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CHARACTER LIST



THE ANTIHEROES

Benny Binion—“The Cowboy”—An illiterate horse trader from the prairies of Pilot Point, Texas, who rises to become a cutthroat businessman and THE boss gambler of Dallas, heading up the powerful Southland Syndicate, and eventually becoming the driving force behind the World Series of Poker.

Herbert Noble—“The Cat”—An ambitious and savvy man who rose from the slums of West Dallas to become a force in the Texas underbelly, earning the nickname “The Aristocratic Gambler” and becoming both a rival for Benny Binion and a determined survivalist.



THE MENTORS

Warren Diamond—A brilliant risk-taker and kingpin in the Dallas policy numbers racket, working out of the notorious St. George Hotel; the man who gives Benny his start and his influence.

Sam Murray—A rough-and-tumble adrenaline junkie who rises up to take control of all South Dallas gambling, also providing mentorship and opening the door for Herbert Noble.

Mr. Wade—Proprietor of the Otter’s Club private poker club in Dallas who recognizes the talent of a young Johnny Moss and teaches him the game.



THE CRIMINALS

Arnold Rothstein—Infamous and brilliant crime boss and racketeer, known mostly for rigging the 1919 World Series, and a friend of Titanic Thompson.

Al Capone—“Scarface.” “Public Enemy Number One.” Legendary gangster who weaves his way in and out of the lives of many characters in our story.

Paul Roland Jones—A midlevel associate from the Chicago Syndicate who comes to Dallas to try and influence local politicians and crime bosses to lay stakes for the Mob.

Raymond Laudermilk—A tough guy from the streets of Dallas who works his way up in Benny Binion’s operation, becoming his right-hand man … for a time.

Ivy Miller—A street-smart, cold-blooded killer and an associate of Benny Binion.

Bob Minyard—A low-level petty criminal who rises up the ranks in Benny’s outfit, earning trust through violence.

Lois Green—Thief, bodyguard, sharpshooter, and a nemesis of Herbert Noble who would later lead The Forty Thieves gang.

Johnny Grisaffi—Homicidal maniac known as “Brazil” and an associate of Benny Binion.

Jack Darby—A young and inexperienced hired gun in Dallas trying to make his way in Benny’s orbit.

Eddie Gillihand—An incompetent gambler and even worse thief who squares off with Noble.

Sonny Lefors—An untrustworthy thief who readily flips loyalties between crime bosses at the first threat of violence.

R.D. Mathews—A lethal enforcer and trusted bodyguard of Benny Binion.

Harold Shimley—A disgraced and despised gambler who somehow finds himself trying to negotiate peace between two deadly rivals.

Franklin Strong—A member of The Forty Thieves gang who encounters Noble on more than one occasion.

Leroy Gross—Another member of The Forty Thieves with a score to settle with The Cat.

Jack Todd—Known as “Gentleman Jack,” a strategic racketeer who also has a dangerously violent side.

Blackie—An immoral, degenerate gambler who dresses like a pimp and loves to cheat, leaving an early impression on a young Johnny Moss.




THE LAW

Smoot Schmid—A seasoned sheriff, once known for helping track down Bonnie and Clyde, who is as willing to turn a blind eye to any Dallas gangland violence as he is to share a cup of coffee with his “friend” Benny Binion.

Steve Guthrie—A young former army sergeant who defies the odds to win the Dallas County sheriff election in an upset, reshaping the landscape of the Dallas gambling scene.

Bill Decker—A Dallas police captain with close ties to Benny Binion.

George Butler—A lieutenant with the Dallas Police Department and a friend of Herbert Noble, who, more than once, has to rein in The Cat.

Estes Kefauver—A US senator from Tennessee who launches the Subcommittee on Organized Crime and sends gangsters of all shapes and sizes scrambling.

Henry Wade—Dallas district attorney who has a hard-nosed appreciation for law and order, and a desire to get The Cowboy behind bars.



THE PROMOTERS

Vegas Vic—A cool and confident manager and promoter who helps build up both Reno and Las Vegas into entertainment capitals.

Tom Moore—Vic’s protégé who comes up with a grand idea to attract business to a struggling casino through connections with the Texas Circuit.



THE PLAYERS

Nick Dandolos—“The Greek”—A gambling legend, an enigmatic personality, and the forefather of the traveling gambler, who spends most of his life jumping from city to city building fortunes and losing them only to build them up again, and earning notoriety everywhere he goes; a true “action” man.

