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About the book

In his engaging narrative, "Positively Fifth Street," James McManus fuses

the exhilarating arena of high-stakes poker with the gripping suspense of a

well-publicized murder trial. Set against the backdrop of Las Vegas, readers

experience the extreme highs and desperate lows of the gambling world.

Commissioned by Harper's Magazine, McManus embarks on a dual mission:

to report on the 2000 World Series of Poker while simultaneously

investigating the shocking murder of casino heir Ted Binion. In a twist of

fate, he finds himself not only covering the event but also participating in the

tournament, allowing him a firsthand glimpse into the darker sides of casino

culture. McManus's compelling storytelling and keen reflections create a taut

narrative that highlights the delicate balance between luck and

decision-making, both in poker and in life. Readers are enthralled as they

peel back the layers of Las Vegas's alluring yet perilous secrets. Embark on

this exhilarating journey where chance leads to a profound tale of risk and

revelation.
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About the author

Profile: James McManus

Overview:  

James McManus is an accomplished American author, journalist, and poker

enthusiast, celebrated for his engaging narrative style and sharp humor.

Birth and Education:  

- Born: 1951  

- Academic Role: Teaches at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago

Literary Contributions:  

- McManus has produced a diverse body of work, including fiction,

non-fiction, and poetry.

- His writing often intertwines literary talent with a deep analysis of

contemporary issues. 

Noteworthy Works:  

1. "Predator's Ball" - Gained him significant attention.  

2. "Positively Fifth Street" - Enhanced his literary reputation by merging the

thrilling realms of high-stakes poker and a captivating murder trial.

Style and Impact:  
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- McManus is known for his ability to blend incisive journalism with vibrant

storytelling.

- His work has earned him a prominent position in the landscape of modern

American literature.
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1. Introduction to the World of Poker and the
2000 WSOP

The world of poker in the early 2000s was on the brink of a cultural

revolution, one that would elevate the pastime from smoky back rooms to

the glitzy, spotlighted stages of Las Vegas. James McManus’s narrative in

"Positively Fifth Street" introduces readers not only to the game of poker

itself but also to its vibrant ecosystem of players, fans, and the growing

media frenzy surrounding it, particularly during the monumental 2000 World

Series of Poker (WSOP). 

For many, poker was simply a card game, but for others, it was a high-stakes

arena filled with strategic maneuvering, psychological warfare, and the

intoxicating lure of fortune. In this introduction, McManus takes us deep

into the heart of this complex environment. He unpacks the various elements

that define poker, including skill, chance, and the unpredictable human

element, while illustrating how these factors intertwine to create a unique

gaming experience. The WSOP serves as the perfect backdrop for this

exploration, functioning as the pinnacle of competitive poker.

By 2000, the WSOP had established itself as the ultimate proving ground for

poker talent. The event attracted players from a myriad of backgrounds,

including seasoned veterans and ambitious amateurs eager to stake their

claim in the game's history. In this Olympian setting, the stakes had
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escalated, with millions of dollars on the line and reputations hanging

precariously in the balance. McManus captures the palpable tension of the

tournament, providing readers with a front-row seat to the action unfolding

at the final table, the hallowed ground for any poker professional.

One of the most striking aspects of the poker scene in 2000 is how it

emphasized the dual nature of players’ motivations. There were those driven

by the thrill of competition, the intellectual challenge of outsmarting

opponents, and the transformative potential of winning large sums of money.

Conversely, some players were entangled in personal demons, using poker

as a means to escape their realities, a theme McManus poignantly illustrates

through the lives he portrays in his book.

The cultural context during the 2000 WSOP was also pivotal in shaping the

public’s perception of poker. The tournament was broadcasted more widely

than ever, contributing to a surge in popularity that would change the

landscape of the game. The emergence of television events and the internet

allowed fans to follow their favorite players and witness the excitement of

high-stakes action from home. This mass exposure brought new players to

the virtual and physical tables, further enriching the competitive scene.

As McManus dives deeper, we see how the stakes were not only monetary.

The psychological burdens players carry—stress, addiction, and the fear of
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failure—are laid bare in the context of the tournament. One notable example

is McManus’s own introspective journey, revealing how participating in the

WSOP serves as both a personal challenge and a professional ambition. His

insights serve as a lens through which readers can appreciate the broader

implications of gambling in one's life.

