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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my seven grandbabies: Heather Rebecca, Hayley Elizabeth, Hannah Lea, Austin Ackerly, Molly Allison, Caroline Abby, and Jack Andrew





Epigraph

He said, “Son, I’ve made a life out of readin’ people’s faces, And knowin’ what their cards were by the way they held their eyes.”

—KENNY ROGERS, “The Gambler”
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Here I am with my oldest granddaughter, Heather, on a horse named Rabbit. This was taken in the lobby of the Sahara Tahoe before I backed Rabbit up and told the casino manager that I’d show him how that craps table got its name. (Courtesy of the author)



 

Introduction

If there’s anything worth arguing about, I’ll either bet on it or shut up. And since it’s not very becoming for a cowboy to be arguing, I’ve made a few wagers in my day. But, in my humble opinion, I’m no ordinary hustler. You see, neighbor, I never go looking for a sucker; I look for a champion and make a sucker out of him.

I knew that I wasn’t going to get an amateur to play me in Ping-Pong for money, but Bobby Riggs, the 1939 Wimbledon champion—now, that was a man who might be interested in making a wager. Shoot, if a man doesn’t think he’s hustling you, then you got no shot of him making you a bet.

Not only was Bobby one of the best tennis players going, but he was also a personality, a celebrity who was recognized the world over. He was so famous that he had been asked by Uncle Sam to give tennis exhibitions for the troops during World War II and used it as an opportunity to hustle. At Pearl Harbor in 1944, some unfortunate stranger, who had no idea Bobby was a champion, challenged him to a high-stakes tennis match. Without hardly breaking a sweat, Bobby walked away with all the man’s money, his car, and his quaint little bungalow in Honolulu. As the story goes, Bobby felt bad for the cat, blew his own cover, and gave everything back—except $500 that he said was for “advice.” Now, that’s pretty expensive advice, but I reckon it could have been a lot worse for Bobby’s unsuspecting victim.

Bobby was also known for his tennis proposition bets. To entice suckers who wanted a shot at him but knew they couldn’t beat him even up, he’d come up with the craziest of things. He’d play with a poodle leashed to each leg, or he’d play in a raincoat and galoshes while carrying an open umbrella in his left hand. I’m telling you, this boy had some imagination, and he didn’t slow down one bit as he got older.

In May 1973, at age fifty-five, Bobby took on the world’s number-one women’s player, Margaret Court, in a challenge match at the San Diego Country Estates that was billed as “The Battle of the Sexes.” Somehow that old hustler came up with enough tricks to beat her. Well, Billie Jean King, the number-two player in the world, whom Bobby had called the “real sex leader of the revolutionary pack,” didn’t like Bobby running his mouth about the superiority of the male race and came up with a challenge of her own. In front of more than thirty thousand spectators at the Astrodome in Houston, in September 1973, the twenty-nine-year-old woman beat the fifty-five-year-old man in straight sets. And it made news all over the world.

Because it was an event where the outcome was in doubt—in Texas no less—you can be sure that I was there, and it’s likely I made a little wager as well. I had met Bobby briefly the year before in Las Vegas at the World Series of Poker, and when I talked to him after the tennis match, Bobby told me I was welcome anytime at the Bel Air Country Club in his hometown of Los Angeles.

The poker was good in southern California back then—still is today—and on my next trip out there, I paid old Bobby a visit at his fancy country club. It didn’t take long for him to try to hustle me, and since I wasn’t a tennis player, he tried to set me up to play Ping-Pong. We both knew he was the much better player, but after that incident in Pearl Harbor, Bobby had wised up and learned never to give anything away. In other words, he wasn’t looking to make no five hundred dollars for advice; he was looking to bust my skinny country ass.

Like you’d think two gamblers would do, we went back and forth trying to find a fair bet, but Bobby kept refusing to give me a spot. So finally I told him that I’d play him straight up with one stipulation: that I got to choose the paddles.

“We both use the same paddle?” Bobby asked.

“Yessir.”

“So when you show up with two of the same paddles, can I get my choice of which one of them?”

“Yessir, so long as I can bring the paddles.”

Bobby thought I was pulling a schoolboy’s scam—that it was a weight thing or that one of the paddles was hollow or something. But once I told him that he could choose whichever of the two paddles he wanted to use, he couldn’t post his money fast enough.

We bet $10,000 and agreed to play at two o’clock the next day. Before I left, just to avoid any misunderstanding, I confirmed the bet: We were to play a game of Ping-Pong to twenty-one, each using the paddles of my choosing.

I showed up the next day at the Bel Air Country Club ready to wage battle. When Bobby asked to see the paddles, I reached into my satchel and handed him two skillets, the exact same weight and size, and told him he could use either one. Now, Bobby was about as coordinated an athlete that ever lived, but he was swinging that skillet like a fry cook on speed. It wasn’t until I had him buried that he started to get the hang of that skillet, but it wasn’t soon enough. I won the game 21–8, and it could have been much worse.

Once again I proved that you can make a living beating a champion just by using your head instead of your ass. The easiest person in the world to hustle is a hustler, and Bobby had taken the bait like a country hog after town slop. You see, I had been practicing with that skillet since I saw him in Houston, and after I collected the money, I shook Bobby’s hand and we both had a good laugh.

Naturally, word spread like wildfire about old Slim fleecing Bobby Riggs, and seven or eight months after it happened, I was in Knoxville, Tennessee, at an American Legion club, to play some poker. There were quite a few wise guys there, including a man named Lefty, who said to me, “Slim, that was a pretty good thing you did, playing Ping-Pong with Riggs.”