Titanic Thompson—Another of the first true professional players, and also a master manipulator and prop bet artist that tours the country, building his bankroll and garnering the fame and acclaim that comes with it.

Johnny Moss—“The Grand Old Man of Poker”—A nine-time WSOP winner (including the first two) who takes part in a legendary event that lays the groundwork for the ultimate poker tournament.

Doyle Brunson—“The Texas Dolly”—The expert card player and legend of the Texas Circuit who becomes the first face of the WSOP with his warm, Southern charm, his devil-may-care play, and his willingness to be an ambassador for the sport.

Amarillo Slim—One of Doyle’s early playing partners on the Circuit who is always looking for action, be it poker, pool, or anywhere he thinks he can find an advantage.

Sailor Roberts—Another of Doyle’s early playing partners, and a master poker player … when he isn’t busy chasing skirts on the Circuit.

Corky McCorquodale—The elder statesman of the Texas Circuit and the man credited with helping spread the game of Texas Hold ’Em to Vegas and beyond.

Crandall Addington—A self-made rich oilman and member of the Texas Circuit who is both patient and deadly at the table.

Treetop Straus—A six-foot-six lanky Texan, intimidating in size and a world-class bluffer … and someone who often finds clever ways out of paying his debts.

Bob Hooks—A backwoods gambler who grew up poor and saw poker as his one chance to change his fortune.

Doc Ramsey—A traveling partner of Hooks despite a sizable age gap, and an expert card player with the heart of a philanthropist.

Cowboy Wolford—Cheerful and charismatic poker player on the Circuit who gets you laughing while draining your chip stack; also a mainstay on the pro rodeo tour.





PHILIP GUITAR INTRODUCTION

Saturday night in my hometown of Abilene, Texas. I am seven years old, and I am spending time at one of my favorite places—my grandparents’ house. A stately brick two-story home nestled on the corner of a quiet street, with massive pecan trees guarding the front yard. My grandfather, Earl Guitar Sr., a wiry, spirited individual, mixes a gin and tonic while simultaneously pouring a ginger ale for me. With drinks in hands, both of us check in on my grandmother, Anita Guitar, a silver-haired, saintly woman who is preparing supper in the kitchen. The sweet aroma from the stove engulfs my nostrils. She hugs me and proceeds to tell us both to please step away from the kitchen, the food will be ready soon.

The sun is setting on a cold wintery evening in West Texas. My grandfather loads kindling into the stone fireplace, and I help place the mesquite wood, which came from our ranch, in the rack. Da, my grandfather, loves to tell me stories about his friends. Such as the man who ran a Mississippi prison and would send truckloads of kindling to him free of charge. He lights the fire.

POOF!

The fire roars to life, the orange flames are dancing.

Da and I take our seats in the large, overstuffed chairs facing the TV. Their favorite program is starting. The Lawrence Welk Show. He hollers at my grandmother to come take a look. He loves to tell me about how he met Lawrence Welk. My great-grandfather, John Guitar Sr., was partners with Conrad Hilton on hotels in Dallas, Waco, San Angelo, Plainview, Cisco, and Abilene. It was during the Depression that my grandfather was a rancher and hotel manager of the Hilton Hotel in downtown Abilene. A tired and hungry band leader entered his office looking for help. He said his name was Lawrence Welk and he had a five-piece band with him. Earl said Welk and his band could stay at the hotel and play in the ballroom for their room and board. Welk agreed, and the rest is history.

A few years later in Los Angeles, I was backstage with my grandparents. I had no idea what we were doing or who we were there to see. A few minutes later, Lawrence Welk is on stage, behind the mic, saying hello to thunderous applause. He calls my grandfather out on stage and says, “This is the man who helped give me my start. Earl Guitar.” My grandfather proceeded to lead the band. I was starstruck!

Back to the living room in Abilene, Texas. We soak up the show. My grandmother calls us to eat. A succulent combination of quail, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Besides being an explosion on the taste buds, the next best thing was these were quail my grandfather and I shot on our ranch east of Abilene with his bird dogs. Both sets of my grandparents were magnificent cooks. Being at their homes and eating with them was always a treasured event.

Once my belly is full from the savory meal of Southern comfort, it’s time to move on to the next phase of the night’s entertainment:

POKER.

Earl puts on some of his favorite Lawrence Welk albums. This is great and all, but I kind of wish we could listen to my Kiss albums. Nonetheless, I guess you can never have too much Lawrence Welk in your life. My grandparents and I settle around the card table near the stone fireplace with its crackling flames in the background. On the wall behind the divan is an oil painting of a snowy blue setting on a ranch with a wooden barn. It reminds me of this night. Chilly outside with the possibility of snow (please Lord, let it snow), but the atmosphere inside the house is warm and cozy.

