INTRODUCTION

I’m lying here in this bright, white room wondering, “Where in the hell am I?” I am cold. I look around and strangers are standing around me, staring at me with serious looks on their faces. Who are these people? Doctors? Nurses? What’s going on? I am hooked up to wires and machines, IVs in my arms and a long tube going up inside of my “Willy.” I kept thinking, “What the hell happened to me?” I can’t speak. I am looking down and my leg is in traction and my head is swollen, with a lump the size of a cue ball. My teeth are loose and my lips are busted open. I am a fucking wreck ! I can’t remember anything. Why are these people crying, do I know them? Can someone please tell me how I wound up in this spot?” Please!!!

What seemed like a lifetime was only a few weeks, but I was able to stay conscious long enough to listen to what had happened to me. I had been in a coma. I was in disbelief as I only heard bits and pieces of how my two best friends died, and how I almost died, too. I thought maybe we had been in some sort of fight in the bar down in Fort Worth, Texas, playing pool. Slowly, as I regained full consciousness, I learned of the horrific event that happened to me and my friends that fateful day in Fort Worth. And I truly believe it was this tragedy that changed my life in many ways. 

-----Robert “Cotton” LeBlanc

HOW IT ALL BEGAN—1959 AND THE 60s DECADE

 My dangerous, but exciting, life of being a pool hustler began to take shape when I was very young. It was obvious that even at the tender age of 10 years old, most of my childhood adventures were leading me down an early path to independence and rebellion. By the time I was a teenager, my fate of being a pool hustler was sealed and I set out to live my destiny. 

And I was ready. So, let me take you back to my roots in Memphis, Tennessee, and you’ll see how it all started. 

The twists and turns my young life took began in 1959 on a street named Douglas Avenue where my family and I lived. It was an old-fashioned neighborhood, with oak trees lining the street, and small white clapboard houses side-by-side. I was a normal kid, riding my bike and playing marbles with my friends. My best friend was a kid named David Tyus, who was about my age, but twice my size and the toughest, meanest kid on the block. Everyone feared him. I guess the reason I hung out with him so much was because I was really small and I was always getting picked on, and he would stick up for me. We would get into fights with the other kids in the surrounding neighborhoods who thought they were tough and he’d pretty much beat the hell out of all of them. If we fought three guys, he would beat up the two biggest first and then help me with the smaller one. I looked up to the tough guys, and as I think back to those days I would say that’s really how it all started. 

We lived around the corner from a playground for kids called Davis Park Community Center where my sister, Sydney, and I would go sometimes and hang out. She’d be outside messin’ around with her friends in the wading pool, and I would be inside the community center with my friends playin’ basketball on the court. All of the other kids were about a foot taller than me, and ‘cause I was the shortest and the worst player, I always got picked last to be on a team. I never got to shoot or handle the ball, so I didn’t think it was much fun. But, they had this cheap, little Sears & Roebuck pool table in one of the rec rooms, probably 2 x 4 and the pool balls were maybe an inch and a half in diameter—they were about half the size of a regular pool ball. You had to be careful not to bump into the table ‘cause it was already wobbly and the balls would start rolling around if you bumped it too hard. I was 10 years old and I loved the game! I kind of had a knack for it. I could pocket a few balls, I could see the angles, I really enjoyed playing. 

 After a couple of years of going to Davis Park with my sister and my friend David, I was getting real comfortable at the pool table. My coordination was excellent and I was developing a good stroke. It was getting straighter and smoother. All the bowling alleys had pool tables, but they were in a separate room. I would look through the glass at the tables and I was dying to get in there and knock the balls around. Me and my friends played pinball every day at the bowling alley because back then you couldn’t get into the poolroom until you were 16 years old. 

Well, I finally made it to the eighth grade, and one day after I got home from school, my father was in the front yard washing the car and my little three-year old brother, Paul, was helping him. I was 12 at the time and my father told me, “You didn't cut the grass on Saturday so you gotta’ go mow the backyard.” I said, “I don’t wanna’ mow the yard, I’m supposed to go play pinball with my buddies down at Park Lane Bowling Alley.” He said, “Go ask your mother and if she says you can go, you can go.” 

I could always smooth-talk my mom into letting me do whatever I wanted, and she was always pretty lenient with me. As I was walking in to the house I was thinking, “What an asshole, he is making me cut the grass and I’m supposed to meet up with my friends down at the bowling alley.” So I asked my mom, “Can I go to the bowling alley.” She said, “Yes.” 

I went back outside to tell my dad that mom said I could go, and he’s sprawled out on the ground gasping for breath, clutching his chest. His head was bleeding, his face was purple and my little brother is crying. I stood there horrified and afraid. He had been on top of the car washing it and had a massive heart attack. He fell to the ground, smashing his head on the metal bumper. I ran back inside screaming to my mom. We called an ambulance, which took them 20 minutes to get there and my mother is screaming uncontrollably, we’re all screaming as we pile into the ambulance after it arrived. Crying and praying, it was all for nothing. My father died on the way to the hospital. My sister had not arrived home from school yet when all of this was happening, but she soon showed up at the emergency room after our neighbor called a cab for her. 

My mother looked at her and said, “He’s gone.” We all sat in the cold emergency room sobbing and staring at each other in disbelief. It threw me into a horrible shock because he and I were really close. 

After my mom took care of the personal details at the hospital, we went home to grieve. When we arrived at the house, it was so strange. I could close my eyes and still see the image of our dad lying on the ground, his face purple. I expected to see him walk through the door like he did every day after work. I couldn’t make myself believe that he would never walk through that door again. I was in such shock.

That week we had many visitors from the school and from the church who offered their help. One of the memories I have from that time was riding on the train with my mom, sister and brother, all huddled together on our way to New Orleans for the burial. That is where my dad was born, and where his relatives lived. So we are on this train, knowing that he was in a casket in the back of the train. The death train. It was scary and depressing. That really leaves an impression on a 12-year old kid.

