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     In the not too distant past, the game of poker was generally perceived as an unsavory game, played by card sharks and cheats in the backrooms of dingy bars and seedy Las Vegas casinos.   However, in the past five years, several different technological developments contributed to transforming this sleazy card game into an extremely popular American pastime and spectator sport.  Record numbers of new poker players are flocking to Las Vegas, and new card rooms are opening in casinos around the country as legalized gambling becomes ingrained as a socially acceptable part of American culture.  The two primary catalysts for the popularization of the game were the appearance of live-action poker websites and the broadcast of major poker tournaments on television during primetime viewing hours.  This paper gives an overview of the history of poker, documents how the aforementioned new media contributed to the current proliferation of the game, and previews some new interactive poker media currently in development.
     The precise origin of Poker is unclear, but it seems rather that it descended from a combination of several different games.  The earliest of these games was most likely As Nas, a 16th century Persian game played with 25 cards of 5 different suits.  There are records from about a century later of the French playing a similar game called Poque.  Around the same time the Germans were playing a game known as Pochen, which involved an element of bluffing, and players indicated whether they wanted to pass or open by rapping the table.  The earliest version of the game introduced in the United States used a 20 card deck and was first played on Mississippi steamboats and in New Orleans in the mid 1800s.  The first written references to Poker described it as a “game of cheats”, which it surely was as the earliest American incarnation of the game involved one round of betting after being dealt 5 cards face down.  
    Poker evolved into its modern form during the second half of the 19th century, and switched to the standard 52-card deck.  The game was extremely popular among soldiers during the Civil War and the cowboys in the Old West during the gold rush.  During this time, stud poker, the draw, the flush, and the straight developed as critical variations on the original game.  Wyatt Earp and Wild Bill Hickock were two of the first known professional poker players.  Bill Hickock was shot in the back and killed during a poker game, holding what is known today as “Dead Man’s Hand”, aces and eights.  Poker continued to spread and by the mid 1900s had established itself as America’s most popular card game.  However, playing the game professionally was still viewed as a vocation of outlaws, and as gambling was illegal, there was no way to ensure the legitimacy of a game or the safety of its players.  During the 1950s, three of the best poker players in the state of Texas, Doyle Brunson, “Amarillo Slim” Preston, and Sailor Roberts traveled together from game to game to help ensure each other’s safety.  In an interview with Nolan Dalla, Doyle talks about the danger professional players faced at that time.

 To start with you had to keep from getting arrested by the police. Then, you had to keep from getting cheated in the games. You also had to worry about collecting the money if you won. Then finally, after all that was said and done -- you had to keep from getting hijacked. It was a harrowing experience. People today who play in all the big fancy (legal) cardrooms don't understand what it was like back in those days to be a poker player with all the problems we had. It was just one thing after another. But, I guess at least you could say it was interesting. Somebody was always trying to get your money, one way or the other.
However, the lives of these Texas road gamblers would be forever changed in 1951, when Benny Binion brought the game of poker to the burgeoning gambling metropolis of Las Vegas.  

     Benny Binion was a Texas bootlegger and racketeer with a past speckled with violence.  In 1946, the violence escalated among Benny’s rivals causing Binion to relocate to Las Vegas.  Gambling was legalized in Vegas in 1931, and Binion became a partner in a casino on Fremont Street in 1946.  He opened the Horseshoe Casino across the street in 1951, and quickly became famous for having the highest betting limits in town.  Binion was associated with Brunson, Preston, and the other most famous poker players of the day, and they soon followed him to Las Vegas where they could practice their profession in relative safety.  Binion saw an opportunity with poker in that the game had a certain sexy allure that other casino games did not offer.  In 1949, Binion orchestrated a poker marathon of sorts, staging a no-limit, winner-take-all poker match in the view of the public.  This match featured Johnny Moss, an old friend of Binion’s and the best poker player he knew, vs. Nick “The Greek” Dandelos, a legendary gambler from the East Coast.  A table was set up by the entrance of the Horseshoe, and the players played non-stop, only taking breaks to sleep or use the bathroom, for the next 5 months.  Moss was ultimately victorious in this match, winning over $2 million.  The primary significance of this event was that crowds numbering in the hundreds would gather each day to watch this spectacle, demonstrating the potential of poker as a popular spectator sport.  