We divvy up the poker chips and shuffle the cards. The game is Dealer’s Choice (Seven-Card Stud, Five-Card Stud, Five-Card Draw). Little did I know how nostalgic these memories of playing poker with them would someday become. My grandparents were kind and loving; they had an inner strength that I attribute to living through the Great Depression and two world wars. They spent time with me and enjoyed playing a variety of games. This is where my love of games originates. Not so much from the games themselves—nor the wins or the losses—but the toasty, fuzzy euphoria of time spent with loved ones. No agenda, no conditions, just quality moments.

Before I know it, the cards are in the air. I wish I could freeze this moment in history. It’s like the old beer commercial said, “It doesn’t get any better than this.”

I have always loved poker. I have always loved outlaws. I have always loved Texas history.

Perhaps it’s the idea that Texas history and outlaws have some intertwined commonalities. Texas history is fiercely fascinating. The early Texans were rugged, defiant, independent, and believed in their own sovereignty. Texas attitude is in general to not look for handouts from the federal government. We have many resources to survive on our own down here. People like Stephen F. Austin, Sam Houston, and Davy Crockett were all fighters. They fought for justice and independence. Outlaws have a similar train of thought. They strive for independence and living an authentic life under their own code. They inevitably go overboard with their egocentric plans and turn public sentiment against them. I admired the intrigue of the rogue desperado living life on the edge.

I played cards through college and moved to Las Vegas in 1998. I was playing $2–$4 Limit Hold ’Em at the Mirage. I met a guy outside the poker room who was making a living playing $10–$20 Limit Hold ’Em. We became friends and started to meet and discuss poker. I could tell he knew what he was talking about. This was before there were hardly any poker training videos or books. Before long I was showing up to our coffee sessions with a notebook and pen in hand. He was happy to impart his wisdom to me. It was like a college poker class. He would give me written tests and ask me how I would play with certain hands in certain situations. I eventually passed the tests and was ready to move on to becoming a true, bona fide grinder! The Bellagio had just opened, and now all the regulars at the Mirage were playing in the Bellagio poker room. This is where Bobby’s Room (from the late great Bobby Baldwin) originated. Doyle Brunson and his cadre of high-stakes cash game masters would play there daily. I became a regular at the Bellagio (not Bobby’s Room), moving up the ranks of the limit poker world.

As time progressed, I found myself drifting away from Hold ’Em (two-card poker) and toward mix games (Stud, Omaha, Omaha Hi/Low, Pot Limit Omaha Eight or Better, etc.), but it all started with my buddy and our study sessions. He got me thinking about poker in a different way. I sure appreciate his time and consideration. Unfortunately, I lost contact with him as he moved to Thailand to play online.

I have always been an avid reader and writer. I am fascinated with the history of Las Vegas. I had read about the WSOP, but I knew there was more to this story than had been revealed. So I dove in and started analyzing the history of the key players. I did research on each gambling persona, a complete backstory. I found an astonishing connection of dots to circumstances and events. One that I had never seen before.

Until now.

I first wrote about this sordid tale in a series of magazine articles in the Fort Worth Business Press. I shared this data with my then editor and now cowriter Jim Martyka, who acted like I had just dropped a bombshell on him. He couldn’t believe this story was true and that he hadn’t heard about it. I showed him all my notes and research material. I think we both knew we had something special here.

There’s no doubt that I was destined to write this book.

This is my tribute to the poker/gambling pioneers. The men and the women who went through insurmountable odds, traveled an incredulous journey, and brought the world the greatest sporting event in history: the World Series of Poker.

—Philip Guitar, 2025




JIM MARTYKA INTRODUCTION

There are always signature moments.

An extraordinary accomplishment from a dynamic individual, a company that launches a product that revolutionizes an industry, the tidal wave of a historic social or political movement, a sudden surge or trending fad that takes the world by storm, or a monumental event that redefines a culture and becomes a mecca for folks of different backgrounds who share a common interest or desire.

The history of poker, more specifically, the World Series of Poker, is no different.

If there is one shared characteristic among professional poker gamblers, it’s a drive for more. There is an aching, a yearning, to get more, be more, win more. To win it all. To be the absolute best and then find someone or something else to beat. There is always the next hand, the next bet, the next move, the next game, the next tournament, the next rival, the next prize, the next moment to fill the void and cement their legacy. So when poker started to become the pastime of the modern-day outlaw, perhaps it was only natural for it to grow in size and stakes.

