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DEDICATION


This work is dedicated to the wonderful woman who taught me to play poker and much, much more, my great-aunt, Marie “Lib” Elizabeth Lucas. Although she can no longer call “five-card draw, nothing wild except the dealer,” her memory is with me in every tournament and every side game.


In our last poker game, just a week before she died, Lib beat me out of a $1.50 pot. She gleefully turned over what was a stone cold bluff, and then proceeded to tell the entire wing of the hospital that she had taken me for my last dollar. With Lib, the pots weren’t big, but the lessons and love were huge.


Lib died of cancer just a few hours before I won the professional division of the World Poker Tour’s Aruba tournament in October 2002. I am donating a portion of the proceeds from this work and all of my poker tournament successes to the Cancer Research and Prevention Foundation (www.preventcancer.org) in her honor.


“See, I have this picture in my head. Me sitting at the big table, Doyle Brunson on my left, Amarillo Slim to my right, playing in the World Series of Poker . . .”


—MATT DAMON AS MIKE MCDERMOTT, Rounders
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FOREWORD


BY JON FAVREAU


The first time I saw poker on TV it was of as much interest to me as watching a koala bear size up a eucalyptus leaf. Whenever I flipped past the World Poker Tour it always seemed to be two bizarre-looking men staring interminably at each other and at a handful of cards scattered about the table. Nothing was happening, or so it seemed. Ducks look so peaceful as they sit on the pond, but under the surface their little webbed feet churn a mile a minute.


Somehow watching no-limit hold’em went from a laughable notion to a TiVo’d addiction. I don’t know if it was the ridiculously colorful cast of characters or the spontaneous immediacy of the contest at hand. All I know is I was hooked. The more I watched, the more I wanted to watch.


One of the perks of being a member of the Hollywood community is that you get to actually enter your fantasies. I’ve gotten to dine with celebrities I’ve grown up idolizing (I even host a TV show called Dinner for Five where I’m paid to do it), and I’ve gotten to actually be on TV shows that I had been a fan of. Being asked to compete in the WPT’s Hollywood Home Game took it to another level completely. It was like a strange dream. You see, when you act on a TV show, you get to peer behind the curtain. Tony Soprano is really just an actor named Jimmy. Playing on the World Poker Tour is the equivalent of having a real sit-down with the real mobsters. I was really doing it. For real.


It was my first time playing no-limit. Sure, I’d played friendly games of seven-card stud and Omaha. I’d even tried a little low-stakes limit hold’em at a casino to bone up. But that’s checkers, and no-limit is chess. I was actually on the WPT set playing the Cadillac of poker. I did pretty good for a rookie but ended up losing when all was said and done. I couldn’t care less. I wanted to play again as soon as possible. The adrenaline kept me up for two nights just thinking about it.


I signed up for other Hollywood tournaments. I’m lucky enough to be able to freeroll into celebrity events. I got to cut my teeth for cheap. I even got to sit at tables and be in pots with the pros. It was at one of these events, in San Jose, where I met Phil Gordon. The first day of the tournament, world champions were being eliminated to my left and right. I was catching cards and had more than doubled my stack. Phil had been checking in with me during the breaks to give me advice. With this type of private coaching I was sure to shock the poker world and make the final table. He gave me a secret strategy that I knew in my heart would give me that extra edge I needed. I had my secret weapon. Within ten minutes of receiving my secret weapon I was knocked out and on my way to the airport. . . . That’s how I met Phil Gordon. By the way, Phil won the tournament.


Poker has become a full-blown trend in Hollywood. It seems to be the bastard stepchild of the Cocktail Nation/Swingers thing. Somehow the Vegas aspect outlived the annoying cigar bar phase and is now settling into this weird no-limit hold’em gunfighter extravaganza. Every big star seems to want to buy in. It taps into both their competitive nature and proclivity for performance. Everyone, it seems, wants to be the fastest gun in the West. I can’t tell you how many people in the business pop up at the casinos or host home games. And I don’t mean the low-stakes pillow fights where your buy-in is the cover charge for a front row seat for an all-star funny fest. I’m talking about no-talking-if-you’re-not-in-the-goddamn-pot-I’m-trying-to-think-here games.


