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Foreword



I first met Stuey Ungar in 1978, at the Dunes Hotel in Las Vegas. Sadly, twenty years later, I was a pallbearer and speaker at his funeral. During my eulogy, I said, “Let’s forgive Stuey for his weaknesses and drug problems and remember him for what he was—the greatest player to ever grace the green felt.”

Forgive, but don’t forget.

Stu Ungar was a legend in the gambling world. He had an aura and mystique about him that turned heads in every room he entered. Ungar craved action and bet on everything. Whatever he gambled on, whether it was poker, gin, blackjack (if they let him play—he was barred from just about every casino on the planet because he was too good), horses, sports, or golf, he was the highest of high rollers. Stu Ungar stories are legendary.

Physically, Ungar was small; but mentally, he was a giant. He had the quickest mind of anyone I’ve ever known. When it came to cards, Ungar had no equal. He was a genius and had a photographic memory. His raw talent was overwhelming. I still smile when I think of some of the plays he made in big tournaments, with hundreds of thousands of dollars on the line. And I have tears in my eyes thinking about what could have been.

Ungar was known for being fearless and aggressive—two traits that are very easy to talk about but almost impossible to display on a daily basis. Simply put, Stuey Ungar was the greatest gladiator in poker history. He took command of every table he played at and dominated his opponents heads-up (the final phase of every tournament comes down to two players facing off mano a mano).

For years, the second-largest poker tournament in the world (behind the World Series of Poker) was Amarillo Slim’s Super Bowl of Poker. Only one player in history has captured the $10,000 championship event in both the World Series of Poker and the Super Bowl of Poker. That man was Stu Ungar. And he won each three times.

Remarkably, as great as he was at it, poker wasn’t even his best game. Gin rummy was. He originally came to Las Vegas to play gin, not poker. Soon, however, after beating everyone, he couldn’t get any games.

Unless you had seen Ungar play gin rummy, or talked to those who played against him, it would be difficult to imagine his artistry at that game. I’ve never met or talked to any people who played him who didn’t consider Stuey to be far and away the best player they had ever seen. After one or two discards, he could place virtually every card in your hand. As the Poker Hall-of-Famer Doyle Brunson once said about Ungar’s expertise at gin rummy, “It’s scary to watch him.”

Not long before he died, Ungar said to me, “Fifty years from now, I suppose it’s possible that a better poker player may come around, but I can’t see how there will ever be a better gin player. I really mean it. Michael Jordan won—what—four or five MVPs? If they gave an MVP for gin rummy, I would have won it every year since I was sixteen years old.”

I spent a lot of time with Stu Ungar and Nolan Dalla the summer before Stuey died. Ungar wanted to write One of a Kind for several reasons. He was hoping there was a chance that someone would read it and it might change that person’s life by leading him away from the self-destructive path that he had taken. He could also see the possibility that this book might become a movie, and he liked to picture himself at the Hollywood premiere and the Academy Awards. But mostly he wanted to write it for his daughter, Stefanie, whom he worshipped. Stefanie never really got to see the beautiful person that was her father in his prime—brilliant, daring, generous, kind, compassionate, and mesmerizing. Yes, Stuey was an addict, but he loved life and loved the people around him. And most of all, he loved and respected the game.

Stuey never got to finish his autobiography. But what you find here is the official biography of “the Kid.” It’s a powerful and remarkable re-creation of one of the most fascinating lives ever lived. Enjoy.

—MIKE SEXTON, LAS VEGAS,

APRIL 15, 2004








A Note to the Reader


One of a Kind was originally intended to be Stuey Ungar’s autobiography. Before Peter Alson got involved in this project with me, I spent many sessions interviewing Stuey face-to-face, often under the most trying physical and emotional circumstances. Most of the interviews took place in various hotel rooms scattered throughout Las Vegas in the summer and fall of 1998. At times, Stuey was remarkably cooperative and was able to recount details of his life that had occurred decades earlier. At other times, he was aloof and unable to remember even the simplest of details. At still other times Stuey was nearly incapable of functioning in normal human ways.

Many of Stuey’s closest friends and supporters hoped this book project would be a catharsis for him, a purifying emotional exercise, which would allow him to come to grips with his drug problem. Stuey himself seemed to take great pride in reflecting back on his life and discussing the early influences that eventually made him an icon in the gambling world. Unfortunately, the temptations of that world and Stuey’s own self-destructive tendencies doomed him to his tragic and in many ways predictable fate.

His untimely death produced an ethical dilemma for me as an author as to how to tell his story. I decided that it was important to tell parts of the story in Stuey’s own words so that readers could grasp his streetwise vocabulary, his incessant vulgarity, his rough humor, and his deep passion for taking risks. I also realized that in shifting from a memoir to a biography I needed a coauthor who could help me tell a deeper story.

Peter Alson, a native New Yorker and acclaimed author, understood immediately both the significance of Stuey’s story and what was needed to bring it fully to life. Not only did Peter know the terrain from having written about poker and gambling for magazines like Esquire, Details, and Playboy, but he is a poker player himself, who has competed in the final event of the World Series of Poker. He also had a personal brush with Stuey in 1988, while covering the Super Bowl of Poker at Caesars Palace, an event that Stuey Ungar won.

Together, Peter and I conducted extensive interviews of the people in Stuey’s life, and we hope that the accompanying narrative will serve to give some insight into a man who was by equal turns fascinating and infuriating, inspiring and frustrating, generous to a fault and selfish beyond all reason.

—NOLAN DALLA









1.

The Kid


No one noticed him at first.

It was May 1997, fifteen hours before the start of the $10,000 buy-in at the World Series of Poker (WSOP) championship event, and in the satellite area, a low-lit collection of baize-topped hold’em tables in the back of Binion’s Horseshoe casino, most of the players were too caught up in the business at hand to pay attention right away.

When one player did at last recognize the diminutive man wandering around the periphery of the room, he muttered something to the fellows at his table, and a couple of them turned to look. Then a couple more looked.

Stu Ungar, the two-time world champion of poker, was not unaccustomed to drawing stares in a poker room. The man they called “the Kid” was the most feared tournament player in poker history. Yet here it was, the eve of the championship, and this was the first time he’d been sighted during the more than three weeks that poker’s greatest stars had been gathered at the Horseshoe in Las Vegas for their annual shoot-out.

