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Preface

In the literature on gambling there is a tradition of the author admitting at the outset that one motivation in writing the book is to sell enough copies to recover gambling losses. For instance, Jean de Prechac wrote in 1682, “The author, having lost at basset, managed to recoup by writing a book on the game that earned back for him most of what he had lost.” S. W. Erdnase likewise wrote that his The Expert at the Card Table (1902) would not “make a fool wise, or curtail the annual crop of suckers; but whatever the result may be, if it sells it will accomplish the primary motive of the author, as he needs the money.”

However far this little volume of gambling quotations goes toward repaying the losses I’ve sustained while gambling, I’ve much enjoyed the process of collecting them. Making my way through the various halls in which gambling expressions are to be found has been a way of intermixing labor and play. And that fact—that the pleasure of the doing can be itself a form of profit over and against calculations of gain or waste—is where I hope this book points: Whatever activities humanoids have been passionate about, the joy and play elements in the doing offer a measure of redemption. (Let me say at once, and have done with it, that where it is without joy gambling is a sickness.)

What a collection of quotations potentially offers is some distillation of the literature, a concert of voices that goes beyond what any single author could say on the subject. And gambling is an astonishingly vast and varied subject. The “itch for play,” in Charles Cotton’s memorable phrase (1674), the impulse to “make it interesting” or “sweeten the pot,” seemingly pervades all times and places and all classes, from Gods who literally bet the Sky to mere mortals with nothing to gamble but themselves or parts of themselves. In short, gambling perhaps reveals the all-too-human capacity for a range of marvelously mixed behaviors, from the sublime to the stupid, as vividly as any activity.

If this book makes you more aware of the spirit of gamble, of why people have gambled and with what result, or why and how you yourself have gambled, it should add to the enjoyment you take in gambling, and even make you a better gambler. For my own part, in my various researches I have been cheered at the contemporaneity of expressions from the ancient gamblers, their ability to catch the smarts and sweats of skidding or the giddy highs of being on a roll. And I have been surprised, moved, delighted, and informed by the wit and (sometimes dubious) wisdom of contemporary gamblers. For me—a lifelong lover of books and sometime haunter of the Temples of Chance—the next best thing to gambling has been reading about others doing it.

Gambling, at its healthiest, is one way of activating the soul, nudging it from its hungry sleep. I’m speaking about gambling in its most reductive form: taking a chance. The act of taking a chance is energizing. The art of taking a chance can lead to the sublime.

STEPHEN DUNN

“Gambling: Remembrances and Assertions” (1993)

• • •

They gambled in the Garden of Eden, and they will again if there’s another one.

RICHARD ALBERT CANFIELD (1855–1914)
quoted in Cy Rice, Nick the Greek: King of Gamblers (1969)

• • •
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For Openers

In the beginning, everything was even money.

MIKE CARO, Mike Caro on Gambling (1984)

• • •

Looking for where the action is, one arrives at a romantic division of the world. On one side are the safe and silent places, the home, the well-regulated roles in business, industry and the professions; on the other are all those activities that generate expression, requiring the individual to lay himself on the line and place himself in jeopardy during a passing moment.

IRVING GOFFMAN, Where the Action Is (1967)

• • •

Odds are that if you’re holding this book you already have some interest in gambling and gamblers, have some sense of the pervasiveness of gambling in human history. You have known for yourself the thin-ice thrills and dangers of “action” or “gamble,” its defiance of restrictions, its shimmering chances for “ephemeral ennoblement” (as the sociologist Goffman calls it), and the seductive threat gamblers face of receiving a “status bloodbath” (Goffman) along with losing their bankrolls.

To gamble is to put something (a stake) at risk voluntarily, to court and cultivate “deep play”—play that has consequences, personal and material, within and against the narratives of a particular time, place, and culture. Everyone craves gamble in some form, for an infinite variety of reasons, many of them twisted, though all are connected to the desire for action that makes one feel more alive, that gets the juices going. Even if, especially if, it means playing with fire, the possibility of going in over one’s head, head over heels.

“There’s nothing wrong with sobriety in moderation,” wrote the poet John Ciardi, a gambler’s thought to be sure, suggesting as it does that humans need to take proper precautions against the dullnesses in and around themselves, that they need to get drunk on something, anything— on wine or love or art or sport; in short, that the adult mind benefits from recess as much as the child’s, that health requires play.
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Play has been universally recognized by philosophers as a vital and inescapable element of every human activity, profession, and enterprise. In Homo Ludens (1949), anthropologist Johan Huizinga argues that “You can deny, if you like, nearly all abstractions: justice, beauty, truth, goodness, mind, God. You can deny seriousness, but not play.” For Huizinga, pure play is endlessly imaginative and free, and its spirit is impoverished when it becomes material, regulated, and competitive.

