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players were talking about when they bantered and quipped at
the table. I was both fascinated and annoyed by their
esoteric interaction. Though I was treated courteously at the
poker table, I was clearly an outsider.

The true meaning of "a girl like me in a place like this"
can only be appreciated by understanding the separate, social
world of the Oxford. In the months that followed my
introduction to the Oxford, I came to understand the world of
the scene as a regular poker player. Later, as a graduate
student in Sociology, I was able to step back from what had
become "my world" as a player and analyze the scene from a
sociological perspective. This paper presents the results of
that analysis.

What follows is an ethnography of the social world of
poker players at the Oxford. I will describe the social
organization of poker in the Ox, focusing not just on the game
itself, but on the community of players and the significance
that poker has in their lives. 1In keeping with the tradition
of ethnographic research, my purpose is primarily descriptive.
However, in the course of documenting the social world of
poker players, I came to realize that my data had both
theoretical and practical implications. My understanding of
the poker world has led me to some conclusions about an
important question in the study of gambling: Why don't players
quit? The answer, I believe, lies in the social rewards that

players derive from the game.
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In the following pages I will briefly review the
literature on poker playing and explain how my own study was
conducted. Then I will describe in detail the social world
of the Oxford with particular attention to the social
organization of poker playing. Finally, I will return to the
question of why players don't quit by explaining the
significance that the social world of poker playing holds for

its participants.



CHAPTER II

A BRIEF LOOK AT THE LITERATURE ON GAMBLING

Americans typically romanticize gamblers in literature
and history. Writers such as Mark Twain with his river boat
gamblers stories and the very popular television series
Maverick, based on the lives of two fictional brothers whose
chief pursuits were playing poker and performing heroics for
fair damsels in distress, have captured the hearts and
imaginations of Americans in both the 19th and 20th Centuries.

Winning a jackpot, the lottery's "big spin," or hitting
it big on a long shot are all part of the American dream. In
fact the United States has always been a gambling society.
The thirteen original colonies were largely financed by
lotteries, as were Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Brown, Dartmouth
and Columbia Universities. Both George Washington and Thomas
Jefferson strongly advocated the use of lotteries to raise
funds.

Although gambling is widespread in the United States,
only a small minority of those who gamble become so involved
that they have trouble quitting. According to psychologist
James Coleman, an estimated

50 percent of the American population gambles at one

time or another on anything from Saturday-night

poker games to the outcome of sporting events such

as the World Series or the Super Bowl.... But while

most people can take it or leave it, an estimated

6 to 10 million Americans get 'hooked' on gambling
(Coleman et al. 1980, Pp.361-2).



8

It is that minority--the so-called compulsive gamblers--who

have received the greatest attention in the social science
literature on gambling.

Most research on gambling in the United States has been

conducted by psychologists who have regarded gambling as a

symptom of underlying pathology. The Diagnostic and

Statistical Manual III (Pp. 324-5) defines pathological

gambling as a disorder of impulse control. The essential
features of impulse control disorders include the following:
1) Failure to resist an impulse, drive or
temptation to perform some act that is harmful to
the individual or others. There may or may not be
conscious resistance to the impulse. The act may
or may not be premeditated or planned.

2) An increasing sense of tension Dbefore
committing the act.

3) An experience of either pleasure, gratification

or release, at the time of committing the act. The

act is ego-syntonic in that it is consonant with

the immediate conscious wish of the individual.

Immediately following the act there may or may not

be genuine regret, self-reproach, or guilt.

Several studies have attempted to discover personality
correlates of pathological gambling. Traits associated with
compulsive gambling include immaturity, rebelliousness,
thrill-seeking, superstitiousness, psychopathy, and a strong
need for adulation from others (Bolen, Caldwell & Boyd, 1975;
Custer, 1976; Graham, 1974; Rostin, 1961). 1In a recent study
by Graham (1978) pathological gamblers were found to have much

in common with alcoholics and heroin addicts.