As Stuey continued to navigate his way through the room, the whispers grew louder. He tried to ignore the eyes that widened at the sight of him. It wasn’t easy. He had once been dubbed in print the “Keith Richards of poker,” both for his rock-star aura and for his spindly little-boy body and mop-topped boyish good looks, and he had always loved the attention. But this was different. This was not the kind of attention he was used to. Starstruck awe had been replaced by morbid fascination. Those who knew him were appalled by what they saw. Up close, the boyishness was gone. Stuey’s face was sickly white, ravaged by years of hard, careless living and drug abuse. One side of his nose was collapsed from snorting too much cocaine. His skin was papery and looked as if it might rip at the slightest touch. More disturbing, in a way, was how he’d let himself go. He was unshaven. His fingernails were long and dirty. His clothes looked slept-in. And he smelled.

For a man who had won millions of dollars playing in the highest-stakes games in Las Vegas, it was humbling to have to walk into this room this way—and worse still because the millions were gone, squandered on drugs and outrageous sports wagers. In a matter of hours, Jack McClelland, the tournament director, would utter his famous command “Shuffle up and deal,” and the twenty-eighth annual championship would commence. Unless Stuey could persuade someone to back him, he’d be watching the action from the rail with the rest of the poker world’s unwashed masses.

The night before the main event was a time of feverish desperation in the satellite area. Players who hadn’t yet won an entry were taking last-gasp shots at scoring a seat in an event that happened only once a year. Most of the players who had already won seats, or who had the luxury of buying in for the full ten grand, were upstairs in their rooms, or across the street at the Golden Nugget. They were resting up, getting a good night’s sleep, taking baths, getting massages. They knew that they were going to need every ounce of energy they could muster if they wanted to make it through the grueling four-day marathon.

Those still playing satellites were the luckless losers who hadn’t been able to catch a break for three weeks but didn’t want to admit defeat. They were stubbornly pursuing the dream—a dream that, even if they achieved it, would put them at a huge disadvantage relative to the rest of the field. Imagine a runner needing to win a three-mile race in order to qualify for a thirty-mile race later the same day against opponents who had qualified weeks ago and were fully rested. That was the uphill task facing most of the men (and the few women) now in the room.

Better in than out, though, despite the disadvantage—especially for a two-time world champion. Stuey saw Billy Baxter getting up from a table across the room and made a beeline for him. Baxter, a large, cheerful southerner, was a great lowball player who had won so many gold bracelets in deuce-to-seven lowball draw at the WSOP that one player jokingly began calling it the “Billy Baxter benefit tournament.” Oddly enough, Baxter had never played in the $10,000 event, but after entering a $1,050 buy-in satellite (essentially, a one-table mini-tournament to get into the tournament) on a whim, he had managed just moments before to win it. He was now the proud owner of a slip of paper entitling him to a seat in the Big One; not surprisingly, he was in a good mood.

“Hey, Billy,” Stuey said, drawing near. “Lyle turned me loose. I’m giving you the first shot at backing me tomorrow.” Stuey’s voice was pure Lower East Side New York—a guttural, rapid-fire, wiseguy mumble that recalled Mugsy from the old Bowery Boys shorts. Stuey was referring to Lyle Berman, a multimillionaire businessman, who would be inducted into the Poker Hall of Fame in 2002 and would become a driving force behind the Travel Channel’s World Poker Tour. Berman had backed Stuey selectively in the past, but his timing had always been lousy, even when the Kid was on top of his game. Berman had wanted no part of Stuey in his current condition and had already told him so.

Baxter’s luck with Stuey had been a bit better through the years, though on at least one occasion, in 1990, he experienced the downside of backing a drug abuser when Stuey failed to show up for the final two days of the WSOP. A sharp businessman and professional sports bettor, Baxter considered himself Stuey’s friend. Their friendship complicated matters. “I liked Stuey,” Baxter said. “I always wanted to help him out when I could.”

In this case, however, even flushed with victory, Baxter did not feel comfortable. Stuey looked horrible. It was hard to imagine him finishing the four-day event, much less winning it. Baxter wasn’t the type to throw away ten grand on a gesture.

“Stuey, I haven’t been going all that great in sports lately,” he said. “Try to get it from someone else. I mean, I’m sure you can get a hundred people in this room to back you.”

At one point that had certainly been true, but no longer. A quick look around the room forced Stuey to face the truth: he was no more than an object of pity here, maybe even a butt of jokes. He turned and slunk out of the casino. No one knows exactly where he went, but somehow he managed to scrape together a few bucks and buy a vial of crack. Midnight found him in a den in the worst part of town, sucking on a crack pipe, trying to forget about the depths to which he had sunk and all that he had lost.

It seemed almost impossible to believe that four days later he would be back at the Horseshoe, a phoenix risen from the ashes, celebrating one of the greatest comebacks of all time.








2.

Bookmaker’s Boy




In New York during the 1950s, nearly every neighborhood bar (or corner candy store or deli) had a bookie in residence. This was before the advent of the state lottery, legalized casinos in nearby Atlantic City, and offtrack betting parlors: illegal outlets were pretty much a gambling man’s only recourse.

Most bar owners or store owners would allow a bookie to set up shop in their establishment for a cut of the profits. Often, the mob took a cut as well. But at Fox’s Corner, a bar and restaurant in Manhattan’s East Village, the owner—Isidore Ungar—had a different idea.

Isidore—or “Ido,” as some of his friends and associates called him—was a stout middle-aged Hungarian Jew with a fondness for well-tailored suits and curvaceous blondes (having a wife and child did little to deter him from his extracurricular pursuits). Ido had dropped out of grade school and had never learned to read or write, but he was nevertheless smart, energetic, and ambitious. By the time he was in his thirties, he had made enough money selling housewares and clothing to the lower-middle-class Italian and Jewish immigrants on the Lower East Side to expand his horizons. Using several connections he had made along the way, Ido was able to secure a liquor license, and in 1949 he opened the doors to Fox’s Corner, on Second Avenue and Seventh Street.

Rather than allow a local bookie to use his bar as a base, Ido decided to book bets himself. The idea seems obvious now, but in the early 1950s Ido Ungar was among the first to realize the synergy of combining a bar and a bookmaking operation. He installed a television set (still a relatively new technology) above the walnut-stained bar in the front room, essentially creating a sportsbook that kept his betting customers around, continuing to drink and eat, so that they could watch ball games or fights they had wagered on.