Ultimately, McManus's introduction to the world of poker and the 2000

WSOP provides a comprehensive overview of an exhilarating and often

perilous journey. It captures the essence of poker as a microcosm of life,

where luck intertwines with skill, and where the stakes, both financial and

emotional, can lead to either triumph or disaster. Through vivid storytelling

and keen observations, readers come to understand that poker is more than a

game—it's a complex tapestry of human experience and risk, set against the

glittering backdrop of Las Vegas.
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2. A Journey Through High-Stakes Gambling
and Personal Risks

"Positively Fifth Street" by James McManus provides an immersive account

of the high-stakes poker world, particularly centered on the 2000 World

Series of Poker (WSOP) held in Las Vegas. This segment of the book delves

into the raw, intense experiences of gamblers who tread the fine line

between fortune and folly.

High-stakes gambling is not just about betting large sums of money; it

embodies a complex interplay of psychology, risk-taking, and the unyielding

pursuit of wealth and status. In McManus's narrative, readers are introduced

to a colorful cast of characters who inhabit this world. Their motivations are

as diverse as their playing styles, with some chasing the thrill of the game,

while others are driven by desperation or the hope of redemption.

One illuminating case presented in the book involves professional poker

player and eventual WSOP champion, Chris Moneymaker. His path to the

championship encapsulates the allure and unpredictability of poker. An

amateur who qualified for the tournament through an online satellite,

Moneymaker’s victory underscored a changing landscape in poker, where

newcomers could outplay seasoned veterans. This represents a critical

turning point in the culture of gambling, illustrating that skill, luck, and

strategy can intertwine in ways that can dramatically shift one's fate in a
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matter of moments. Moneymaker's success not only won him millions but

also sparked a poker boom that encouraged more players to enter the fray of

high-stakes gambling, raising the stakes—both financially and

psychologically—for all participants.

The personal risks of high-stakes gambling are formidable. McManus

recounts stories of players who have lost fortunes attempting to recapture

their losses through reckless betting. The psychological toll can be severe;

players often grapple with addiction, stress, and the repercussions on their

personal relationships. For instance, the book portrays individuals who

sacrifice their jobs, familial ties, and even their mental well-being for the

chance to win big. This addiction narrative is intertwined with stories of

professional players who, despite leading glamorous lives, struggle with the

shadows of their compulsive desires and the financial disasters that can

ensue from them.

Moreover, the narrative explores the darker aspects of gambling culture.

McManus draws parallels between high-stakes poker and more perilous

forms of gambling, including illegal underground games. Here, the stakes

can escalate beyond money, encompassing physical safety and personal

freedom. In one of the more alarming anecdotes, the author describes run-ins

with dangerous individuals, alluding to the connection between gambling

and organized crime, hinting that the poker table can be a breeding ground
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for violence and betrayal.

As McManus navigates through this landscape, he not only portrays the

excitement of the game but also emphasizes the sobering reality faced by

many players. The journey through high-stakes gambling encapsulates a

duality: the thrill of winning versus the chaos of losing. For those who dare

to sit at the table, each hand dealt can bring about life-changing outcomes,

making every game a high-stakes gamble that reflects their resolve, dreams,

and personal demons.

In conclusion, "Positively Fifth Street" serves as both a memoir and a

cautionary tale of high-stakes gambling. It reveals how personal risks

intertwine with the game, affecting not only the players but also the vibrant

world around them. McManus's narrative is a testament to the allure of

poker—an intoxicating blend of chance, strategy, and individual ambition,

ensnaring players in a web of pursuit where the lines between victory and

loss, fortune and ruin are often blurred.
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3. Exploring Characters: From Gamblers to
Serial Killers

In "Positively Fifth Street," James McManus introduces readers to a colorful

cast of characters that arise from the worlds of gambling and crime,

intertwining their lives in a captivating narrative. This section highlights an

array of personalities, from high-stakes poker players to those entangled in

serious crimes, creating a rich tapestry that reflects the inherent risks,

rewards, and psychological complexities associated with both gambling and

the human condition.

One of the most striking aspects of the book is how McManus portrays the

typical gambler, often driven by a mix of ambition, desperation, and the

allure of the jackpot. Characters like McManus himself embody the classic

archetype of the gambler—the risk-taker willing to put everything on the

line for both the thrill of the game and potential financial gain. McManus

shares his experiences in the 2000 World Series of Poker (WSOP), where he

immerses himself in a world where winning is everything and losing can

become a vicious cycle of regret and further risk-taking.

