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PREFACE

DEAD MAN’S HAND

“TAKE THAT, YOU LOUSY SON OF A BITCH!”

Not the last words you want to hear, but they were all Wild Bill Hickok got.

As he pitched forward over the card table, his blood smeared the poker hand he was holding:

Two pairs. Aces and eights.

It was Deadwood, South Dakota. A town that’s named for the lifeless trees in its gulch isn’t likely to abound in glorious scenery. Any “glory” would have to come from the throng of saloons, dance halls, and gambling parlors. It wasn’t even a legal town, since it was on Sioux reservation land that was supposed to be reserved for Indians.

Nuttall & Mann’s No. 10 Saloon was less impressive than its name, a shabby log cabin with a canvas ceiling crudely covered with shake shingles. Spittoons sprinkled around in the sawdust. Dim lights, thick smoke, and wild, wild women—just like the country song says.

The long bar ran along the east side; it was topped with a scale for weighing the gold dust offered up by miners to pay for drinks and poker chips.

Wild Bill Hickok, famed marshal of the Old West, was not in Deadwood as a lawman or gunfighter. And despite what he told his new but absentee wife, he wasn’t seeking his fortune in the mines. His target was the poker tables.

On the evening of August 1, 1876, one of the players at Hickok’s table was a weaselly-looking loser named Jack McCall.  After McCall lost his stake, Hickok gave him a few dollars and suggested he get something to eat, but not to play poker until he learned how.

Now that would irritate a fellow.

The next evening Hickok was back in No. 10, clad as usual in frock coat, linen shirt, fringed leggings, beaded moccasins, waist sash, and of course his Smith & Wesson Model No. 2 Army Revolver. The seat normally preferred by Wild Bill, the one that backed up to the wall and afforded the best view of the room, was occupied by Charley Rich.

Hickok asked Charley to exchange seats. Rich just chuckled. “Don’t worry, Bill, nobody’s gonna shoot you in here.”

Shortly after a grumbling Hickok sat down, Jack McCall entered, strolling along the bar until he was behind Wild Bill. With Hickok concentrating on his poker hand, McCall pulled his pistol and, with a loud curse, shot him in the back of the head.

Wild Bill lay dead on the floor, his blood-soaked cards splayed on the table. From that day forward a poker hand with two pairs, aces and eights, has been known as the “Dead Man’s Hand.”

And that’s the way it was. Poker, in the Old West.






INTRODUCTION

“POKER MADE THE OLD WEST”

NOT TOTALLY—BUT SUBSTANTIALLY.

If it hadn’t been for poker, we might never have heard of Wild Bill Hickok. Nor Doc Holliday, Wyatt Earp, Calamity Jane, John Wesley Hardin, Lottie Deno, Bat Masterson, Belle Starr, and Luke Short.

These and numerous other “big names” in Old West history were gamblers first, gunfighters (and sometimes lawmen and brothel owners), second. Gambling was their livelihood; other pursuits just complemented the gambling. Their fame may have come from the barrel of a six-shooter, as the media of the day focused heavily on lurid stories of gunfights, not on accounts of complex poker games. As a class at the University of New Mexico described it, “penny dreadfuls, dime novels, and yellow journalism” were hallmarks of the Eastern media’s coverage of the Old West.

For a full-time gambler, it was of course helpful to be good with a gun—or, more important, to be seen as good with a gun.

The competitive nature of poker did lead to frequent conflicts. When there was a table of players with big stakes, these conflicts could lead to violence. And when the players were armed, well …

Nowadays a professional or “house” dealer will quickly and authoritatively tamp down conflicts. Players who refuse to respond are likely to be promptly evicted. (In Las Vegas I’ve seen two burly bouncers heading outside with an offending player suspended between them, his feet never touching the floor.) Even in the Old West, a house dealer could call on the bartender or bouncers to reinforce his authority.


But a lot of poker was played in the Old West without an “official” dealer, just four or five players around a table—or a blanket on the ground. Poker was so portable, involving at a minimum nothing more than a deck of cards, that it could pop up anywhere: around the campfire on cattle drives, among soldiers in the barracks or on patrol, in stagecoaches on baggage spread across laps or the apron of a long duster, on riverboats, across hotel dinner tables, and of course on the hundreds of tables provided by saloons, gambling halls, and even whorehouses.