With Ido serving the liquor, controlling the gambling, and making up the daily menu for several hundred regulars, one patron suggested that Ido had the “vig on living.” The vig, which is the 10 percent commission that bookies take on all losing bets, amounted to a bundle—thousands of dollars a week.

In a mob-infested city like New York, where all the rackets were controlled by the five major crime families, operating as an independent bookie was not the safest way to make a living. But Ido’s social graces and well-considered payoffs managed to keep the right people happy and allowed him to stay in operation.

The joint with the neon-lit fox outside quickly became a favorite haunt of wiseguys and gamblers. Men with names like Nicko and Farny used it as a clubhouse, talking loudly and openly about their affairs, swinging deals, and doing business together. These were men who had come up the hard way on the mean streets of New York City; they were bookies and racketeers who talked like longshoremen and dressed like movie stars.

Ido himself looked down on gambling. He was a businessman. He had no interest in taking crazy chances. Every day, he dealt with broken-down, busted-out gamblers and heard their stories of misery. He saw their desperation; he saw how, even when deep in the hole and pleading for more time to pay off their debts, they still craved action. Ido came to realize that gambling made honest men dishonest and dishonest men ruthless. Not that his conscience ever prevented him from taking or collecting bets. Few bookies conducted business the way it’s portrayed in the movies. Customers who failed to pay didn’t wind up with a broken arm or leg. They suffered a far worse fate: they were cut off from further betting. A gambler whose word couldn’t be trusted became an outcast, a pariah, and would not dare show his face in the bar—this was one reason that most gamblers paid Ido before they paid the rent or bought groceries.

Unlike some bookmakers, who liked to gamble on games themselves, Ido always did his best to keep his book balanced, aiming for equal action on both sides, so that he could be sure of collecting the straight 10 percent vig, guaranteeing himself a steady income. Between the on-the-square revenue he made from alcohol and food and the added income from the illegal gambling, as well as loan-sharking (which was a natural extension of bookmaking), Ido soon became a wealthy man.

Although he may have been a good and disciplined businessman, Ido was not a good husband. In the summer of 1951, while his wife and teenage son were vacationing for the season in the Catskills, Ido began an affair with a sexy thirty-seven-year-old bleached blonde named Fay Altman, whom he had met in a dance hall on the Upper East Side. Fay was a five-foot-one package of dynamite, with an easy infectious laugh, a lust for action, and curves in all the right places. Ido, although seven years her senior, managed to impress Fay with his charm, dapper suits, and free-spending nights on the town.

Afraid that the truth might scare her off, Ido told Fay that he was separated from his wife. He had access to apartments all over the city, thanks to his many friends and wiseguy connections, so this deception worked for a while. But as the summer passed, and he had to leave town to spend several weekends with his wife, Fay began to wise up. Eventually, Ido confessed the truth to her, and the night before his wife and son were scheduled to return to the city, Fay issued him an ultimatum: either he tell his wife about her, or she was through with him.

The day after his family returned to the city, Ido, terrified that Fay was serious about leaving him, told his wife that he was in love with another woman. Devastated and enraged, his wife told him that she’d never grant him a divorce. Despite Ido’s assurances that he would “take care of her,” she said that no amount of money could buy her off and release him to marry “that tramp.”

Ido moved out anyway, and not long after, Fay announced that she was pregnant. On April 19, 1952, Fay gave birth to a girl, Judith.

Seven months later, she was pregnant again. On September 8, 1953, Stuart Errol Ungar was born at Gouvernor Hospital in lower Manhattan.

Ido’s wife was true to her word—at least for a while. It would take four more years—years of bickering, threats, and legal hassles—before Ido’s marriage to her was dissolved and his two children by Fay could be legitimized. By then Ido had purchased an apartment for his new family in a middle-income housing project called the East River Houses. It was one of 4,500 apartments in an eleven-building complex overlooking the East River, down by the Williamsburg Bridge, on the Lower East Side.

The two-bedroom apartment on the fourteenth floor overlooked Corlears Hook Park and the East River. While the new apartment was fairly close to Fox’s Corner—ten minutes or so by cab, depending on traffic—Ido preferred to drive himself, so he bought a new Pontiac Bonneville, a rite of fall that he would repeat every year after that for the rest of his life; Ido just liked the smell of a new car.

For Fay, the initial champagne fizz and sparkle of the relationship, the gifts of jewelry and nights at the Copa, quickly turned into the less glamorous chores of changing diapers and breast-feeding that went along with being a mother and housewife. At the same time, the children did help cement the bond between Ido and Fay—or at least made it harder to dissolve. By the time Judy and Stuey were ready to begin school, those who knew the Ungars regarded them as a fairly stable upper-middle-class family—perhaps not typical, but a family nevertheless.

Ido, like most men in the buttoned-down 1950s, viewed his role as husband in a very traditional way. His job was that of breadwinner, with no responsibilities beyond providing food, comfort, and shelter. Raising the children and keeping house were Fay’s domain.

That Ido also felt entitled to continue philandering probably would have come as no surprise to Fay, who knew firsthand how susceptible Ido was to being led astray. To keep closer tabs on him, she came up with the idea of working alongside him at Fox’s Corner. The kids were old enough to attend school by then. Public School 122 was just three blocks from the bar; the children could walk there after school. Ido hated the idea of Fay’s working at the bar and told her so. They fought about it for a week, but in the end she got her way.

During Stuey’s first year of elementary school, Fay took the kids to school each morning in a taxi, then went to the bar to open up. After several months, however, she got tired of waking up early every morning, making breakfast for them, and then having to rush out of the house. Instead, she made an arrangement with a Yellow Cab driver: every morning at 7:45, he’d be out front waiting when she brought the kids down. It was like having a personal limo to shuttle them to school. Afterward, Fay could go back upstairs and catch a little extra sleep before taking a cab to the bar in midmorning.

Each day when school ended at 2:45, Stuey and Judy would head straight to the bar, where their real education would begin. When little Stuey and the tomboyish Judy weren’t outside the bar roller-skating or playing hand-ball in the street, they were inside Fox’s Corner playing board games like Scrabble, Monopoly, and checkers and absorbing the gamblers’ world.