So we bantered back and forth about it, and finally Lefty said to me, “I’ve got a buddy that can beat you at Ping-Pong.”

“You haven’t got a buddy who can beat me if I choose the paddles,” I said.

Now, this guy knew how I beat Bobby. The whole world knew how I beat Bobby. And I knew he knew it, so I couldn’t just set up a match to play with skillets, now, could I?

So I told Lefty, “Well, I’m busy here playing poker, and then I have to go back to Amarillo.” But in the back of my mind, I knew I had to find a way to relieve old Lefty of his money. I left for Amarillo the next day, wondering how in the hell I was going to find a way to beat Lefty’s pal at Ping-Pong. About a month later, I was doing a promotion for a charity in Amarillo with my old buddy Wendell Cain at the television station where he worked, and we started playing Ping-Pong between takes.

Since I don’t drink alcohol, I usually drink coffee when I want something hot and Coca-Cola when I want something cold. That day I was drinking a Coca-Cola from one of them six-ounce glass bottles while we were playing, and just as I finished it, I reached down with the bottle and hit the Ping-Pong ball and it went plumb over the net.

“Holy cow, Slim!” Wendell said, “Do that again.”

I started trying, but I couldn’t. You see, there’s an area of only about a sixteenth of an inch on a bottle that will make the ball go over the net. So I practiced and practiced until I could hit the ball over the net every time, and right then I knew that Coke bottle was going to make me a boatload of money.

My only problem was that I couldn’t just show up in Tennessee looking for Lefty—that would have awoken the dead—so I had to find me a reason to go back to Tennessee. I waited a few months for the next big poker game up there, and when I showed up, Lefty didn’t waste any time approaching me. “I guess you’ve been practicing your Ping-Pong back in Amarillo,” he said.

“You said it, Lefty. I’ve been playing Ping-Pong all day, every day, for thirty hours a day.”

“That right? My friend will be here in two days.”

“Well, I’m gonna do a little bit of fishing as soon as I bust these poker players. If he wants to play me some, let me choose the paddles and he’s got him a game.”

“What if he’s a good player?”

“I don’t give a damn if he’s a good player or an aviator. If I get to choose the paddles, we’ll play.”

“Oh, I’ll guarantee you he’ll play.”

So I went fishing for a couple of days, and when I came back, boy, they didn’t disappoint me with their ringer. Wouldn’t you know it, but they had gotten themselves the world-champion table-tennis player from Taiwan, and he was there waiting for me, licking his chops like a dog at a luau.

“Let’s get it on,” Lefty said.

“No,” I said, savoring the moment. “Let’s post our money and play thirty days from now. I need to practice a little, now that I see you got yourself a real-life Ping-Pong champion.”

While I can play a fair game of Ping-Pong with a skillet, I’m not interested in speculating, nor am I interested in making a small score. You see, friend, when I make a wager, the bet has already been won. And if I’m gonna win, I sure as hell want to break somebody doing it.

Even though Lefty and the rest of them wise guys had suitcases full of money, I knew that if I stalled, word would spread that old Slim was going to receive his comeuppance—and Lefty would have the rest of his rich buddies there to get a piece of me, too. So we agreed to hold the match in thirty days—and then we’d play for real money. Not only did I want to give Lefty an opportunity to tell all his associates, but I also wanted to give that champion even more time to practice with his skillet.

Before I left town, just like I had done with Bobby, I made sure that we were clear on the bet: We were to play a game of Ping-Pong to twenty-one, each using the paddles of my choosing.

About a month later, just a day before the match, I got a call from one of my associates saying that the champ was practicing with the biggest frying pan this side of Texas. That wasn’t news to me—I knew that was their intention all along—but I suppose they underestimated this here country cowboy.

The next day I arrived in Tennessee, and it looked like the marines had landed—there were eleven private planes that hit that tarmac. Every rounder and hustler in America was down there to bet on this guy playing me in Ping-Pong. Knowing that this champion was gonna fleece me, those gamblers brought enough hundred-dollar bills to burn up thirty wet mules.

I bet with everybody who wanted to bet against me at even money, and when I couldn’t get any more action, I bet everything else I had laying 6 to 5, which meant that if I lost, I’d pay them suckers $6 for every $5 they bet me. Now it was time to play, and everyone was standing around waiting for me to pull out those skillets. They figured I was just stalling when I went over to a vending machine, put in a dime, and bought a bottle of Coca-Cola. Then I put in another dime and bought another one. I opened both bottles and walked over to a wastebasket and dumped the Coke right out.

Lefty and the rest of the crowd were getting impatient, but I didn’t say a word. I simply walked over to the Ping-Pong table with the Coke bottles and I said to that champion, “It’s your choice of paddles, son. Which one will it be?”

“Paddles?” he asked.

“Yeah, these here Coke bottles are our paddles. Have your pick.”

Well, that boy looked like he couldn’t swallow boiled okra!

Once he grabbed one of the bottles, I said, “I’ll even give you the choice—do you want to serve or return serve first?”

This champion glanced over at Lefty, who didn’t look so good himself. “Well, goddamn,” Lefty said, “take the serve.”

“Okay,” I said, “let’s go.”

On his first round of serves, he never even hit the ball over the net. Not one shot. So it was love–5 when he threw me the ball. When I served it over—I’ll give that boy some credit, he did hit it every time, but it would go either straight up in the air or right into the net. He never did return one of my serves.