Adventure, land, greed, patriotism, curiosity, economics, escapism, ambition, opportunity—all of these contributed to the development of the West. But poker was the magnet that drew the gunfighters and sassy dames, the personalities that, fueled by the media, caught the public’s eye and imagination.

The likes of Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, and many more were drawn to the scent of “fresh blood”: those naive innocents who frequented the saloons, bordellos, and gambling rooms of mining towns, cowtowns, and railheads, and who represented easy money for the professional at the poker table. Earp, Holliday, and other cardsharps were good with firearms because they had to be, sometimes dealing with enormous piles of cash along with not-infrequent charges of cheating. Their shooting skills gave them a reputation that drew “young guns” looking to build their own reputations; hence, the shoot-outs and tales of bravado and derring-do.

Other than poker, there were plenty of ways to gamble, such as monte (often viewed as a form of poker), faro, roulette, blackjack, and dice. But those were purely games of chance; they involved little skill and a lot of luck. Only poker provided the opportunity to pit your skill and guts against those of another human.

So you could play faro, for example, everywhere, but (as long as it was an honest game) it simply involves betting on the odds of what card will be turned over next. There is no way for anyone to exploit their expertise over that of a silver miner, cowpuncher, or soldier. And without poker, one cowtown was no better than the next. But add a bunch of green cowboys just off the trail, and to an expert poker player, that town looks like El Dorado.

Without poker, the West would have developed, of course, but we wouldn’t have had so many of the characters that gave it such color, notoriety, and even celebrity.

The Old West was synergism at work. The mining towns, rail-heads, and cowtowns were created in response to entrepreneurs, promoters, boosters, and expansionist corporations—not gamblers. New town, new workers, new population—plus fresh meat at the poker table—that attracted the gamblers, with their guns, knives, money, and chutzpah.

Inevitably there were fights, shoot-outs, and killings that drew reporters, authors, and photographers. The ensuing publicity fed outsiders’ curiosity and drew them to those towns, causing growth to follow.

Eventually, as each town reached a degree of maturity, the new blood was no longer new, and the gamblers moved on to the next enticing opportunity. But they often left behind a bigger, richer, and conceivably better town—on its way to becoming a city.

Pure synergism.

In the longer run, poker not only aided in developing the West, it also impacted the culture, resulting in countless movies, songs, and of course books that drew on the players’ notoriety. For better or worse, these various forms of media helped to establish the image we have of the Old West today.

Today poker is everywhere, especially on television, in shows like World Series of Poker, World Poker Tour, High Stakes Poker, Poker After Dark, and dozens more. Thousands regularly visit casinos spread all over the world, from Indian reservations to “riverboat” casinos that never leave the dock to the elegance of Las Vegas’s Bellagio and Monaco’s Monte Carlo (where the minimum stakes may be as high as $50,000). And then there’s Internet poker, where you can lose your shirt before you get out of your pajamas.


So, is the poker you see today like poker in the Old West? No. Not by a long shot (although there were shots, of course).

I’ve played poker for over twenty-five years, in casinos, living rooms, garages, and bars. There were also some creepy dives (very bad judgment) where I was happy to escape with my life, disregarding the Franklins left behind.

Overall I’ve been a small winner, enough to salvage my pride if not to pay the rent.

But in the Old West, the Wild West, I would have been a babe in the woods, innocent of sophisticated cheating methods and unable to confront the six-gun or bowie knife in anything like a “manly” fashion.

This book is in no way a serious history of the West. What we think we know about the Old West is often challengeable, and a lot of it is flat wrong. The principals were prone to exaggeration, and even when they didn’t purposely lie, they were often willing to let the wild fantasies slide by, as Bat Masterson did when asked about his supposed string of killings: “I haven’t killed as many men as is popularly supposed but I have had a great many difficulties.” (Bat’s actual killing score was zero, or maybe one; there are conflicting stories.)

Legends can be a hard thing to stare down, so in this book I’m mostly taking them at face value.