The individuals in each group are self-centered and
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tense. They tend to overreact to stress and respond to
negative stimuli in an impulsive manner. Pessimism and
anxiety are their primary responses to stress. In general the
people in each of the three groups are uncomfortable with
their circumstances yet seem to have few if any positive
coping mechanisms for dealing with stressors. Although each
groups' members state a desire to turn over a new leaf, Graham
found the prognosis for behavior change in traditional therapy
is poor.

As these studies indicate, the study of gambling has been
dominated by an individualistic bias. One notable exception
is the Gamblers Anonymous literature. Although this
organization considers gambling a psychological disorder, its
therapy is based on the assumption that compulsive gamblers
must be provided with rewarding social alternatives to
gambling.

Gamblers Anonymous offers support therapy through

fellowship as an alternative to continued gambling.

It has been the reported experience of gamblers that

one-on-one analysis, by itself, has_a very poor

record of helping compulsive gamblers3

The effectiveness of Gamblers Anonymous, compared to
other approaches, suggests that researchers need to pay more

attention to the social aspects of gambling. Yet there are

very few studies of gambling as a social phenomenon. One of

Fror further information pertaining to pathological
gambling see the gambling studies listed in the references.
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the few is David Hayano's (1982) investigation of professional
poker players. Hayano, an anthropology professor by
profession and poker player by avocation, studied professional
poker players in Gardena, California. He was frustrated by
the lack of sociological research on gambling, especially the
absence of studies based on actual participation in the

gamblers' world.

...I began to survey all of the written publications

on gambling by social scientists. To my surprise
only a few books and papers were based on
participant observation. I could find almost no

detailed comprehensive information on the life and

work of the professional gambler, and virtually

nothing describing the professional poker player

(Hayano, 1982, p.153).

Hayano learned about the esoteric world of professional
gamblers by becoming a participant. He spent many months
learning the game and as he became familiar with it he also
became aware of the social world developed by the professional
plavyers.

Hayano's approach for studying the social world of
professional poker players was to focus on the small-world
realities in their natural environment. Subjective
understanding of the dynamics of daily 1life in the
professional poker players' world was achieved by his
participant-observer approach. He found the "pros" to be
exclusive in their endeavors. They considered themselves to

be separate from non-professional players and marked the

boundaries of their social world through the development of
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a poker argot. Common face-to-face activities such as
discussing poker strategies and retelling stories were also
included in the social interaction amongst the poker pros
which excluded nonmembers. Hayano discovered an espirit de
corps between the poker pros reflected in their willingness
to lend money and moral support to one another and in their
"soft play" when pitted directly against one another in a
game. Soft play is defined in the poker argot as not betting
one's hand aggressively, usually as a favor to others in the
hand that the victor likes.

By participating in the everyday life and work of the
professional card players Hayano was able to analyze the
socially constructed meaning which both creates and maintains
their social world. "I take it to be the primary task of the
ethnographer to understand and reconstruct how individuals
experience and define their social 1lives" (Hayano, 1983,
p.155). Hayano's analysis helps others to better understand
the dynamics of gambling behavior.

Another examination of the subjective world of gamblers
was conducted by John Rosecrance (Rosecrance, 1986, Pp.357-
378), a professor of sociology and an avocational gambler.
From his study of casino gamblers Rosecrance published
articles and a book on the subject of why gamblers don't quit.
Like Hayano, Rosecrance looked at the social world of the
casino gamblers from a participant-observer perspective. His

personal expertise in off-track horse race betting and sports
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betting made inclusion in these subcultures easily attainable.
He was much more limited in his poker studies due to absence
of personal expertise and thus was relegated to a strictly
observer role. He found gambling to be socially rewarding
behavior. "Analysis of the data revealed that gambling
commitments are developed and strengthened through binding
social arrangements that form among the participants"
(Rosecrance, 1986, p.365).