That happened in the summer of eighth grade, so in ninth grade I was pretty much an introvert. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone because I was so sad from my dad’s death. On the way home from school I started stopping off at the bowling alley to play pinball by myself so I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. The bowling alley, Poplar Plaza Bowling, was a few miles from school and was in the Poplar Plaza shopping center, so I started going in there after school. I got to know the owner Augustine, and the owner’s sons, Mike and Joey, real well. 

They said to me, “Since you are under 16 years old, you need to get some kind of note from your mom so you can come in here and play pool and hang out.” 

Back then there were strict rules about playing and being under age, so I had to ask my mom for permission. She gave me the note I needed and I began going to the bowling alley every day. I remember the first day I walked in there to play pool. The tables were 4-1/2 x 9, and looked about three times bigger than the pool table at the Davis Park Community Center. I remember the big shiny regulation-size pool balls. The place was spotless. It was the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. There were 20 tables lined up in a row. The tables were Brunswick Centennials in perfect condition. The bowling alley was in a basement under street level. When I walked down the two flights of stairs you could hear the sound of the pins crashing and the unique smell of the place. I would rather be there than at the “World’s Fair.” I was in love with this place. 

I was 14 then, and I played eight hours a day for a solid year and I caught on really quick. A few pretty good players showed me some things which was nice because people really didn’t give you much information back then since they were just out to beat everyone. It’s not like now, everybody is teaching and giving lessons. Back then if you asked somebody a question about the game, they would tell you to take a hike 

There was one guy there who was a pretty fair player and he could see that I had some natural talent for the game. His name was Bill J. and he taught me how to play Bank Pool and how to spin the banks in with different types of english. My favorite game back then, of course, was straight pool. When the movie “The Hustler” came out that’s all anybody wanted to play. After I had been playing pool for six months or so, I ran 60 balls playing straight pool—which is amazing for playing pool for such a short time.

GAMBLING WAS IN MY BLOOD

 That’s when I started gambling for $2 and $3 a game and began making money. Bill and I would hustle around town in all the poolrooms—they all had plenty of action and we were out gambling after school and on the weekends. As we’re driving around town playing pool trying to make a few dollars here and there, I always wound up at Park Lane Bowling Alley (that’s where I went to play the pinball machines the day my dad died.) I went in to see if there was anybody to play and I recognized a couple of tough guys there, the Tiller brothers; they were the baddest guys in Memphis. In the family, there were three brothers and a cousin. The two older brothers, Albert and George, supposedly killed Mike their younger brother over some kind of disagreement. Both Albert and George were 6’5” and 260 lbs and they terrorized Memphis. They were well-known for going into bars and beating up four or five people all by themselves. The toughest of them all was probably the cousin, Charles “Dago’ Tiller , he was only about 5’11, but built like a fire plug and a was a real fighting machine. 

The Tillers heard from pool detectives talking in the other poolrooms around town that I was a good player. Albert walks up to me and says, “There’s a guy in the poolroom who wants to play some 9-ball and we’ll stake you if you want to play him some.” I said, “Sure.” So, I played this guy some 9-ball, beating him out of a $100 and, almost immediately, even before I could put the money in my pocket, the vice squad comes in and takes us all to jail. 

I was in jail for a week. I was wearing these jeans and a blue denim shirt with the numbers on the front and I felt pretty cool because it seemed like I was one of the Dead End Kids. I was in with the bad guys and I liked it. My sister, my brother and my mom came to visit me in jail. My little brother Paul was five years old , and when he saw me in jail he started crying, “Bubba, I want you to come home.” 

 So, what seemed like a year was only a week and I finally got out of jail. I go to trial and the judge overseeing the case was Judge Turner, known for being strict. The Tiller brothers were also in court with the possible charge of contributing to the delinquency of a minor. This charge, if they had been convicted, would have landed them in the penal farm for 11 months and 29 days. They were all nervous because they didn’t know me that well and didn’t know what I might say in front of the judge. 

I got up on the stand and the judge asked, “Do you know those two guys?” I said, “I’ve never seen them before.” Judge Turner said, “They didn’t front you the money to play that other guy?” I said, “I bet my own money and I’ve never seen these guys before.” 

 So, both of the brothers both took a deep breath because they didn’t know if I was going to roll over on them or not, so the judge let them go and he let me go, too. (Then I was on the good side of the Tiller brothers; a good place to be.) But, as a result of my being in jail, the Memphis newspaper, the Commercial Appeal, published a story about me on the front page. The article was several paragraphs long. They didn’t mention my name ‘cause I was underage, but they said where I went to school and that I was as cute as a speckled puppy! How embarrassing! At the time, I was in the 9th grade at Catholic High School for boys on a scholarship, and when the school found out about the newspaper article they kicked me out.

About a week after I got out of jail, a rep from Brunswick came by my mom’s house and interviewed me. They wanted me to be a rep for their company, ‘cause I was so young and played so good. It made me feel proud, but I wasn’t ready for a “real” job; I was having too much fun playing pool and hanging out with the gamblers.

As time went by, I eventually got thrown out of all the poolhalls in the city; they had all heard about me being in jail and being underage. But, the word got around that I was a stand-up guy and wouldn’t snitch on the tough guys, so I automatically fit in with all the tough, gangster-type guys in Memphis right away. I guess it was a good thing because if you’re in the poolrooms and you had to be around the gangsters, you’re way better off if they like you. 

Even though I was barred from the poolhalls around town for being underage, I continued to look for different places around Memphis to play pool and gamble. I had a lot of time on my hands since I was no longer in school, and so I got to hang around with the gamblers, and go to all the action spots where the best players hung around. 

The best pool player in all of the South was Richard Austin, who was 10 years older than me. But, he seemed a lot older since I was only 15 (and everybody seemed older than me!). He was a big gambler, high roller and a tough, flashy guy who was always with good-looking women. He drove a white, block-long Caddie. He took a liking to me right away because he heard how I would play anybody and that I liked to gamble. Since I had that reputation of being a stand-up guy and wasn’t a snitch, he said, “Why don’t you come out and play in my poolroom?” 