     In 1970, Binion invited the top poker players in the country to his casino to compete in the first World Series of Poker.  Initially, the World Series was just an opportunity to assemble the best players in one place and draw bigger crowds to the Horseshoe.  However, the Series soon evolved into a series of tournaments highlighted by the Main Event, a $10,000 buy-in No-Limit Texas Holdem tournament.  In 1971, 5 players competed in the main event, and first prize was $30,000.  The World Series and poker in general grew continuously over the next two decades, and by 1999, 396 players entered the main event and the first place prize had increased to $1 Million.  Poker seemed to be at its absolute apex.  However, the game has grown exponentially in the last five years, which is a direct result of the emergence of online poker sites and the popularity of televised poker tournaments.
     The first internet casino, Internet Casinos Inc., was launched in 1995.  The site consisted of 18 casino games, including video poker.  However, this version of video poker was similar to the video poker found on casino slot machines, where a player attempts to make the best hand possible, and receives escalating odds on his money based on the strength of the hand.  The first live-action poker sites, where players download software and compete against other live players over the internet, appeared around 1999.  The games found at theses sites closely mimicked the live games found in casinos.  Initially, players were able to fund their online accounts using a credit card or wiring money to the site from their bank accounts directly.  Services like Neteller and FirePay were established soon thereafter in order to provide a more secure way to transfer funds online.  An Account at these sites act as an e-wallet and enables members to load, withdraw and transfer funds to any merchant website that supports their online payment system.
     Online poker rooms offer many advantages to the “brick and mortar” card rooms found in casinos.  Although legal casinos are now opening across the country, most Americans are still not within short driving distance from nearest card room.  Online poker rooms are open 24 hours and accessible to anyone with an internet connection.  Internet poker sites offer anonymity, as players use screen names while playing online.  The game moves more quickly online, as there is no shuffling between hands.  This results in playing 2-3 times more hands per hour.  There are no dealers online, and therefore players save money by not having to tip.  Most of the online sites allow players to play at multiple tables at the same time, something that is disallowed not to mention physically impossible at brick and mortar rooms.  Generally the game interface on online poker sites provides “act in turn” buttons, which allow players to choose an action before it is their turn, freeing them up to multitask or divide their attention between numerous games.  Most of the online rooms keep statistics and let users make notes on opposing players so they better analyze their play.  Many online sites offer multiple table tournaments starting at all hours of the day.  Most casinos hold tournaments infrequently, and never more than 2 in the same day.  Also, online poker rooms don’t have to worry about space constraints with large tournaments.  Online tournaments often have over 2 or 3 thousand entrants, with 10 players per table.  The largest brick and mortar card rooms have about 150 tables, and could only accommodate about 1500 players at a time.
     Playing poker on the internet certainly has some disadvantages versus live games as well.  Online poker removes much of the psychology from the game, which is considered by many to be the most important element.  While not being seen by the opponents can work in a player’s favor at times, there is no way to pick up “tells”, or make decisions based on an opponent’s physical appearance, mood, or body language.  The possibility of cheating is another downfall of the online game.  While it is possible for one or more players to cheat during a live game, dealers and casino personnel are trained to watch for such behavior, not to mention the games are recorded by the casino’s security cameras.  There is nothing stopping players online from cheating through collusion, as players could be talking with one another over the phone or via instant messenger.  It is even possible for the same player to have multiple accounts at a site and occupy more than one seat at a table.  There is speculation, on internet poker chat rooms and elsewhere, regarding the reliability and fairness of the software used on some of the websites.  All of the sites discussed in this paper have their shuffling practices audited by PriceWaterhouseCoopers, but there is still no way to know that the cards are properly randomized on a hand-by-hand basis.  One concern is that hackers could crack the code of the site’s software, and either see the cards before they are dealt or manipulate the outcome of a hand.  
     Another issue with online poker arises when players want to cash out the money they have on a site.  At a casino, a player can exchange his chips for money instantly.  Even the fastest online sites require several hours to process a cash-out, and some of the sites may take days to process such a request.  Some of the earliest internet poker sites went out of business and never refunded the money players had in their accounts.   This outcome seems very unlikely today however.  Funding an online poker account can be an inconvenience as well, as a 3rd party like Neteller is likely required and there is often a surcharge for the transfer.