This isn’t to say it’s not fun. All of the home tournaments I’m in cost about $20 to $25 to buy in. Nobody loses his shirt. The good thing about a serious game is that the stakes are irrelevant. My eardrums pound just as much when I go all-in if there’s twenty on the line or two hundred thousand. It’s about playing to win and playing to improve your game.


Phil Gordon has a laid-back and even approach to giving advice. He’s also got the perspective of an insider, having lived the life long before it was a trend. There’s also something to be said about a poker player who lives five minutes from the Bellagio and hasn’t lost his ass. I invite you to enjoy and learn from this book.



INTRODUCTION


In July of 1991, just after my twenty-first birthday, I moved from a small suburb of Atlanta, Georgia, out to Santa Cruz, California, for an engineering job with a small software development firm. My first day at the company’s “halfway house,” a place where they put up all their new recruits, I met a guy who would become a lifelong friend.


Jay was from Chicago, and, unlike me, he had many friends living in the Bay area. Just a week later, one of Jay’s friends took him to a place in San Jose, just a thirty-five-minute drive from our apartment, called “Garden City.”


“Phil, you will not believe what I saw tonight,” he told me when he got home. “Poker is legal in California! There is this place in San Jose where there are like two hundred people playing real poker for real money. They’re playing a game called Texas Hold’em or something like that.”


I had played poker, and won, as a kid with my great-aunt and parents. I had played poker, and won, at summer camps throughout high school. I had played poker, and won, with the guys in college. It was 10:30 P.M. on a Tuesday night. I had $63 on me, another $1,300 in my brand-new checking account, and a $1,000 signing bonus check that was just about to clear.


Impetuous youths that we were, we decided to go and check it out. I had to see for myself. I was very nervous in the car, decidedly apprehensive that we were going to an underground, illegal game where guys would be cheating our asses off and someone was likely to get hurt. Jay assured me that his buddy had actually played in the game and that it was completely legal and square.


We arrived at the sprawling parking lot at about 11:45 P.M. A burly security guard asked us for ID at the door. Spread before us were about fifty tables, most completely full, guys in white tuxedo shirts and black ties at each table deftly handling cards, scantily clad waitresses serving cocktails, and patrons tossing chips into massive pots. It didn’t seem possible.


We asked a waitress to point us to the guy in charge. We met the floorman and started asking questions: “This is completely legal?” Yes. “The chips are real? For real money?” Yes. “What game do they play?” Texas Hold’em. “How do you play?”


The guy laughed. “Here boys, take a look at this.” He handed us a brochure on the rules of Texas Hold’em, and told us to tell him when we would like to join a game in progress—two seats were open in the $1/2 limit hold’em game, $40 buy-in.*


We devoured the brochure, completely enthralled, and watched from the rail for about an hour discussing all the fine points of strategy: the white “dealer” button, the blinds, check-raise (can that really be legal?), all-in (why exactly don’t they let them take money out of their pockets?), the fact that a pair of aces “in the hole” seemed like the best hand, but it seemed like just about any two cards down could win. We were ready.


At 1:00 A.M. on a Wednesday morning in San Jose, California, I became a poker player.


At 1:45 A.M., I became a poker player on the way to the ATM machine for a $40 withdrawal and a rebuy.


We left at 6 A.M., both completely broke. We called in sick the next day and spent most of the afternoon talking strategy, analyzing the play from the previous night, and playing practice hands face up on the living room floor. Our startling conclusion: any two cards really can win! At 4 P.M. we left the apartment, stopped by the bank to pick up some cash—our ATM withdrawal limit had already been maxed out—and returned to Garden City.


