Guy Kelly, left, plays
cards with Fin Medd and
Veronica Stephens at
Draughts Board Game
Cafe in east London
Credit: Geoff Pugh for the
Telegraph

At a table in Draughts, a “board game café”
beneath a railway arch in east London,
three people are engaged in a fiercely
competitive, intergenerational game of
cards – and the gloves are off.
It is a scene likely being replicated in
households around the country this
afternoon, as families desperately search
for “quality time” activities that both
children and nonagenarians can partake
in. Tempers will flare, rules will be debated,
someone will sulk and everyone else will
laugh. It’s as much a tradition as turkey.
Here at Draughts, we’re just getting going
with a game of Racing Demon.
“Gosh, Fin, you’re actually quite slow,
aren’t you?” snipes Veronica Stephens,
without looking up from putting cards
down. Fin Medd, sitting opposite her,
refuses to take the bait. Stephens smiles
and returns for another slap. “Honestly, I
thought you were good?”
There is one other person playing – me –
but I have absolutely no idea what I’m

doing and keep making such idiotic errors
that Stephens audibly sighs. Still, we’re
having a terrific time. Quality time.
Stephens, 59, is a card expert and the
inventor of Racing Demon – or at least this
version. Fans of Downton Abbey might
remember a scene in which a furiously
quick card game was played in the
downstairs kitchen (episode three, series
four). That was Racing Demon (Julian
Fellowes is a fan). The Duchess of
Devonshire was another addict, rarely
playing anything else.
Easily described as a cross between Speed
and Solitaire, each player has a full deck of
cards (six decks come in a Racing Demon
box), deals 13 for themselves face-down,
then puts four more out in a line in front of
them. When somebody shouts, “Go!”,
everybody goes through their pack three
cards at a time. Any aces you find go in the
middle. On top of those, twos can be
placed, then threes and so on. The four
cards you put in front of you can also be

used at any time, but must be replaced.
The first person to have no cards left is the
winner. Got it? Good. I didn’t.
“Never mind, you’ll get the hang of it as we
go,” Stephens says, launching into a game
with the hand speed of a ninja. Medd is a
burly, rugby-playing 19-year-old who just
so happens to be a fanatical card gameplayer, so he keeps up with ease. I smile
and nod, managing to lose about three
cards in 90 seconds, and mostly look
forward to one of them shouting, “OUT!”
Fortunately, Medd does that. A victory for
the quiet man.
Stephens and Medd may be separated by
30 years, but both were brought up playing
cards at home, and rate them far higher
than anything board or or screen-based.
“Just a simple pack of cards can be used
for so many different games, whereas
Monopoly is one thing. If you get bored of a
game of cards, you can play something
totally different,” says Medd, who was
brought up in south-west London but

currently studies sports science at
Liverpool John Moores University. “When I
was a kid, I didn’t have a PlayStation and
all that kind of stuff, and we’d play after
dinner. Now I play at uni, and everyone is
into them.”
‘The good thing about cards is that
someone who is five can play, but so can
somebody who is 90, and anybody can win’
Credit: Geoff Pugh for the Telegraph
Being a good card player is about being
competitive. “Wanting to win is a good
start,” Stephens confirms. In most families,
a sense of Christmas competition
(especially if the stakes are the last roast
potato, say, or avoiding the washing up) is
never hard to conjure. So what else is
important?
“Concentration,” she fires back, which may
or may not be a reference to the fact I’m
asking questions between games. “You’ve
got to stop whatever else you’re doing, no
multi-tasking and no chatting. It’s every

man for himself! You can’t win if you’re
talking. I think you need to have what we
call ‘card sense’ as well. Some people just
don’t have it…”
For those without “card sense”, there are
other things you can do to avoid looking the
fool. For instance, in most of the games the
pair recommend families play this week –
be it Snap, Cheat, Rummy, Slapjack, Oh
Hell, Medd’s student favourite, Poohead, or
Stephens’ lifelong favourite, Old Maid – the
key is to not pay much attention to what
cards are in your hand.
“You can’t just think about your cards, it’s
what other people have that matters in
most games,” says Medd. “There are lots of
points of information on the table, not just
what you have that others can’t see. In
games where ace beats all, for example,
you could have a great hand but if you’re
not paying attention to where those aces
are, you’ve got nothing.”
And that, adds Stephens, who hasn’t
stopped shuffling a deck for the duration of

our conversation, is why you need
to concentrate.
“There are always people in the family who
want to carry on a conversation or eat while
they’re playing, but they won’t win by doing
that. The good thing about cards is that
someone who is five can play, but so can
somebody who is 90, and anybody can win
if they know what they’re doing. Games like
Racing
Demon
give
children
the
opportunity to beat their grandmother,
which is rare.”
It’s true, you cannot say that about Candy
Crush. Stephens, who is based in
Grantham, often hosts card-playing
workshops in schools, and has come to the
incendiary conclusion that girls are better
than boys at the classic games.
“It’s something to do with the motor skills
and the speed of thought and hand, I
reckon. Boys can be clumsy and lose
concentration. It might be rubbish, of
course, but it’s always good to say that to

boys you’re playing with – gets them really
riled up.”
Cards are such a simple, versatile form of
entertainment that it’s no surprise they

remain popular. And the existence of
Draughts, a persistently busy spot one of
the trendiest area of the capital, suggests
millennials are as keen as any generation
to deal a hand, too.
“I’ll be playing all over
Christmas,” Medd says,
excitedly. “It gets pretty
competitive in my house.
My siblings are good, my
mum isn’t really, and my
dad loves it. He wants
me to teach him a uni
pre-drinking game, Ring
of Fire, next.”
Oh, and what’s the
secrets to that one?
“There aren’t any. It’s
just luck and alcohol.”
Granny, your turn.
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