I’d rather not say how much I had on the match, because it caused a severe audit when word got around. But suffice it to say that no one—not even a world champion—ever challenged me to a game of Ping-Pong again.
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I like to bet on anything—as long as the odds are in my favor. In past years I’ve bet big money that I could pick any thirty people at random and two of them would have the same birthday, that a stray cat could carry an empty Coke bottle across the room, and that I could hold on to a horse’s tail for a quarter of a mile. I even wagered $37,500 that a fly would land on a particular sugar cube. At the fanciest casino in Marrakech, Morocco, I bet that I could ride a camel right through the middle of it. I won every one of those bets, and, if you pay attention, I’ll let you know how.

The more I won, the more people wanted to beat me, and, let me tell you, partner, the bigger they come, the harder their money falls. I beat Willie Nelson for $300,000 playing dominoes right on Fremont Street in downtown Las Vegas. I took Minnesota Fats for big money playing pool—with a broom. And I won too many wagers to remember from Evel Knievel, but the one everyone likes to talk about is the time I beat that old daredevil in golf when I played with a carpenter’s hammer.

I once made a well-publicized bet with Jimmy “the Greek” Snyder that I could go down the “River of No Return,” a twenty-nine-mile stretch of rapids in northern Idaho—in the middle of winter no less. I had Jacques Cousteau make me a special wet suit to keep me from freezing to death, but even that wasn’t enough to convince Lloyds of London to insure me—and they insure anything.

Kenny Rogers came to me in 1978 with his hit song “The Gambler,” and we sat down right in the poker room at the Golden Nugget in Las Vegas to practice. Country singer John Lutz Ritter wrote a song about me—“Do You Dare Make a Bet with Amarillo Slim?”—and when Robert Altman made California Split in 1974, that great gambling movie with Elliott Gould and George Segal, he cast me in a role that suited me just fine: Amarillo Slim.

A reporter named Ted Thackrey from the Los Angeles Times caught my exact feelings when he wrote in a story about me, “He plays constantly, devotedly, joyously, wholeheartedly, and with passion—as certain consecrated artists practice their art.” He might have added that poker is my nourishment, since my six-foot-four, 170-pound frame doesn’t require much grub to keep it going. I’m so damn skinny that a friend of mine once told me that I look like the advance man for a famine.

I’ve played poker with presidents—Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon—and George Bush Sr. considers me a friend. And while I’ve never taken a drug in my life, I have rubbed elbows, for better or worse, with Texas drug king Jimmy Chagra and Colombian drug lord Pablo Escobar (who almost killed me). And the mayor of Las Vegas, Oscar Goodman, has a picture of me in city hall. Me—a gambler!

As you probably can figure out from my name—and if you can’t, I reckon you’re welcome to play poker with me whenever you’d like—I settled in Amarillo, Texas, where at age seventy-four I still live with my beautiful wife. I raise cattle and horses on a 3,000-acre ranch and still stay active riding horses, roping calves, or digging postholes. Amarillo’s a good town, where the population has been 173,000 for the past fifty years, never varies—every time some woman gets pregnant, some man leaves town.

I do most of my globetrotting during the winter months and I spend summers with my family. Our home in Amarillo has a swimming pool in the backyard and a flock of young ones (three children and seven grandbabies) who love to go swimming. When I’m in Amarillo, I lead an ordinary man’s life. I’ve even coached Little League baseball (no, I didn’t take action on the games). My lovely wife of fifty-three years, Helen Elizabeth, has never played a game of chance in her life. She still thinks a king is the ruler of a country and a queen is his bedmate.

Now, ordinarily, I’d rather see early frost on my peach trees than write some book giving away my secrets to success, but, as I said, I’ve got seven grandbabies—six fillies and one baby boy—and it’s about time they learned my life story.

So grab yourself a cup of coffee and hold on to your britches. I’m fixing to tell you a few things that I’ve been keeping to myself for a lot of years. If you’re not careful, you just might learn how to get rich without ever having a job.
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All dressed up at the Paramount Recreation Club at Sixth and Polk in Amarillo; heck, I wasn’t but sixteen years old back in 1945. (Courtesy of the author)



 

1

From Arkansas to Texas—the Making of Amarillo Slim

 On December 31, 1928, I was born Thomas Austin Preston Jr. in Johnson, Arkansas, a town of about two hundred between Fayetteville and Springdale in the foothills of the Ozark Mountains. Johnson’s one distinction is a limekiln, which turns out a product that’s put in a urinal to kill the smell.

It didn’t take long for my folks to see the error of their ways, and when I was just nine months old, we moved to Turkey, Texas. They must have had a thing for small towns, because Turkey, a little farming and ranching community about 130 miles southeast of Amarillo, had fewer than a thousand people when we showed up. My folks were ordinary, churchgoing, hardworking people.

We moved around Texas quite a bit while I was young, and when I was in sixth grade at a junior high school in Mineral Wells, Texas, I set junior-high track records in the fifty- and hundred-yard dash and as the anchor for the four-by-one-hundred relay. I was tall and skinny, and I could run like the wind—a skill that would come in handy when I was old enough to bet.

I never did have any siblings, so I had to learn the fine art of competition on my own. My folks divorced when I was about eleven, and I spent part of the time with one and the rest of the time with the other. The situation wasn’t the greatest, but it taught me a lot about being independent, becoming my own person, and learning how to look out for myself.