Ten years and a hundred thousand hands later, I found myself in Las Vegas at the Final Table of the $10,000 buy-in 2001 World Series of Poker championship event. There were five players left: Phil Hellmuth Jr., Carlos Mortensen, Dewey Tomko, Stan Schrier, and me. Four million of the $6,000,000 prize pool was left to be claimed, $1,500,000 for first, along with the title and the coveted gold bracelet.


I came in fourth, earning $400,000, and realized I had covered a lot of ground since those experiences at the $1-$2 table. I read nearly every poker book written. I played in casinos across the globe. I talked with and befriended the best players in the world. I studied the game.


The players on the World Poker Tour make it seem so easy—a $1,000,000 bluff here, a great read and call there, a late position steal from the short stack, a well-timed re-raise with a second pair. But for the new player, like me in 1991, poker is intimidating. This book, I hope, should help.


There are tons of strategy books out there, some good, some not so good. They offer advice like: “If you have ace-queen offsuit in middle position, raise if you’re the first in the pot, or call up to a single raise.” This is not that book.


This is a book about the poker lifestyle.


What’s the poker lifestyle, you ask? It’s everything I learned from July 1991 to May 2001: how the game works, the books worth reading, what to expect at a cardroom, playing online, moving from low-limit to middle-limit to high-limit, entering and winning tournaments, and how to know you’re ready to turn pro.


Texas Hold’em is not an easy game. Nobody goes from home game chump to World Poker Tour champ overnight. With some hard work, study, and discipline, you can be a winning player. You’ve taken the right first step, buying this book. Now, take a seat at the table and come along for a wild, fun ride.





1
A BRIEF HISTORY OF POKER


Play is older than culture, for culture, however inadequately defined, always presupposes human society, and animals have not waited for man to teach them their playing.


—JOHAN HUIZINGA, Homo Ludens


What is the greatest human achievement of all time? Some might argue for the discovery of fire. Organized religion. Space travel. The Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue.


But what about the discovery of play?


Think about it: Before play, people had to satisfy their competitive urges by beating each other over the head with big sticks. In today’s society, playing is so ingrained that we take it for granted. How much time, money, and energy do we dedicate to watching, betting on, and otherwise living and dying by college and professional sports? What is the entertainment industry if not the evolution of ancient play? Businessmen play the stock market. Politicians play to their audiences. Bachelors and bachelorettes looking for love (or something less high-minded) play the field.


Who knows what the first “games” were? “Hey, Wulfgar, my stack of hides is larger than yours.” “Yeah? Well, I can throw this rock farther than you can.”


Whatever these games were like, they made a quantum leap when somebody discovered playing cards.


One thousand years after the discovery of paper, a feat most historians attribute to the Chinese around 100 B.C.E., the Emperor Mu-Tsung celebrated New Year’s Eve playing a game of “paper dominoes” with his wife. We don’t know who won that contest, but if the empress played anything like Jennifer Harman or Annie Duke, the emperor may have lost his silk shirt.


This new fad made its way to the Islamic world, where “cups” and “swords” were added to the traditional Chinese “circles” and “bamboos” to create the first four-suited deck of cards. Some innovative Muslims began including “court cards” as well, representing the malik (king), na’ib malik (vice-king), and thani na’ib (vice-vice-king).


No one is exactly sure when these decks swept into Europe. What we do know is that in 1377, a Swiss monk found card playing fascinating enough to put quill to paper and produced a manuscript on the subject of card games. He wasn’t alone—fast-forward only twenty years, and the powers-that-were in France, Germany, and Italy have already begun regulating the time, place, and amounts wagered by their card-crazed subjects. It was, perhaps, a great time for finding loose games.


We have to thank the French for our modern-day cards. They not only re-jiggered the deck to align with their own notions of royalty—kings, queens, and jacks replaced the Muslim court cards—but they also replaced the four suits with their current-day counterparts. An early French deck featured Charlemagne as the king of diamonds, Emperor Julius Caesar as the king of hearts, Alexander the Great as the king of clubs, and biblical King David as the king of spades.