Nobody was ever invited to hang out at his poolroom, especially a young person. So, I hung out with him and he was good to me. He took me under his wing and was smartening me up. But, instead of me betting $5, he was making me bet $25 to $50 a game, a lot of money back then. He said to me that if I was going to become a great pool player and hang out with him, I had to bet it up because he didn’t want to be around no “nit.” 

I liked playing for big money, especially at my young age. Me and Richard hung around Memphis and we went to all the poolrooms. There was a place on Madison Avenue called Cody’s Barber Shop, near where Elvis Presley’s record label company was, and there was a couple of 4 x 8 pool tables in the back room. (It reminded me of Floyd’s Barber Shop on the old Andy Griffith TV show.) I got to go in and watch some big games. It was so exciting getting to watch these players in action who would later on become great pool legends. Cleo Vaughn from Mobile would come up, and so would “Weenie Beanie” and Sonny Springer from Mantee, Mississippi. When all the players came to town they would come to the barber shop for big action games. When the gang at the bowling alley found out I was going to Cody’s Barber Shop to sweat the action, all the young guys wanted to start hanging out with me because they wanted me to take them to Cody’s. “We’ve never seen anything like that. You’re the only person we know that can get us in there,” they said. I was feeling like a big shot because, in a small way I was, around Memphis. 

One day Richard asks me, “Come on, do you wanna go with Lester and me to a dice game?” (Lester was Richard’s running buddy for years, they served a year and a half in Fort Pillow, a Tennessee state prison, they got caught with a stolen safe in the back of the car.) I said “Yeah, for sure.” So we go to Lester’s house to shoot some craps. Twenty minutes later this rough-ass looking car mechanic arrives at Lester’s, and come to find out he owns the service station, and he probably has quite a bit of cash. Sweet! 

We start shooting craps on the kitchen table .We get the guy stuck about $800, he goes broke and he says, “Look, I’m going to go back to my service station and get some more money because I want to try to get even and I like action.” While he’s gone, Richard, Lester and I are having a beer and Richard says, “Look at this…the dice are sittin ’ there with a five and a four up adding up to nine.” So, Richard takes his beer, puts his little finger into the can and gets a little dot of beer on his finger and he taps the top of the dice (the one that was a five) and (the one that was a four) all of a sudden the dice jumped over to a seven. I only had two or three beers, and I wasn’t drunk, so I said, “How in the hell did that happen?” He says, “Watch, I’ll do it again.” So, he throws the dice and they land on an eight, he then puts a little beer on his finger again and touches the top of the dice and it does the same thing. Come to find out, they were using a “juice joint,” which was an electro-magnetic metal plate underneath the kitchen table (the dots on the dice were filled with a metallic paint), and so when the guy would establish a point, let’s say his point was an eight, he would throw the dice and Lester had a remote control in his pocket, and he’d hit the switch and the magnet would come on and when the dice landed, it would crap out with a seven. It was great how I learned at such a young age that there were so many different ways to beat the suckers. 

MY FIRST TOURNAMENT—‘JARRING’ AND LITTLE POINTY CUPS
Back in Richard’s poolroom one night, Richard told me about a big tournament that was coming up soon down in Jackson, Mississippi at Baker’s Billiards. “Why don’t you, me, and Sonny Springer go down there and try to take the tournament off?” he said. “There will be a lot of action, everybody will be matching up, and all the best players in the country will be there. We’ll go down and take the tournament off for sure. I’ll win it, Sonny will probably come in second and you will come in third.” I couldn’t believe my ears! “How is that possible?” I said. 

First of all, since I was only 16 years old and just about everyone in the tournament played better than me, I wasn’t sure how I could come in third. Sonny was a great player too, but nobody was the favorite, ‘cause it was all champions, and you also had to get the rolls to win. Sonny was a 26-year old high-rolling gambler out of Mantee, Mississippi. He was a left-handed player, and one of my idols growing up because he was one of the best one-pocket players in the country. 

Sonny gambled real high, bet his own money, wore the diamonds…a real flashy guy, and always had the good-looking women with him. But Richard said, “Don’t worry about it. We’ll come in first, second and third. I guarantee it.” I said, “Well, this is going to be exciting, lets go.” 

We climbed into Richard’s big, fancy Caddie and head down to Baker’s Billiards. Glen Baker, a tough old guy, owned the place. It was a well-kept country poolroom. Back in the 60’s they weren’t like they are now, all these fancy poolrooms with big-screen TVs, videos, music, upscale food, etc…it was just a poolroom with some tables, and beer, and maybe a Seeburg juke box. They had a 20-gallon water cooler, with those little, pointy paper cups and a grill that served hamburgers and stuff. 

So, we arrive and there is a 64-man field—all the best players in the South. I ask Richard again, “This is a really tough field, how do you expect we’re going to come in first, second and third?” He says, “I’ll tell you how we’re going to do it. See that big water jug sitting over there in the corner, whatever you do, don’t drink that water. Go get a Coke or something.” So, I said, “Okay.” When no one is looking, he then goes to the water jug and dumps some liquid in the water. What he was doing was lacing the water with drugs. The term is called “jarring.” There were two kinds of drugs they usually put in your drink: Hyacine, a mind-controlling drug, and the other one is Scopolamine, which screws up your equilibrium and makes you think you are playing better than you are. Then you get off balance and you can’t make a ball. It’s also very dangerous, because if you drink too much of it you can wind up in the hospital. 

The next day the tournament starts and after a few hours everybody is stumbling around, walking into things and bumping into each other. When I wasn’t playing, I was sweating a lot of matches. I don’t think I ever saw one top player run a rack! It was the funniest sight you have ever seen in your life! To make a long story short, we came in first, second and third, just like Richard predicted!! 