The psychological landscape of a gambler is multifaceted, marked by a

constant battle between self-control and temptation. McManus delves into

stories of contenders at the WSOP who exemplify this struggle. Some, like

the seasoned pros, are meticulously calculating in their strategies, while
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others—such as new entrants—are often blinded by excitement and

ambition, seeing poker more as a thrilling game than a high-stakes

environment where mental fortitude is paramount.

However, the thrilling chase for the pot is not where McManus stops. He

juxtaposes the world of gambling with that of crime, introducing characters

who exist on the darker side of human behavior. These individuals stand in

stark contrast to the poker players in their demeanor and motives. McManus

poignantly profiles the story of a notorious serial killer whose life spiraled

into chaos, revealing how gambling, in his case, became an act of

destruction rather than recreation. The parallels between the calculated risks

of poker and the reckless abandon of a life of crime highlight the thin line

between chance and fate.

For example, McManus reflects on the infamous case of a certain Las Vegas

gambler whose insatiable need for winnings led him to criminal activities,

showcasing the consequential decisions that can stem from a single bet gone

wrong. This character embodies the darker elements of gambling, where the

pursuit of fortune hints at an underlying profound emptiness and

desperation. The juxtaposition serves as a cautionary tale about how

gambling can elevate an individual's desire for success to dangerous levels,

drawing parallels between the high stakes of poker games and the high

stakes of life and death decisions made by criminals.
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Throughout this exploration, readers are drawn into the minds of these

characters, understanding their motivations, fears, and drives. McManus not

only reveals the thrill found in gambling but also effectively illustrates its

potential to lead down a perilous path if one loses touch with reality. This

duality of gambling as both a sport and a potential addiction is explored

through various personal interactions, highlighting the disturbing yet

fascinating nature of the lives intertwined within the poker scene.

In summary, the exploration of characters in "Positively Fifth Street" offers a

profound insight into the worlds of gamblers and those who stray into darker

realms. McManus's ability to weave together these narratives provides not

just an engaging story of a poker tournament but also a commentary on the

human experience—where the attractions of chance and the consequences of

risk coexist, often culminating in epiphanies or downfalls that are

profoundly human.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


4. The Impact of the 2000 World Series of Poker

The 2000 World Series of Poker (WSOP) marked a watershed moment in the

history of professional poker, acting as a catalyst that would propel the game

into mainstream culture and forever alter its perception at both personal and

societal levels. In "Positively Fifth Street," James McManus captures this

transformative period with keen observation, laying bare the dynamics of

gambling, human psychology, and the interplay of chance and skill.

Prior to 2000, poker was still somewhat of a niche pastime, regarded by

many as an underground activity reserved for high rollers and a few elite

players. The WSOP was primarily attended by professional gamblers and

enthusiasts who understood the intricacies of the game. However, the events

of that year—especially the thrilling competition and drama that unfolded in

Las Vegas—changed everything, attracting a broader audience and igniting

public interest in poker.

This particular series was notable for its record-breaking attendance and the

dramatic rise of the prize pool, which attracted more competitors than ever

before. The 2000 WSOP witnessed not just seasoned pros, but also a new

wave of players from diverse backgrounds, each vying for the coveted title

of World Champion and the accompanying fortune. This influx of new

players contributed to a more democratized image of the game, suggesting

that anyone, regardless of their previous financial standing or poker

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/TiHomYO39Kb


experience, could take their shot at glory.  

Among the key players of the 2000 WSOP was Chris "Jesus" Ferguson,

whose distinctive appearance and unmatched skill at the table made him a

fan favorite. His calm demeanor juxtaposed with the high-pressure

environment of the tournament showcased the psychological resilience

required not just to succeed at poker, but to thrive amidst the chaos.

Ferguson’s eventual victory in the tournament solidified his status as a poker

legend and, in many ways, symbolized the changing tides of public

perception regarding poker as more than just a gambling parlor activity but

as a legitimate, skill-based competition.

McManus's narrative also delves into the social implications of this

newfound popularity—how the poker boom created a vast array of imitators

and enthusiasts, spawning a myriad of poker-themed television shows,

online poker rooms, and even tutorials. In focusing on the 2000 WSOP, he

illustrates how televised poker began to dominate leisure time, crafting a

culture where poker became synonymous with strategy, patience, and

psychological prowess. Coupled with a heightened accessibility through

online platforms, poker was transformed from a quiet game played in

smoke-filled rooms to a global phenomenon that engaged millions.

