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hand at, among other enterprises, the poker com-
petitions that are taking root in Macau. “There was a
perception – partially correct, partially exaggerated
– that the place was heavily influenced by gang-
sters, and therefore not particularly safe. More im-
portantly, gambling choices were limited.”

But he says those choices have since multiplied.
“When the Sands opened in May 2004, every-

thing changed. Now, casinos like the MGM, Sands,
Venetian and Wynn are serious competition to Ho’s
properties,” he says. 

“As in any industry, competition is a great thing
for customers. Previously baccarat-centric, Macau
has opened itself up to other people, other games,
other styles. There is a mini-poker boom in Macau.
Once upon a time you would never see a craps table
in Macau – now they are visible. The Chinese are em-
bracing these new games too, and the expansion
will no doubt continue.”

Grant Bowie has been witnessing those kinds of

changes at the MGM Grand as well. Since taking
charge at the complex’s opening in December, there
have been shifts in the games played and the peo-
ple playing them, he says.

“I think gaming machines are starting to show
signs of significant growth,” Bowie says. “Table
games are still dominated by baccarat and will con-
tinue to be dominated by baccarat. But the mix of
players has changed because clearly a lot of that
has come from the opening up of individual visas
from China. In the early days it was dominated by
Hong Kong and Taiwan, then came China and that of
course has changed things dramatically.”

GAMING
MATHEW SCOTT

They wouldn’t be coming if their needs were not
being met, and Green says the Macau government
has played the right hand too.

“I think it has attracted the right operators,” he
says. “I think they generally have proved to be as
good as their word in terms of what they’ve brought
to the table. I don’t think the economy has helped in
terms of the pace of the development but it will come
again and I think the operations without exception
have indicated they have the ability to deliver.
“There’s some that will do better than others obvi-
ously, but right now they have all got considerable
blue sky.”

Lady Luck awaits at the gaming tables at the City of Dreams. 

Late in the fourth and final day of the biggest
poker tournament Macau has seen, a man in the
audience stands and screams “Go Xing! Do it for
China!” while waving a Chinese flag. 

The man being cheered, Chen Daoxing, is too
focused on winning nearly HK$4.2 million to pay
any heed. After outlasting 426 players through
more than 50 hours of poker action, only two
men stood his way: Mike Kim from South Korea
and Ireland’s Dermot Blain.

The setting is Macau’s Grand Lisboa, and the
event is the Macau Summer Poker Festival. The
Asia-Pacific Poker Tour organised 429 Texas
Hold’em poker players from 46 countries who
forked out HK$40,000 to enter the final
tournament of the tour in Macau, dubbed the
“Main Event”. The collective entry fee, at HK$16
million, was the biggest ever prize pool for a
poker tournament in Asia.

Chen’s playing style matches his no-nonsense
demeanour. A relative newcomer to the game,
Chen, 47 – who picked up Texas Hold’em just in
March while observing other players at the
Grand Lisboa poker room – made a good living
exporting leather shoes. Now, in his words, he
“travels and gambles around the world”.

His two opponents couldn’t be more
different. Kim lived most of his life in the United
States until five years ago, when he moved back
to Korea to become “the godfather of Hold’em”. 

Kim laughs about the title. “Well, I did start
the first legal poker room three years ago,” he
says, adding that two more poker rooms have
since opened. A sixth-degree black belt, Kim
owned a taekwondo school in Los Angeles
before switching to full-time poker. “As much as
my heart was …in martial arts, I made much
more money playing poker,” he says. “So I
closed the school and played cards.”

The transition wasn’t as smooth for Blain. “I
struggled so much when I started playing poker
for a living,” admits the 25-year-old former sales
manager. “I thought about quitting many
times.”

It didn’t help that his family didn’t support
the decision. But Blain played on and studied
books on poker and analysed his play nightly.
“It’s a game of skill; it’s not gambling,” he says.

Eventually Blain became a successful low-
stakes player and was content to play at home
until he heard about Macau. “My friend was
telling me about Macau, how the poker action is
booming and there are plenty of new players,”
he says. “So I made the trip out here to play.”

Unlike Chen and Kim – who started the final
day as the two top leaders in chips – Blain’s run
to the final three was a roller coaster ride. But
the Irishman is a self-described “tight” – poker
slang for conservative – a playing style that lets
him survive multiple scares.

Chen’s aggressive style had been working
wonders. But it backfired and led to a hand in
which he lost all his chips to Blain.

After that, Blain – with a dominating chip
lead over Kim – made short work of his final
opponent and took the crown.

“I didn’t catch a single card all day,” Kim
laments about his lack of luck on the night.

The man who beat him agrees. “Mike didn’t
get any good cards yet he still finished second,”
Blain says. “That’s a sign of how much skill
matters in poker.” 

Chen, who won HK$1.8 million, says he has
no specific plans for the money because “a
million or two doesn’t matter”. Runner-up Kim,
who is HK$2.9 million richer, says he will get
right back to work on developing poker in Asia.
“The largest poker tournament in Las Vegas
draws 7,000 to 8,000 players. I think Macau will
surpass that eventually.”

Blain might take a break. “I think I may take
some time off now I have this money,” he says
about his HK$4 million winnings. “Playing poker
for a living is stressful. People only see the glitz
and glamour.” 

Novice on top when the chips are down
Ben Sin


