A Philosophical Look at Phil Helmuth, Jr.
By Michael Rome

 In the summer of 2006 I played in my first World Series of Poker event…the $1,500 NL freeze-out.  I finished in the top 15% out of 2,776 participants.  Although placing short of the money I was pleased with my play.  Even still, the highlight was sitting across from Phil Helmuth, Jr.


Like many amateurs I had fantasized what I would say when he blew-up at the table.  Perhaps something like “So Phil, how is that Tai Chi working for you?”…or “How can you be so insecure after all your accomplishments?”   I didn’t say any of this because I found myself liking him.  At first I thought it was because nobody could live up to such a notorious reputation, but I realized there was more to it.  There is a boyish charm about Phil spaced in-between his more irritating behavior.  
For instance, Phil raised in early-middle position and the table folded around to me in late position.  I was short stacked and looked down at A-K suited.  I went all-in and it was now up to him.  He was probably getting between 2-1 and 3-1 on his money.  He thought about it long and hard. 
Eventually he folded saying “I know you are strong”, and I showed him the A-K suited.  He remarked “You won fair and square” to which I replied “And you read me fair and square.”  My earlier fantasies about Phil did not include showing him he made a good read.  (It is also possible of course that he was caught in an attempt to steal the blinds, but I like to think he was holding something decent.)

My take on Phil is that he represents a personality archetype I have seen before…the highly sensitive male.  That’s right, I am calling Phil Helmuth overly sensitive.  It’s the only thing that accounts for his acute sense of reads (empathy) combined with his reactive outbursts.  

Sensitivity can be both a curse and a blessing.  It creates a nurturing and perceptive person, but on the other hand, it can translate into “How is the world affecting me?”  This awareness about how the environment is impacting you can result in over personalizing the world.
When someone sucks out at the table against us we realize it is just the nature of the game, but the hyper-sensitive person sees it as a personal affront.  In other words, the world must be revolving around them they feel it so acutely.  Of course, they are confusing sensitivity to their surroundings with believing that their surroundings are intentionally focused on them.

I can also report that Phil’s personality is not just an act for the cameras.  He went on for 15 minutes about someone sucking out on him.  After calming down a little he said “I guess I am steaming…no it’s not really steaming” and I said “you are venting”  “Yes” he agreed, “that is a good word.”  I was trying to subtlety suggest the suck-out wasn’t personal…only his need to vent was.

Overall he was very affable, and I watched him at least once center himself with some focused breathing and stretching.  In the ancient spiritual traditions it is said that a powerful person needs a powerful initiation.  The great challenge for a highly sensitive person is to retain their feeling nature while releasing the ego. This is extremely difficult to do.
A Buddhist might ask “what’s the hurry?” because it could take numerous lifetimes to achieve such a balance.  (I’ll double check this with Andrew Black if I meet him.)  Phil is in the middle of this great struggle, and he could have chosen other harmful directions to try and sooth the pain.  (Stu Unger may be an example of the more self-destructive route.)
Phil is on the right track with using Tai Chi to try and center himself.  When he reaches the highest level of this study he may find that it concerns loss of ego.  There is a Zen story about the master leading the students into the monastery.  As they pass the front entrance the students do not even acknowledge the existence of the nearby gardener.  The master is last to the door, but pauses to wink at the gardener who winks back knowingly.  

The lowly gardener is in fact a great avatar who long ago achieved enlightenment.  He exhibits no ego and finds ecstasy with each simple moment of his life.  When we realize that we are all just small drops in an endless ocean it is hard to get upset about being sucked out on the river.
When our table broke-up I shook Phil’s hand and wished him good-luck.  I meant it on many levels.


Michael Rome has a monthly column in Bluff Magazine called “The Amateur’s Mind” and can be found on his poker philosophy website at: www.romepoker.net   