It was there, in the bar, that young Stuey met the characters who would serve as models for the person he would become. He was fascinated by their hard-edged patter and attitude. Only suckers, he learned early on, worked at straight jobs. You had to figure your edge, get your advantage somehow. Otherwise you were just a fish.

 

I always tried to make excuses to hustle up to the bar where all the guys were talking. I wanted to see what was going on. The first thing I can remember, the first conscious memory that I have, was learning how to work the soda gun. I musta drank ten Cokes a day trying to weasel my way up to the bar to hear their conversations. I just wanted to be a part of it.

 

Stuey quickly learned about point spreads and money lines, heard the laments of the losers—“The fuckin’ Giants cost me my lungs. I never shoulda laid that much wood”—and the even more intoxicating wisdom of the winners: “You know what they say, baby, money won is twice as sweet as money earned!”

Before he was out of second grade, Stuey was speaking in the same machine-gun wiseguy rhythms as the men who frequented his father’s bar. Whereas most kids his age still believed in the tooth fairy and Santa Claus, Stuey’s pragmatic worldview involved not allowing anyone to get over on you.

 

There was this guy called Joey Ripp. Let me tell ya, Joey was a real prick. He loved to see my father lose. I don’t know what started it, but Joey and my father hated each other. That didn’t stop my father from booking Joey’s action, though. Hey, when it came to gambling, business was business.

When one of them won money, the other used to make the payoff in the most insulting way possible. Like one week my father paid off a thousand-dollar bet with Joey in one-dollar bills. The next week Joey lost something like nine hundred dollars and he walked into the bar and dumped out a big bag of quarters that spilled all over the place with this ringing clatter. Another time, I saw Joey drop his pants and take out the money he owed and wipe his ass with it before he handed it over.

But I really got him good once. I think I was eight years old at the time. Joey always used to come in late, right before the ball games would start. He’d ask me, “Who does your father need today? What team does he like?”

I had started following sports because we watched all the games in the bar. I even started doing the parlays and keeping the books straight for my father, so I usually knew what was going on. If everyone was betting on the Yankees or the Red Sox or whatever, I knew my father needed the other side to make money. After a while, I figured out what Joey was doing. I knew he was asking me first, so he could bet the other way. So I started double-dicking him. Let’s say my father needed the Yankees bad; I’d tell Joey that my old man needed the Red Sox. That way Joey would make a big bet on the Yankees and even out the books, which was just what my father wanted. But that’s not all. Since he always took the other side, I’d tell my father which side Joey was going to bet and he’d shave the money line the other way. Man, we fucked him good.

 

Ido took Stuey to see all the New York sports teams—the Yankees, the Giants, the Knicks—as well as the Golden Gloves and professional prizefights. He’d get cheap seats way up in the rafters at Madison Square Garden for all the Knicks’ home games. Then, once the action started, the two would sneak down to the good seats after tipping an usher five bucks to look the other way. Whatever Ido did, he was always working an angle—a fact that wasn’t lost on his son.

Most kids who follow sports develop loyalty to a specific team. But as a bookmaker’s boy, Stuey was fickle, shifting with the prevailing wind. One night he would cheer for the Yankees; the next night, if his dad needed the Red Sox, he would switch his allegiance to the other side. One loyalty Stuey did maintain, however, was to the Yankees’ Mickey Mantle. Stuey worshipped him.

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Mantle was a cultural icon in New York City. His hard-living, full-out gusto for baseball and life won him millions of admirers. Every time the Mick stepped up to the plate, you knew he was going to either crush the baseball into the upper deck of Yankee Stadium or break every bone in his body trying. He played for keeps, all-out, leaving nothing behind. This was an approach to life and sports that Stuey himself favored, and it was not surprising, therefore, that he would be enamored of Mantle, the embodiment of that ideal.

Many city kids, even those whose fathers have straight jobs, flirt with minor juvenile delinquency as a way of testing both society’s and their own boundaries—setting off firecrackers, shoplifting, breaking windows, pushing the limits to see how far they can go before they meet resistance. Stuey was no different. Interestingly, his father, whose moral authority might have seemed compromised by his illegal occupation, was furious when the cashier at the nearby Cozy Corner luncheonette informed him that Stuey had stolen a pack of Bazooka bubble gum from the counter.

“He came home that night,” Stuey remembered, “and slapped me out of a deep sleep, then continued beating on me, telling Mom that I was a little thief.”

It was ironic that Ido the bookie was so enraged by his son’s petty thievery, but in fact it was the very pettiness of the act that hit a nerve. Ido took tremendous pride in showing the world that he was providing well for his children. The idea that Stuey would need to steal a pack of gum when Ido was providing nice clothes for his kids, a ride to school in a taxi every morning, long vacations, and tickets to ball games was irritating mostly because it might reflect badly on him.

 

My father had a hell of a temper. All he had to do was bite down on his lip and I was terrified. I guess you could say that was the first “tell” I ever discovered. It wasn’t that he was abusive; he was mostly just strict. All the same, he really made it hurt when he hit me.

The thing with the bubble gum—it wasn’t because I didn’t have money. I just stole it for the thrill. I always liked the idea of getting something for nothing. I guess the worst thing I ever did in that vein was break into an office. There were three of us. We broke a window on the roof of the St. Mark’s Theater and climbed inside. We turned the whole place upside down and found $75 in a desk drawer. Somebody must have heard us break the window or seen us and called the cops. Anyway, we heard something downstairs and got the hell out of there. Later on, we split up the money. But like I said, it wasn’t about the $25. It was the thrill—the way it got my adrenaline flowing.

 

As much as Stuey enjoyed hanging out at his father’s bar after school, restlessness began to set in during the cold winter months, when he and Judy were trapped indoors. Playing hearts and old maid and the standard board games—Monopoly, Scrabble, and checkers—became boring. To make the games interesting, to get that adrenaline thrill he loved, he and Judy began putting money on the outcome. Soon, it became unthinkable to play with no money at stake. “Whenever we played, it absolutely had to be for money,” Judy said. “We’d play checkers for fifty cents a game. We’d play Monopoly for a dollar. I once said, ‘Stuey, can’t you play anything without betting money on it?’ He said, ‘No, it’s just to make it interesting. Let’s make it interesting.’ ”

It’s not surprising that Ido Ungar’s two children would get the idea that betting made life more interesting. How—looking around their father’s bar—could they possibly think otherwise? The two kids were highly competitive, but Stuey sometimes went to extremes in his need to win. “I didn’t mind playing against my brother for money,” Judy said. “But it bothered me when I caught him moving pieces around the board—or when we played Monopoly and he’d steal money right out of the bank. Mom always had to separate us because we’d wind up having fistfights. He didn’t care what it took to win the game. He would do anything. He just hated to lose.”