When my folks split, Mama went back to Arkansas and Daddy moved to Amarillo to run some restaurants and later a car lot. And it’s a good thing he did, because Amarillo Slim sounds a heckuva lot better than Turkey Tom or Arkansas Austin. Having spent just about all my seventy-four years in the Lone Star State, I’m a bona fide, dyed-in-the-wool Texan—and I sure as hell like it that way.

Sometimes people wonder if I come from a long line of professional gamblers—frontiersmen from the Old West who would just as soon shoot a man dead for looking at him the wrong way. But I was down in Auckland, New Zealand, not too long ago, researching my family name, and I found out that the Prestons were silversmiths from England. I was hoping they were stagecoach robbers or something, but, like my daddy, they were straight shooters. My old man didn’t gamble—no, not T. A. Preston Sr.—and my mama, Pearl Caldwell, didn’t either. Heck, she was squarer than an apple box, which suited her well when she became an elementary-school teacher.

I guess you could say I had a knack for arithmetic as a kid—as most professional gamblers do. If you’re going to make your living putting the odds in your favor, you damn well better know how to calculate them. The late, great Stuey Ungar, one of the best damn card players I ever saw, was a mathematical genius. Chip Reese, who at age forty was the youngest player ever inducted into the Poker Hall of Fame, got a degree in economics from Dartmouth. And not long after he dropped out of Cal Tech, Huck Seed won the World Series of Poker in 1996. Part of the hustle may be pretending not to be smart, but behind every gambler is a razor-sharp mind.

I did the third and fourth grades in one year, but it wasn’t until I was in junior high school that anyone suggested I had some kind of gift besides running footraces. By that time my mama was living in Johnson, Arkansas, again—in the same house where both she and I were born. Figuring I was some kind of math whiz, my mama wanted to give me every advantage to get ahead in this world, so she arranged for me to attend Peabody Academy starting in the ninth grade. Peabody was a preparatory school on the campus of the University of Arkansas in Fayetteville, where students from the university would ply their trade on gifted kids as they learned how to be educators.

It turned out that Mama was right about Peabody helping to advance my career. The school offered the one tool that would be the most influential element in my education: a snooker table in the student-services building. I never could tell her that I spent most of my spare time (and some of my class time) playing snooker, a game similar to pool except that it’s played on a bigger table with smaller pockets and smaller balls. I always said that I learned more about life from poolrooms and casinos than I ever did in the classroom. To this day I have never in my life had occasion to diagram a sentence, but I sure as hell had plenty of occasions to hustle pool. I suppose, however, that I learned a little something about politics while I was at Peabody, because I was elected president of the sophomore class.

W. C. Fields said, “Too great a proficiency at pool bespeaks a misspent youth,” but that timeless nugget didn’t apply to me. I wasn’t all that mischievous growing up, and I didn’t start playing snooker or pool until I arrived at Peabody. Once I started, though, I couldn’t stop, and it seems like I’ve been making up for lost time ever since.

Even though I was tall, I never weighed more than 155 pounds in high school and was too skinny to play football. When I was a kid, I had to get out of the bathtub before they pulled the plug. But I played a decent game of basketball, and I still win money shooting free throws to this day. As a high-school student, I continued to run track and have won quite a few footraces for money, including the time I outran a horse—but more on that later.

Two years back in Arkansas was enough to remind me how thankful I was my parents had left in the first place, and after my sophomore year at Peabody, I moved back to Amarillo to live with my daddy. It didn’t take me long to find the pool halls, which didn’t please Senior too much. In fact, when he’d find me at my favorite place, the Paramount Recreation Club on Sixth and Polk, not only would he kick my butt out of there, but while he was doing it, he’d tell the owners he was going to get them shut down if they kept letting an underage boy play.

Even against my daddy’s wishes, I found a way to play pool, and I learned the first rule of hustling before I was old enough to drive: Find a game where you can win. Back then, and still today to an extent, Amarillo is somewhat segregated, and since I knew that my daddy never made it to the Mexican side of town, that’s where I made most of my scores. And while I know it didn’t suit my daddy, shooting stick with the old-timers is where I learned to be a man.

People constantly ask me why I’ve stayed in Amarillo all these years, but for this country cowboy it’s always been home. Back when I was playing poker throughout Texas, Amarillo was a good home base, and now I like the fact that it’s less than a two-hour drive from the borders of New Mexico, Colorado, and Oklahoma—good states for three of my favorite pastimes: hunting, fishing, and riding horses.

Anyone who’s ever driven through Texas knows Amarillo for the Big Texan Steak Ranch & Opry, a place that will give you a steak for free—provided you can eat all seventy-two ounces of it in less than an hour. But that’s just for tourists—and certainly not for a man named Slim. What most people don’t know about Amarillo is that it’s the largest city in Texas on Route 66; it is home to Palo Duro Canyon, which at nearly a thousand feet deep is one of the nation’s largest canyons; and it is the site of the state’s largest livestock auctions. And even though Oprah was here under some trying circumstances in 1998—when she was sued by a few wealthy Amarillo cattlemen over comments she had made about mad cow disease—she stayed for five weeks and taped her show at night at the Amarillo Little Theater. When I had lunch with her one day at the Plaza One bank building, Oprah was as friendly and as classy as she seems on TV.

Amarillo means “yellow” in Spanish, and while some of them historians here tell me that it was chosen because of the color of the soil in Amarillo Creek, my theory is that it was chosen to describe the disposition of the gamblers in town—at least until I arrived. Located in the northwestern part of the state, it sits on the high plains at an elevation of 3,676 feet above sea level. The only thing between Amarillo and the North Pole is a barbed-wire fence—which is broken down most of the time. This probably explains why it’s even windier than Chicago.