CHAPTER ONE
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Opening the West





AS THE OLD WEST DEVELOPED, POKER BECAME UBIQUITOUS.

It actually started down South.

The first nonnative settlers in the West were Spanish. Coronado’s 1540 expedition, hungrily seeking the “Seven Cities of Gold” prevalent in Spanish mythology, got it going. By the early 1600s, the seven-hundred-mile El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, “The Royal Road of the Interior Land,” was charted, leading from Mexico City to the new Spanish territorial capital at Santa Fe.

Santa Fe was the center of trade up the Royal Road, and later down the Santa Fe Trail from Missouri as well. Its significance grew after it became a part of the United States in 1848. At the time writers usually described Santa Fe as just a collection of mud huts. In fact, those “mud” buildings were solid adobe, a material still widely in use throughout the dry Southwest. One of those mud buildings dates from the days of the pre-Columbian Anasazi and is considered to be the oldest house in the United States, located across a narrow street from the oldest church in Santa Fe (both can be visited).

The town of Santa Fe, though not large, contained a complex society that had evolved over two centuries from its first establishment in 1607 as the capital of Spain’s northern territory: La Villa Real de la Santa Fe de San Francisco de Asís, or the Royal Town of the Holy Faith of Saint Francis of Assisi.


By the 1800s all this old stuff impressed neither the rough and rowdy traders nor the trappers and miners working the region. What interested them, beyond the profits to be made, were the gambling dens and fandangos—Mexican dances. After selling their goods and packing at least some of the gold and silver away for safekeeping, the traders spent their waking hours (mostly from dark to dawn) trekking from the card tables to the dances and back again, with occasional detours to a nearby bed.

Fandangos and gambling were constants—Sodom and Gomorrah in the mountains. Gambling was virtually a way of life among the Mexicans, as observed by Thomas James, who arrived in 1821 in time to participate in a Mexican carousal:


Tables for gambling surrounded the square, and continually occupied the attention of the crowds. I never saw any people so infatuated with the passion of gaming. Women of rank were seen betting at the tables. They frequently lost all their money; then followed the jewelry from their fingers, arms, and ears, then the rebozo or sash, edged with gold which they wear over their shoulders, was staked and lost, when the fair gamesters would go to their homes for money and redeem the last pledge and if possible continue to play. Men and women on all sides of me were equally absorbed in the fluctuating fortunes of these games. The demons of chance and avarice seemed to possess them all, to the loss of what little reason Nature had originally made theirs.



And the traders joined right in. The games could become wild and boisterous, and the vigorous betting, with bags of gold and silver, knew no limits. No limits indeed, especially when Texas and New Mexico were engaged.

Johnny Dougherty was a professional poker player, well-known around Santa Fe as very aggressive at the table. He and Texas cattleman Ike Jackson got into a no-limit game in Bowen’s Saloon. It was 1889, and they called it the Poker Championship of the West—sounds kind of like a precursor to today’s World Series of Poker. A crowd of spectators jammed the saloon; everybody was there, including territorial governor Bradford Prince.

After a few uneventful hands, the betting heated up. With $100,000 in the pot, Jackson, now short of cash, scratched out a deed to his Texas ranch along with ten thousand head of cattle. He threw it on the table, stating that he was raising another hundred thousand.

Dougherty didn’t have the money to call, but he did know Governor Prince. He wrote something on a piece of paper, drew his pistol, and handed the paper to the governor. “Now, Governor, you’re my friend, but today my poker reputation is at stake, so you sign this or I’ll shoot you.” The governor just chuckled and signed the paper, and Dougherty tossed it into the pot, declaring, “With this deed I raise you the Territory of New Mexico.” The Texan stared openmouthed for a minute, then sighed and laid his cards down. “You win, Johnny. But you’re damned lucky the governor of Texas wasn’t here today.”

Roughly a hundred years after the Spanish capital of Santa Fe was established, the Spanish village of San Antonio was settled in Texas. Also about that time, New Orleans was laid out by a land company. The Big Easy was first French, then Spanish, then French—until it was bought by President Jefferson as part of the Louisiana Purchase.