Rosecrance interviewed his fellow regular gamblers
questioning why they continued to play even when they
frequently lost. He received consistent responses which led
him to develop a process model of escalated commitments to

gambling and to other gamblers:

1) The stimulations of gambling are discovered.

2) Some financial success 1is achieved, thus
heightening stimulation and encouraging
continued participation.

3) The gambling world becomes familiar and safe,

even in the face of decreasing stimulation
(loss of money).

4) Social relationships focused on gambling
develop within the social world.
5) Gambling relationships become increasingly

important through a process of socialization
and differential association.

6) Relationships can be maintained only through
continued participation.
7) Gambling participation continues.

(Rosecrance, 1988, P.86).
Rosecrance divided gamblers into two broad categories:
occasionals and regulars. Within these categories he examined
the insiders' and outsiders' roles and status. He clarified

the difference between occasionals and regulars by noting that



13
these are self-designated groupings and that regulars would
agree their lives have been changed and influenced by their
gambling; occasionals would not. Moving from occasional
players with few significant ties to other gamblers, to
becoming regulars whose identity is bound to like-minded
others, 1is accomplished through networks of communication
built on shared perspectives of reality.

This shared understanding of the gamblers' social world
creates an insider-outsider distinction. Insiders are privy
to the inner sanctum of the gamblers' world. They know and
perpetuate the lore of their social world. They understand
the inside 3jokes and share in the common misery and
exultations of their fellow gamblers.

Outsiders are those players who may indeed be familiar
with the gambling pursuit at hand but whose exclusion from the
inner workings of the social world relegate them to task-
oriented interactions with insiders. While their
participation is often central to the game, and to that degree
they are part of the game, they are not part of the social
world.

Empathetic understanding via peer support is a central
coping mechanism identified by Rosecrance as a bonding factor
in the gamblers' social network. One common hazard all
gamblers struggle to overcome is a "bad beat." In poker a bad
beat constitutes losing a poker hand to a player who took a

long shot. Rosecrance notes that virtually all regular horse
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players have experienced bad beats of varying degrees of
seriousness and can empathize with other gamblers who are
attempting to cope with one. Players often initiate
communication by assuring the losing gambler that his or her
experience is not unique and that someone else understands.
He places major emphasis on argot as an integral part of
gamblers' social reality. Argot-based accounts of bad beats
are very common in the gamblers' social world.

Both Hayano and Rosecrance call for a rounding out of
gambling studies to better understand the dynamics of poker
players' social worlds. Rosecrance declares he does not have
the poker expertise to function as a participant-observer and
Hayano has only studied professional poker players.

Louis Zurcher cast some light onto the social world of
a small stakes private poker players' clique. Zurcher's
development of the theoretical concept of the ephemeral role
in his studies of a disaster work crew (1968) and a private,
closed group poker clique (1970) was invaluable to my efforts
to analyze the subjective realities of the poker players'
social world. He defined ephemeral role as "a temporary or
ancillary position-related behavior pattern chosen by the
enactor to satisfy social-psychological needs incompletely
satisfied by the more dominant and lasting roles he regularly
must enact in everyday life positions" (Zurcher, 1970, p.156).
Zurcher maintained that people adopt separate identities when

participating in a focused gathering. These new identities
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call for different role behavior than their outside status
would demand. Freedom from dominant role expectations is a
large part of why actors choose to participate in focused
gatherings.

Like Zurcher, 1 became aware of the difference between
players' everyday life positions and their ephemeral roles as
I interacted with them on a reqular face-to-face basis. When
I first began to examine the Oxford poker players' social
world from the perspective of a participant-observer rather
than strictly as a participant, I began to notice the
phenomenon of the ephemeral role. As I was unfamiliar with
Zurcher's work on this concept, I dubbed this phenomenon,
"their other 1lives." Later, when I discovered Zurcher's
concept I felt a strong sense of identification. The behavior
he described as ephemeral role behavior was clearly enacted
by the members of the Oxford poker world. The common
denominator of the social behavior in Zurcher's study and my
own is the conscious undertaking of an ancillary role by
players to satisfy social-psychological needs unmet in their
everyday life positions outside of the poker world. I have
developed this idea in the chapter on the social world of the
players.