Among gamblers disposed to discuss such matters, most would agree that gamble includes Huizinga’s sense of creative and joyful play, but would cringe at the idea of anything so wholesome, anything that so precludes the grime of the ruin factor, slings and arrows, and the dicey dream of bucking the odds.

But gamblers certainly could endorse Huizinga’s semi-playful suggestions that humanoids be reclassified from Homo sapiens (man the knower) to Homo ludens (man the player).

Consider this book as a toast to Homo ludens.

Man does not live by bread alone. Man also does not live by art alone. Man needs his foolish dreams perhaps more than he needs anything else. For two reasons. He must forget the hardships and pain of life. He must forget that he must die. Also it can be argued that man’s instinct to gamble is the only reason he is still not a monkey up in the trees.

MARIO PUZO, Inside Las Vegas (1976)

• • •
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It’s my opinion that men will gamble as long as they have anything to put on a card. Gamble? That’s nature. What’s life itself? You never know what may turn up. The worst of it is that you can never tell exactly what kind of cards you are holding yourself. What’s trumps?—this is the question. See? Any man will gamble if only given a chance. For anything or everything.

You too—

JOSEPH CONRAD, Victory (1915)

• • •

Man is a gaming animal.

CHARLES LAMB, “Mrs. Battle’s Opinion of Whist,”

Essays of Elia (1832)

• • •

Gaming is a principle inherent in human nature.

EDMUND BURKE, speech before the House of Commons (1780)

• • •

Man only plays when in the full meaning of the word he is a man, and he is only completely a man when he plays.
FRIEDRICH SCHILLER, “Aesthetic Letters and Essays” (1795)

• • •

Play is so elementary a function of human life that culture is quite inconceivable without this element.

HANS-GEORG GADAMER, “The Relevance of the Beautiful” (1977)

• • •

All the passions produce prodigies. A gambler is capable of watching and fasting, almost like a saint.

SIMON WEIL, quoted in Michael Herr, The Big Room (1986)

• • •

Life itself loses in interest when the highest stakes in the game of living, life itself, may not be risked.

SIGMUND FREUD, quoted in Larry Merchant, The National Football Lottery (1973)

• • •

Everyone reaches out for risk. Everyone craves it. Some people may unconsciously seek out dangerous personal relationships. Rather than settle on a stable romance, they create an explosive situation in which they stalk a difficult reward while risking great pain. They are gamblers in the act of gambling.

MIKE CARO, Mike Caro on Gambling (1984)

• • •

Games are nature’s most beautiful creation. All animals play games, and the true Messianic vision of the brotherhood of creatures must be based on the idea of the game.

LEONARD COHEN, Beautiful Losers (1966)

• • •
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Look high, look low, and we see that the gamblers actually form the majority of the world’s inhabitants.

JAMES RUNCIMAN, Side Lights (1893)

• • •

The urge to gamble is so universal and its practice so pleasurable, that I assume it must be evil.

HEYWOOD BROUN, quoted in Margaret Gronin Fisk, The Gambler’s Bible (1976)

• • •

A number of moralists condemn lotteries and refuse to see anything noble in the passion of the ordinary gambler. They judge gambling as some atheists judge religion, by its excesses.

CHARLES LAMB, Essays of Elia (1832)

• • •

If you have never gambled, you are preciously rare and probably terminally boring.

MICHAEL PAKENHAM, review of Timothy L. O’Brien’s Bad Bet (1998)

• • •

Games must be regarded not as conscious inventions, but as survivals from primitive conditions, under which they originated in magical rites and chiefly as means of divination.

STEWART CULIN (1858–1929)

• • •
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The great archetypal activities of human society are all permeated with play from the start.

JOHAN HUIZINGA, Homo Ludens (1949)

• • •

The subject of gambling is all encompassing. It combines man’s natural play instinct with his desire to know about his fate and his future … Fundamentally, it is nothing but an extension of the love of play which is so strong a force in man and which has never been fully tamed by sublimation through reason.

FRANZ ROSENTHAL, Gambling in Islam (1975)

• • •

Sure, there’s tension and nerves. But you take the greatest dramatists in the world—Shakespeare, Shaw—they couldn’t improve on the scripts you get in ballgames.

BOOKIE LEM BANKER, quoted in Larry Merchant, The National Football Lottery (1973)

• • •

When a gambler picks up a pack of cards or a pair of dice he feels as though he has reduced an unmanageable world to a finite, visible and comprehensible size.