The Spanish outposts of Santa Fe and San Antonio notwithstanding, in the early 1800s westward expansion ended at the Mississippi River. Its port, New Orleans, was the far West. Bright, loud, and bawdy, with streets lined with saloons and gambling dens and a multitude of hotels and fancy restaurants—and not a few low-down dives—it was a city without restraint.

There was little restraint in poker. It probably grew out of poque, a betting and bluffing game that had been introduced by early French settlers. Poque/poker readily took root in the freebooting atmosphere where wealthy farmers and plantation owners, soldiers, merchants, explorers, escaped convicts, and pirates roamed the French Quarter, some looking for fun, others—like the river-boat gamblers—for prey.

Entrepreneur John Davis provided New Orleans guests with the Davis Hotel, the Orleans Ballroom, and the Théâtre d’Orléans. “High-roller” gamblers were “comped” (the term now used in Las Vegas for “complimented,” or complimentary) with free rooms, fine wine, and, of course, the best French cuisine.

The steamboat soon connected the Crescent City, as New Orleans came to be called, with commercial centers up and down the Mississippi, Missouri, Ohio, and lesser rivers. At the same time, traders were probing the West with mule trains and wagons, heading to Santa Fe and eventually California. Poker, which was wonderfully portable, always went along.

Up the river on the steamboat route, Natchez and St. Louis weren’t far behind. But above all, if you were a gambler, on the river was where to find the action.

The larger steamboats on the Mississippi were smaller versions of the cruise liners of today. They went far beyond the merely utilitarian; many were floating luxury palaces. Crystal chandeliers and Persian carpets, hand-carved furniture and fittings, bone china, and the best champagne would be found in the elegant public rooms. Grand salons ran the length of the boat, replete with soaring gilded ceilings and mirror-lined walls (sometimes extending even to the engine rooms, perhaps to allow the engineers and coal-shovelers to preen before dinner?). The elite traveled first-class, their cabins fitted with luxurious beds, picture windows with constantly changing views, wash facilities, easy chairs, and even sofas.

For shallower western waters, builders devised “packet” boats, long, wide vessels of shallow draft and light construction. By the late 1830s at least twenty of these new steamboats could navigate in only twenty inches of water.


On the river, in steamboats large and small, tyros and pros intermingled. Sharpers were joined on the riverboats by wealthy farmers and plantation owners accompanying their cotton and corn to New Orleans, then returning up the river with sheaves of money. Whether “mainline” or packet, every steamboat shared one feature: poker tables. These not only afforded a comfortable way to pass the time; they also attracted the professional gamblers, whose classy, even “blingy,” appearance helped “dress the boat,” sending the message that a boat’s passengers were of the better class.

Unlike the hoodies and reversed baseball caps prominent in today’s televised poker tournaments, the attire of the steamboat gamblers was top of the line. The long black coat, satiny vest, ruffled white shirt, large knotted tie featuring a diamond stickpin—the bigger the better—all had a purpose: to clearly identify this person as both a professional gambler and a person of substance. Diamonds and gold were everywhere, not only in stickpins, but also in cufflinks and watches, diamond-studded golden pencils, and even gold-headed walking canes. Often a heavy golden chain would adorn the professional’s neck—gambling dude Jimmy Fitzgerald’s was nearly twenty feet long. These accoutrements were not only meant to impress; they could also readily be converted into cash if needed during a game.

Professional gamblers were, and intended to be, seducements for the backwoods grangers, western cattlemen, and aspiring California gold-seekers. Who wants to gamble with some rum-bum when you can challenge the top dog? Just as a famous gunfighter would attract the young punk who wanted to make a name for himself, so the professional gamblers were powerful magnets drawing the amateurs and tyros (that is, the suckers) to their tables.

But professional gamblers, even if they were expert cheaters, would sometimes run into a surprise—as we see in an oft-told and possiblytrue tale.
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On a boat steaming down the Mississippi, an innocent young man joined a poker game of five-card draw. He and his new bride were returning from New York, where he had collected $50,000 from Eastern merchants on behalf of Southern planters. Unfortunately, the more he played, the more he lost. Ultimately the money was all gone.

In a daze, he slowly rose from the table overcome with guilt and ashamed to admit the loss to his bride. When he found himself at the boat’s railing, he started to climb to what would be his death.