HEADED TO MEMPHIS AND STEALING VIVIAN

Glen Baker (who owned Baker’s Billiards and the motel next to it, which had a couple of connecting rooms with Black Jack, poker and crap tables) had a girlfriend named Vivian. She had coal black hair, dark eyes and a hot body—she was really beautiful. So, Richard, of course, was trying to get into her panties. He was a playboy and all the girls liked him because he had this outgoing personality, and he’s a flashy guy. So, as the story goes, one night Richard is playing Earl Blanchard, the best player in Jackson, some 9-ball for $100 a game and I was betting $50 on the side. We are guaranteed to win $2,000 or $3,000 because Richard is stealin’ and all of the locals love to bet on Earl. He beats him the first two games and he’s getting ready to break the balls, when the phone in the poolroom rings and the houseman hollers out, “Richard Austin, telephone.” Richard runs to the phone, talks 30 seconds and comes back over and tells me, “Watch my cue I’ll be back in five minutes.” He has a Rambow cue, (which is a high-dollar cue made by Herman Rambow). He runs out the door and me and Earl are waiting at the table for Richard to get back--- and he never shows back up!! I grabbed his cue off the table and go back to the motel room we’re sharing wondering the whole time, where in the hell did he disappear to?

Three days later he comes bopping in the room and I said, “Where in the hell have you been, Earl and his backers are all pissed off because you ran out of the place a couple of games ahead, you didn’t tell anyone where you were going, and you didn’t come back.” He says, “Me and Vivian have been shacked up in a motel for three days.” Knowing Richard, I should have guessed. I said, “She must have some really good snatch to quit a game when you have the stone nuts!” He just grinned.

Now, we decide we are going to leave town and head back to Memphis, and Richard wants us to take her along. I say, “Richard, Glen is really going to be pissed--- you can’t steal his girlfriend.” He says, “Don’t worry, he can’t do anything about it and anyway she wants to go with us.” I say, “Okay, let’s go get her.” 

We drive to her apartment and she comes out in this tiny micro-mini skirt and I’m thinking, “Man, I sure would like some of that.” (By the way, she’s the one who gave me the nickname “Cotton.” ‘cause I had this long, wavy white-blond hair back then.) Soon, we leave town (Sonny went down to Alabama; he didn’t ride back with us) and Vivian says, “I want to drive.” Richard gives her the keys and we hit the road. Vivian is driving the car and Richard is up front with her and I’m sitting in the back seat. About 10 miles down the curvy, two-lane highway, Richard’s head disappears from view, I lean forward and look over the seat, and he’s got his face buried right down between Vivian’s legs. All of a sudden, she starts moaning and groaning, shaking on the steering wheel, and kind of tapping on the brakes. I said, “Stop, stop! ya’ll are going to have a wreck and kill us. Get up, get up. If y’all are that horny and can’t wait until we get to Memphis, get in the back seat and let me drive.” We pull over to the side of the road and they jump in the back and I drove the rest of the way back home and the whole time, they are back there making noises like a cow pulling her foot out of the mud. What a trip. 

We get back to Memphis and I’m staying at my mother’s new house on Elkins Cove in East Memphis. She had just bought the house with the money she received from my dad’s life insurance after he died. The next morning the doorbell rings and my mom answers the door and there stands Vivian. Mom says, “Who are you?” Vivian’s looking all trampy with the mini skirt on and says, “I’ve come here to see Cotton. My mom says, “Who’s Cotton?” Vivian says, “The pool player with the long blond hair. I was shocked to hear her at the front door. What did she want from me? Mother lets her in and she comes into my bedroom; I see right away why Richard quit Earl!!!! I suppose she had her eye on me from the start. I thought so, but then, that might have been big thinking on my part.

BUTTERMILK BROWN 

Around that same time in 1966, we were hustling around and we heard about some action up in Paris, Tennessee. A player named Seth Brown would play (and beat) most anybody who came through. His nickname was “Buttermilk Brown” and he weighed about 400 pounds and was a crazy hillbilly. He played in this ancient poolroom with 40-foot ceilings. It had twenty 4 x 8 tables and, like most all of the poolrooms, the tables were in great condition. He beat most all of the champions coming through; not many players left Paris with the cheese. 

Me, Richard and Dick Clark (a road buddy) decided to go up there and give Buttermilk some action! We get to Paris to the poolroom, Buttermilk is there and we kick it off for $50 a game and everybody in the place wants to bet on him. I start betting with everyone in the place, from $5 to $20 a game. I probably had $100 or more bet on the side. (By the way, Buttermilk was also getting money from the government for being crazy ‘cause they thought he was some kind of nut case.) So, after a couple of hours we were about $2,000 stuck and Buttermilk hasn’t missed a ball. So we’re down to our last two barrels, and I tell Richard, “We only have two barrels left, can you beat this guy?” He says, “ Don’t worry. Man, I’m stalling, I’m trying to get the bet raised.” I said, “Are you nuts that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Stalling? We’re just about busted.” 
We wound up going broke, so we go back to the motel room trying to figure out how to get more money either sent to us or brought to us so we could go play him some more. Richard says, “Ah, don’t worry about it. I’ll get on the phone and get us some more money tomorrow.” The next morning we go to breakfast, and he said the money we were waiting for would be there about 1 p.m. . Richard’s buddy, Lester, had a friend who owned an airplane and he was going to fly up and bring us some money. We had maybe $3 when we went to breakfast, and Richard says, “We only got $3, so we’ll get one order of toast, and some coffee, and we’ll split the toast three ways.” 

Now, we’re all starving, so we order toast and three cups of coffee. We eat the toast and we’re still starving. Our waitress, who was adorable, brings out our bill and it’s $2.80, so Richard gives her a $20 and says, “Keep the change.” I said, “What are you doing? I thought we only had $3?” Richard says, “No, I have this double sawbuck, but we should tip her good ‘cause I want to see if I can get in those panties later.” That was Richard Austin’s style—we’re sitting there starving and he tips a waitress $17 and that’s all the money we had to our name. 

Well, we wind up going back that day and playing Buttermilk again and Richard shot his nuts off. Once Richard got in stroke on those tables, though, Buttermilk had no chance. We got even from the day before and emptied the pool room of all the cash. So, we soon left Paris, Tennessee for Memphis and Dick drove Richard’s car back, and me and Richard flew back with Lester and his buddy in a little four-seater plane. I don’t even know if the guy had a pilot’s license. We’re flying all over the place, upside down, kind of crazy and I’m scared to death. They’re all laughing. I didn’t want to get on the plane unless I had a parachute. Of course, they didn’t have one. Anyway, we made it back safely to Memphis. It was one hell of a road trip, but another exciting adventure with Richard.