In connection with this construct, Zurcher analyzed the
social dynamics of the two groups. His main thrust was the
benefits of membership in a focused group and how

socialization into the group is attained. Argot, scripted
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competition, style of play, bluffing, insider knowledge, and
camaraderie are central to Zurcher's examination of the
private poker game. Scripted competition, where members
"knock heads" with one another in a very competitive but
friendly manner maintains balance within the group. Players
are chosen for their ability to play at a challenging level
which is neither too easy nor too slick to undermine the flow
of the game. Argot functions to reinforce the esoteric nature
of their closed group. Teasing and poker talk are predicated
upon the understanding of their specialized language. Within
the closed focused dgroup cohesion and camaraderie are
strengthened by bluffing. Getting caught in the act leads to
retelling and contributes to the lore of the group. Bonding
is also strengthened by the sense of insider's knowledge,
because the group shares something outsiders don't have access

to.

Since the important thing to poker is not the cards
but the betting, not the value of the players' hands
but the players' psychology, as one gets to know
the strengths, the weaknesses, the habits, quirks
and tendencies of the other players, the play
becomes increasingly interesting (Zurcher, 1970,
p.166).

Another study of the dynamics surrounding why people play
poker was conducted by Martinez and LaFranchi (1969). They
suggest that poker 1is a substitute for other social
deficiencies. They perceive losers at poker as attempting to
use gambling as a substitute for satisfactory primary

relationships. Those who need action in their lives can seek
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a release of tension not afforded in their normal activities
in a brisk poker game. Winners and break-evens seem to play
poker for the opportunity to enjoy successful gamesmanship
with its concurrent financial and status rewards.

Very few participant-observation studies of bar room
poker exist. Of the three I 1located, Hayano's dealt
specifically with professional card room players.
Rosecrance's studies examined casino gambling and while they
are outstanding for their contribution to the understanding
of the social world of casino gambling in general, they offer
no input from a participant's point of view on non-
professional poker players.

Of limited benefit to my study was a thesis written on
poker playing as a dramaturgical event (Boyd, 1975). I was
very excited when I discovered this thesis because it was one
of the few studies on poker players and it was conducted here
in Missoula in three local bars including the site of my own
study, the Oxford. As I read this paper I kept looking for
common denominators. With the exception of her development
of an excellent and thorough glossary of the poker argot, I
was unable to identify with the scene she described. I asked
some long-time poker regulars what they thought of the study.
Each responded that they didn't understand it and didn't
recognize any of the players she wrote about. My own sense
was that it was rather inadequate. I believe this could be

due to the very early nature of legalized poker in Montana at
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the time she wrote her thesis. Perhaps not enough time had
elapsed to develop the rich scene I observed at the Oxford in
the 1980's. Again my sense was reinforced that an ethnography
of the Oxford poker player's social world could yield valuable
insight into gamblers' socially constructed world.

I wanted to understand the dynamics of gambling behavior
of non-professional poker players. To my surprise only a few
studies could be found in the literature on this very common
occurrence in Montana. Despite numerous studies of gambling
from psychological perspectives the basic question of why
gamblers don't quit remains unanswered. Rosecrance's research
began to £fill in some of the informational gaps by looking at
gambling from a sociological perspective.

...persistence at casino gambling can be explained
meaningfully in terms of the participant's
relationship to the social structure. The
mechanisms of commitment to gambling have been
located in the binding social arrangements that
develop among the participants. Previous attempts
to explain the ubiquity and persistence of gambling
have stressed the economic dimension--the winning
or losing of money and the psychological
implications~--the ineffable drives that propel the
participants whereas the sociological components
have been largely overlooked. Data from the study
reveal that for many regular casino participants,
the sustaining dynamic of gambling is not the game
itself but the interaction of players. The
seemingly complex issue of why gamblers don't quit
is that, for them, the rewards of social integration

outweigh the costs of participation (Rosecrance,
1986, Pp.374-5).