“Where you going, son?” A tall man laid his hand on the lad’s shoulder, then firmly pulled him back aboard. “I don’t think there’s much down there to see.”

The young man protested that, because he had shamed his wife and family, he wasn’t fit to live.

The stranger teased him that things couldn’t really be that bad, could they?

But no, the lad explained that Louisiana planters had sent him to obtain $50,000 from New York bankers, and he had lost it all in a game of poker—every penny.

“Lost it all in a game of poker, huh? Are you that bad of a player?”

“Well, sir, I have generally done well enough playing poker, but in this game I guess luck was just against me, for every time I’d get a good hand and bet it strong another fellow would have a better hand. Every time, it seemed. I couldn’t believe it, which I guess is why I kept on playing. But my luck didn’t change.”

The tall chap nodded his head thoughtfully, saying that in his home state of Kentucky it wasn’t considered a bad thing to play poker, and in Texas, where he was heading, it was virtually the national pastime. He then led the lad back to his cabin and ushered him inside to his wife.

After a few cordial words, the Kentuckian strode back to the poker table, inquired as to whether the empty chair was taken, and was welcomed to the game.


He began winning quickly, delighting the gamblers as he kept raising the stakes. They figured they would hold out some good cards, appear to just go along, arrange for the stranger to get a strong hand, and then pounce.

Soon the Kentuckian hit a particularly strong hand; the raises caromed around the table until an enormous pot was built. At the showdown a white-goateed Southerner, who at least appeared to be a gentleman, smirkingly declared, “Ah’m so sorry, suh, but Ah believe mah aces have you beat.”

But the newcomer’s hands were quick, and one now held a wide and very long knife. With his other hand around the gambler’s wrist, the Kentuckian drawled, “Show your hand, sir, and if it has more than five cards I shall carve out your heart and add it to the pot.” With that he gave a twist, and a sixth card fell from the gambler’s sleeve.

“Well, well. I guess I’ll just have to take this here pot. And you sidewinders would be wise to shuffle off this boat at its next docking. You won’t be welcomed by any more poker players on this run.”

Then the Kentuckian rose and ambled to the newlyweds’ cabin. When they opened the door, he gently laid $50,000 on the table. As he turned to leave, the young man grabbed his sleeve, crying, “Wait a minute. Who the devil are you?” The soon-to-be-Texan’s lips twitched into a hint of a smile. “My name is James Bowie, son, but I’d be pleased if you folks just called me Jim.”
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Competition among riverboats for luxury, style, image, and reputation soon became fierce. Naturally, this produced head-to-head races. Naturally, too, that led to a surge of betting. And when the race was over, winners and losers, with gambling fever still coursing through their veins, headed for the card tables.

Southern gentlemen, in particular, welcomed the card tables. As a man of the South you were expected to excel—or at least pretend to—whether with a gun or a deck of cards. And if you lost? You took it with grace and never a hint of regret, even when you had just gambled away the cotton crop proceeds.

Author Margaret Mitchell obviously recognized the gambling proclivity of Southern gentlemen. In Gone with the Wind, she has Rhett Butler describe himself as having “no training whatsoever to be anything but a Charleston gentleman, a good pistol shot and an excellent poker player.”

Doc Holliday’s biographer said Doc understood the propensity of Southerners to gamble because he was a Southern aristocrat himself. He knew that wealthy Southerners used high-stakes wagers as a way to display their competitiveness, their courage, and their materialism. Great gains as well as great losses served as symbolic testament to the cavalier postbellum lifestyle of the Southern gentry.

Justice on the river was usually meted out by steamboat captains. Whether they ran a large boat or small, they were equivalent to captains on seagoing vessels—that is, they held supreme authority. Troublemakers could be bound and held for the sheriff in the next port town, but often the captain dealt with them himself. Some were “taught a lesson,” then dumped at the next landing. Some didn’t even get to a landing; they were summarily pitched into the water. Or, if they were lucky, the captain pulled the vessel close to the bank where the offender, miserably soaked, could slog ashore through the mud and muck.

You just didn’t mess with the boat captains. Like Captain Billy Russell.