     The legality of online poker is a delicate and somewhat ambiguous subject.  According to I. Nelson Rose, one of the world’s foremost authorities on gambling law, “No United States federal statute explicitly prohibits internet gambling, either domestically or abroad.”  To date, no one has ever been charged, convicted, or sentenced for playing poker online.  However, that doesn’t necessarily mean that online poker is legal.  The Wire Act is the statute that most closely addresses the issue.  The relevant section of the statute states:
Whoever being engaged in the business of betting or wagering knowingly uses a wire communication facility for the transmission in interstate or foreign commerce of bets or wagers or information assisting in the placing of bets or wagers on any sporting event or contest, or for the transmission of a wire communication which entitles the recipient to receive money or credit as a result of bets or wagers, or for information assisting in the placing of bets or wagers, shall be fined under this title or imprisoned not more than two years, or both.
This section of the Wire Act seemingly applies to those in the business of betting or wagering, not the common player.  However, it is possible that individual state laws prohibit gambling of any type over the internet.  Therefore it is important for a prospective player to research their home state’s laws before deciding to play poker online.  The operators of online poker rooms avoid legal trouble by locating their servers and operations outside the United States.  So at the current time, it seems that playing poker online is not illegal, but it is possible that the laws or the interpretation of the laws may change in the future to prohibit it.
     Despite the security and legal issues with playing online, internet poker has become a massive business and has truly revolutionized the game.  Poker is the fastest growing segment in the $9 billion-per-year online gambling industry.  Online poker sites make their revenues by taking a percentage, usually about 3-5%, of each hand in a cash game, which is known as “the rake”.  For entry into an online tournament, players pay an entry fee in addition to the tournament buy-in, which is generally 5-10% of the buy-in.  In 2004, it is estimated that altogether online poker sites raked in revenues of approximately $1.4  billion.  Each of the four major operators discussed below had individual revenues in the ballpark of $200 million.  Pokerpulse.com is a web resource that provides real-time information and statistics about the online poker community.  Pokerpulse estimates that between $160 million and $220 million is wagered by players on internet poker sites every 24 hours.  The total prize pool for all online tournaments held since October 2003 is estimated at over $153 million.  According to Pokerpulse, 1,828,000 players participated in real money games on online poker sites in March 2005 alone.  There are approximately 250 online poker rooms in operation today.
      Paradise Poker, launched in 1999, was the first major online card room.  Paradise’s software component is approximately 5 MB in size, and is widely considered one of the best software packages in the industry with its clean, sleek graphics and reliable interface.   The site offers a wide variety of poker games, including five-card draw, five card-stud, and crazy pineapple.  Initially the site specialized in ring (cash) games, and single table tournaments, but in 2003 Paradise began offering multiple table tournaments as well.  Paradise offers play-money games, and cash game limits ranging from $.01-$.02 up to $100-$200.  New players signing up at Paradise receive a deposit bonus of 25% on their initial deposit, up to $50 total.  Paradise provides players with statistics for their current session in real time as well as via email.  The players at Paradise are generally regarded as quite skilled, and the site is not recommended for beginners.  In March 2005, Paradise averaged 2500-2900 ring game players and 4000-5500 tournament players at peak hours.  Paradise Poker was established in Costa Rica, and their servers still reside there today.  However, UK-based internet sports betting giant, Sportingbet acquired Paradise Poker in October, 2004 for $297 million.  Sportingbet reports that in the 6 months since the acquisition, registered customers have risen 85% to 2.27 million.
     Canadian based online poker room Ultimate Bet was established in 2000.  UB’s software component is a 4.7 MB download, and provides a sleek and highly customizable interface.  The site offers a wide variety of play money, ring games, and tournaments and has some of the highest limit games found anywhere on the internet.  UB is endorsed by high-profile poker professionals Phil Hellmuth and Annie Duke, whom gamers can play against and chat with during set times.  One of the most attractive features of Ultimate Bet is the Mini-View option, which facilitates playing at multiple tables simultaneously.  UB offers a signup bonus of 50%, up to $250.  In March 2005, Ultimate Bet averaged 2600-3200 ring game players and 3000-4000 tournament players at peak hours.
