I later find out that in the earlier race it had been fourth in a four-horse race and was beaten by about fifteen lengths! They always win when you have your first bet, just like there’s someone up there sucking you in. And I won twenty-five quid, which was about three weeks’ wages when I’d been working and, naturally, I thought, this is an easy way to make money.’


Inevitably there are many days when he loses, but there are days when he wins, and wins well, because from the start Dave is not a petty gambler. He will always bet to the hilt. And the winnings are reinvested in gambling – because, together with Kenny, he’s now addicted to it. ‘I would gamble on anything – poker, pool, horses, car-racing, two flies climbing up the wall . . . you name it. It’s what we did – it’s all we did.’


Then one day Dave meets a couple of latter-day Fagins. There’s Fred, not too bright, a bit seedy: ‘He looked like a fox.’ And there’s his friend Dave, ‘big and hairy, built like a gorilla’. They’re both in their thirties, twice Dave Ulliott’s age. These villains see in this bright, tough and clearly opportunistic teenager the accomplice they’ve been looking for.


It’s a fateful meeting, because Dave may be a teenage gambler and small-time hustler, but up to this point he is not a criminal.


Fred, in particular, takes the teenager under his wing, captivates him with stories about safe-cracking and the kind of petty robberies he and Dave (to avoid confusion, I will call him Dave the Elder) engage in. He even argues that there isn’t a lot wrong in it – that Dave will merely be another link in a chain involving almost everybody. They tell him they receive inside tip-offs of where the money is and where the keys are left . . . sometimes from the shopkeepers themselves. They show him newspaper reports of their robberies, revealing how the shop-owners double the value of the stolen property to get more insurance money. ‘One time when we went back for another load, we saw a police car outside the shop and while we were watching a copper came crawling out of the panel we had removed from the door with a box of cigarettes and put it in his own car boot.’ For Dave, this completes the circle . . . even the police are involved.


Dave would later defend his activities in similar terms: ‘You found out in the newspapers the next day that the shops were claiming a lot more stuff had gone than we had taken. They were claiming more back off the insurance . . . If you took 70,000 cigarettes, it suddenly became 100,000, and so on. They were making money. Everybody was making money except the insurance companies, and who cared about them? No one was harmed; we never actually hurt anyone. We didn’t really think we were doing much that was bad. We never took things off Joe Public – the normal run-of-the-mill people like ourselves, working-class people. We always considered people who owned off-licences and stuff as people higher up the ladder. It seemed that everybody was happy; in those days it was like a way of life: if a lorry was parked outside the bookies, everyone would come out and take something off of it and go home with it. I don’t think anyone saw any big deal in it.’


Joining this two-man gang leads to him becoming a member of the club, a community of hustlers and gamblers, petty criminals, every one of whom either makes a living, or supplements their living, ducking and dodging on the fringes or beyond the fringes of the law. In this world no one makes judgements about anyone else; everyone’s on the same side, albeit not the side of the law. Crime becomes a way of life. Night after night, Dave is out there with the other two, removing panels from the doors of shops, usually tobacconists or off-licences, creeping in by torch-light and emptying the shops of their contents or cracking their safes.


It is all too easy. And all the time, as Fred and Dave the Elder keep assuring him that they’re ‘doing no harm’, the teenager is becoming immersed in crime, albeit as a petty criminal, rather than a serious one . . . There’s no violence, and the team’s ambitions fall well short of banks or big company payrolls. In fact, at times the activities of the three could come directly from an old black and white movie – possibly The Three Stooges Meet the Keystone Cops.


There is, for instance, the van they steal to rob an off-licence. It breaks down. (This is always happening – they may be good at picking targets for the robberies, but they have no talent for picking a getaway car!) This one breaks down near a cemetery. As it isn’t far from where they’re headed, they decide to carry the box-loads of bottles across the busy road where the sorry-looking van has to be abandoned, cut across the cemetery and eventually down a side street to one of their homes. They don’t want to use their torches in the cemetery, even though it’s pitch-black, in case they’re seen from outside. While they’re walking, Dave hears a terrific thud and turns round to discover Fred has disappeared. Eventually he hears a cry of ‘Help!’ and he and Dave the Elder find a panic-stricken and terrified Fred lying six feet down at the bottom of a freshly dug grave, surrounded by bottles.