Those moments weren’t always about the game itself.

The first signature moments, the opening hand if you will, that led to the beginnings and inevitable rise of the World Series of Poker go back even further, into a dark and sordid past not considered fitting of a beloved sporting institution and yet extremely appropriate for the nature of that sport. And these moments ain’t pretty.

They’re tense, dirty, raw, and violent. They involve lying, cheating, bullying, and killing. They involve outlaws with nothing to lose and everything to gain, career criminals—whether they were caught or not—connected to some of the most notorious characters in American history. They are ambitious men who grew their bankrolls, reputations, and the gambling trade by any means necessary. Once they all started to interact with each other, becoming a part of each other’s narrative, they created signature moments that not only defined their personal legacies, but those of cities like Dallas and eventually Las Vegas, and what would eventually become the multibillion-dollar poker industry as a whole.

It’s those moments of poker’s lesser known yet fascinating past and the outlaws involved, as well as their individual and collective stories, that led to the true beginnings of the WSOP that we’re exploring and connecting in this book.

I’ve been working in book publishing for over twenty years, in both fiction and nonfiction, including working as a writer, editor, and consultant on a number of sports books. I’ve been an amateur poker player even longer. Emphasis on amateur. The king of the “nickel, dime, quarter” house game with friends, I, too, became addicted to watching the World Series of Poker when it took off on TV with its big pots and bigger personalities, made for the celebrity spotlight. I had no problem breaking down each player’s strategies … from the comfort of my couch, never getting the mettle required to drop the cash and register to play in the big game, content to grab twenty dollars or so off my friends and family.

Then I met Philip Guitar. A mutual friend connected me and Philip as he was looking for some help with a series of articles he was working on for the Fort Worth Business Press on the true history of the World Series of Poker. In our initial chat, what he told me changed my entire perception of the WSOP. With each story, my jaw dropped a little farther. As someone who (pardon the pun) went all-in when the event got televised and started to grow in popularity, I read and learned as much as I could about where it all came from. What Philip was telling me never came up. Anywhere. Ever. And only one question kept swirling around in my mind:

Why the hell isn’t anyone talking about this?!

It wasn’t just me. In his playing days, Philip would hear fellow gamblers talking about bits and pieces of this wild history, but never the whole story. The more he learned, and the more he realized that this history was starting to get lost or possibly ignored by the very people who now benefited from the chaos and sacrifices of those early days, the more he realized the story needed to be told.

While the series turned out well, there were limits to publishing in a magazine. And “no. limit” is always more fun for a gambler. Now is the time for the full story to be told. It’s a story of ambition. It is brutal and dangerous, as most stories involving big money often are. It’s a story of Texas, where poker, American poker, came from, from its dusty backroads to its dirty card rooms. It’s a story with incredible personalities, each with their own tales of desperation, and how they all connected to each other … for better or for worse. It’s a story of celebrity, influence, scandal, and timing. It traces the rise of the tourney to its actual beginnings, the personalities who inspired it and the trouble they caused, paving the road with cash, opportunity, and sometimes, death. It’s the story behind the World Series of Poker.

Over the next several chapters, we’ll introduce the sequence of events that connected to each other and led to the first-ever World Series of Poker, told mainly through the stories of the game’s most iconic personalities, some more familiar and some just now getting their moment in the spotlight. From Titanic to The Cowboy to The Cat to The Texas Dolly and more, it’s through these larger-than-life legends and a combination of exhilarating events, deadly voyages, and chance circumstances that we’ll show you what the real World Series of Poker is all about.

So let’s get to it. It’s time to “Shuffle up and deal.”

—Jim Martyka, 2025







SHUFFLE UP AND DEAL



The most famous phrase in poker.









PROLOGUE


THE OLD MAN

Badeep … Badeep … Badeep …

The sounds of heart rate monitors, breathing respirators, and mechanical defibrillators vibrate with piercing urgency. A frail, elderly, wrinkled man in a gown lies in a hospital room bed. His face is hidden but the tight, tensioned skin and the scars on his weathered hands tell us this man has lived a life of adventure, a life of peril.

A faded Silver Belly Stetson cowboy hat rests on a bed post. The greyish white tone of the long-worn hat might allude this man is a “good guy,” a hero who has ridden into town to save the day a time or two. It might also confer that he is a law-abiding citizen or perhaps even an officer of the law. Any who assume that would be incorrect. Although, there is a city that revers him, a city that embraces the darker parts of man.