His hometown paper, the Daily Argus of Crawfordsville, Indiana, liked to write about him. Their May 22, 1894, issue featured an article that told how Captain Billy reacted when one of his passengers lost his bankroll in a gambling den, in the rough and rowdy riverfront section of Natchez called “Under-the-Hill.”

Captain Billy marched into the gamblers’ hangout and demanded the return of the passenger’s money. Of course they just laughed at him. So he marched out, back onto his steamboat, where he hollered, “Okay, you stevedores and roustabouts, drag out our heaviest cable, throw it around that thar building, and snug it up like a lasso. Now cast off!” As the steamship started moving, so did the gambling den, foot by foot, until it was nearly covered with muddy water. Then Billy had the cable undone and neatly stored, and calmly pointed his steamboat down the river.


CHEATERS SOMETIMES WIN: GEORGE DEVOL

The Natchez Under-the-Hill bunch were cheats and sidewinders, but they weren’t alone; with easy pickings the boats probably had at least as many crooked gamblers as honest ones. George Devol was one of the most active, and probably the best-known, of the riverboat gamblers—and he was a very accomplished cheater.

Devol rode the steamboats up and down the Mississippi and, as history moved westward, into the Rio Grande, Red, Arkansas, and Missouri Rivers. A big fellow, he liked to fight and particularly liked to butt an opponent with his very hard head (he claimed doctors had told him the skull over his forehead was nearly an inch thick).

George started young, first working as a cabin boy, but soon became a proficient poker player. To give himself an unfailing advantage, he employed marked cards and also carefully stacked decks in advance. Then, along with a generous bribe, he would plant his “new” and sealed decks with the bartender.

Devol also practiced virtually every other method and device of cheating at cards. Of course he would sometimes get caught, and violence often ensued. That’s why Devol was always armed with his pistol, “old Betsy Jane,” as well as a large knife.

In his Forty Years a Gambler on the Mississippi, Devol tells of sailing on the Sultana heading for Louisville when a game of five-card draw developed. He joined in, and when it was his turn to deal, went to the bar for a “fresh” deck. Of course he had primed the bartender with several of his own decks, carefully stacked, packed, and then resealed.


With this rogue deck Devol dealt one man three aces, one three kings, and himself four treys. The goal, of course, was to induce the other two to bet and raise vigorously with their good hands while Devol would quietly call all the way to the end. And raise they did, until a very healthy pot was piled in the middle of the table.

At the laydown Devol moaned, “Gentlemen, I guess you have me beat; I only have two pairs.” The two opponents ignored Devol as they gloatingly tabled their strong triplets—the aces beating the kings, of course. At that point Devol grinned, “Well, boys, I can top both hands, with my two pairs of threes.”

Apparently Devol got away with this antic, but today that kind of “slow-rolling” caper would get at least a good whipping. So, don’t try it in home games, and surely not in modern casinos.

Devol’s operating philosophy could be summarized as “It’s morally wrong to let a sucker keep his money.” But Devol did have one soft spot: the clergy. “I caught a preacher once for all his money, his gold spectacles, and his sermons. Then I had some of those queer feelings come over me, so I gave him his sermons and specs back.” Kept the money, though. Devol had a soft spot, not a mushy one.

Most of Devol’s “career” was spent on riverboats, but he later became alert to the gambling opportunities developing rapidly in the West, and started to follow Horace Greeley’s advice. As the West opened up, the opportunities grew: miners, trappers, cowboys, lawmen (almost all of whom loved to gamble), soldiers, train and stagecoach passengers, Indians. Up the Red River to Texas, down the Arkansas “on a stern-wheel boat out of Wichita,” every little burg was just an ATM for Devol.




LOTTIE DENO: POKER QUEEN WITH A LOTTA DOUGH

George Devol wasn’t the only one branching out from New Orleans and the river.

Carlotta Thompkins began life in Kentucky with a wealthy father who, on business trips to New Orleans, introduced his daughter to the pleasures of gambling. It might seem inappropriate for a young girl to be exposed to the lush betting parlors of New Orleans and the elegant salons of the steamboats, but Carlotta was always protected—early on by her father, and later by her seven-foot-tall black nanny, Mary, who, in the early years, never left Carlotta’s side.