[image: image]


VIVE LA DIFFÉRENCE!


The “American” fifty-two-card deck, which was actually designed by the French, might be regarded by most as the world’s standard, but it’s certainly not the world’s only deck.


To this day, traditional German decks consist of only thirty-two cards, bearing leaves, acorns, and bells instead of spades, diamonds, and clubs. Their court cards have a more military bent—no queens and jacks, but the all-male Obers (“over-officers”) and Unters (“under-officers”).


Spain’s forty-card deck—kings, knights, valets, and the numbers one through seven—are divided into swords, cups, coins, and real clubs, i.e., heavy sticks you might hit somebody over the head with after receiving a bad beat.


The Swiss and Italians also have their own variations.
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The French cards flooded the European marketplaces and soon became the standard in England as well. Trade proved so brisk that in 1628, King Charles I banned their import, granting an exclusive charter to the Company of the Mistery of Makers of Playing Cards of the City of London for their continued production. These were the first decks to cross the Atlantic, as the British monarchy forbade its colonists from manufacturing any of their own. The upstart Americans, bristling from the exorbitant excise taxes they were forced to pay on their playing cards (and a few other goods as well) decided to revolt.


Free from the yoke of British rule, the new Yankee ingenuity soon made its mark on the history of playing cards. American manufacturers introduced double-headed court cards (no more having to read the card upside down), varnished surfaces (more durable, easier to shuffle), and rounded corners (less wear and tear). These decks, like the rest of the new country, began moving west.


THE CHEATER’S GAME


The frontier gambler of history was not always tall and thin; he was often short and sometimes quite stout. His hair was frequently fair rather than dark, and sometimes he wore a full beard. There were some gamblers who neglected to shave and still others were beardless because they were women. Some of the professional gamblers of the western frontier were scrupulously honest and some were as crooked as a Colorado creek bed. There were the generous and the niggardly, the courageous and the cowardly, the intelligent and the stupid. They were, in a word, human, with all the virtues and vices of any other segment of mankind.


—ROBERT K. DEARMENT, Knights of the Green Cloth


In 1834, American writer Jonathan H. Green noticed a new game growing in popularity among the gamblers who rode the riverboats up and down the Mississippi. It involved only twenty cards (tens through aces), a fair degree of bluffing, and an enormous amount of cheating. So much, in fact, that Green—who would go on to write a tell-all about the troubles he’d seen called The Exposures of the Arts and the Miseries of Gambling—described it as “the Cheating Game.” The gentlemen (and ladies) who played it, however, called it something else.


Some etymologists argue that “poker” derives from hocus pocus, a popular expression among magicians of the day. Others believe that it came from poke, a slang word used by criminals to describe pickpocketing. There were some similarities to the French card game poque (which we vulgar Americans would have pronounced “pokah”), and even more to the German Pochspiel, a bluffing game where players opened a round of betting by declaring Ich Poche! Both of these games may have been derived from a Persian game called As-Naz, which translates to something akin to “my beloved ace.” But as some historians point out, there were no aces in the original Persian decks, meaning they must have learned the game from someone else. Like so many things American, the game seems to be a mishmash of elements begged, borrowed, and stolen from other cultures.


These early games along the Mississippi gave birth to an entirely new, uniquely American character: the river-boat gambler. Their stories are the stuff of legend. LikeJ. J. Bryant, a Virginian who ran away from home to join the circus (where he swallowed swords and walked the “slack-wire”), dabbling in slave trade and hotel management before finding his niche as a poker player. Or Charles Cora, an Italian cardsharp raised from infancy by the Louisiana madam of a bordello in Natchez-Under-the-Hill, a town described by many at the time as the most lawless place in America.