A muted rerun of Gunsmoke plays on the television.

A miniature decorated Christmas tree brightens up the room on a table near the window. Today is Christmas and soon it will be 1990. The old man has seen a lot in his eighty-five years and he wonders what the next decade and century will bring, especially when it comes to what he built.

Outside, amidst the rare overcast sky, a view of the Las Vegas Strip looms in the west. Alladin, Dunes, The Frontier … these geriatric towers kiss the clouds. He might be able to sneak a peek at them if he wants, perhaps even his palace, but it’s no good. They’re a distant memory of what they once were, just as he is. The infant Mirage mega-resort kicks fireballs to the sky. It is perhaps a signaling, a premonition of a new era. The dismantling of the old guard and the emergence of a fresh envoy.

Badeep … Badeep … Badeep …

The heart rate accelerates. The man jerks awake, panting, gasping for air. Realizing that he only has a finite number of breaths left. He scans his room briefly, a struggle to even move his once piercing eyes. He thinks of someone else who spent a lot of time in a hospital room just like this, a man he put here many, many times, a man that would not just go away. If he could laugh, the old man would, amused by the irony and still proud that he won, he lasted.

But nothing lasts forever.

Not even old outlaws.

The man, a legend that was known for most of his life as The Cowboy drifts back into unconsciousness. As he does, his weary mind is overcome with flashbacks of a life of ambition, passion, and adventure. A life of violence and constant danger.

His mind drifts to El Paso, when he was a teen. A shadowy silhouette of a lean, rugged, young cowboy riding a solid built sorrel horse sloshes knee-deep through the murky waters of the Rio Grande River. He leads a team of two pack mules as their backs sway from the overloaded contraband concealed by a canvas tarp on their withers. The cowboy looks back as he crosses onto dry land. Texas. Two Mexican banditos wave a pleasant goodbye. He waves back.

Inside a wooden barn, hidden contraband is uncovered. Whiskey! The bottles are stacked on shelves. He hears a click. The hammer cocked on a six shooter. A gun blast. A drifter at the door frame crumples to the ground. The cowboy is on the other end of a smoking revolver. It wouldn’t be the last time.

He then drifts to a time in his late twenties. It is pitch dark. He sits atop wooden apple box crates in a derelict backyard across from a frightened but dangerous man. All he can see are the whites of his wide eyes and the occasional flash of gold in his teeth. A lighthearted conversation is taking place. It is a game of patience. Suddenly, the cowboy figure rocks back in one fluid motion. He swings upward, gripping a pistol.

BLAM BLAM!

The black male across from him is thrown with the force of a mule kick backwards onto the ground. Two bullet holes leeched from his chest. His eye lids closed, mouth open, while blood congeals around those gold teeth.

In the hospital bed, the elderly man bristles uncomfortably with angst.

He drifts to 1936. A bustling afternoon on a crowded east Dallas city street. People converge in all directions. A new Pontiac is parked in front of a liquor store. From the backseat a forty-year-old dapper gangster in a striped-suit barks orders to his driver. The shadowy cowboy figure emerges from a sedan idling across the street. Along with him is a stout, rough-and-tumble character with hands of steel. They race toward the Pontiac.

The gangster caught up in his litany of instructions to the driver fails to see the two vicious men approaching. The cowboy reaches through the open window and places a strangle hold vice grip around the gangster’s throat. His accomplice manhandles the driver with a pistol to his cheeks.

BLAM BLAM!

The blood-soaked remnants of the gangster are splattered across the back windshield.

The withered cowboy can still hear the gunshots and the visions rattle his old bones and pump his heart rate once again. The machines beep faster. The flashbacks come quicker, this time of people and faces, those that impacted him most.

He sees old movie and newspapers images of gambling legends, the same ones he saw as a boy that inspired him and an old neighborhood friend who would later become a partner in his legacy. He can these two clear as day, one named after a famous ship, he thinks, and the other a foreigner who epitomized class, something the old man never understood.

He remembers wild nights at a fancy Dallas gambling room, and a mentor who looks at him proudly, until his face disappears in a flash of bright light. He sees a woman, who he is pretty sure is his wife, and kids. He thinks of happiness and love and—

Then he sees a cat in a suit.

The old man twists in his hospital bed. He wants this man to go away. The machines cry out. He visualizes gunshot blast after gunshot blast and the cat-like figure takes each and every one and just stands there staring at him in his fancy getup.

Why won’t he go away?!