The paucity of research from a sociological perspective
concerning the social question of why gamblers don't quit

especially in the wake of repeated loss calls for a joining
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of disciplines. Studies such as mine will help to shed light
on this paradox. Central to the understanding of the dynamics
of gambling behavior is the sociological examination of social
worlds. People develop social worlds around common interests
or needs. The number and variety of social worlds is limited
only by human imagination.

Rosecrance's conclusion that the social rewards of
gambling outweigh the costs of participation is echoed in
other studies of social worlds. One example 1is Straus's
(1979) study of the religious cult known as Scientology.
Straus rejected the argument that Scientologists have been
"brainwashed." Instead he claimed that the process of
becoming a Scientologist is the same as the process of
becoming a member of any social world.

The focus of his research was the "colonization" of
members into religious cults. He defines colonization as
"immersing oneself in the social life, interests, activities
and institutions of a world" (Straus, 1979, p.6). Straus
hypothesized that seekers are groping towards a maximization
of such desired values as gratification, contentment,
solidarity or self-esteem. Having achieved membership in a
social world (in this case a religious cult),

...they attempt to progress through its various

status passages. As they stake more and more of

the time, money, reputation and self-image upon such

participation and begin to accrue the world's things

of value, such as status, esteem and affection, it

becomes easier and easier to continue and more and

more difficult to give up this socially-ordained
line of conduct (Straus, 1979, P.18).
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Straus concluded that the central phenomenon of
colonization is that the world and its activities become the
focus of the person's 1living. These ideas are directly
related to the phenomenon of the poker players' social world
at the Oxford. As the Oxford poker players become socialized
into membership in the social world, by increasing involvement
and group identity, they too become colonized. Although the
poker players' social world is vastly different in substance
from the of members in a religious cult, they develop out of
a similar socialization process. In this regard a parallel
exists between all social worlds regardless of their
particular focus and serves to illuminate an understanding of

group behaviors.



CHAPTER III

METHODS

In order to study the social world of poker players I
adopted the method of participant-observation. Rosecrance and
Hayano are trained social scientists who belong to a
particular social network of gamblers. Their studies clearly
reflect both their sociological background and their
empathetic understanding of that social world. Insiders'
knowledge gleaned from participant-ocbservation and, they
agree, unobtainable through any other research techniques,
provided them with crucial insight into the dynamics of the
social behavior of poker players. My study of the social
world of the Oxford poker players is of the same genre.

My role as an observer in the subculture of theNOxford
poker players developed in what can best be described as an
oblique fashion. After completing the course requirements
for a master's degree in Sociology, I began to concentrate on
a project for my thesis. I had co-authored a paper on another
subject with Dr. Robert Balch, and for two unproductive years
I struggled with various aborted attempts to isolate and
further explore some aspect of our paper for my thesis.
Although I thoroughly enjoyed the research and subsequent
development of the paper, I never identified this project as
my own area of expertise.

While I was intellectually thrashing around with this

21
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dilemma, I frequently entertained myself by playing poker at
the Oxford. After two years, I went to Dr. Balch, and
proposed a change of research projects. I convinced him that
during the time of my indecision, I had inadvertently
discovered a world rich in qualitative sociological data.

Initially I was a stranger to the Oxford scene. As I
began to play poker frequently and familiarize myself with the
specialized language of the poker players, I became a part of
the scene. I made many friends and became acquainted with
most of the regulars. Along with becoming a regular player
and kibbitzer, I also accepted employment as a "runner" and
"cage person." My duties as a runner were to act as a
waitress to players in the game. I would take orders for
food, drinks, and cigarettes, and deliver these goods to them
at the various poker tables. The idea was to keep players at
the table and, of course, concurrently to maintain a steady
"rake" (percentage of each pot) for the house. In my capacity
as a runner I interacted very closely with players who I might
otherwise not have known since I played only at the Stud table
during my early years at the Ox.