HERNANDO, NEW ORLEANS, AND THE BANKROLL

We heard about a millionaire in Hernando, Mississippi who liked to bet high playing heads-up poker or Tonk (Tonk is played like Gin, but you only get five cards. It is basically a game most cheaters like ‘cause it is so easy to cheat at. You have melds in your hand like Gin. The cards that aren’t in a meld count as points against you). Anyway, the millionaire’s name was Kendall Bailey, he was 55 years old and lived in a beautiful old Southern mansion. So me, David Baker and Larry Spence went to Hernando to try to get down with Kendall. We get to his house and he is dying for action. We heard that when he gets drunk, that is when he will really go off. Well, we sat around and opened up a bottle of Seagram’s VO, Kendall’s favorite, and talked about pool, cards, and gambling—our favorite subjects. After a couple of hours of shooting the shit, Kendall looks like he is getting drunk so we kicked it off with David playing Tonk with Kendall for $10 and $20.   

So, anyway, we get him so drunk that he can’t deal the cards and he lets me deal for him, bad mistake! I made sure that Baker had a ace on every deal, which is stronger than death. It is like getting spotted ten points, and you can’t overcome that! By 10 a.m. the next morning we had Kendall $10,000 stuck. Of course he didn’t have that kind of money on hand, so he gets on the phone and calls the bank and tells them that Larry Spence is on the way there and he is going to need to get a check cashed for $10,000. The bank said ok. I couldn’t believe that they were going to cash it ‘cause we could easily have had a gun to his head, how would have they known? Trusting hillbillies back in the ‘60s, I guess. So Larry comes back with 100 new shiny mallards. We were rich!. We split the money evenly three ways, each receiving about $3300. 

 So, we then decided we were going to take our first road trip to New Orleans. Before we leave Memphis, two of our buddies—Drew and Beaver— that we all hung around with wanted to go with us. We got there and all the players—Ernie Sellers, Lennie Catonio aka “Crescent City Hound,” Al Werling, Louie Nott “The Bookmaker,” Danny Wong aka “The Chinaman”—were there, and they all wanted action with a bunch of young kids from Memphis. 

So, here we are, the five of us in the great city of New Orleans: me, Larry Spence, Drew Roberts, David Baker and a big, fat kid named Johnny Williams that we called “Beaver.” We had a $10,000 bankroll when got to the Sports Palace, the big action poolhall out on Jefferson Highway. We were high rolling. Most of the players there, aside from The Chinaman, were not used to betting the kind of money we were making them play for, and they were dogging their brains out! I had Ernie S. betting $50 a game and he couldn’t breathe! You see, they were used to playing for $20 a game and I was making them bet $100. They all played the six or seven ball better than me, but nobody could take me off because I had them betting four times above what they could stand. 

SPORTS PALACE WITH “BEAVER”

Here is a pretty funny story about our friend, Beaver, who weighed about 350 pounds. He’s broke (he wasn’t in on the money we won off of Kendall) and we’re all sitting around the motel room trying to plan our next move. We have some pints and half-pints of Seagram’s VO and Crown Royal that we just bought at the nearby liquor store. David Baker, another smart scheming friend of ours, tells Beaver, “I know you’re busted, so if you can drink that half pint of VO straight down without spitting any of it out, I’ll give you $50.” Immediately Beaver turns up the bottle and kills it with no problem. A few minutes later Baker says, “If you can do the same with the pint I’ll give you $100.” Beaver couldn’t get out of the chair quick enough. I said, “This is crazy.” Beaver goes over there, picks up a pint of VO and kills it. 

Now we head out to the poolroom, the Sports Palace, and as we are walking around inside, Beaver gets really white in the face and says, “I think I’m gonna get sick.” He goes outside to the parking lot right behind the building and throws up, lies down on the pavement and passes out. He could have had alcohol poisoning, but we didn’t know anything about that, we’re all teenagers, so we figure he is such a big guy he can handle all that alcohol and he’ll be all right. 

Meanwhile, Larry Spence gets into a Gin game in the back room where everybody played cards and I’m sure he’s getting cheated. Well, I’m not really sure, but he’s playing against a real smart guy, Louie Nott, the bookie. I was thinking that if Louie was gambling he had the best of it. Well, Larry blows his money and he says, “Give me some more money; this guy can’t beat me playing Gin.” Larry was known for not being able to pull up when he was gambling no matter how bad the game was, although a lot of times he came back from being stuck to take down the cheese. I say, “I’m not going to give you any money, I don’t like the game.” He says, “I just want one more barrel ‘cause I think I can beat this guy.” He then goes out to the parking lot and sees Beaver lying there unconscious and goes through his pockets and takes the $150 that Beaver had just won on that stupid drinking bet, goes back into the poolroom and blows it, too. Of course, Beaver wakes up eight hours later feeling like he got ran over by a train and he’s all hung-over and he checks his pockets and all that’s in there is lint. He’s broke. It turned out okay, though. Why? Lucky the Beaver didn’t drop dead.

“THE MOUSE” AND MEMORY LANE

Well, we left New Orleans after having a really fun trip and drove back to Memphis. Once again, I was looking all over town for action in all the poolrooms. There was a poolroom called A J’s on the corner of Madison and Cleveland. It had six 4 x 8s with the old leather pockets lined up in a row. The owner A. J. was a really good player himself. Me and A.J. played three or four times and I beat him every time. We would play 9-ball for $5 a game and every time that I won he would throw me out and tell me to never come back ‘cause I was barred for life. I’d be back a week later and we would be playing again! He was a great old tough guy. I’m glad he never really got mad at me for real, ‘cause he could probably squash a cue ball with one hand.