He coughs, violently, and his mind clears … mercifully.

He drifts again and he’s in his Cadillac darting across the bleak desolate desert in darkness. In the backseat, the shadowy cowboy figure surveys the landscape. In the front seat sit two amped up, beefy bodyguards alongside their two tommy guns pointed at the floorboard. The Cadillac high beams freeze on a sign that reads “YOU’RE NOW LEAVING TEXAS.”

He sees an affluent neighborhood with traditional ranch style homes and massive pecan trees lining the street. The sweet aroma of turkey and dressing coming from open windows. Football team flags hang on front porches and on manicured lawns. A middle-aged, delicate woman in a conservative dress opens the door of a Mercury parked in front of her home. She twists the keys in the ignition switch.

BOOOOOOM!!

The car erupts into an inferno of charred metal.

The old man feels a sting with this vision. His heart races.

He sees a car coming down a driveway, the heat and humidity sucking the life out of the air. A hand reaches out of the driver’s side window and grabs the mailbox. There is a slight pause and then the hand pulls the door down.

BOOOOOOM!!

For reasons his fading mind can’t comprehend, this vision brings him peace. For a moment. Back in the hospital bed, the cowboy jolts sideways. He is clearly disturbed and wrestling with his mental trauma. He slips back into a bewildered sleep. The flashes are starting to fade and they are becoming more and more confusing, rapid firing like his old six-shooter.

It won’t be long now.

There is a government hearing, with an irate Senator shouting into his desk microphone.

More shooting.

A judge cracks his gavel among gasps from the onlookers.

More explosions.

The echoing clang of a prison door slamming and the freezing cold of a lonely cell.

Blood, screams, death …

… and poker.

Why poker?

The old cowboy stops his shifting and lays still, letting his mind focus for its last moments on the card game, HIS card game. He sees a casino floor filled with people playing, a glass wall of money, tables full of familiar faces he can’t quite recognize now, cards being dealt, chip stacks moving, and more and more people watching the action.

Dozens. Then hundreds. Then thousands. Then millions. It won’t stop. The crowd keeps growing.

Back in the hospital room, the elderly cowboy grapples with more palpitations. His hospital gown has become moist with perspiration. His body is finally failing. The beeps are faster and shorter. Excited nurses rush into the room in a frenzy and they are surprised to see a smile on his face.

As the flashbacks float away, the cowboy hears a question. “Was it worth it?” Whoever it is asking doesn’t matter a lick. The answer is quite clear.

You bet your ass.







THE BUY-IN



A predetermined amount of chips that must be bought by a player to become involved in a game of poker.










CHAPTER 1
THE GAME



$438 Million.

That’s how much the World Series of Poker paid out in prize money in 2024. And that’s nothing compared to what it brought in.

The World Series of Poker ranks alongside Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and Apple as one of the most iconic and lucrative brands in the world. Comparatively, it’s also the most thrilling.

Even the casual observer who doesn’t play poker is mesmerized by the theatrics of the televised face-offs, the antics of the sometimes charismatic, sometimes polarizing players, their unique sponsor-adorned wardrobes with dark sunglasses hiding any tells, and the gargantuan multicolored chip stacks that change hands with deadly quickness. All backdropped by stacks of cash that could feed a third-world country.

The World Series of Poker (WSOP) holds the renowned distinction as one of the only sports where literally anyone off the street can become a legend overnight. A tournament with a complex past, a series of events involving intense eclectic characters interwoven with bombastic criminals that needed to fall in place, in the exact order, for it to grow into what it is today. Unlike other major sports, there isn’t one person or one moment to point back to or to celebrate as the birthplace of this one. Reflective of the game itself, the backstory of poker and the meteoric rise in popularity of its signature tournament is rich in true-crime history.

But there is a timeline, a thrilling and chaotic sequence of events involving these major players who all came together at the right time and place (mainly Dallas) and loved, fought, killed, and mostly gambled as they all looked to make their name and their money … their destiny. Without these men and women, the events they triggered, and the shitstorms that followed, there would be no WSOP.