Ido did not fail to notice his boy’s aptitude for games and numbers, and by the time Stuey was in sixth grade, his father had assigned him the task of jotting down the previous day’s sports scores and then marking the winners and losers on Ido’s betting sheets. Since Ido could neither read nor write, he devised a system for his son in which each gambler was assigned a number rather than a name, and the sheets were organized accordingly.

Fay Ungar had little interest in her husband’s bookmaking operation (other than the obvious financial comforts it provided), but unlike Ido, who did not like taking risks, she loved to gamble. Sports didn’t appeal to her, but she was crazy about gin and poker and any other card games she could wager on. Unfortunately, her skill at these games did not match her passion. She was a particularly bad poker player. Twice a week, Fay would play with neighbors or at church socials. Sometimes she’d go to one of the illegal poker clubs scattered around Manhattan; Ido’s connections hipped him to the locations of all the poker and dice parlors in town, and he indulged his wife’s addiction by telling her where they were.

When summer came along, Ido chauffeured Fay and the kids to the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York—just as he had taken his former family. Fay, Judy, and Stuey stayed at the Raleigh Hotel, a grand manor-style all-inclusive resort nestled in a pine forest. After dropping them off to enjoy the cool breezes, Ido would climb back into his brand-new Bonneville and return to the muggy city to take care of business. The bookmaking operation required him to do pays and collects on Monday and Tuesday and be around to take bets during the week. He didn’t trust anyone to fill in for him, but a number of times during the course of the summer, after the Friday ball games were over, he would drive up to the resort in the middle of the night and stay until Sunday morning.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Catskill resorts were a hugely popular destination for vacationing American Jews. More than a million people inhabited the summer world of bungalow colonies, summer camps, and hotels, in what came to be known as the “borscht belt.” The Raleigh Hotel was one of many resort hotels—along with Kutsher’s, Brown’s, the Pines, the Windsor, and the Del Mar—that served as a training ground for comedians, musicians, and other performers. In addition to the three meals served daily in a large dining hall, nightly entertainment was an integral part of the Catskill experience. There were comedy shows, Broadway musicals, and dances. Favorite Jewish tunes like “Tzena, Tzena,” “Belz,” and “Bei Mir Bist Du Schön” were performed on the same stage as numbers from Camelot, Guys and Dolls, and Fiddler on the Roof.

Fay would lounge at the pool by day, reading and socializing; at night, when not taking in a show, she would alternate between playing penny-a-point gin and $1–$2 poker, often losing more than $100 in an evening. If gambling was out in the open back in New York City, it was epidemic in the Catskills. Bridge, bingo, poker, canasta, and pinochle were the most popular games.

Even the staff gambled. The resort’s summer employees—busboys, bellboys, valets, groundskeepers, lifeguards, waiters, camp workers, anddance instructors—would make as much as $1,500 to $2,000 for a season, money that helped put them through college or get a start in business. The ready cash also gave them a way, during their idle hours, to pass the time. Sunday night became “poker night,” since tips were paid in a lump sum at the end of the week.

 

I used to sit behind my mother and watch her play seven-card stud. She was terrible. She played every single hand—and I do mean every single hand. It didn’t matter what her first three cards were; she was in.

I watched my mother lose, saw the faces of the other players, how smug they were, the way they’d laugh at her behind her back and make wise-cracks. They really thought they were hot shit. But they weren’t any good, either. Even back then I could see that they were horrible. The only reason that they won her money was that she played even worse than they did. I didn’t like to see that. I guess it affected me. It made me want to beat them. It made me want to get back at them for the way they treated my mother.

I have no idea how I developed card sense. It just came naturally to me. I mean, I could watch my mother play for hours and it was just so fucking obvious she was doing everything wrong. Apart from playing every hand, she was a calling station. She’d never raise. She’d never do anything deceptive. By the time I was ten, I was telling her how to play and pointing out her mistakes. She’d have an ace showing and two bad cards in the hole. She’d call the first bet, then she’d get a king. The bet was to her, but because she didn’t have anything, she’d say, “Check.”

I told her, “Mom, you’ve got to bet there.”

“How can I bet? I don’t even have a pair.”

“Yeah, but they don’t know that.”

The waiters and busboys had a big poker game every Sunday after they got paid, and I started playing in that. I used to tell my mother to tip ’em good because I was going to get all the money back anyway. I’d win $60 or $70 every time I played. Mom said she wouldn’t tell Dad I was gambling as long as I didn’t tell on her about how much she lost. I guess you could say we had a deal.

Besides playing poker, I also shot dice with the waiters and busboys. Once, after I thought my father had driven back to the city, we started a craps game in the back of the kitchen, near the restroom. I was fading this guy who was shooting to make a point. He rolled his number but it didn’t hit the wall.

“I’m not paying you! It didn’t hit the wall!” I yelled.

Right as I was arguing with the guy, my father came down the hall to the restroom. He heard me and grabbed me by the arm. He gave me the worst beating of my life.

My father really hated me gambling. He couldn’t stand it. And I was afraid of him—although not so afraid that I stopped. The following Sunday, I was back shooting dice again. This time, however, I made absolutely certain that he had gotten in his car and was headed back to New York.

 

At summer’s end, Fay and the kids would return to New York, where the crisp September air had an edge of excitement that went along with the beginning of the school year. Stuey liked it; he didn’t mind coming back to the city. He was an excellent student. His brain worked fast—if anything, too fast for his own good. His fourth-grade teacher noticed that he always finished his classroom assignments early. And it was true; he zipped through them, then got bored, wanting more stimulation. “I would read the sports page cover to cover beneath my desk by the end of my first class,” he said.