     Party Poker, established in 2001, is regarded as the world’s largest online poker room, with over 50% of the market.  The Canadian based virtual card room has a reputation for hosting the “loosest”, or easiest to beat games, even at the higher limits.  Party Poker’s software is a 2.7 MB download, and the interface is colorful with cartoon-like avatars representing the players.  The site offers a 20% signup bonus with a $100 limit, as well as referral bonus of $50 per referral.  Party Poker has the highest traffic on the internet in both ring games and tournaments, as it probably hosts more than 70% of all the online fixed-limit holdem tournaments.  In March 2005, Party Poker averaged 17000-20000 ring game players and, 23000-27000 tournament players at peak hours.  Party Poker is hosted by Mike Sexton and Shana Hiatt, co hosts of the Travel Channel’s World Poker Tour.  Television advertisements for Party Poker have aired during the broadcast of the World Poker Tour for the past several years, and recently they have bought commercial space during major sporting events and on primetime network television.
     Full Tilt is one of the newest online poker sites to emerge.  Established in 2004, the Costa Rican-based site’s main attraction is the 9 high-profile poker professionals (Phil Ivey, Phil Gordon, Howard Lederer, etc.) that own and endorse it.  Players can play against and chat with the pros, as well as attend weekly online strategy seminars.  The software interface is highly customizable and allows players to choose from a variety of cartoon style avatars to represent themselves.  Full Tilt offers a 50% signup bonus, with a total bonus of up to $300, which is currently the highest in the industry.  The traffic on this new site is growing rapidly, and in March 2005, an average of 700-1100 ring game players and1600-2100 tournament players played at the site during peak hours.  Like Party Poker, Full Tilt is currently stepping up a major television advertising campaign, with spots during major sporting events and primetime network television.    
     Poker Stars, established in 2000, is located in Costa Rica and is currently has the second highest player traffic after Party Poker.  The software component is 2.7 MB download and the game interface is sleek and allows players to download a photograph to represent themselves.  Poker Stars allows players to make and keep notes about opposing players and provides robust statistics about individual and overall play. The site offers a large variety of games at both high and low limits, and the players are reputed to be the most talented of any site on the net.  During March of 2005, Poker Stars averaged 4000-4800 ring game players and 14000-18000 tournament players at peak hours.
     Although Poker Stars does not have the highest average tournament traffic, it hosts the largest and most lucrative tournaments on the internet.  Every Sunday Poker Stars holds a tournament with a minimum $350,000 prize pool.  Also, Poker Stars hosts the annual World Championship of Online Poker, the world’s largest series of high-stakes online poker tournaments.  In 2004, 10,085 players participated in the various events, and the total prize pool was over $6 million.  The main event, the $2500 buy-in no-limit holdem event, had a total prize pool in excess of $2 million.  Edgar Skjervold of Norway placed first in the event, and took home a prize of $424,945.
     Poker Stars holds a wide variety of satellite tournaments.  A satellite tournament is a smaller buy-in event in which one or more of the tournament’s finalists earns entry into a larger buy-in tournament rather than a cash prize.  While some satellites provide entry into other online tournaments, many award buy-ins to major live events.  The most popular satellites are the qualifiers to the World Series of Poker main event.  Many of the leading sites hold WSOP satellites, but Poker Stars has sent the most players each of the last two years.  In fact, the World Series of Poker champion in both 2003 and 2004 qualified for the event via an online satellite at Poker Stars.  In 2004, the WSOP’s main event had a record 2576 entrants, over half of which qualified for the event via online satellite tournaments at Poker Stars and other sites.   