Gambling, and even card playing, has a long history, dating back well before it found its way to Big D, the heart of North Texas. A little context would do us well as we venture forth into that storm, showing how the groundwork was laid long ago, waiting for these heavy hitters to make their bets …


Fate of the Cards

Playing cards themselves can be traced back first to Korean divinatory arrows used to determine everything from fates to daily responsibilities of the common man. These would eventually be turned into cards and would soon feature suits (eight at the time), laying the foundation for cards to eventually be used for gaming purposes. Playing cards came from China, more specifically from the Tang dynasty, dating as far back as the ninth century. Funny enough, one of the earliest documented occurrences of card playing in the world involved two gamblers—Yan Sengzhu and Zheng Pig-Dog—being caught and arrested for gambling in 1294. Card playing spread through Asia and eventually found its way into Egypt, where cards became more decorative and more reflective of the modern deck with fifty-two cards and four suits (polo sticks, coins, swords, and cups).

As all things do, cards eventually continued to spread, making their way to Europe sometime in the 1300s, at first within royalty and later, commoners. The earliest record of card playing in Europe is an official ban on cards issued in the city of Berne, Switzerland, in 1367, though the date is somewhat debated. But what is known is that card playing soon spread to European hotspots like Barcelona, Florence, Paris, Germanic cities, and more, exploding throughout the continent from 1377 on, sometimes changing in appearance (mainly in the suits) and uses. Over the next few centuries, card playing would spread throughout the continent and beyond, with advances in printing, trade, and the ever-present human need for distraction.

And vice.

As for poker itself, most say its origin comes from a tenth-century Chinese domino game. Skeptics disagree and point to its real origin as the sixteenth-century Persian game known as As Nas. The most familiar ancestor to poker is a game that went by various names in Europe from the seventeenth century on. In Spain, it was primo. In France, it was poque. In Germany, it was pochen. In England, they featured a different game called brag, which had some similarities. Whatever the name, the game involved cards, betting, and bluffing, the cornerstones of modern-day poker.



Poker Finds America

These European games were eventually brought to the United States in the late eighteenth century to ports in New Orleans and the surrounding areas by French merchants. When the United States absorbed the territory with the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, poker’s spread was inevitable.

As with most things, the game of poque got “American-ized” with changes in rules, cards dealt, betting, etc. and then quickly made its way up the Mississippi, spreading east and west throughout the new nation, mainly through waterway trading. The Civil War helped poker’s expansion as bored soldiers on both sides picked up the game for entertainment. Not long after, it found its new home in those settling in the Wild West seeking land and fortune. With each stop, the game would be tweaked, adding new varieties (Straight, Stud, Draw), new winning hands (straights, flushes, full houses) and ways to win (lowball, split pots, community pools). Poker became the American game, played by outlaws, farmers, bootleggers, soldiers, business leaders, and even politicians, including most of our nation’s presidents. This new American game soon spread itself back overseas.

Numerous variations of the game have evolved, but the most popular is Texas Hold ’Em, a variation of Seven-Card Stud with a community pool. The game was originally called Hold Me Darling, then Hold Me, then Hold ’Em. When Texas decided to take credit for its origins, regional players changed it to its most commonly used name. However, that history is a bit shaky and muddled. There is simply no record of its origins, even though the game itself is supposedly not that old. Some say it made its debut at the turn of the twentieth century. In fact, in 2007, the town of Robstown, Texas, declared itself as the birthplace of the game and was supported by the Texas legislature, though nobody knows why or how the town can prove it.

Some historians suggest the game was played in Texas and surrounding states by traveling gamblers throughout the 1930s. Others say it was birthed in the sixties with a quick debut in Texas before hitting the streets of Vegas. The earliest record of it is in Time magazine in 1968 in an article titled “Hold Me: A Wild New Poker Game and How to Tame It.” But that sheds little light on its true origins.

Beyond Robstown, other cities like Waco, Corpus Christi, Castle Hills, Fort Wort, Dallas, and more have all laid claims to being the game’s birthplace. Many folks have no problem remembering when Texas Hold ’Em was introduced to them, but the underlying history of the game, that’s where most become baffled. They know little beyond the game play itself. Perhaps that’s a testament to the addictive nature and the thrilling attributes of the game. Who has time for history lessons when there are cards to be dealt and money to be won? What can be agreed upon is that it is a Texas game and undoubtedly a Texas story. Hail to the Lone Star State!




The Real History Begins …

The origin of the World Series of Poker isn’t just about someone somewhere dreaming up a tournament featuring the top gamblers in the game competing to see who was the best and most worthy to win a shitload of cash and prestige. Sure, that happened, but there were so many other things that needed to happen before it got to that point. It’s in that sequence of events where one will find the true story.

That story is reflective of the game itself. It’s a story with incredibly colorful, slick, and dangerous men, all with tremendous egos, itchy trigger fingers, and a willingness to do whatever it takes to win, straying as far outside the law as necessary. It’s a story of their rivalries with each other that would turn into bloodbaths, metaphorically at the tables and in reality on the streets and in the saloons and clubs of Texas.