Stuey rarely did homework or studied. He could remember lessons from memory; his mind was a vacuum cleaner for facts and figures. His best subject was math. He was able to rapidly calculate strings of numbers in his head. By the time he reached sixth grade, his teachers at P.S. 122, impressed with his natural abilities, recommended him for advancement. He skipped seventh grade and started eighth grade at P.S. 60 on Eleventh Street. But Stuey was undersize for his age, and his promotion into a group of boys and girls who were older and physically far more mature proved to be challenging.

 

I may not have been very big, but I was smart. I always made friends right away with the tallest, biggest, toughest kids. That’s one thing in life I learned early.

 

For the most part, Stuey got along well with the other kids at school. The New York public school system was even more of a melting pot than the city itself, with children from all ethnic and religious backgrounds. Unfortunately, Ido Ungar had some old-fashioned ideas and prejudices that would eventually rub off on his son. Ido might have been happy to do business with customers of every race and ethnicity, but his private life was another matter. When Judy brought home a friend from school who was black, Ido didn’t hide his displeasure.

“Don’t trust those people! They’ll stab you in the back!”

The situation got worse when Judy told her parents that she was attracted to a Puerto Rican boy. Ido flat-out forbade her to see him. “They’re all criminals,” he told her. “I don’t want you going out with anyone who isn’t Jewish.”

The irony was that the Ungar family did not observe traditional Jewish laws and customs. “The Orthodox Jews in our building,” Stuey recalled, “looked down on us for the way we acted.” The Ungars spent most holidays, including Passover, at the Raleigh Hotel.

“We weren’t religious at all,” Judy said. “We ate pork, bacon, everything. When we went to the Raleigh Hotel for Passover, my mother wouldn’t eat matzoh. She used to drive into town to get us bagels because she wanted bagels every morning.”

Despite this seeming indifference to traditional customs, Ido pushed his son into a bar mitzvah. He wasn’t happy about Stuey’s gambling and hoped that the study and discipline of Hebrew school would help steer Stuey toward a better path. Stuey was already twelve, however, making it too late to begin the traditional course of study. Ido went to a local synagogue and explained the problem to a rabbi, who made a special allowance. Stuey spent the next six months taking a crash course in Hebrew. Somehow, between doing his schoolwork and balancing the books for his father, he found the time to chant passages from the Torah.

Stuey’s bar mitzvah took place one week after his thirteenth birthday, on September 15, 1966, in the grand ballroom of the Americana Hotel. Although it was a traditional Jewish ceremony, not all the guests kept kosher. The room was filled with gangsters—Nicko, Farny, and a member of the Genovese crime family named Victor Romano.

 

There were so many wiseguys there, the feds wanted to subpoena my bar mitzvah album. After it was over, I went up to the fifteenth floor, where my father had a suite. I started opening up all the envelopes I’d been given, even though I wasn’t supposed to. At least half the envelopes had Treasury bonds. I was already seriously into gambling by then. What good was a fucking Treasury bond to me? Was I gonna be able to take that to a dice game? Give me the cash.

 

Of more interest to the authorities than Stuey’s bar mitzvah were the daily goings-on at Fox’s Corner. The bar was occasionally under surveillance by police officers and, later, by federal agents targeting any one of the dozens of gangsters who made Ido’s establishment their second home. Initially the heat was minimal, mostly just harassment. Ido was cited and paid a couple of fines.

Then, one afternoon, the bar was raided. Five undercover cops ran off Ido’s customers and searched the office. They didn’t find anything, and they left without making any arrests. Ido figured that it was just further harassment, that the cops were just going through the motions to satisfy their superiors.

He was right, but what he didn’t know was that the cops had not really been searching for evidence; they had been planting wiretaps for the FBI. A few weeks later, when business had returned to normal, the cops came back to retrieve the various eavesdropping devices. The pay phone near the restroom provided them with hours of incriminating tape—bets being phoned in and accepted in Ido’s deep, distinctive voice. In the eyes of law enforcement, Ido wasn’t a small-time bookie. He was running a big-time racket. The authorities had enough evidence to bring in the IRS and put him away for tax evasion.

Fortunately for Ido, the New York police department in the early 1960s, before the emergence of the Knapp Commission and Frank Serpico, was deeply corrupt. Everything and everyone had a price. Ido later said that the only people who “couldn’t be bought” in the city were the statues. In many ways, the police were worse than the criminals. Sure, the wiseguys broke the law, but they had never taken an oath to protect and serve. Ido regarded the hypocrisy of corrupt cops as a disgrace. “I guess there are some who never took the money,” he said. “But I never met one of them.”

How many times had he gotten out of traffic violations by tucking a neatly folded $20 bill underneath his driver’s license when he’d gotten pulled over? It was the way things worked.

The problems at the bar were no different. Through an intermediary, Ido paid off a police lieutenant with an envelope full of money. The wiretaps with the incriminating phone conversations conveniently “got lost” in inventory before the charges could be drawn up. Ido was never prosecuted.

His troubles, however, were far from over.

One night, Farny, who was one of the toughest regulars, had a problem with another man in the bar. The two men were watching Judy Ungar and Farny’s girlfriend playfully dance the twist to a Chubby Checker song. Farny thought the other man was watching a little too closely.

“You like my girlfriend’s ass?” he said, grabbing the man by the shirt collar. “How do you like this?” He punched the man in the face, dropping him to the floor. Not satisfied, Farny grabbed the man by the seat of the pants and threw him across a couple of tables and chairs. By the time he was finished, “the guy was beaten to a bloody pulp,” according to Judy. “Farny split the guy’s head open. He beat the living daylights out of the guy.”

The cops showed up at Fox’s Corner to investigate after the man ended up in the hospital. It was the last thing Ido needed: more heat. Ido argued that he wasn’t liable, but the police used their leverage to shake him down again, pointing out numerous complaints that had been lodged against the bar. In the end, Ido wound up paying off the cops in cash, directly this time. As before, no charges were filed.

But the problems didn’t stop, and neither did the shakedowns. Saint Stanislaus, a Catholic church on the next block, began filing noise complaints against the Fox. “It got to be a real hassle for my father,” Stuey said, “between the complaints and paying off the cops all the time.” The stress was beginning to wear Ido down.