I also experienced a variety of attitudes and behaviors
from players and less central figures in my capacity as a cage
person. The cage is the central nervous system of the Oxford.
It is the office and teller station from which all checks,
chips and cash are handled and disbursed. Because it is the

site of all the fiscal interactions, the cage person is often
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keenly aware of the financial state of regular customers. As
a cage person and fellow gambler, I frequently dispensed cheer
and words of encouragement or condolences along with the
monetary transactions. A great deal of bonding was
established in the ten months I was employed at the Oxford.

The more I became familiar with the Oxford, and
especially the world of the poker players who were part of the
Oxford community, the more I realized that here, indeed, was
the perfect topic for my research.

I will examine the various facets of this scene from the
theoretical framework of Symbolic Interactionism. This
sociological approach was initially influenced by Max Weber,
who emphasized the importance of understanding society from
the viewpoint of the individuals who act within it. He
applied the term verstehen to this subjective approach
(Robertson, 1977, P.20).

Symbolic Interaction is the interaction that takes place
between people through symbols such as gestures, shared rules,
and most important, written and spoken language. People
respond from the meanings they place on symbols not simply the
symbols themselves (Robertson, 1977, P.21).

The Chicago School of Sociology has produced a number of
renowned Symbolic Interactionists all of whom examine human
behavior in its natural face-to face setting. Their studies
ask the fundamental questions of how social life is possible,

what kinds of interaction are taking place between people, how
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do they interpret and understand what is happening to then,

and why do they act towards others as they do?

Housed within the Symbolic Interactionist framework is
the theoretical perspective of the "“sociology of everyday

life."™ According to Jack Douglas this perspective has three

major tenets:

First, the sociologist of everyday life studies
social interactions by observing and experiencing
them in natural situations, that is, in situations
that occur independently of scientific manipulation.

Second, the sociology of everyday life begins with
the experience and observation of people interacting
in concrete, fact-to-face situations.

Third, all analysis of everyday life, of concrete
interactions in concrete situations, begins with an
analysis of the member's meanings [author's
emphasis].... Sociologists of everyday life do not
begin by imposing their own meanings on their
observations. They are concerned with finding what
the members perceive, think, and feel (Douglas,
1980, Pp. 1-2).

The principal method of Symbolic Interactionism is
participant-observation Herbert Blumer, a leading Symbolic
Interactionist emphasizes the importance of grounding
sociological generalization in first-hand observation. 1In a

speech before a group of "Chicago School Irregulars" he

urges...

Don't view the world through a whole array of pre-
established images. Sociology, to be a true
empirical science, must deal with the world as it
is. It must attain intimate familiarity in depth.
An empirical science must come to grips with its
empirical world. If one is to study something, it
is required that one must respond to the nature of
what one is studying. We must not view people as
finished products, as relationships of independent
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variables and dependent variables. We must first
recognize humans as dealing with a world and
understand how they work out their relationship to
that world. Sociology should be the study of people
in the process of living (quoted in Henslin, 1972,
P-9).

Following Blumer's lead, my study was conducted employing a
participant-observation model to gather data.

Gold (1958) classifies the roles a field worker might
employ as the complete participant, the complete observer, and
variations of the two ranging from the participant-as-ocbserver
to the observer-as-participant. In my study I have employed
two of these roles beginning with the complete participant and
easing back towards the participant-as-observer. Bearing in
mind that three full years had passed from my first exposure
to the Oxford, my role as a participant-as-observer is
appropriately described as after-the-fact. I was already
familiar with the Oxford poker players' world and accepted
into it when I decided to observe it formally.