As pioneers pushed west, establishing towns and settlements wherever there was something to farm or mine, poker moved with them. The latter half of the nineteenth century was a heyday for frontier gamblers who engaged in high-stakes poker games designed to separate these settlers from their herds and lucky strikes. These games occasionally resolved with violence (quite literally resulting in the poker expression under the gun), and often led to financial ruin, as in the case of former Kansas governor Thomas Carney, who in 1877 lost everything he had in one legendary hand to Dodge City poker pro “Colonel” Charlie Norton. Carney pushed all-in with four kings, but Norton had him covered with four aces. Carney never recovered.


Along the way, the deck was expanded to include fiftytwo cards. Open cards became popular during the Civil War, giving rise to stud poker. Antes and wildcards were introduced in the 1870s, lowball and split pot games sometime around 1900.


At the turn of the last century, however, the general tenor of the Old West was changing into something more family-friendly. New laws were enacted to banish gambling—and poker along with it—from most of the states where it had flourished.


Well, not everywhere. In progressive California, the attorney general possessed the infinite wisdom to declare poker not a game of chance, but a game of skill, laying the groundwork for the still-vibrant cardroom culture that exists there today.* Nevada followed suit in the 1930s. And “road games” thrived in the back rooms of bars and pool halls, where great fortunes continued to be won and lost.


MEANWHILE, DEEP IN THE HEART OF TEXAS . . .


Mr. Moss, I have to let you go.


—NICK “THE GREEK” DANDALOS


According to a survey taken by the U.S. Playing Card Company in 1946, contract bridge was far and away the country’s favorite game. Newspapers ran front page stories dedicated to its champions—names like Ely Culbertson, Helen Sobel, even a team called “Four Aces.” Yes, bridge was huge. Poker ran second among men, about as popular as pinochle, and generated even less interest among women.


Things were different in Texas, however, where poker-playing cowboys and rustlers regularly mixed it up in high-stakes contests, often forced to move from place to place to stay ahead of the law. The games retained a good deal of the character of the Old West. That is to say, they were often marred by violence and cheating, but in the end proved to be just as mythic in stature.


When Lester Ben “Benny” Binion was finally forced to leave Dallas in 1939, after evading conviction on charges that included bootlegging, theft, possession of a concealed weapon, and two counts of murder, he was considered one of the kings of the Texas gambling scene. He wound up in the only city where his vices were virtues—Las Vegas— where he purchased the downtown Horseshoe Casino. It wasn’t as glamorous as the places on the Strip, but under Binion’s management, it soon developed a reputation as a place that would take any bet, any size, any time.


In 1949, Nick “the Greek” Dandalos agreed to let Binion host what was at the time the highest-stakes no-limit poker game in history. Dandalos, a refined, well-schooled gentleman of fifty-seven, was a legend on the East Coast, where he had reportedly broken every house that would take his action to the tune of some sixty million dollars. He had never, however, faced Johnny Moss, considered by many to be the best poker player in Texas, which, by extension, meant the world. Binion knew this reputation to be well founded, having bankrolled Moss from time to time back in Dallas, and Moss, as this fable goes, although exhausted from a four-day poker marathon, boarded the first plane to Las Vegas upon receiving Binion’s call.


Moss and Dandalos battled heads up for the next five months in an epic contest that covered the poker spectrum: five-card stud, draw, seven-card stud, seven-card high-low split, lowball, both ace-to-the-five and deuce-tothe-seven. Dandalos nearly broke Moss after delivering one of the most memorable bad beats in the recorded history of the game (the details of which are omitted here, as no one likes a bad beat story). The wily Texan recovered, however, and methodically pounded the Greek into submission. The game finally ended when, after having lost a rumored four million dollars, Dandalos rose from the table and announced famously, “Mr. Moss, I have to let you go.”


It was a publicity stunt that succeeded beyond Binion’s expectations. Twenty-one years later, he decided to repeat it and invited a handful of the world’s best poker players to compete in a promotional tournament he dubbed the “World Series of Poker.”