One afternoon a few weeks after his sixtieth birthday, Ido was standing behind the bar when he felt a sharp, stinging pain in his chest followed by numbness on his left side. He was paralyzed, unable to move. Fay frantically called an ambulance. Ido was rushed to a nearby hospital, where doctors informed him that he had suffered a mild stroke. After a short hospital stay, Ido was sent home with instructions to cut back on his activities and relax a bit more. Fox’s Corner at that point was little more than a front for his bookmaking and loan-sharking. He didn’t need the stress that went along with maintaining the public face of his real business. So when the lease came up, Ido decided not to renew. Fox’s Corner shut its doors permanently in the spring of 1966.

Stuey was saddened. In many ways, this was the end of an era. The bar had been an integral component of his childhood. He had no idea that in the following months, life was about to change even more dramatically.








3.

Gin Joints, Big Dogs,

and Monkey’s Business




In the summer of 1967, Fay and the kids went to the Catskills, as always. Ido might not have been tied down to Fox’s Corner any longer, but his bookmaking and loan-sharking actually had him hustling harder than ever, keeping up with his customer base in other bars and nightclubs, and keeping him home in the city.

Late one July night, Fay received a phone call from Ido’s brother, informing her that Ido, at age sixty, had suffered a massive, fatal heart attack.

Fay packed hastily and drove back to the city with the kids late that night. They arrived at Ido’s brother’s house in Brooklyn as the sun was coming up. Funeral arrangements were already being made.

Fay was told that Ido had suffered the heart attack two days earlier; his body had been found in a 1965 Plymouth parked on the street. Still in shock, Fay left Stuey and Judy at Ido’s brother’s house and took a taxi to the mortuary to view the body and take care of further arrangements.

The next day, Ido was buried. Afterward, at a reception at his brother’s house, Fay found herself ambushed by her husband’s former family, who still harbored ill will toward her for breaking up his first marriage. They exacted their revenge in the cruelest way possible: by setting her straight on the true circumstances of Ido’s death.

He had died in the arms of his mistress, Suki, his heart giving out in flagrante delicto. Suki had panicked and called one of Ido’s bookie associates for help. The associate had rushed to Suki’s apartment, and with the help of a few friends, carried Ido’s body outside and placed it in the front seat of a Plymouth they found parked on the street. A while later, Suki had called the police and reported that she’d found Ido unconscious, lying in someone else’s car. The far-fetched tale did not convince the police, and under pressure from the investigators, Suki had finally broken down and told them what had really happened.

Fay was devastated. Despite the fact that her marriage was far from perfect, she had loved Ido, and the truth broke her heart. Judy remembered the cruel satisfaction on the faces of Ido’s former in-laws as they imparted the news to the grieving widow. “Why did they have to tell her?” Judy wondered. “Why didn’t they just leave it that he died of a heart attack in the car? It was vicious.”

For Stuey and Judy, the truth about their father’s death added to the hurt. “I wasn’t really close to my father,” Stuey said. “I didn’t even cry at his funeral. He fucked around a lot, and everyone knew it. I don’t know if there was a sense of shame, but I knew it wasn’t right, and I lost a lot of respect for him in that way. After he died, I told myself I’d never be like him.”

The spoils of Ido’s life of bookmaking and loan-sharking amounted to hundreds of thousands of dollars in cash stashed throughout the city. He had been terrified that he would be busted for tax evasion and wind up serving jail time, and he had spread the money around to protect himself. For the heirs to his small fortune, his squirreling away of his assets presented serious difficulties. It was bad enough that bundles of cash were locked inside nearly a dozen safe-deposit boxes in different banks; what was worse was that many of the boxes were listed under assumed names, making them hard to locate. Fay knew a few of the aliases that Ido used—Bobby Shaw, Eli Ungar, and one or two others—but there were many she didn’t know. Finding the boxes could be the difference for her and the kids between continuing to live a comfortable life and a slow but inevitable slide into poverty.

The day after Ido’s funeral, which was made even more painful by the animosity between the two families, Fay taxied up and down the busy avenues of midtown Manhattan in a mood of grief mixed with desperation. Every bank she tried turned her away. Ido had been remiss in looking out for his family, perhaps in part because of his illiteracy. He had listed only Isidore Ungar or whatever alias he had chosen as the account holder—never his wife. Until she could obtain a court order, Fay would not have access to any of the boxes.

Hearing rumors of Ido’s treasure chests, Irwin Ungar, Ido’s son from his first marriage, went to court himself. A college professor, Irwin was nobody’s fool, and he certainly had a legitimate claim to a percentage of the inheritance. In a civil lawsuit filed in the city court of New York, Irwin, as one of Ido’s three surviving children, demanded one-third of his father’s estate.

The dispute was contested in court for several months in late 1967, and the parties were motivated as much by personal bitterness as financial interest. Ultimately, the case was settled out of court, with Irwin receiving an undisclosed settlement and Stuey and Judy being awarded $50,000 each from the estate, with the money to be held in an escrow account that would be parceled out to Fay to feed, house, and clothe them while they were minors. Of the $50,000, $10,000 was earmarked specifically for their education.

“My father was a millionaire when a million dollars really meant something,” Stuey later said about his father’s wealth. “The trouble was, I never saw one-tenth of it. The government and the lawyers got most of it.” How many undiscovered safe-deposit boxes Ido left behind was hard to say, but whatever went unclaimed probably wound up going to the State of New York.

With Ido gone, Fay would not or could not face up to the financial impact his death had on her and her kids’ lives. Although she was not working and had no means of financial support beyond the kids’ inheritance, she refused to modify their lifestyle. Over the next two years, they continued to spend the summer in the Catskills, and in most other ways they maintained the life to which they’d become accustomed. Looking back, Judy speculated that her mother didn’t want her and Stuey to suffer after the loss of their father. In fact, in some ways, Fay indulged them (and herself) more extravagantly than ever before. During the summer, Stuey and Judy were sent to Camp Roosevelt, an expensive eight-week private camp in the Catskills. The $1,600 fee was an exorbitant expenditure for a family with dwindling financial resources.

Back in New York, depressed and lonely, Fay bought a Doberman pinscher puppy. She told herself that it was for the kids, but in fact it was to keep her company; she needed some way to fill the void in her own life. She named the puppy Hud after the title character played by Paul Newman in her favorite movie. “My mother was in love with Paul Newman,” Judy said. Even so, it was an odd choice of name, and not just because the dog was female. Newman’s character in Hud was an egotist whose bleak view of humanity was summed up thus: “You don’t look out for yourself, the only helping hand you’ll ever get is when they lower the box.”