Furthermore, the WSOP's broader cultural impact cannot be understated.
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The tournament symbolized not just individual aspirations but also

collective dreams rooted in the idea that everyone has a chance to win big. It

fostered narratives of rags-to-riches that captivated audiences and inspired

many to try their hand at poker, often leading to an influx of amateur players

who were enthralled by the chance to embrace risk and change their fates,

even if only for a fleeting moment.  

Yet, this popularity did not come without its pitfalls. McManus does not shy

away from exploring the darker side of this poker boom, addressing the

consequences of gambling addiction that emerged as more people became

exposed to the highs and lows of the poker table. The stories of players who

gambled away their savings, and the personal tragedies that ensued, were

sobering reminders of the game’s inherent risks. The contrast between the

glamour of major tournaments and the grim realities of addiction highlighted

the duality of poker as both entertainment and a potential pitfall in personal

finance.

Ultimately, the impact of the 2000 World Series of Poker, as portrayed in

"Positively Fifth Street," goes beyond mere statistics or individual victories.

It encapsulates a profound shift in cultural attitudes toward poker and

gambling, reshaping the narrative around what it means to compete, risk,

and aspire to greatness. This transformation continues to resonate today, as

poker remains a sport that blends strategy and luck, commitment and chaos,
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mirroring the complexities of life itself.
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5. Reflections on Life, Luck, and the Poker
Table

In "Positively Fifth Street," James McManus delves into the nuances of

poker that extend beyond the felt tables of high-stakes gambling. It becomes

apparent that poker serves as a microcosm for life itself, where chance and

strategy intertwine, shaping not just the outcomes of games but also the

paths of the players involved.

McManus reflects on the concept of luck, a recurring theme throughout the

narrative. In poker, luck plays a paramount role; a single poorly-timed card

can shift the momentum from triumph to devastation. This is illustrated by

various anecdotes during the World Series of Poker (WSOP). McManus

emphasizes the irony that despite meticulous strategies and years of study, a

player’s fortune can hinge on a random shuffle. For instance, he notes the

profound sense of despair faced by seasoned players who, despite their skill,

must accept the whims of luck—often referred to as the ‘variance’ of poker.

This idea resonates beyond the poker table, prompting readers to consider

life’s inherent unpredictability. Just as a player can go all-in and watch the

river card decide their fate, individuals in life often find themselves facing

unexpected turns that dictate their circumstances. The parable of life and

poker thus highlights the necessity of resilience and adaptability. Players

who learn to cope with the ups and downs—those who understand that bad
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beats are as much a part of the game as winning hands—often emerge wiser

and more composed, equipped to handle the unforeseen challenges thrown

their way.

The poker table can also serve as a reflection of one’s character. McManus

introduces players with distinctly different approaches, from the meticulous

strategist to the reckless gambler. This variety showcases not just differing

styles of play, but underlying philosophies of life. For some, a conservative

play style mirrors a cautious approach to life's decisions; they weigh

outcomes and risks before committing to any course of action. Conversely,

the risk-takers, who might gamble their entire stack on a hunch, illustrate the

thrill of embracing uncertainty and thriving in chaos.

Through the lens of these characters, readers witness how gambling can

expose deeper truths about human nature and morality. The juxtaposition of

disciplined players who trust their intuition against those consumed by

obsession draws attention to the fine line between passion and addiction. As

McManus narrates the haunted stories of some players who turned to darker

paths, including encounters with crime and despair, it serves as a cautionary

tale that excessive pursuit of thrills—whether at the poker table or in

life—can lead to harrowing consequences. 

Moreover, the allure of the poker lifestyle—a glamorous façade painted with
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winnings, fame, and the thrill of competition—often belies the darker

realities of loss and desperation. McManus poignantly illustrates that behind

every player’s success lies a history of failures, sacrifices, and relentless

ambition. Life, like poker, is a game where the odds can shift dramatically,

teaching nonetheless that one must remain grounded and aware of the thin

ice upon which the winning moments are built. 

Ultimately, "Positively Fifth Street" invites readers to contemplate the role

of agency and chance in their own lives. Just as players gather chips to build

a stack in hopes of victory, individuals accumulate experiences that readjust

their perspectives on hope, ambition, and determination. The poker table

becomes a familiar ground for exchanging not just money, but philosophies

of life, prompting significant introspection on what it means to win, lose,

and ultimately navigate the chaotic game of existence.
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