Just as well, too, for Carlotta quickly developed a skill at poker, and sometimes a man she had fleeced might become violent. Once a soldier, perhaps disbelieving that such a pretty young lady could actually be good enough at poker to take his entire stack, began to revile her as a cheater. Big Mary yanked the soldier up by his collar, marched him to the boat railing, and cast him overboard.

Like Devol, Carlotta also heard the call of the West and headed for San Antonio, where she discovered a town already two hundred years old and rampant with gambling salons. Carlotta arrived with a flourish and a dramatic persona. A newspaper described her appearance at the Cosmopolitan Saloon: “She created a never-to-be-forgotten picture when she arrived, dressed in the finest style, followed by Mary Poindexter. Mary, being a Negro, was allowed to sit behind Carlotta’s chair during the evening (to serve as a lookout), much to the chagrin of Lottie’s gambling companions. Carlotta’s dexterity in handling the cards soon won her the respect of the biggest gamblers in San Antonio.” She was such a good poker player that the University Club hired her as house gambler—essentially a person staked and sponsored by the club, which took a share of her winnings.

With her good looks, hourglass figure, Parisian fashions, and card-dealing dexterity, Carlotta was soon tagged with the sobriquet “Angel of San Antonio.” This is where she also received another tag, one that she would embrace for the rest of her life. As the stacks of gold and silver mounted in front of her, a hapless opponent at the table moaned, “Honey, with winnings like them, you ought to call yourself Lotta Dinero.”

And she did, shortening it to Lottie Deno for convenience.


Lottie fell in with a companion, but he disappeared after stabbing a man to death. So she took off to search for him throughout Texas, journeying to Fort Concho, Jacksboro, San Angelo, Dennison, Fort Worth, and Fort Griffin. In each town she would play poker until she had fleeced enough players that it became hard to find a game, and then she would move on.

When she strolled into Fort Griffin’s Beehive Saloon, that groggery blossomed from a smoky dive into an elegant ballroom. Or so it seemed to the rowdy cowpokes, buffalo hunters, and mule-team drivers, whose heads turned as one to eye Lottie Deno, a true beauty, attired as though for a Parisian salon. The bartender handed her a new deck of cards and she gracefully took her seat at the poker table.

A couple of buffalo hunters and a professional gambler quickly joined her game. Although the buffalo men started with wads of payday money, they were soon busted. The gambler was Doc Holliday, who “daylighted” as a dentist.

Lottie and Doc went heads-up for several hours, until finally Doc stood up with a sigh.

“Well, I guess today is not my day, Miss Deno. Would you care to join me for dinner before my last two dollars are gone?”

“Doc, as I’ve so often said, I do not join men for dinner—or anything else. Although I am happy to take your money.”

“Perhaps you won’t object, Miss Deno, if I consider your winnings today as only a temporary loan. Tomorrow is another day, and the cards may run quite differently. Good day to you.”

Although Doc seemed calm, inside he was seething. He could stand losses at faro—that game was, after all, mainly luck—but he wasn’t used to losing at poker.

Seething would also describe Big Nose Kate, who barged in with smoke pouring from her ears. As Doc’s consort, Kate wasn’t worried about Doc losing, but she didn’t want another woman messing with “her man,” and she told Lottie so.


Lottie let ’er have it, verbally. Women in the Old West were every bit the equal of men in their cursing abilities. Though, in substantial contrast to Kate, Lottie appeared to be every inch a lady, her response was direct: “Why you stinkin’ slut! If I should step in soft cow manure, I would not even clean my boot on that bastard!” With that Lottie whipped out her derringer, but Doc separated them, and they all lived to play poker and participate in historic gunfights another day.

Lottie vanished all right, but resurfaced with her own gambling room in Kingston, New Mexico, soon adding another in nearby Silver City. As the mining boom ebbed, she moved to Deming with her new husband and bought a liquor distribution business. Their wealth grew, allowing her to become involved in charity work and other civic ventures. Eventually she gave up poker, which had been so good to her, for bridge. While in her later years she was a respected community leader, in her earlier days, in addition to building her own wealth, she had also contributed to the development of the West in several towns.
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