Hud the dog soon outgrew her cute puppyhood, and Fay’s infatuation faded. A Doberman pinscher was not a good choice for a family of three living in a cramped New York apartment. Hud consumed large quantities of food and required at least three walks a day, rain or shine. Just as Fay had become weary of taking the kids to school years earlier, she soon tired of having to care for the dog. She would skip walks, Hud would crap on the floors, and then Fay or one of the kids would have to clean up. There were dog hairs all over the place, and the apartment smelled. Stuey found it embarrassing. He didn’t like bringing friends home.

One afternoon, during a spring rainstorm, Stuey came home, and, in the dim light of the apartment, didn’t see the big dog leap at him. Hud’s enormous paws landed on Stuey’s chest and knocked him to the parquet floor. There was an audible crack: the fall fractured Stuey’s arm in two places. He wound up having to wear a full cast for two months, but instead of the truth, he told people that the arm had been broken in a fight. “You shoulda seen the other guy,” he boasted.

Fay’s neglectful attitude toward Hud paralleled her lack of attentiveness to her children. She did her best, but her best was not very good. There had always been in her a deep well of longing for attention—and, when that attention was lacking, her suffering consumed her. Some widowed mothers might have found solace in rising above their own needs and their grief for the sake of their children. Not Fay.

With parental supervision all but nonexistent in their daily lives, Stuey and Judy ran wild. Stuey gambled now whenever he could. Every hood and wiseguy from Battery Park to Harlem knew the smart-aleck kid from Fox’s Corner who rattled off shtick like a vaudeville comedian. Stuey loved hanging out with gangsters. He called them by their first names and got away with it because he was Ido’s kid and because he was small and quick-witted and they got a kick out of him.

There were dozens of illegal card clubs in New York City, a subculture that found shelter in church basements, Italian social clubs, Hungarian business clubs—or “goulash joints,” as they were called. Entry to these clubs required secret knocks and being “a friend of a friend of Louie.” At a more upscale place like the Mayfair Bridge Club on West Fifty-seventh Street, a uniformed doorman posted outside might even open the door for you once you’d presented your bona fides.

One afternoon eight months after his father had died, the fourteen-year-old Stuey scaled a narrow flight of stairs to a club on Ninth Street between Second and Third avenues. He had a few dollars in his pocket that he had borrowed from his mother, and he expected to get into a game. It should be pointed out that Stuey was perpetually short of money, and so he borrowed from people around him—particularly, in those days, from his mother and his sister. In Judy’s memory he was like Wimpy in the cartoon Popeye: “For a hamburger today, I’ll gladly repay you on Tuesday.” In fact, Stuey’s signature plea, as reported by his sister, was, “Let me borrow fifty today, and I’ll pay you back a hundred tomorrow.” Though he rarely made good on this promise, it became Stuey’s trademark borrowing technique throughout his life.

Let into the club on this day, with money in his pocket, he was disappointed to find that the one poker game going was full. Frustrated, jangly with pent-up energy, Stuey noticed a wiseguy he’d never seen before sitting alone at another table playing solitaire. The man’s name was Art Rubello.

“Wanna play, just you and me?” Stuey asked him.

Rubello looked at him, amused, going along with it. “What game, kid?”

“How about gin?”

“Sure. How much?”

“Twenty bucks,” Stuey said. “That’s all I have.”

Rubello shrugged. “What the hell?” He was just killing time anyway.

They played on a square wooden table warmed by a bright, shaded light hanging overhead. Stuey didn’t realize it, but he was playing against one of the club’s best gin players—it should have been a total mismatch. The poker players, if they noticed at all, must have assumed that the much older Rubello was giving the young Stuey pointers. A few other players entered the club and, while they waited for a seat in the poker game to open up, began watching the two.

Gin is played with a standard fifty-two-card deck. The modern version of the game was invented in 1909 by Elwood T. Baker, according to most authorities, although it clearly has roots in an older Mexican card game called conquian, which was played in the nineteenth century. Gin became a favorite game in high society in the 1930s, and by the 1940s it had become extremely popular in New York City, particularly among the Jewish population.

It’s an easy game to learn and fairly fast paced, so it is a great game for gambling. Most gin sessions involve multiple games, played up to a certain score (most commonly 500 points, with a designated dollar value for each point when it’s being played for money). There are various forms of gin. Standard gin rummy is the most popular, but there are also other versions, such as Oklahoma gin rummy and Hollywood gin.

In standard gin rummy, each player is initially dealt ten cards from the deck. Then players alternately select from two piles to improve their hand. The two piles consist of the faceup discard pile and the facedown stock pile. Each time a player picks up a card from either pile, he must replace it by discarding a card from his hand into the faceup discard pile. The object of the game is to create “melds.” A meld is a set of three or more cards constituting a set of the same rank, or a sequence of the same suit. For example, 4-4-4 constitutes a meld, as does 6-7-8 of diamonds. Since ten cards are generally dealt at the start, a completed gin hand—the point at which a player can declare “gin”—normally has one four-card meld and two three-card melds.

Knowing one or more of the opponent’s melds has obvious advantages, especially in a version of the game called knock rummy, in which a player may hold a defensive card and play it as part of an opponent’s hand.

As Stuey faced off against Rubello, the ten cards barely fit into his small hands. But he fanned out the cards each time he drew and then snapped the melds of cards back into a neat stack when it was Rubello’s turn to draw. Stuey’s level of concentration was frightening; he looked straight at Rubello, watching intensely when his opponent drew a card.

Five minutes into the game, against one of the best gin players in the city, Stuey calmly announced, “Gin.”

“Look at that, the kid got lucky,” one of the onlookers observed, amid murmurs of amusement. A couple of the waiting players slapped Stuey on the back and ribbed Rubello about losing to a kid.

The next game, Stuey beat Rubello again. Now the onlookers really started to needle Stuey’s victim. When Rubello was vanquished in the third game, Stuey got to his feet and demanded that they settle up. A stunned Rubello counted out three crisp $20 bills. Stuey plucked them out of Rubello’s hand, stuck the money into his pocket, and hustled out of the club. There was a horse he wanted to bet on at Roosevelt Raceway. If he hurried, he could make it to the track in time.
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