When most people think of Texas, they think heat, but what I like best about Amarillo is the cold winters (the average minimum temperature in January is 20 degrees). I also like the fact that I can make it by car to Dallas in six hours, Houston in nine, El Paso in eight, Midland in four, to my ranch in Clarendon in less than an hour, and to my other ranch in Elida, New Mexico, in two hours and twenty minutes. I know that most of you folks probably think of South Fork from that TV show Dallas when you envision a Texas ranch, but my ranches are for working and hunting, not living. My ranch in Amarillo is twenty-three miles from my home, which is on Virginia Street in west Amarillo, the poor folks’ part of town.

A HUSTLER IS BORN: MY FIRST ROAD TRIP

During my junior year at Amarillo High, I used to cut sixth-period study hall with my friend Jack Seale, who went on to become the mayor of Amarillo. We’d hop on Jack’s motor scooter and go down to what we called Mexicantown, which was just about a mile east of our school, and I’d bust all them Mexicans playing pool every day. That kept Jack and me in plenty of spending money—what was in our pockets didn’t jingle, it folded. For a couple of young kids from Amarillo, having that kind of money made us strut when we walked, and that confidence did me a lot of good.

It wasn’t very long until word spread about my pool playing, and one of the local gamblers got ahold of me one day and said, “Kid, do you wanna make some serious money?”

Naturally, I told him that I did, and I wasn’t but sixteen when John Kuykendall and Elmer Huneke, the two boss gamblers in town, took me on my first pool-hustling trip. You’ll hear me use the term “boss gamblers” or “bosses” a lot, and that’s just my way of describing the people who call most of the gambling shots in a town. John and Elmer booked sports and ran three craps games in Amarillo, and they really gave me an education on what it was like to be a gambler.

Our first stop was in Prairietown, Texas, to play a kid named Bobby Turner from a rich ranching family up there. Bobby was about twenty-three at the time and the best player in the northern part of Texas. No one up there thought he could lose, and when a sixteen-year-old kid showed up, that certainly didn’t change anyone’s mind. I think the whole community bet on Bobby, and John and Elmer were more than happy to take their action.

If you asked me if I thought I could win, I was liable to say something like, “You’re goddamn right I can, just as fast as he can draw it back.” Was I cocky back then? Lord, you ain’t got no idea. Smart-ass, popping-off skinny sonofabitch is how I would have described myself. But it was that attitude—that brashness and fearlessness—that allowed me to become a professional gambler. Sure, as I got older and more mature, I was able to mix charm and wit with that arrogance, and I learned that self-assurance mixed with a touch of modesty endeared me to a lot of people.

My deal with John and Elmer was that they would put up the money and I would get a third of the winnings. I didn’t know if they were skimming, but it didn’t make any difference, because when I left Prairietown, I had the first hundred-dollar bill of my life. In fact, I left with $800—which was more money than I’d ever seen.

It was a good thing I had told my dad that I was gonna be hunting with Jack all weekend, because from there we were thinking about cutting across to Tucumcari, New Mexico. There was an older Mexican gentleman over there who played real good snooker. So John, who called me “Junior,” said, “Junior, you haven’t been playing a lot of snooker these days, have you?”

“I haven’t played too much since I came back from Arkansas. Why?”

“There’s a good snooker player in Tucumcari.”

“I’ll thrash him,” I said. “I just hope he’s got plenty of money.”

“Sounds like you’re not lacking for confidence.”

“Let’s go get ’em.”

So we went to Tucumcari, and there was this skinny Mexican guy, about fifty years old or so, and the first thing he said was, “You’re that kid from Amarillo.”

“That’s me.”

“Do you play snooker?”

“I haven’t played much recently. Pool’s my game. But let me tell you something: I can beat everybody in New Mexico playing snooker.”

“Pardon me, young man,” he said.

So I looked him right in the eye and told him the same thing and he said, “You need to taxi up to the table, son. I’m fixing to teach you an expensive lesson.”

Then John pulled me aside and asked, “How much should I bet?”

“Bet as much as you got,” I said.

“Goddamn, Junior,” John said, “you’re mouthing off to this here guy who can play. You sure about that?”

“As sure as fat meat’s greasy,” I said, and that convinced him to bet pretty high. True to my word, I thrashed the guy. Heck, while I should have been studying poetry at Peabody Academy, I was writing my own poetry on their snooker table.

After Tucumcari we went to Clovis, New Mexico, about ninety miles southwest, to play a railroader named Tom Christensen. Christensen was one of the best players in New Mexico, and when we got into town, another gentleman by the name of “Mexican” Tom, said to me, “Say, son, you’re kinda setting the woods on fire.”

It’s a small world, and Mexican Tom—who owned the local poolroom there—had already heard about my two other scores. “I can’t imagine you beating that boy in Tucumcari playing snooker,” Mexican Tom said. “Listen, if you can beat Christensen playing snooker, you’re liable to win enough to buy the whole state of New Mexico.”

“Can you get him on the phone?” I asked. And when he said he could, I said, “Then get him down here. I believe he’s got himself a game.”

“Don’t you wanna play some of the weaker players first?” Mexican Tom asked me.

“What?” I screamed, acting like he’d just stepped on my toe.