While I readily recognized some of the inherent dangers
of attempting to study a world one inhabits, I felt the
richness of detail and variety of information available to me
would override the hazards. I feel this rear-view mirror
technique for examining the subculture of the Oxford poker
players has lent credibility to my observations and helped to
keep them sociologically sound. It has allowed me to immerse

myself in the subculture while simultaneously talking with

members and recording daily interactions from a perspective
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of empathetic understanding. I know this world from both the
standpoints of observer and participant.

David Hayano, in his study of professional poker players,
notes that the only real way to understand the poker scene is

to be a part of it.

As a poker player and ethnographer my interest lies
in documenting the social mechanics of face-to-face
confrontation. But poker, even at the highest
competitive level is not a spectator sport. The
real action in poker 1is concealed. The seeming
simplicity of a small table around which sits a
handful of participants repetitively handling cards
and chips masks not one but many complex hidden
worlds. The observable movements of chips wagered
and cards dealt do very little to reveal the genuine
heart of the game as it is constructed from secret
plays, monumental deceptions, calculated strategies,
and fervent beliefs. These deep, invisible
structures are vital in understanding the
ethnography of poker (Hayano, 1982, P.X).

As a complete participant in the Oxford, my role
initially was similar to that of any other newcomer to the
scene. I was interested in the people, the card and Keno
games, and the interaction of players both in and outside of
the games from a purely non-academic approach. I was strictly
a layman interacting with others. My natural curiosity soon
prompted me to look beyond the surface of the Oxford scene,
however. I kept thinking: "This is very much like a family.
These people fight and make-up, gossip, share time and money,
sanction each other, and share secrets, sorrow and joy on a
daily face-to-face basis.”

As I became more interested in observing the scene and

less so in simply playing poker, my role as a complete
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participant metamorphosed into that of participant-observer.
This was a gradual process which took place over several
years. Once I decided to actually conduct a study of the
Oxford poker scene, I was more cautious about not overly
influencing the action. I found this to be quite difficult
as I am by nature a take-charge kind of person and I
frequently had to remind myself that I was no longer free to
interact in a purely idiosyncratic fashion.

I collected my data over time by listening to players
both at the table and in the Oxford at large. I would
frequently engage players in conversations about the game,
their strategies for luck management, the latest rumors or
gossip about other players. Much of my information was
gleaned from being on the scene at the time things were
happening. I also took careful note of the current jokes and
lore that were being passed around. These strategies were
developed out of the belief that the daily, mundane facets of
life at the Oxford are best learned by living them.

Once I actually decided to study the poker players'
scene, I began to vary the times of the day, week, and month
in which I participated. I did this in an effort to sample
all of the aspects of everyday life rather than just the times
I had become familiar with when I was strictly a player. I
also made myself more accessible to non-poker players. I had
always been friendly with non-players but I usually didn't

seek them out for personal interaction when I was solely a
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player.

I chose two key informants who were regular players and
employees and whom I trusted for their honesty in relating to
me. They were both instrumental in my learning the history
of poker at the Oxford. These player-employee informants had
been involved as players and dealers at the Oxford since the
legalization of poker. They were very knowledgeable about the
argot of the players and shared much of the lore of the Oxford
with me in the oral tradition form of stories and memories,
both remembered by themselves and passed down from others.
Their recall of the players no longer present at the tables
for whom many of the poker hands are named was invaluable in
helping me to discover and make sense of the argot at the
poker table. My key informants were also most gracious about
sharing with me stories of the by-gone players whose portraits
adorn the walls in the Oxford. Pouring over the photo albums
was yet another opportunity for me to gather lore about the
players, and my key informants were central to explaining this
intimate recording of the players' world. They were aware of
changes over the past ten years both in the physical and
social make-up of the Oxford scene and their recall provided
validation for my own observations. I was able to check out
my observations with them to discern if my impressions were

accurate from the standpoint of regular, long-term members.

One of the most obvious dangers in a study such as mine