     Internet poker is not the only venue boosting the popularity of the game and the number of entrants at major tournaments.  In 2003, documentary-filmmaker Steve Lipscomb launched the World Poker Tour on cable TV’s Travel Channel.  The WPT would document a series of 16 major poker tournaments from around the world.  Each 2-hour episode, aired on Wednesdays at 9 PM EST, highlighted the action of the last 6 players facing off at the tournament’s final table.  ESPN had previously shown footage of several years of the World Series of Poker, but the shows were aired at odd hours and never received favorable ratings.  These past programs were put together like documentaries, and didn’t closely follow the hand-by-hand action.  In No-Limit Texas Holdem, the game played at the WSOP as well as the majority of the major tournaments, each player is dealt two hole (face-down) cards.  Most hands in this game are not played all the way through, and on these hands the players don’t expose their hole cards.  Thus, it was difficult for audiences to follow the action and understand why the players made certain decisions.  Steve Lipscomb revolutionized the televised game on the WPT by introducing “lipstick cameras”, tiny cameras embedded in the table that allows viewers to see the players’ cards.  Now audiences could closely follow the action, and know when a player was bluffing, “slow-playing” a strong hand, or drawing to a straight or flush.  The total prize pools in WPT events is always several million dollars, and therefore the monetary difference between two places hundreds of thousands of dollars.  Therefore each critical decision a player is faced with makes for extremely dramatic television.  Lipscomb describes the goal of the WPT’s format is " to make you feel like you're in that seat at the table, to introduce the players as characters, to make you experience what they are experiencing and make you want to stay two hours to the end to see who winds up winning that million bucks."  Viewers stayed tuned in to the program indeed, as the World Poker Tour receives the highest ratings of any show to ever air on the Travel Channel.  The program is now in its third season, and many of the professional players that regularly appear at the final tables of these tournaments have become household names and recognizable television personalities.
     ESPN followed suit of the Travel Channel when broadcasting the 2003 World Series of Poker and used cameras to display the players’ cards.  The five day main event of the tournament drew 839 players (a record at that time), and was documented by ESPN in 7 1-hour episodes aired at 9 PM on Tuesdays.  The program received the highest ratings ever of an ESPN original broadcast.  The 2003 WSOP probably was the most important single event in helping internet poker gain a critical mass.  Chris Moneymaker, a 27-year old accountant from rural Tennessee, won his $10,000 entry into the event via a $40 satellite on Poker Stars.  Moneymaker went on to win the World Series and took home a first place prize of $2.5 Million.  Moneymaker gave inspiration to amateur players and even those that had never before played the game.  Players flocked to internet poker sites to test their luck and see if they could become the next Chris Moneymaker.  The websites responded by increasing their offerings, and hosting more satellites to the World Series and other major events.  
     As previously discussed, the 2004 WSOP shattered the record for the number of entrants, with 2576, over half of which had qualified at internet poker sites.  Greg “Fossilman” Raymer, who won his entry via $160 satellite on Poker Stars, took first place and a prize of $5 million.  ESPN expanded its coverage for the 2004 event, as it broadcast the final table from 12 preliminary events in addition to 10 hours from the main event.  The broadcast of the WSOP Main Event was so eagerly anticipated that ESPN displayed a countdown clock along the bottom line of all of their programming for weeks leading up to the event.  The 2004 main event earned an average Nielsen Rating of 1.9, which is approximately 2 million viewers.    
     There are several projects in the works that plan to capitalize on poker’s current popularity by introducing the game via new media channels.  In April 2005, PokerRoom.com, a Swedish online poker site, launched the first fully interactive live action poker service available via mobile phones and PDAs.  To date, mobile phone poker games were played against a computer for play money.  This will be the first service that allows users to compete against other real players, playing on their phones or their computers, for real money.  Current customers of PokerRoom, will be able to use their existing accounts when playing the mobile version of the game.
     NTN Communications, Inc., the largest out-of-home interactive entertainment network, has just launched the world’s first multi-player on-premise electronic poker game.  NTN’s trivia and sports games are found in many bars and restaurants and allow patrons to compete against one and another as well as those at other locations in the NTN network.  The poker game will allow patrons to test their skills at Texas Holdem against other players throughout NTN’s North American iTV network.  
     Myelin Media Inc., a publisher of interactive gaming software is set to release a poker-based video game for use on Sony Playstation and Microsoft XBOX in the summer of 2005.   STACKED with Daniel Negreanu, will be a Texas Holdem poker game that simulates the life of a professional player.  The game will feature a comprehensive poker school, massive online tournaments, and the bosses on each level in the career mode will be Daniel Negreanu (2004 Card Player and WSOP Player of the Year), as well as some of the other biggest names in Professional Poker. 
     Poker has clearly evolved far beyond the game played by outlaws and hustlers, and is currently ingrained in the consciousness of mainstream America.  It is difficult to say whether the current poker craze will be a passing trend or if the sport is here to stay as a national pastime.  I predict that the television ratings will slowly drop off, but the numbers of players visiting casinos and online card rooms will continue to grow.  The internet is certainly attracting a younger generation of players, who are poised to become the poker superstars of tomorrow.  
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