Of course, I was cocky as hell and probably shouldn’t have been so quick to challenge their best player, but I guess that’s where my whole philosophy of looking for a champion and making a sucker out of him came from. You know, if you play a champion, folks are gonna be willing to make a bet that’s got some whiskers on it.

Mexican Tom got in touch with Christensen, and everyone in town came out to see this young gun from Amarillo get whupped by the best snooker player in New Mexico. We played for eleven hours straight, and after maybe thirty games or so, Christensen was ahead of me by one game. He really was a heckuva player, a worthy champ.

I didn’t want to stop, and I suppose John wanted me to keep playing too, because he said, “Can you miss school tomorrow?”

“You ain’t even kiddin’,” I said. But then came the hard part—calling Daddy. I had told him that lie about going hunting, and since I knew I couldn’t keep that up, I just picked up the phone and explained what had happened.

When I told him where I was, he didn’t say nothing at first, and then he said, “Are you doing any good, son?”

“Daddy,” I said, “I’ve got over a thousand dollars cash in my pocket.”

“Whose is it?”

I told him it was mine, and when I said that I’d need him to write me a good excuse to miss school the next day, old Senior, who had been kicking me out of every pool hall in town not a month earlier, said, “I sure will.” I guess that was a lesson in showing what money can do to people, because his reaction surprised the hell out of me.

Sigmund Freud did research on gamblers and found that a true gambler is a loser. People who enjoy speculating—deep down—want to lose. I can’t explain it as good as old Siggy, but he had it right about certain people not feeling worthy of having any money. And that’s why most gamblers deserve the bad reputation that they get. But what most people don’t realize is that a professional gambler—or an even better word for it might be “competitor”—isn’t the same thing as an ordinary gambler.

Ted Thackrey, my old buddy from the Los Angeles Times, wrote, “The stereotype image of the gambler as a compulsive loser who tempts the gods of chance from subconscious motives of suicide is as remote from Slim’s character as his home is from the mountains of the moon.” I play to win, neighbor, and, just as most people can’t stand being around a broke gambler, they love being around a winner. Even though Daddy didn’t say it at the time, I knew that winning a grand changed his perception of me in a hurry.

I wanted to keep playing because I knew that the only reason Christensen had stayed with me so long was his home-court advantage, which in pool is even stronger than in golf. Without knowing the speed of a table and all the subtleties that come with regularly playing on it, it takes a while to get warmed up.

I explained all this to John, and he said, “I’m not ready to back out. What do you think we should do?”

“After we play about three more games,” I said, “let’s shoot up the stakes and get this over with.”

So we played a few more games, and Christensen was one more game up on me. “Say, Christensen,” I said, “this is a tough-ass game, and we’ve been playing a long time and never have raised it. Let’s shoot this sonofabitch up a little.”

“Well, why don’t we just double up?” he said. And why shouldn’t he have said that? He was already ahead two games on me and was considered to be the best player in the state.

I looked at John and Elmer, and they both nodded their heads, and we doubled the stakes. I truly don’t remember the amount—I was just playing while John and Elmer were handling the finances. So we doubled up, and after we did, it lit a fire under me. I must have beaten him about eleven out of the next fifteen games. It was incredible. This awesome feeling of invincibility came over me that was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. That feeling, combined with the money I knew I could make gambling, got me hooked forever. I was so fired up that I wanted to play Christensen until I keeled over and died.

Then Christensen finally said, “Junior, I hate to quit you, but I’ve got to go to work. You know I’m not just a pool hustler; I also work for the railroad.”

I was a bit disappointed that he wanted to stop, because like they say about athletes, I was truly in the zone. I had no choice but to settle for a $2,000 score.

We drove back to Amarillo, and after cutting Daddy in on the profits, I bought my first automobile—a new Chrysler Windsor. Here was a kid who had money for something besides a hamburger and a milk shake, and who wasn’t shy about telling everybody about it. I thought I had just about died and gone to heaven.

The next weekend, I went back to Clovis with John and Elmer, and I started out playing Christensen for $300 a game. After I won the first two, he called it quits. He knew that he couldn’t beat me—not since I had gotten the hang of that pool table. Coming home, I remember saying to John, “Look at the difference. We’re ten times off. Last week I had more than two thousand, and this week I got two hundred.” Even back then I had one of the most important traits of any hustler: greed. I never did want to just beat somebody; I always wanted to break a sonofabitch.

That was my first pool-hustling trip, and, depending on how you view my life, it was either the worst thing that ever happened to me or the best thing that ever happened to me, because from that point on all I ever wanted to do was gamble. And, boy, was I lucky to have John and Elmer as teachers. On those two road trips, and then for the next year when I was a stickman at their craps games, I heard them talking about all sorts of schemes and laughing at all the suckers.

They taught me that all the stock in trade that a gambler has is his word, so you better be good for it. In the world today, nobody does any business without signing contracts, except professional gamblers. I got cigar boxes full of bad checks from Square John Businessmen, but not one from a gambler. You do a deal with a Square John Businessman, you get a note notarized by four or five people. Did you ever see anybody sign a note in a card room?

In the frontier days, a man’s word was good enough for deals involving thousands of dollars, and it’s still that way in our circle. That’s why I think one of the biggest reasons for my later success in poker was that I learned to like and to know people. I can go back anywhere I’ve ever played, because I always kept my promises. A gambler’s word is his bond. If one of them boys tells you a goose’ll pull a plow a hundred yards, then hook him up, neighbor, ’cause he’ll damn sure move it out.