ANNABEL DAVIS-GOFF (EDITOR), The Literary Companion to Gambling (1996)

• • •
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The typical gambler may not really understand the probabilistic nuances of the wheel or the dice, but such things seem a bit more tractable than, say, trying to raise a child in this lunatic society of ours.

ARTHUR S. REBER, The New Gambler’s Bible (1996)

• • •

Games are significant in people’s lives because in a game everything is clearly defined. You’ve got the rules and a given period of time in which to play; you’ve got boundaries and a beginning and an end. And whether you win, lose, or draw, at least something is sure. But life ain’t like that at all.

JAMES JONES, quoted in George Plimpton (editor), Writers at Work (1988)

• • •

The Watergate cover-up turned into a poker game on a national scale. It was, in an obvious sense, the biggest bluff that Nixon ever ran, the basis of which was that if the full weight and prestige of the Presidency were committed to the cover-up, Congress wouldn’t “see.”

DAVID SPANIER, Total Poker (1977)

• • •

There is no doubt that Khrushchev would have been a superb poker player. First, he is out to win. Second, like any good poker player, he plans ahead so that he can win the big pots. He likes to bluff, but he knows that if you bluff on the small pots and fail consistently to produce the cards, you must expect your opponent to call your bluff on the big pots.

RICHARD NIXON, Six Crises (1962)

• • •

I have often wondered if the results of the Versailles Conferences following the First World War would have been different if Woodrow Wilson had been a poker player.

CLYDE BRION DAVIS, quoted in A. D. Livingston, Poker Strategy and Winning Play (1971)

• • •

It is not absurd to try diagnosing a civilization in terms of the games that are especially popular there. In fact, if games are cultural factors and images, it follows that to a certain degree a civilization and its content may be characterized by its games.

ROGER CAILLOIS, Man, Play, and Games (1979)

• • •
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We Egyptians are gamblers. Wherever Egyptians are gathered, you can be sure that sooner or later they’ll start gambling. It’s not that we want to win money or anything, we just like to gamble. We’re lazy and we like to laugh. It’s only when gambling that we are wide awake and working hard.

WAGUIH GHALI, Beer in the Snooker Club (1964)

• • •

Gambling in Australia. Where else in the world are jockeys more revered than musicians or scientists? Where else in the world are the people’s clubs dependent for their existence on poker machines? Where else in the world is a famous racehorse stuffed and enshrined in a museum?

FRANK HARDY, The Four-Legged Lottery (1977)

• • •

Those who live in the midst of democratic fluctuations have always before their eyes the image of chance; and they end by liking all undertakings in which chance plays a part.

ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, Democracy in America (1848)

• • •

We [Americans] are a nation of gamblers—some coolly professional, some driven and compulsive, most casual but nonetheless fascinated.

DON ETHAN MILLER, The Book of Jargon (1981)

• • •
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Almost everybody gambled in the Old West. Prospectors and dance-hall girls, cattle barons and cowpokes, clergymen and gunfighters all gathered around gaming tables to wager their newly won fortunes—or their last possessions—on the turn of a card or the spin of a wheel… Gambling was a Western mania, the only amusement that could match the heady, speculative atmosphere of frontier life itself.

TIME-LIFE BOOKS, The Gamblers (1978)

• • •

Judged by the dollars spent, gambling is now more popular in America than baseball, the movies, and Disneyland—combined.

TIMOTHY L. O’BRIEN, Bad Bet (1998)

• • •

Bets of robes, blankets, coins, and so forth were piled in the middle. Anyone could bet on a team, even women. Women also had their betting games, which could last for a few hours or several days. All bets had to be absolutely matched…. All gambling required good sportsmanship. It was shameful for pool losers to grieve. They would get no sympathy.

MOURNING DOVE, Mourning Dove: A Salishan Autobiography, edited by Jay Miller (1991)

• • •

The rulers of the country genuinely believed that betting eliminated strikes. Men had to work in order to gamble.

MICHAEL ONDAATJE, Running in the Family (1982)

• • •

I am sorry I have not learned to play at cards. It is very useful in life: it generates kindness and consolidates society.

SAMUEL JOHNSON, quoted in James Boswell, Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides (1739)

• • •

Playing cards is so popular among Rotumans that one might be forgiven for thinking they invented it … Sometimes, during the av mane’a season, a whole village may spend a day playing cards; if there is a visiting group, card-playing turns everyone into a clown of one kind or another.

VLLSONI HERENIKO, Woven Clowns (1995)

• • •

The Jewish nervous system seems to require more action than the Christian.