THE GAME IS TEXAS HOLD’EM


Texas Hold’em is an extremely complicated form of poker. This is because the exact manner in which a hand should be played is often debatable. It is not uncommon to hear two expert players argue the pros and cons of a certain strategy.


—DAVID SKLANSKY AND MASON MALMUTH,
Hold’em Poker for Advanced Players


When the California courts finally conceded that poker was a legal game of skill, they were talking about draw poker. Five cards dealt to each player. A round of betting, then a draw, giving each player the chance to replace some of the cards in his or her hand with new ones.


Their ruling, however, did not extend to stud poker, that class of games that incorporates face-up cards in some way or another. Stud remained, in the eyes of California state legislators, an illegal game of chance until 1987.


As with so many legal distinctions, this one was more than a little bit ironic. While draw poker has its fair share of subtle strategies and complexities, it doesn’t give an expert player anywhere near the advantage that a stud game will. The ability to see cards, represent a hand, make a read on an opponent’s hand—these are qualities that are, for many players, the most artful and skillful aspects of the game.


Draw might also be an easier game to cheat at, which is probably one of the reasons it remained the most popular form of poker for so many years. But if you were to sit down with a group of players in the 1940s or ‘50s, odds were they’d be dealing stud. Draw may have been the game of hustlers and riverboat gamblers, but stud games were the pastime of the United States Armed Services. Harry S. Truman, who probably learned poker during his stint in the First World War, was an avid fan of five-card stud before, during, and after his presidency. According to Bruce Lambert, a regular in his weekly game, Truman was a chump: “He wanted to see what your hole card was, and knew anyone got a kick out of winning from him and he accommodated . . . but if he could whip you he got a big kick out of it.”


Richard “Tricky Dick” Nixon played a somewhat shrewder game during his time in the Navy in World War II. A fellow officer estimated that Nixon milked some $6,000 or $7,000 out of his shipmates during his tour of duty, which, according to rumor, he snuck home in a secret compartment at the bottom of his footlocker and used to finance his first run for Congress.


As conscription required nearly every American male to serve, stud poker enjoyed several decades as the country’s most popular game. Sometime during the 1960s, however, a variant of the game began to sneak into wider circulation. A. D. Livingston, a semi-professional poker player and author who has written on everything from poker strategy to cooking shellfish, described his first experience in an article for Life magazine:


They called the game Hold Me Darling, or Hold Me for short. Each player received two cards face down. A round of betting followed. Then three communal cards were turned up in the middle. Another bet. Another turn card. Another bet. Final turn card. Final bet. Showdown. Simple enough? Well, yes, mechanically. But strategically and mathematically it was different from any poker game I had ever run up against.


Livingston couldn’t find reference to “Hold Me Darling” in any of his books on poker. He called a player he knew in Colorado to ask him if he’d ever run into the game. “Never heard of it . . . but a new game has really caught on. High Hold’em. Each player gets two down cards. You bet on ‘em. Then three cards are turned up in the middle . . .”


In his 1967 book The Complete Guide to Winning Poker, Albert Morehead mourns the passing of an era: “Thirty years ago, two-thirds of the professional games were five-card stud; today, not one-tenth are.”


Some of that action went to the California games, where lowball draw was hugely popular in the 1960s and ‘70s, or to tables featuring other new variants like “Omaha” and “Amarillo.”* Felton “Corky” McCorquodale, a Texan transplanted to Las Vegas, introduced Hold Me— which he, like everyone else in his home state, called “Texas Hold’em”—to the poker room at the Golden Nugget in the early 1960s. The game’s popularity grew quickly among the poker-savvy, as its structure allowed a good player to risk a relatively small amount to win much more. A few years later, Texas Hold’em was chosen to be the featured game at the first World Series of Poker.