John and Elmer also taught me that it never hurts for potential opponents to think you’re more than a little stupid and that you can hardly count all the money in your hip pocket, much less hold on to it. Back then, and still to this day, it’s the reason I wear a big Stetson, cowboy boots, and western duds and play the role of the country bumpkin who thinks he can shoot pool against the local champs. My best line, and one I still use if I go someplace I’m not recognized, is, “I’m about the fourth-best player in Tulia, Texas.” Now, what self-respecting city slicker is gonna turn down that challenge?

I also learned that there are people who love action and others who love money. The first group is called suckers, and the second is called professional gamblers, and it was a cinch which one I wanted to be. I made up my mind almost sixty years ago that I was never gonna be one of those punters that John and Elmer were laughing about. I was going to be the one doing all the laughing—all the way to the bank, that is.

MINNESOTA FATS AND HOT SPRINGS, ARKANSAS

Fresh off my big win, I went down to Mexicantown, and all the guys down there would say, “C’mon, let’s play some two-dollar nine ball.”

“No,” I said, “let’s play some two-hundred-dollar nine ball.” Boy, was I a smart-ass little sonofabitch.

Between my ability and my mouth, before long, I got labeled as something worse than I would ever have wished for: the best player in my town. I was extinct as a pool hustler in Amarillo before I’d even graduated high school, so whenever I could get away, I traveled around “undercover,” looking to fleece the big shots in any town.

The biggest shot of them all was a pool hustler from New York named Rudolph Walter Wanderone Jr.—a man you probably know as Minnesota Fats. Born in the Washington Heights section of New York in 1913, he was called Roodly by his parents, who had immigrated from Switzerland. By age ten he weighed 150 pounds and used to cut class at P.S. 132 to go shoot pool. When he turned thirteen he headed down to Broadway to become a full-time hustler. Fats always used to say, “I got my postgraduate training on Broadway. Broadway was like going to Harvard and Yale.”

New York in the late twenties was a golden age for gamblers. Fats met up with sharpies like Titanic Thompson, Nick the Greek, Hubert Cokes, and Arnold Rothstein at poolrooms around the city, including Louis Kreuter’s, which was next to the Forrest Hotel, where Damon Runyon of Guys and Dolls fame lived. At famous eateries like Lindy’s and Hector’s Cafeteria, Fats rubbed shoulders with Runyon, Ed Sullivan, and Walter Winchell.

When I met Fats in Hot Springs, Arkansas, in the spring of 1945, he was just New York Fats, on account of his portly constitution. That’s all he ever was till they made that movie The Hustler in 1961, which was based on a novel by a guy named Walter Tevis. When New York Fats saw the movie, he threatened to sue Tevis, because it showed a character named Minnesota Fats, played by Jackie Gleason, losing a match to a hustler named Fast Eddie Felson, played by Paul Newman. Newman’s character was said to be based on my buddy from Oklahoma City named Ronnie Allen. Similar to how he was portrayed by Newman, Ronnie used to say, “I’m called Fast Eddie ’cause I shoot fast, talk fast, and bet fast. I’m the best one-pocket player in this country. Bar none. I’m so good I can’t even get a game unless I promise to give it away first.”

Fats claimed that he never lost a cash match in his life, much less to a nobody named Fast Eddie, and he let people know he was going after Tevis for defamation of character. When word got out to Tevis, he had a pretty good answer for Fats. “I wrote the book while I was working nights in a poolroom and going to school to get my degree. I completely invented the character of Minnesota Fats. He doesn’t exist. I resent anyone capitalizing on my imagination. I once heard of a second-rate pool hustler named New York Fats, but I never saw him play.”

Fats backed down real fast, especially when strangers started fawning all over him wherever he went, calling him Minnesota Fats and telling him how much they liked that movie about him. You talk about dumb luck; next thing Fats knew, every newspaper in America wanted to interview him and by the late sixties he had two TV shows—Minnesota Fats Hustles the Pros and Minnesota Fats Hustles the Stars—and was hobnobbing with James Garner and Zsa Zsa Gabor. Shoot, before long old Roodly legally changed his name to Minnesota Fats, and at the Jansco pool tournament at the Stardust in 1968, he even showed me his Social Security card, which read: “Minnesota Fats.” Sometimes it’s funny how legends are born.

To the real pool hustlers, Fats was kind of a joke by then, and a guy named Bill Staton, one of the top pool hustlers from Virginia who everyone called “Weanie Beanie” on account of the restaurants he owned, said to Fats, “Have you actually ever been to Minnesota?”

“I colonized the place,” Fats said.

The truth was that Fats’s home was in Dowell, Illinois, a town of three hundred about a hundred miles southeast of St. Louis. He moved there from New York to live with his wife, Evelyn, who he met at a restaurant (imagine that) called the Perfection Club. Fats was five-eight, and he weighed close to three hundred pounds and had a fifty-four-inch waist. Shoot, I could’ve used one of his belts to rope cattle. He said that he spent a hundred dollars a day on chocolate and claimed that he could “eat eight gallons of ice cream without batting an eye.”

Fats’s most important asset was not his stomach but his mouth. He could talk to people in a way that made them want to beat him, and as a high-school kid in 1945 I was in awe just watching the man. Back in those days, all the pool hustlers got together and played in Hot Springs during the horse-racing meet down at Oaklawn Park from February through April. And, boy, I thought I was a smart-ass, but Fats made my arrogance look like a slice of humble pie. The first thing I ever remember him saying to me was, “Son, every time a bird flies over my Cadillac, I buy a new one.”