Another occasion, they decide to crack the safe in a garage. The fence around it is high, with barbed wire at the top, but they manage to clamber over and into the compound and set about working on the metal door at the back. Suddenly, an upstairs window in a nearby house opens, and a woman starts shouting at them that she’s phoned the police. The three scarper as fast as they can move, but after the two Daves are back over the fence, they hear a shout from behind them. They look back to see Fred hanging from the barbed wire by his coat, swinging backwards and forwards – ‘just like those parachutists you would see hanging from trees in old black and white war films’. The two fold up laughing, but go back and grab his coat and pull him down. The coat rips, and Fred ends up standing there in his sleeves, with the remainder of the coat still attached to the barbed wire. When the police arrive, all they find is a coat in the shape of a man attached to the fence.


Then they’re told there are easy pickings at a bicycle shop. Apparently it has no alarm. They climb over another high fence, on to the roof and slip into a small backyard. Having removed the bars and opened the window, they begin to walk down a rubber mat between the rows of bicycles, but there is obviously a pressure pad under the matting, because not only is there an alarm, but it’s the loudest alarm they’ve ever heard. It is terrifying – like a war siren, becoming louder and louder. So they race back to the windows, all three trying to get out at the same time, and the two Daves go back the way they came, but Fred, in a panic, decides to climb over an asbestos roof. The other two turn round to see the hapless Fred in a dreadful state: ‘He kept on disappearing, first one leg would disappear, and he would pull himself up, then the other leg would disappear. It was like watching someone trying to run through three feet of snow . . . I went round to his house the next day, and he was lying on the couch all bandaged up where he had torn his legs falling through the roof.’


Once, Dave loses about £5,000–£6,000 at the betting shop on a Saturday and decides he will have it back, so that night he returns to the bookies, manages to open the window and climbs in. But he can’t move the safe without help. Fortunately there’s a key in the back door, so he closes the window, locks the door and goes round to Fred’s house at about three in the morning. Together they phone a youngster they don’t know too well, called Les, who has a little truck. He waits outside while it takes them nearly two and a half hours to remove the safe, but by the time they have it in the back alley, the kid’s got bored or frightened and vanished. So they’re stuck with the safe just as it’s beginning to lighten up at 5.30 in the morning. They spot a pram on a building site across the road, and manage to lift the safe on to it, and roll it four and a half miles to where Dave is living – ‘which is a fair distance to be pushing a pram with a safe on it in what is becoming daylight’. Once more the cemetery comes into play. They’re walking alongside it, when they see a police car in the distance. Assuming someone has spotted them, they abandon the pram and it immediately tips over and the safe goes bouncing along the pavement. The two of them scarper over the wall, into the cemetery, running for their lives. Then Dave thinks of all the money in the safe – money he believes to be his – and stops and creeps back to see what’s happening. Unbelievably, the police car had just passed by, missing both the safe and the pram. Dave claims back his £6,000. Only to lose it to another bookie the next day!


Somehow, in the midst of all this, he finds time for two significant relationships, one with common-law wife, Diana, with whom he has a son, David, and later with Susan, whom he marries, and with whom he eventually has two children, Darren Paul and Kerry.


So it goes on, laughter and looting, days in the betting shops, evenings in the local pubs and clubs, dark nights on unofficial trips to the off-licences and tobacconists, and given the fun he’s having gambling with his ill-gotten gains, and the sense of self he’s developing within the Hull underworld, life seems good.


But, of course, it’s too good to last.


Fred is caught by the police, and decides to grass on his mates. He fingers Dave for robberies at three shops. They come to the house with a search warrant. Somehow, Dave escapes and goes on the run for about a week, sneaking over a factory roof and on to the wall of his house and in via the back bedroom window to spend the nights with his wife. One night he’s in bed and hears the clatter of policemen’s boots on the stairs. There’s no way out, and he’s arrested.
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