In what should come as no surprise, Texans utterly dominated the early years of the World Series. Johnny Moss won the first two, in 1970 and 1971, and again in 1974. “Amarillo Slim” Preston, a full-blooded Texan save for the technicality of having been born in Arkansas, won in 1972. Brian “Sailor” Roberts of San Angelo earned the crown in 1975,Doyle “Texas Dolly” Brunson of Longsworth owned the following two.


Shortly after winning his second bracelet, Texas Dolly was overcome by a mad idea: to write the best book of all time on the game he excelled at. The resulting work did for poker what Prometheus did for fire.



THE ‘80S


But now that they’ve read the book, they recognize what I’m doing, they think I’m bluffing, and call me. It’s hampered my style. I used to be able to wreck a game without holding any cards at all, because I never got called. Now I need the cards.


—DOYLE BRUNSON, ON WRITING Super/System


Texas Dolly Brunson wasn’t always destined to be a poker player. He was a hell of a basketball player, once considered to be one of the ten best college players in the country, before a severely broken leg ended his dreams of going pro.


A basketball player can’t win a game on his or her own. Brunson understood this, of course, so in setting out to write the best poker book of all time, he gathered five players whom he considered to be the best and brightest minds on the subject.


Armed with a tape recorder, Brunson talked to each of them about their specialty. “Crazy Mike” Caro on draw poker. David “Chip” Reese on seven-card stud. Joey “Howard Hughes” Hawthorne on lowball. David “Einstein” Sklansky on high-low. Bobby “The Owl” Baldwin on limit hold’em. And Texas Dolly himself would pen a chapter on no-limit hold’em, a game that he described as “the Cadillac of poker games.”


The book was originally called How I Made Over $1,000,000 Playing Poker, but Brunson, who published it out of pocket, changed the title to Super/System: A Course in Power Poker in the hopes of improving its initially weak sales. It contained a glossary of poker terms that would go on to capture the imaginations of millions of new players: Bad beats. Crying calls. The turn. The river. The nuts. Brunson also included almost fifty pages of statistical charts, revealing to the world-at-large secrets like the chances of hitting a gut-shot straight with three cards to come in seven-card stud (about 23 percent), or the odds of being dealt a five-card full house (693-to-1).


Super/System and the books that would follow forever democratized the game of poker. A beginner could read the book, study the charts, and know more than many lifelong players. A healthy knowledge of mathematics could substitute for years of hard-knock experience.


Suddenly, the Texas backroom players found themselves sharing the winner’s circle with kids who had learned to play in their college dormitories, or grinders from underground card clubs in New York City. The World Series began to attract a steady flow of international players. The payouts got bigger. And the game got a little flashier.


Witness Stu Ungar. Photographic memory and a genius IQ. He dropped out of school at fifteen to become a professional gin rummy player. The Kid, as he came to be known, destroyed games up and down the East Coast, destroying himself in the process with heavy drug use and heavier sports betting. By the time he got to Las Vegas in 1976, the twenty-three-year-old was dead broke. Ungar somehow scraped together the buy-in for a $50,000 gin tournament. He won, of course, but couldn’t resist forecasting each of his opponent’s cards on the final two hands in front of a crowd full of gaping onlookers. A scary feat, enough to frighten anyone from playing gin rummy with the Kid, or at least not for any serious money. It would end his gin rummy career.


He moved on to blackjack. One night at Caesar’s Palace, after Ungar had won $83,000, a casino manager barred him from further play. Ungar retaliated by correctly naming the last eighteen cards in the single-deck blackjack shoe. He was reportedly blacklisted thereafter by nearly every casino.


Ever in search of action, Ungar entered the 1980 World Series of Poker having had virtually no experience playing no-limit hold’em. He won. He won again the next year. After disappearing for most of the ‘90s—presumably lost to his two addictions, drugs and gambling—he returned in 1997, when, backed by a mysterious benefactor, he entered again . . . and won. During the course of his life, Ungar played around thirty no-limit hold’em championship events, winning an incredible ten of them!*
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