Well, I hear about some kid who’s playing pool there and he likes to gamble, so me and a friend of mine, Ronnie Carter, go over there to see who this kid is. So, we’re in the poolroom and the guy racking the balls (all of the poolrooms it was the only one that had a rack man who wore a coin changer on his belt, 9-ball was a nickel a game, 8-ball and rotation, a dime) said, “I can call somebody down here to play you.” I said, “Who you gonna call?” And he said, “I’m gonna call The Mouse. I said, “The Mouse?” He said, “Yeah, the Mouse--- he’ll play you some for $10 or $20 a game. So, I said, “Well, call The Mouse and I’ll play him some.” 

Half an hour later this kid walks through the door, he’s 5’4” and he’s got these little round ears just like a little mouse, wearing big horned-rimmed glasses. He has his nose all scrunched up and I couldn’t believe my eyes—it was one of my closest childhood friends, Danny Daniels !! When we were kids, we all hung around together—me, Danny and David Tyus. We all lived on the same street, Douglas Avenue. Then, one day Danny just disappeared. We thought he either moved, left town, or whatever, but come to find out his mother (who, we discovered years later, was a drug addict) put him in Tall Trees, a really rough reform school in Memphis. I guess he was there for seven or eight years. 

Of course, Mouse and I did not play that day, we just sat around catching up on the lost years that had gone by so quickly. He started hanging around with us, playing pool and gambling. He was a great player already and he never had anyone show him anything or never had the chance to see as many great players play as I had. I tell ya, he was 17 years old at the time and he played real good 9-ball. He was just learning how to play one-pocket. He didn’t have much money so he wasn’t used to betting high, but when he started running around with us we all pooled our bankrolls when we got a game and it got to where the Mouse played good for the cash and he loved it! I got him into gambling higher by hanging around with me. We rekindled our childhood friendship and tried to make up for all those lost years.

HEADING TO DALLAS WITH MY NEW BUDDIES, DALE AND RONNIE

I was hanging out at Richard Austin’s poolroom in Southhaven, Mississippi which is just South of Memphis by a few miles, and also at Bowl Haven in Whitehaven, a section of Memphis made famous by Graceland. All of the players used to hang out there on Sundays. Another poolroom, Chester’s, on Highway 61, also had a lot of action on Sunday ‘cause all the poolrooms in Memphis were closed on Sundays. Every Sunday there would be a 6-ball game on a 5 x 10 snooker table; there would be five or six of us in the game. We started around noon and played till about six. We would bet $5 a man and you could easily win $300-400 every Sunday. The game was really tough, players like Jim Brown, Marvin, Larry Spence, Jimmy Ward, and a few others were hard to beat, but we all loved action. After you played your tenth game of pool there, Chester himself would come over and give you a free coke in one of those small bottles. We would then go get a bag of peanuts, (that’s about all of the food Chester sold other than potato chips) and dump them in the coke and that would be lunch, yummy! How cool was that? Those were the good old days. Back then women were not allowed to come in the poolroom, no loud-ass music playing either. All you could hear was the click of the pool balls colliding. What a sweet sound!

While out there at Bowl Haven, I ran across these two guys, Dale Lane and Ronnie Upton. Dale had a bowling average of around 220, which was just about Pro Level. So, he tells me, “Look, me and Ronnie were at the Cotton Bowling Palace in Dallas last week bowling and when the pot games were over, everyone there was trying to match up with us playing pool. Would you like to take a trip to Dallas with us sometime to see if we can trap these fools—you can pretend to be a bowler and we’ll get them down playing 9-ball?” I said, “I’d love to, lets hit the road.” 

DALLAS AND DICE

It was the summer of 1966 and me, Dale and Ronnie drove to Dallas. As Dale had said, in Dallas most of the action was at the Cotton Bowling Palace and the Times Square. At the Cotton Bowling Palace, there were several gangsters who hung around there all the time. For example, George McGann, nicknamed “Machine Gun George,” had been in many police magazines for his escapades. He was actually one of the henchmen who collected money for Titanic Thompson, probably the greatest con man of all times! And there was Johnny Littlepage, who was a 6’6” white pimp, and one of the baddest guys in town. “Stanley the Creeper” who was also a notorious gangster, actually fell off a five-story building and lived. He was also a very dangerous person. Other dangerous guys included Vernon Litton and Billy T. I don’t believe they ever lost of fight. Billy T. fought for money in underground fights around the country, and owned the Black Cat Night Club. They also staked pool players when they were broke. He staked Mike Massey (the great trick shot artist also known as Tennessee Tarzan) to play several times. 

Another time at the Cotton Bowling Palace, my friend Bill Porter and three others were sweatin’ a pool game and they were all perched up on the rail on the pool table. Vernon comes walking in and sees them all sitting here. He reaches down and picks up the pool table and all of the guys slid off the pool table on to the floor. Vernon was a beast!  Better yet—to tell this great story about Vernon, here it is in Bill’s own words: “I recall one night when a couple of us were sitting on the rail of one of the pool tables to sweat the action on a nearby table. It might have been Tommy Lambert playing Charlie Hooker, I can’t recall for sure. But what I do recall, and what has stuck firmly in my memory for the almost 50 years since it happened involved Vernon Litton and a demonstration of his strength. Now pool tables are really heavy and with 3 or 4 of us sitting on the rail, this table was packing an extra 600 pounds of rail birds. Sitting on the table rail, absorbed in watching some $5 9-ball action, we didn’t notice Vernon walking toward us. We didn’t notice until we felt ourselves sliding down the rail. Vernon, displaying gorilla-like strength, had lifted one end of the pool table high enough to slide us right down the rail and off on to the floor. It was just fun and games for him and I still recall him smiling at the pile of us on the floor. We were just glad he had been in a good mood that night!” ---Bill Porter.
 MY FIRST AND LAST DUMP
So we go to Memphis for a short while when Dale says, “I’m so bored around here. Why don’t we go back to Dallas and see if we can make some money?” It sounded like a good idea to me cause I liked it here, plus there was a ton of easy action. So me and Dale drive back to Dallas and while we were hanging around the Cotton Palace, we heard of some action at a bar in Fort Worth called “Bob’s Chaparral.” We drive an hour to Fort Worth and get to Bob’s. The pool table was in back of the bar with a line of quarters running all the way down the rail. Ten dollar Challenge 8-Ball! SWEET!! 
I hung around there for about a week and wound up beating all the local guys in the bar and they all thought I played real good. And I was playing good for a 17-year old! One day I was in the bar and Bob, the owner—who weighed about 300 pounds, was 6’4,” and a big, bad ole’ Texas hillbilly—comes up to me and says, “Robert, there’s a Mexican guy playing on the pool table in the back who wants to play some 9-ball. Why don’t you go back there and play him some.” I walked back to the table and asked him to play some 9-ball for $20 a game, he said, “Rack em.”