It’s a story of high stakes, of the desperation of people with steely nerves coming from the deepest pockets of poverty, the upper echelons of wealth, all with the burning tenacity to make a name for themselves. It’s a story of risk and conflict all built around the need to outmaneuver each other and sometimes the game itself. It’s a story of men with composure … who could lose control at the flip of a switch. It’s a story of lying, cheating, and extreme violence as some seek to gulp down the elixir of power, while other members’ stories are rooted in honor, courage, and unwavering loyalty. A band of characters who supported one another through crippling hardships, devastation, and pinnacles of prosperity.

More than anything, it’s a story of chasing the big prize and how winning it is everything, perhaps even life and death. Benny Binion knew it. Herbert Noble knew it. The players you see on TV playing today know it. If you play poker, you know it too.








THE ANTE



A forced bet required of two players before the hand begins. Set as a small blind and doubled for big blind.










CHAPTER 2
THE GREEK



“The next best thing to playing and winning is playing and losing.”

One would be hard-pressed to meet a true gambler who didn’t adapt those words as a personal creed or motto. For most poker players, it’s all about the game. It’s all about the risk, the action, the pulsating rapid-fire blast of adrenaline, the sweat, tears, hours that turn from dusk to dawn and back again, mental fatigue, endurance, adversity, running hot, running cold, watching and patiently waiting for the right moments to strike, and then doing so with no mercy and no fear of repercussions. For a true gambler, all that matters is action.

Action, action, action.

The next hand, the next card, the next bet, that’s all that matters. Don’t be fooled—it’s not about the money. These are brilliant men and women, crafty and determined enough to find an opportunity and exploit it for their gain. These folks could succeed in any endeavor they wanted with their lives. They chose poker for a reason. They chose it not for the pay, but for the play.

There is no one who both embraced and epitomized that mantra more than the man who said it himself, perhaps the game’s most intriguing figure: Nick “The Greek” Dandolos. The only difference is that when it comes to the money in the playing career of The Greek, we’re talking about half a billion dollars.

As in $500,000,000.

That’s how much Dandolos estimated he won and lost over the course of his life. Anybody who knew The Greek consistently saw him rise and fall over the course of his playing career. We’re not talking the waves of hot and cold streaks that all players find themselves riding. We’re talking going from Vanderbilt-type money—old-world opulence with the sleekest automobiles, glistening jewels, and custom-tailored silk smoking jackets—to playing for nickels and dimes on the bread-and-beans circuit.

Again and again.

No poker player wants to lose. Ever. But if it came down to losing or not playing at all, Dandolos wouldn’t have hesitated in giving up everything. That’s what made him one of the original poker forefathers and one of two high-profile gamblers that first laid the groundwork. Without men like The Greek, there would be no such thing as professional poker.


The Mystery of The Greek

To this day, The Greek is still an enigmatic personality, even to those who knew him best. A conundrum of a man who walked between the raindrops. The story of twentieth-century poker on US soil starts with him. He is the elder statesman in a group that brought the legend of the ramblin’, gamblin’ man to the masses, and his influence was felt most in those who idolized him, young boys who would grow up to be powerful men in the world of poker and make it the spectacle it is today.

Not much is known about where he came from, and more importantly, where his money came from. Especially when he was just getting started. There’s a legendary story that circulates around poker circles that involved Dandolos losing about half a million dollars in a single poker game. When it came time to pay, he went to his hotel room and grabbed the cash out of a chest he had with him. Witnesses say that chest wasn’t even locked!

Like most poker legends, a mythology surrounds The Greek. He sought to excel at the highest levels, no matter what endeavor he undertook, but he loathed the recognition or celebrity sensationalism that came with it, viewing that only as a distraction or worse.

“In my profession, fame is usually followed by a jail sentence,” he once said.

That said, fame was a hand he couldn’t fold. Because of his roller-coaster career, his passion for marathon poker matches and notorious gun molls, as well as the stories that preceded him, Nick Dandolos was at one point the most infamous poker player in America. His exploits are directly responsible for growing the sport he so loved.

He was generally quiet, not offering much—literally playing his cards close to his chest. When he did talk, he was known to have a biting wit, a sharp tongue, and a quick temper that contradicted his typically calm demeanor and his reputation as the “Gentleman of Gambling.” Or he was reciting poetry verses or quotes from great philosophers. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he was an educated thinking man, a sophisticated
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