While Fats and I looked like a ball and a bat standing next to each other, he was the first hustler I patterned myself after and he’s probably the reason I’m such a talker when I gamble. I learned from Fats that the more you can get someone to want to beat you, the more likely you are to make him emotional, so that his ego gets in the way of his brain. I also decided that I’d better get me a nickname fast, and since some of my friends called me Slim anyway, I took a page from Fats’s book, and from that day forward, I became known as Amarillo Slim.

The fact that I was actually from Amarillo wasn’t the only difference in how Fats and I went about our business. Even though I learned gambling talk from Fats, our hustling styles were completely different. Fats was always looking for a sucker, and I was always looking for a champion. Fats’s strategy was to find anybody with a little money, bust him, and then kick him while he was down. The problem with that was, you could only win so much off a working stiff, and once you took his money, you couldn’t show your face again in that town. That’s why I went looking for wealthy champions and treated them with respect.

I like to leave a good taste with the people I play. Elmer once told me, “Slim, you can shear a sheep many a time, but you can skin him only once.” And he was right. If you shear one of ’em, he’ll grow some more wool, and next week you can shear him again. That sheep will make an awful lot of sweaters but only one coat. And while that sounds like simple cowboy talk, it’s the most important part of my philosophy as a professional gambler.

Rather than try to take advantage of the ignorance of a sucker for a few dollars, I take aim at the ego of a millionaire and try to win me a few thousand. If there’s one fatal flaw, the Achilles’ heel of every gambler, it’s hubris. I guess you could say that hubris is a fancy word for excessive arrogance, and I’d be lying if I told you I was never guilty of it myself. No gambler ever wants to lose face, and I have used that psychological edge to my advantage. All I have to do is play to a wealthy man’s ego, and not only can I get him to gamble, but I can get him to gamble with me for life.

I never did get to play Fats on that trip to Hot Springs, but that would come later. As a sixteen-year-old in 1945, I went home with a nickname that would stick for life and the desire to be the best pool hustler who ever lived. Of course, most people think that being a pool hustler is all about the art of the hustle, but they seem to forget that you also better know how to play. And, boy, did I work on my game like a sonofagun. I practiced a lot with funny types of instruments like a cue without a tip or a broom (which later came in handy). Soon I had all the angles and gimmicks and the talent to go with it.

When I started making a name for myself around the country, wise guys would say to me, “Yeah, but you’re that Amarillo Slim. Give me twenty points.”

I always had a reply for those kinds of guys: “Give me twenty and I’ll play without looking at the ball.” I’d tell them that I’d turn my head before I’d shoot, and if they determined I could see the ball, that shot wouldn’t count.

“Get your ass up here,” they’d invariably say.

I’d bet even money that I could break and run a pool table without ever looking at the ball. I’d bring the cue back two strokes, turn my head, take two strokes, and shoot. I had as many propositions for pool as there were states in America. At some point or another, I played every sonofabitch that had three hundred dollars and could run ten balls, and 99 percent of ’em got the same results—they ended up scratching their broke ass. Remember, Amarillo Slim never makes a bet unless the bet is already won.
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Showing off at the United States Constabulary in Stuttgart, Germany, when I entered the Special Services of the United States Army. (Courtesy of the author)
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Serving My Country (and Myself)

 Even though I spent most of my time in high school hustling pool, I still managed to make pretty good grades. At the end of 1945, the U.S. military sent recruiters to our school, and everybody that had a B average was eligible to receive his high-school diploma early if he joined the navy. Boy, that suited the dickens out of me, so I signed up for it. Not only was I ready to serve my country, but, with the education I had received as a gambler, I was ready to serve myself.

I graduated early from Amarillo High, on Polk Street, in December 1945. The school later burned down and was rebuilt on the southwest part of town, and my kids ended up graduating from there as well. I turned seventeen on December 31, 1945, and on January 30, 1946, I was sworn into the United States Navy and sent to San Diego for boot camp. Not long after I arrived, I was in the dayroom when one of the officers saw me shooting pool and asked if I would like to give pool exhibitions.

Because of his intentions, he had me assigned to about the cushiest job in the navy. I became a captain’s yeoman and chauffeur for Captain Len C. Petros. Technically, the captain’s yeoman was to assist the commanding officer (CO) in day-to-day duties like filing and delivering sensitive messages, but since it seemed like all Captain Petros wanted to do was to go fishing, my job consisted of not doing a damn thing.

The first place I was stationed was on the LST 10-97 (a landing ship tank), based out of Honolulu. Just a few months later, I volunteered to go to the Bikini Atoll to witness an atomic-bomb testing. On July 1, 1946, the AAF B-29  released an atomic bomb over a cluster of targets anchored in Bikini lagoon to measure the effect of an atomic outburst on unmanned ships and aircraft. All of us were topside on a ship several miles away, wearing goggles, and we sat with our heads between our legs. The blast created a forty-foot tidal wave, and, boy, did we feel the shock. The first time I looked, all I could see was this big white mushroom cloud about a mile high, and it scared me something fierce.

While it wasn’t part of my formal duties (as it would later become in the army), I gave several pool exhibitions to my fellow shipmates and got to see a good part of the world as a teenager. I gave most of my exhibitions at the Hickham Air Force Base in Hawaii and a few in Guam and the Philippines, with a world champion named Irving Crane.

I came back to the contiguous United States on another LST, which docked in San Francisco. My ship
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