We start playing for $20 a game and the Mexican’s backer starts betting everybody on the side. I played pretty good against him, but after a couple of hours I wound up losing about $400 to him. Bob, the owner, was smart; he was just betting when it was my break and he won about $600. Even though I already had an idea, I asked Bob, “How did you come out?” He said, “I won $600.” Usually when somebody bets on a pool player on the side they give them a 10 or 15% Jelly Roll (consideration money). Any way this prick, Bob, don’t give me any kind of jelly roll, not a quarter. I told the Mexican that I would play him some more tomorrow. (At this time, I still didn’t know who he was.) 
The next day I met the Mexican at the bar and we played some more. I played real good I thought, but he never missed a ball and beat me out of $200. It was the same shit as yesterday; I lost about $200 and somehow this lucky-ass Bob wins $300. Once again, he doesn’t give me a quarter. Now he’s won about $900 and I’m $600 stuck. I’m thinking what an asshole he is for winning that money by betting on the side on me and didn’t offer to give me a fucking dime. About a week later, I go back into Bob’s bar and he comes up to me, and says, “There's a little Mexican guy back there wanting to play some.” I said, “Well, I ain’t got much money, I only have a $150.” He says, “Why don’t you go back there and just play the guy for $10 a game, and I can try to bet on the side.” I couldn’t believe what this asshole was saying. I go back by the pool table and there’s my friend, Levita, who was known as Little Wolfe. He is this little skinny Mexican guy out of Chicago who weighed all of about 100 pounds, and he was knocking the balls around. I got no chance of beating him, he was one of the best players in the country. I give him the “George sign.” (The George sign is when you put your hand on your shoulder and that means the dump is on.) Sweet!! 

So we start playing for $10 a game and Bob is betting a $100 a game on the side. It figures to happen, Levita can’t make a fucking ball! I guess he was just nervous or something but he was missing every ball he shot at. So I'm having to miss balls too and get out of line on position so we can take this asshole Bob off. Seems like every time a dump is going on it always looks that way, it looks shitty. About an hour later, I’m $80 dollars stuck, and Bob’s stuck $800. The next game I hooked myself on the seven behind the eight ball and Bob comes over to me looking real crazy and picks me up by my throat with one hand, slams me against the wall and says, “I know you’re fuckin’ dumping me and if I find out I’m right, your pool career is over.” I didn’t know what else to do but pretend to get mad, so I said, “Get your fucking hands off of me, I’m not dumping anybody I’m just playing bad.” We played a few more games after that, Levita won all of them, I said that I was broke and had to quit. Luckily we got out of the bar in one piece. After we were done playing I met Levita and his backer, Fort Worth Blackie, (who was a real dangerous guy), at a restaurant and we cut up the money. We won $500 each but it wasn't worth it. I could hardly swallow from Bob grabbing me by the throat. 

The next day I went in to this other bar where there was a little action and a guy I knew there said to me, “Man, what’d you do?” I said, “ What you talking about?” He said, “Big Bob from Bob’s Chaparral was in here madder than hell, looking for you.” Uh-oh, I’m thinking. He must have put two and two together, the match did look really suspicious. I was really nervous because he’s a big bad dude, and I didn't want to have to worry about running into him somewhere. So I went to see Blackie and I asked him, “ Please, you gotta’ straighten this out for me ‘cause this guy is going to hurt me when I run into him.” Later on that day Blackie goes to the Chaparral and says to Big Bob, “The game was on the level, I was staking Levita, it wasn’t a dump so leave it alone.” So, that was the last of the problem with Big Bob. As I said, Blackie was really dangerous and nobody wanted to mess with him. I was lucky to have Blackie as my friend; he probably saved my ass.

That whole experience really made me think a lot about dumping. That was the last time I ever dumped anybody. First, of all, I didn’t like the way it made me feel, I don’t like doing that to people, and on top of that, I’m too proud of my game. I want to play well and I don’t want to get the reputation of being a player that you had to worry about betting on. That was my first and only dump I ever did, it was really horrible and I’ve never forgotten it.
TITANIC THOMPSON AND HURLEY RAY

Me and Dale got the hell out of there and went back to Dallas where we had originally planned on staying. As soon as we arrived, I started calling the poolrooms back in Memphis and telling them what happened down in Mexico and I get my old friend Mouse on the phone. He asks, “What are you doing, where are y’all? I thought we were buddies and all of a sudden you take off and you’re gone.” I said, “I’m in Dallas, do you want to come here?” He said, “Yeah, for sure.” So, I said, “Okay, I’ll send you a plane ticket.” I went to the airport and bought Mouse a plane ticket, he gets to Dallas and we pick him up at the airport and we started our adventure— the three of us! Mouse, Dale and me!!! In Dallas most of the action was at the Cotton Bowling Palace on Lemon and Inwood. All the top players were there sometime during the day or night looking for a game. Most of the action was after dark ‘cause that is when all of the scuffs come out, like vampires! Titanic Thompson was there most of the time, he also bowled in a league. 

It was pretty amazing being he was in his 70s and he could still bowl a 200. Titanic liked me right away ‘cause of my pool playing ability and my desire to learn all of the tricks he knew. We would sit around the coffee shop in the bowling alley and he would show me trick after trick and explain to me how it was done. Sometimes he would get tired of showing me stuff and all I had to do was call a pretty girl over to watch and he would light up and start performing, what a man! He showed me how to throw a poker card and within a week I could throw it over a two-story building! Seriously.