NICK “THE GREEK” DANDALOS, quoted in Cy Rice, Nick the Greek: King of Gamblers (1969)

• • •

Only if a Jew won money from a Gentile was it not looked upon as theft.

L. J. LUDOVICI, The Itch for Play (1962)

• • •
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A person who plays nard [a precursor to backgammon] without accompanying gambling is like … one who uses the grease of pigs to anoint himself.

IBN ‘UMAR, quoted in Franz Rosenthal, Gambling in Islam (1975)

• • •

“For the true gambler, money is never an end in itself. It’s a tool, like language or thought.”

LANCEY, in Ring Lardner Jr. and Terry Southern (screenwriters) The Cincinnati Kid (1965)

• • •

As far as The Sky is concerned, money is just something for him to play with and dollars might as well be doughnuts as far as value goes with him.

DAMON RUNYON, “The Idylls of Miss Sarah Brown” (1947)

• • •

It is a cold ecstasy which deals with money not as meaning, value, depth or substance, but in the pure form of appearance or disappearance … Gambling is an organised catastrophic, apparitional form—a total metamorphosis.

JEAN BAUDRILLIARD, Simulations (1983)

• • •

The guy who invented gambling was bright, but the guy who invented the chip was a genius.

BIG JULIE, quoted in Alvin Alvarez, The Biggest Game in Town (1983)

• • •

This money was once, and therefore will be again, chips. She and the casinos both know that chips are a wonderful, pretty tool, and possess none of the stigma of dollars. Dollars translate too easily into hours or houses or cars or sex or food or everything, and so losing a dollar is a much more tangible experience than parting with a chip, an object that looks more like a midway consolation token than a medium of exchange.

JOHN O’BRIEN, Leaving Las Vegas (1990)

• • •
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Gambling had invested money with the quality of a medium necessary to the condition of life. It was not that I wanted to do anything with it, any more than I wanted to do something with oxygen or sunlight; it was simply that cash had become the element I needed for my personal evolution.

JACK RICHARDSON, Memoir of a Gambler (1979)

• • •

It is not as destructive as war or as boring as pornography. It is not as immoral as business or as suicidal as watching television.

And the percentages are better than religion.

MARIO PUZO, Inside Las Vegas (1976)

• • •

Life is the folly of rolling the dice without another thought—the insistence on a state of grace, or lack of consequences. To worry about consequences is the beginning of greed and anguish. The latter comes from the former: it’s the trembling produced by chance.

GEORGES BATAILLE, Guilty (1961), translated by Bruce Boone

• • •

Gambling is good for you … Any activity such as gambling, which the human race has pursued since man began to walk upright, and perhaps even before then, which has been popular in virtually all societies throughout history … has got to have a lot going for it.

DAVID SPANIER, Easy Money: Inside the Gambler’s Mind (1987)

• • •

The billiard table is better than the doctors. I walk not less than ten miles with a cue in my hand, and the walking is not the whole of the exercise, nor the most health-giving part of it. I think, through the multitude of positions and attitudes, it brings every muscle into play and exercises them all.

MARK TWAIN (1835–1910)

• • •

Pool has been offered as a recreation in asylums for about 150 years. Alas, more people have been driven crazy by pool during that time than have been cured by it.

MIKE SHAMOS, Pool: History, Strategies, and Legends (1994)

• • •
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When the world is wrong, hardly to be endured, I shall return to Thurston’s Hall and there smoke a pipe among the connoisseurs of top and side.

J. B. PRIESTLEY, “At Thurstson’s” (1932)

• • •

When it seemed to me after a long illness that death was close at hand, I found no little solace in playing constantly at dice.

GEROLAMO CARDANO, The Book on Games of Chance (c. 1520)

• • •

“Let me tell you, there’s no better medicine than a friendly card game for sloughing off the cares of the workaday world.” “It’s relaxing,” Stone said. “It helps you get your mind off things.” “Precisely,” Flower said. “It helps to open the spirit to other possibilities, to wipe the slate clean.”

PAUL AUSTER, The Music of Chance (1990)

• • •

Gambling … helped me more than analysis. I suffered from depression—I was so entwined with my inner world I never had a chance to enjoy myself. For me, activity was the answer. I took up gambling after I finished with psychoanalysis, and the depressions never returned.

MICKEY APPLEMAN, quoted in Alvin Alvarez, The Biggest Game in Town (1983)

• • •

When I played pool I was like a good psychiatrist. I cured ‘em all of all their daydreams and delusions.

MINNESOTA FATS, quoted in Jon Bradshaw, Fast Company (1975)
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