So, I wound up staying at Titanic Thompson’s house for a couple of weeks. Titanic was a top-notch magician, one of the best of all times and he showed me all these amazing tricks. We met another kid there, his name was Sean, he was tall and skinny and had a real funny personality, plus he knew all the action spots in the Dallas/Ft Worth area. It also didn't hurt that he had a real hot sister who also had some hot friends. He took us to most of the action poolrooms in town. We also met a black guy at the Cotton Palace who was also a pretty good player, named Clyde Walker, who was known as “Clyde the Camel,” I never knew why they called him that. I found out a little later he was one of the baddest black guys in Dallas, but he was a real gentleman and also nobody to fuck with. He took us around to all the rough black poolrooms in town. He took us to one place called Forest Billiards where “Hurley Ray” played. Hurley Ray was a pimp who would lose lots of cash playing 9-ball when his girls were working bringing in the dough! I would get Hurley Ray stuck a couple of hundred, he’d be out of money and a few minutes would go by and a couple of his girls would come in and hand him some cash, sweet! 

The first night we’re in town we go to Times Square and Mouse beat this pretty good player out of $800. We go back to the motel room and Mouse says, “How we gonna cut the money up?” I said, “We cut it three ways. There’s three of us, so we cut the money three ways.” He got all funny acting and says, “I think I deserve 40% and y’all should get 30% each. Cause I did the playin.’” I said, “Mouse, we cut the money three ways whether you like it or not.” He said, “I want 40%.” I said, “Okay, if you want to be that way. You take 40 and we’ll take 30 apiece.” So, the next day, I played four players at Times Square and won about $1200. It’s hard to believe, but every poolroom in Dallas had 20 or 30 guys who would play 9-ball for $20 a game. It was heaven! Anyway, we go to cut the money up and I said (just messin with him) “I think I want 2/3rds of the money.” Mouse got all sad-looking, so we split the money three ways. We never had to have that conversation again about how we had to split the money! 

So, we’re playing around Dallas, and Mouse’s game is getting better and better and I had him playing everybody. He looked like a little school kid, with those big-ass, horned-rimmed glasses, and little round ears, but he played real strong. We had won quite a bit of money and we thought we were rich I guess. Easy come, easy go, so we went shopping for some clothes, shoes and all kinds of shit. We were probably a couple of thousand ahead at this time. We drove to Dallas in Dale’s car. He had a really cool Super Sport Chevy convertible. We put all our clothes, jewelry and stuff we had bought that day in the trunk, still in the bags. That evening Sean says, “I know a spot over in Fort Worth, Texas that has some really big action and if we go over there we might win several hundred dollars.” We all agreed to go check it out. So far, all of the spots that Sean took us to we got action, he is a great steer man! 

THE DAY MY LIFE WAS CHANGED FOREVER

We decided to drive to Fort Worth in Sean's car, a ‘67 Pontiac GTO. All four of us pile in the car and we go to Fort Worth to this rough-ass joint, where all the action is. Yay! This is 8 or 9 o’clock at night. So, we get to the bar and it’s packed with a bunch of drunken cowboys. There is this pool player there who is wanting to play me a set 10 ahead for $500 a set. I didn’t know the guy, but I wanted to play and I wasn’t afraid to play anybody, so I asked Dale if he would go out to the car and get my cue. So, before Dale goes out to the car to get my cue the owner of the bar comes over and warns me, “I heard they are going to rob you when you leave here.” I said, “I still want to play the guy. Tell them we’ll be back in two hours and I’ll play them some. Here was our plan: We figured we’d head back to Dallas to get my friend Johnny Littlepage, (if you remember, he was the known tough guy in the area) bring him back with us, give him a piece of the action, and when they see him walk through the door, they’ll know not to fuck with us. 

As Mouse, Sean, Dale and I were leaving the bar, Ted Copeland, a pool player we knew from Dallas, pulled up outside and says, “Where ya’ll going?” I said, “We’re going back to Dallas to pick up Littlepage. I’ve got a game here and we were told by the owner that the guy would rob us if we beat him!” Ted says, “ I ain’t got nothin’ to do, let me go with you; I’ll hop in the front seat.” I said, “No, I don’t want to be stuck sitting in the backseat, I’m going to be the one playing and I want to be comfortable.” So, now Mouse says, “ I want to sit in the front.” I said, “ No, you’re not sitting in the front either. Sean is driving and you and Dale are in the back.” After a short while of good-natured bickering about who was sitting where, we agree and headed out to jump on the Dallas/Forth Worth turnpike. I was dead exhausted and fell into a deep sleep. 

It was such a deep sleep that I didn’t feel the car speeding to the top of the triple-decker freeway at 120 miles per hour, then losing control and free-falling over the turnpike and crashing more than 100 feet to the concrete freeway below !!! 

According to the police who arrived on the scene, the skid marks from the car on the entrance ramp confirmed our reckless speed of 120 mph. Reports were that our car flipped over and began falling upside down. The guardrail smashed through the windshield, whacked me in the head and immediately knocked me unconscious. The rail, like a giant razorblade, hit Mouse in the throat and decapitated him, and sliced Dale across the chest, cutting him in half. Using the “jaws of life” and other rescue equipment, it took the fire department an hour to unleash us from the steel wreckage. The accident knocked me out of my shoes---I was wearing lace-ups---and they were filled with blood. It ripped off my pants. 

At the hospital, the emergency personnel, doctors and nurses didn’t know who was who because everybody was injured beyond recognition. They found my ID and the hospital called my mom back in Memphis and told her that her son had been in a car crash and two of the boys in the car died, one was in a coma and the other was in critical condition. I had crushed my leg, broke my ribs, had a brain injury, cuts and bruises on my head and everywhere else, and knocked my front teeth out. I was bleeding internally and it took a team of doctors about 15 hours to stop the hemorrhaging and piece me back together. I was in traction; my right leg shattered in hundreds of pieces, so I had pins in my leg to hold the bottom bone of my leg away from the top bone in order to heal properly. 

As the hospital waited for my mom, sister and little brother to arrive, the doctors called a priest to give me the Last Sacrament because they didn’t think I was going to make it, but I hung on. I was in a coma. 
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